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Aristotle Rhetoric Plato Gorgias are pivotal figures in the history of
Western philosophy and rhetoric. Their thoughts have shaped the way we
understand persuasive communication, ethics in discourse, and the role of the
orator in society. While Aristotle's "Rhetoric" serves as a foundational text
for the study of persuasive techniques, Plato's dialogues, especially
"Gorgias," critique the moral implications of rhetoric and the nature of
truth. This article delves into the contrasting views of Aristotle and Plato,
examines the ideas presented in "Gorgias," and discusses the enduring impact
of their philosophies on the field of rhetoric.

Aristotle's Rhetoric: An Overview

Aristotle, a student of Plato, wrote "Rhetoric" around 350 BCE as a
systematic examination of the art of persuasion. His work is significant for
several reasons:

1. Definition of Rhetoric

Aristotle defines rhetoric as "the faculty of observing in any given case the
available means of persuasion." This definition highlights rhetoric's
practical nature, emphasizing that it is a skill that can be applied in
various contexts.

2. Three Modes of Persuasion

Aristotle identifies three primary means of persuasion:

- Ethos: The credibility or ethical appeal of the speaker. An orator must
establish trustworthiness to persuade effectively.
- Pathos: The emotional appeal to the audience. By invoking feelings, a
speaker can connect with listeners on a deeper level.
- Logos: The logical appeal or reasoning. This includes the use of facts,
statistics, and logical arguments to convince the audience.

3. The Rhetorical Situation

Aristotle examines the importance of understanding the context in which
rhetoric occurs. The speaker, audience, and subject matter are all crucial
elements that influence the effectiveness of persuasion.

4. Types of Rhetoric

Aristotle categorizes rhetoric into three types:

- Deliberative Rhetoric: Focused on persuading an audience regarding future



actions, often used in political contexts.
- Judicial Rhetoric: Concerned with justice and injustice, typically found in
legal settings.
- Epideictic Rhetoric: Celebratory or ceremonial rhetoric aimed at praising
or blaming individuals.

5. The Role of Rhetoric in Society

Aristotle argues that rhetoric is essential for democracy, as it allows
citizens to engage in public discourse, debate, and decision-making.

Plato's Critique of Rhetoric: The Gorgias

In contrast to Aristotle, Plato offers a more skeptical view of rhetoric,
particularly in his dialogue "Gorgias." This work is named after Gorgias, a
prominent sophist and rhetorician of the time.

1. The Nature of Rhetoric

Plato, through the character of Socrates, questions the ethical implications
of rhetoric. He suggests that rhetoric can be manipulative and is often used
to deceive rather than to convey truth. This perspective raises important
questions about the morality of persuasion.

2. The Distinction Between Rhetoric and Philosophy

In "Gorgias," Plato differentiates between rhetoric and philosophy. He argues
that while rhetoric focuses on persuasion and often disregards truth,
philosophy seeks to uncover truth through dialectical reasoning. This
distinction underscores Plato's belief in the importance of ethical
discourse.

3. The Role of the Rhetorician

Plato critiques the role of the rhetorician as one who prioritizes winning
arguments over seeking truth. In his view, this leads to a society where
opinions are valued over knowledge, resulting in a lack of genuine
understanding.

4. The Consequences of Rhetoric

Plato warns of the dangers of rhetoric when used unethically. He argues that
persuasive speech can lead individuals away from virtuous actions and towards
harmful choices. This perspective highlights the responsibility of the
speaker to use rhetoric ethically.



Comparing Aristotle and Plato's Views on
Rhetoric

The contrasting views of Aristotle and Plato on rhetoric have significant
implications for the study and practice of persuasion.

1. Nature of Truth

- Aristotle: Views truth as something that can be discerned through logical
reasoning and effective persuasion.
- Plato: Believes that truth is absolute and can be obscured by rhetoric's
manipulative nature.

2. Purpose of Rhetoric

- Aristotle: Considers rhetoric a valuable tool for engaging in public
discourse and promoting democratic ideals.
- Plato: Sees rhetoric as a potential threat to truth and morality,
advocating for a philosophical approach to understanding.

3. Ethical Considerations

- Aristotle: Emphasizes the importance of ethos and the speaker's
credibility, suggesting that ethical rhetoric can lead to positive outcomes.
- Plato: Argues that rhetoric often prioritizes persuasion over ethics,
leading to manipulation and deception.

Impact on Modern Rhetoric

The ideas presented by Aristotle and Plato continue to resonate in
contemporary discussions of rhetoric and communication. Their influence can
be seen in various fields, including politics, law, and media.

1. Rhetoric in Politics

Politicians often employ rhetorical strategies to persuade voters.
Understanding Aristotle's modes of persuasion can enhance political speeches
and debates, while Plato's warnings about ethical considerations remain
relevant in evaluating political discourse.

2. Rhetoric in Education

The study of rhetoric is a cornerstone of communication education.
Aristotle's systematic approach provides a framework for teaching persuasive
techniques, while Plato's emphasis on ethics encourages students to consider



the moral implications of their rhetoric.

3. Rhetoric in Media

In an age of information overload, the principles of rhetoric are crucial for
critically assessing media messages. Aristotle’s focus on logos helps
audiences analyze arguments, while Plato’s concerns about manipulation remind
consumers to be discerning.

Conclusion

The exploration of Aristotle Rhetoric Plato Gorgias reveals the profound
impact of these philosophers on the understanding of persuasion and ethics.
While Aristotle's work provides a comprehensive framework for effective
communication, Plato's critique serves as a reminder of the moral
responsibilities inherent in rhetoric. Together, their ideas continue to
shape the discourse surrounding rhetoric in various contexts, from politics
to education and beyond. As we navigate the complexities of communication in
the modern world, the lessons from Aristotle and Plato remain as relevant as
ever, urging us to engage thoughtfully and ethically in our discourse.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Aristotle's rhetoric
compared to Plato's views in 'Gorgias'?

Aristotle's rhetoric emphasizes persuasion and the practical application of
rhetoric in everyday life, while Plato, in 'Gorgias', critiques rhetoric as a
manipulative art that prioritizes persuasion over truth.

How does Aristotle define rhetoric in his works?

Aristotle defines rhetoric as the art of persuasion, which involves the use
of reasoning and emotional appeal to influence an audience.

What critique does Plato offer about rhetoric in
'Gorgias'?

In 'Gorgias', Plato critiques rhetoric as a form of flattery that seeks to
please rather than promote truth and genuine knowledge, arguing that it can
lead to moral corruption.

How does Aristotle's view of rhetoric differ from his
view of dialectic?

Aristotle sees rhetoric as a means of persuasion used in public speaking,
while dialectic is a method of reasoning and dialogue aimed at uncovering
truth through logical argumentation.



What role does ethos play in Aristotle's rhetoric?

In Aristotle's rhetoric, ethos refers to the credibility and character of the
speaker, which is crucial in persuading the audience and establishing trust.

In what ways did Plato's 'Gorgias' influence the
development of rhetorical theory?

Plato's 'Gorgias' sparked critical discussions about the ethical implications
of rhetoric, leading to a more nuanced understanding of the relationship
between rhetoric, morality, and truth in subsequent rhetorical theories.

What are the three modes of persuasion identified by
Aristotle?

The three modes of persuasion identified by Aristotle are ethos
(credibility), pathos (emotional appeal), and logos (logical argument), which
together form the foundation of effective rhetorical practice.
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