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On the oration of Socrates in court: From the relation between Plato’s

Apology of Socrates and Gorgias

TASHIRO, Ryo

The purpose of this paper is to interpret Socrates’ actions in Plato’s
Apology of Socrates through Gorgias. In doing so, I focus on the phrase “familiar
language,” which Socrates refers to at the text’s opening. Although many previous
studies have examined this phrase and the entire opening, they interpret it, as well
as the whole of the Apology, as irony or parody. Unlike these studies, this paper
aims to interpret the phrase at face value by considering the sections on rhetoric in
Plato’s Gorgias. In Gorgias, it is important to distinguish base rhetoric from true
rhetoric, as true rhetoric is good and based on technique, while base rhetoric is
bad and only based on experience.

This paper argues that in Gorgias, Socrates does not—indeed, cannot—
persuade all his interlocutors because he has not mastered true rhetoric, which
requires knowledge about the best (for example, knowledge about justice or
temperance). That he does not master true rhetoric applies to the Apology because
in it, Socrates agrees that he is ignorant of the best. Because he lacks the
knowledge required for true rhetoric (i. e., is ignorant of the best), Socrates
cannot help but use “familiar language.” But what exactly is “familiar language?
I think it is the tool with which Socrates does philosophy, so I conclude that the
phrase is used to describe Socrates doing philosophy in court. Perhaps doing
philosophy in court is unjust, but Socrates has no choice. At the opening of the
Apology, he can only believe what he claims is true. By the end, however, he is
certain that his choice was right because his daimonion has not appeared
throughout the day of trial.
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