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Gorgias 488b–499b: Power, Leaky Jars, and Pleasure 
 
1. First Phase (488b–491d) 
 
(1) Callicles’ Contrast. Nature (phusis) and convention (nomos) are directly 

opposed (482e). 
(2) Callicles’ Thesis. It is naturally just that the superior rule the inferior; the 

better have the natural right to rule. (Convention is for weaklings.) 
(3) Callicles’ Synonymity Thesis: superior = stronger = better (488c).1 
(4) The general populace (hoi polloi) is superior to one individual (488d)—

and hence better and stronger (given 3). 
(5) The law set by the many is better than the law set by one individual (from 

3 and 4) (488e). 
(6) The many say (a) an equal share is just, and (b) doing wrong is more 

shameful than being wronged (488e–489a). (Remember: this is Polus’ 
concession.) 

(7) Callicles’ contrast breaks down: nature and convention are not opposites 
(from 2, 5, and 6) (489b). 

(8) Callicles’ First Clarification: superior ≠ stronger, and stronger ≠ better 
(489c–d); but better = élite, the cleverer ones (phronimōteroi) (489e). 

(9) Natural Right: if x is cleverer (than y), then it is just (a) for x to rule (over 
y) and (b) to have more (than y).2 (They may be greedy.) 

(10) Counterexamples. (a) If x is a doctor, x is cleverer (phronimōteros) about 
diet, and x should have more food (490b–d). (b) If x is weaver who is 
phronimōteros about coats, x should have more coats. (c) If x is a 
shoemaker… (d) If x is a farmer… (490d–e). This is comically absurd: we 
can hear the audience laugh with Callicles—or at him? 

(11) Callicles’ Second Clarification. Limit the domain of x: if x is cleverer (than 
y), and if x makes use of cleverness in political matters, and if x is 
courageous, then it is just (a) for x to rule (over y) and (b) to have more 
(than y) (491b). 

 
Discussion Questions 
– These passages show the dialectic in action: Socrates ‘tidies up’ Callicles’ 

suggestions, and thus clarifies them. Which step in this (part of the) 
refutation is least defensible? How inevitable is Socrates’s argumentation? 

– How does Callicles’ tone change over the exchanges in this phase? Do you 
think there is a message for us there? 

– Is there a passage (or two) that you think is pivotal? 
  

                                                   
1  ‘Superior’ (kreitton) has connotations with political power or might; ‘stronger’ (ischuteron) 

with physical strength and vigour; ‘better’ (beltion) with moral goodness (‘beltion’ is the 
comparative of ‘agathon’). 

2  For the second part, see 483d—to have a greater share (pleon echein; where ‘pleon’ is the 
comparative of ‘polus’, i.e. ‘many’).  
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2. Second Phase (491d–495b) 
 
Discussion Questions 
– What should we make of the fact that Socrates has to ask the same question 

three times before Callicles gets it? 
– This is Callicles’ second long speech. What is his ‘only authentic way of life’? 
– And how does this compare with Socrates’ thoughts about the philosophical 

life at 487e–488a? 
– What is the point that the allusion to stones and corpses underscores? 
– Socrates responds with two myths (stories) about jars. What is the first one? 

What is the second one? What do they show? It seems that Plato envisages a 
sort of asceticism—does this move Callicles? 

– Callicles is not convinced (494a): why not? Is he right? 
– The scratching and itching passage is a first argument against hedonism. 

How does it work? 
– And why does Socrates bring in the catamite (male prostitute)? 
– Kahn suggests that in these passages, ‘Plato goes beyond the strictly dramatic 

form of a conversation between dialogue partners and uses his priviledged 
persona to speak directly to the audience’.3 Do you agree? 

 
3. Third Phase (495c–497d) 
 
(1) Conceptual Set-Up. Knowledge (epistēmē) ≠ courage (andreia); knowledge 

≠ pleasure (hēdonē); courage ≠ pleasure; but pleasure = good (agathon) 
(495c–d). 

(2) Opposites. Those who live well (eu prattontes) contrast with those who 
live badly (kakōs prattouses) (495e). 

(3) Enantia Principle. It is not possible for x to be in two opposite or 
incompatible states at the same time t (e.g., to be healthy and ill at t). 
Other opposites: good/bad, and happiness/misery (495e–496b). 

(4) Corollary. Of two opposites, if we gain one, we lose the other, and vice 
versa—we have one at t and the other at t+ (from 3) (496b–c). 

