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1. A general overview of the sophistsʼ ideas and activities, defending some of the more sweeping claims here, can be found
in Barney 2006.

2. See Schiappa 1990. This raises the question of whether Gorgias really counts as a sophist at all, since part of Platoʼs point
is that sophistês and rhêtorikos should be considered di�erent professions (cf. Plato, Gorgias 463b–463c, 520a–520b). Be
that as it may, Gorgias clearly fits the general profile of the fi�h-century sophist. Like Protagoras, Hippias, Prodicus, and
the rest of the gang, he was an itinerant intellectual performer and teacher of wisdom; a specialist in techniques of
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argument and persuasion; and the author of texts which both advertise those skills and engage with contemporary
philosophical debates, o�en with a subversive twist. Platoʼs dialogues conflict as to whether Gorgias presented himself as
a teacher of virtue, as Protagoras and most of the other sophists did: Meno 95c seems to correct Gorgias 460a on this point.
But as a definition this is too narrow anyway: it would also exclude other important figures (Antiphon, Critias) who clearly
belonged to the movement in a general way.

3. Translations from the Helen (and the Defense of Palamedes) are from Gagarin and Woodru� 1995, sometimes with minor
modifications: this very useful volume also includes Gorgiasʼs other significant surviving texts. The standard Greek text
(and source of the section numbers in parentheses) is Diels and Kranz 1960–61, vol. 2; cf. also MacDowell 1982.

4. We might object that Gorgias cannot intend such a sweeping result; for he says that Paris is to blame if he forced Helen or
persuaded her (7, 12). But that claim is problematic in any case, since Parisʼs actions were surely caused by erôs, and
perhaps by fate as well; so he is bound to turn out to be blameless by the same argument as Helen. If we want the
argument to be internally coherent, I think we have to take Gorgiasʼs assignment of blame to Paris as merely provisional,
pending investigation of the causes of his actions (a question explicitly set aside at the start (5)). So the possibility remains
that neither he nor anyone else would turn out blameworthy given su�icient examination—our attributions of moral
responsibility would topple in a sort of infinite regress.

5. E.g., Jonathan Barnes: “if the argument works, it works for all agents and all actions, and no one is ever responsible for
anything” (1982, 525).

6. Cf. Calogero 1957, who also discusses the connection with Socratic ideas.
7. “Madness” here is supplied to fill a lacuna, following Sauppe (cf. Diels-Kranz ad loc.), as do Gagarin and Woodru�. As

Christopher Roser has brought to my attention, Palamedes (25) seems to make a similar point, and the term mania does
occur there.

8. Actually, so does the first narrow reading, if taken together with Palamedesʼs principle. For Socratesʼs most basic thesis is
that all desire is for what the desiring agent perceives as good, where “good” seems to mean “beneficial to its possessor”
(cf. Protagoras 358a–358d and Meno 77b–78b). The moralized thesis I discuss in this paragraph, that no one does wrong
voluntarily, depends on Socratesʼs further claim that virtue and right action are what is good for human beings, so that
wrongdoing always involves ignorance, error, and a failure to attain what one is aiming for (namely the good). I see no sign
of this moralized view in Gorgias, unless we simply assume the second narrow reading.

9. Gorgias then vacillates as to the subject matter of this persuasion. Sometimes he presents rhetoric as universal or subject-
neutral, emphasizing that the trained speaker can be more persuasive than any expert on that expertʼs own subject (456a–
457c, 458e–459b); but he also wants to insist that the rhetorician is particularly expert in political matters, i.e., on
questions of justice, a claim which quickly leads to his refutation (454b, 460a).

10. I am indebted throughout to Mourelatosʼs broader argument in this fascinating paper.
11. Gagarin 2001 argues that sophistic texts, the Helen included, do not really aim at persuasion at all: the principal goal is

“displaying ingenuity and contributing new and interesting ideas” (290).
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