(5) So, when we gain and lose them at the same time, good and bad cannot be 
involved (from 3 and 4) (496c). 

(6) Hunger (thirst) is unpleasant (aniaros), but eating (drinking) is pleasant 
(hēdus). Generally, desires/needs are unpleasant or distressing 
(lupoumenos), but satisfying a need = pleasant (496c–e). 

(7) If x is thirsty and drinks at t, then x feels pleasure and distress at t (496e). 
(8) Violation of the Enantia Principle. Pleasure and distress coincide (from 7) 

(497a). 
(9) Good cannot be involved in this case (from 5 and 8). 
(10) Pleasure ≠ living well, and pain ≠ living badly (from 2 and 9) (497a). 
(11) Pleasure ≠ good (from 10) (497a–d). 
 
                                                   
3  Kahn, C. (1983). Drama and Dialectic in Plato’s ‘Gorgias’. Oxford Studies in Ancient 

Philosophy, 1, p. 104. 



 

OUDCE Michaelmas Term 2018  |  Peter Wyss 

Discussion Questions 
– Is the Socrates’ move up to (9) a sophism, as Callicles suggests (497a)? 
– What do you make of Gorgias’ intervention (e.g., how critical is it)? 
– Do you agree that the good life, or the life lived well, is not always or 

exclusively pleasurable or painful? 
– Is there anything we could say in defence of Callicles? 
 
4. Fourth Phase (497d–499b) 
 
This follows immediately from the third phase, and is suggested by Socrates as 
an alternative way to make the same point (i.e. pleasure ≠ good). 
 
(1) The good are brave (andreios) and clever (phronimos) (497e); see first 

phase (11). 
(2) Fools feel pleasure and pain/distress, and cowards feel pleasure and 

pain/distress. They do so at least to the same degree than the courageous 
and the clever (498a–b). 

(3) The cowards (deiloi) and fools (aphrones) are bad, or at least worse than 
the good (from 1) (498c). 

(4) If x has the qualities that define goodness, then x is good; and if x has the 
qualities that define badness, then x is bad (498d). 

(5) Pleasure and pain are such qualities (i.e. pleasure = good; pain = bad): x is 
good in virtue of feeling pleasure, and x is bad in virtue of feeling 
pain/distress (from 1, 3, and 4) (498d–e). 

(6) If x has the relevant qualities to greater degree than y, then x is better 
(more good) or worse (more bad) than y (498e). 

(7) The fools and cowards are at least as good as the clever and courageous 
(from 2 and 5) (499a). Note. Socrates earlier flatters Callicles for his 
courage (494d). 

(8) The bad are at least as good as the good (from 3 and 7) (499a). 
(9) This reductio ad absurdum can be avoided (only?) by rejecting that 

pleasure = good (i.e. pleasure ≠ good). 
 
Discussion Questions 
– Socrates’s argument, in a nutshell, is this: if pleasure is good, and pain is bad, 

and if pleasure and pain come in degrees, then bad people (such as tyrants, 
remember Polus’ predilection) who have at least as much pleasure than good 
people turn out to be morally better than good people—the bad turn out 
better than the good. What is the role of quantifying pleasure and pain in this 
line of thought? 

– Think back to Callicles’ speech about the hedonistic and happy life of licence 
and maximal liberty (491e–492d). How do this and the previous argument 
undermine that position? 

– Where should we attack Socrates’ line of thought, if at all? 
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– As in the section of Polus, Socrates works with the claims that Callicles 
provides. Does he make good use of them? Do these claim warrant the way 
in which Socrates develops the argument? 

– Looking one step further: how does Callicles react to Socrates’ 
argumentation (499b)? What does this tell us? 

 
5. Word Frequency Visualized 
 
In this visualization, the occurrences of two contrasting concepts is plotted on 
the pages of the Gorgias. As in previous images, the idea is to make visible at a 
glance certain aspects of the dialogue, thus giving a graphic impression of it—a 
heat-map, as it were. For instance, we see that shame seems a more frequent 
them; that there is a concentration in the Polus section (the what-is-worse-
doing-wrong-or-being-wronged discussion); that in Callicles’s part beauty is 
mentioned less than half than shame; and so on. To visualize a text in this, or 
other ways, is just another means to explore, uncover, and understand it. 

Kalon (fine, noble, beautiful) Aischron (shameful) 

  


