
VIII. Greek Polities under Roman Rule 

Plutarch was aware that the Greeks failed through their dissension and 
mutual wars and that they were already powerless for centuries with regard 
to politics and military matters. 193 That they were nevertheless in a 
relatively favourable sitation is thanks to the Romans, who created order in 
a chaotic world (cf. De fort . Rom. 317 bc) and who earned the gratitude of the 
Greeks, and of many other sovereigns and peoples (Flamin. 12, 8-10). 
Peace reigns throughout the world, there are no wars,194 no staseis, no rule 
by tyrants (Pyth. or. 408 bc), and peace and prosperity reign everywhere.195 

Plutarch is satisfied with this situationl96 and opposes an assertion, put in 
the mouth of a Cynic philosopher, that the oracles had declined because of 
the evil of the times (De]. or. 413 a ff.). He is happy with the blessings of the 
pax' Romana and with the relative freedom which the Romans give to the 
Greeks, to which he adds with a touch of resignation: "perhaps more would 
not be better for them" (Praee. 824 c). He spe aks praisingly concerning the 
benevolent imperial assistance regarding the efforts of the Greek home rule 
(Pyth. or. 409 c). But in this situation withoutcomplications, there is no need 
for involved and hidden oracles in verse form (Pyth. or. 408 c). 

With all his appreciation for the existing situation and for the pax Romana, 
Plutarch does not lose sight of the real power relationships. The Greek 
magistrate has to be aware th at he does not administer a fully independent 
state with its own military power, that he is subject to the power of the 
Roman governors. He must adopt a modest and careful attitude toward 
them; when he speaks, he must be aware ofthe Roman footwear above him; 
from the office of the strategi (municipal magistrates) he must keep in view 

193, Concerning the decrease of the population of (European) Greece see Dif. or 414 a; cp, 
the 7th oration (Euboeicus) of Dio of Prusa. See Th. Mommsen, Römische Geschichte V, 
Berlin 193311 , 246. 

194. Of course, in these comments Plutarch has primarily in mind the Greek world. For the 
rest, the periodical fighting activities on the borders of the Roman Empire were 
probably litde more than a marginal phenomenon in the eyes of the inhabitants of the 
provinces which lay in the he art of the Empire. 

195. See alSO De tranq. an. 469 e; Praec. 824 c; cp. ] . Palm, Rom, Römertum und Imperium in der 
gTÜchischen Literatur der Kaiserzeit, Lund 1959, 31 fT. This view ofthe situation is found in 
other Greek authors of the same period; see, e.g., W.C. van Unnik, 'Irenaeus en de 
pax Romana', in: Kerk en vrede (Feestbundel]. de Graaf), Baarn 1976, 210. 

196. Pyth. or. 408 b; De tranq. an. 469 e; cp. Pyth. or. 408 f fT. 
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the podium on which the Roman governor is seated. 197 Like a stage actor, in 
his performance he may permit his own feelings to come to the fore, his own 
character and reputation, but he should strictly follow the instructions of the 
stage prompter (Praec. 813 et). The freedom that one enjoys is a gift ofthe 
rulers (Praec . 284 c) and thus a precarious possession. An advantage or 
position of power that has been attained can, by one stroke of the pen of the 
Roman governor, be nullified or given to another person; and even ifthat is 
not the case, the significance of it is very limited (Praec. 824 et). He who is 
exiled must realize that he is relieved of the obligation of paying his respects 
to the governor, says Plutarch (De exilio 604 b), and that he is not dependent 
on his whims. 198 

One should especially avoid needless quarreling, for that inevitably 
invites intervention by the Roman authorities. l99 And by all means one 
must be on one's guard against having the Roman governor decide in all 
matters about which there is a difference of opinion. That gives him more 
power than he himself wants and reduces the independence of the 
municipality (noÀITefa) de facto to nil (Praec. 814 e ff.). One must also refrain 
from disturbing the masses by an excessive and senseless reminder of the 
great Greek past as an example to be followed (Praec. 814 a ff.), while at the 
same time one should as much as possible prevent manifestations which 
evoke undesirable feelings in the masses (Praec. 822 c). 

Considering the weak position of the Greek magistrate, it is good for him 
to insure the cooperation and the favour of the Roman rulers in his province 
(Praec . 814 c ff.), and that not for his own interests and advantage, but for 
that of his polis (ibid. 814 de). But then he must act in a conscious and 
dignified way and avoid all flattery and obsequiousness and not act like 
people who "when the leg has been fettered, go on and subject the neck to 
the yoke" (Praec . 814 ef; cf. Qu. conv. VII, 710 a) . It may he necessary for 
him to take a firm line against the governors and even the emperor in the 

197. The conjecture of Kaltwasser, who, instead of d7rO TaU UTpaT11ylou 7rpOç TO pffjJa wants to 
read d7rO TaU prfjJaToç 7rPOç TO UTpó.T11YIOV (a reading that one already de facto fmds in 
younger ofIshoots of the manuscript tradition) has found much approval. It is, however, 
unnecessary and has, in any case, against it the fact that the Roman govemors of 
Achaia had no military ·command and that KáÀ.Tloç (calceus) means footwear, but not 
soldiers boots (cp . Atm. PaulI. 5, 3 and see also C.P. Jones, op. cito 133). The defense of 
the tradition in the Teubner-edition (C. Hubert-M . Pohlenz-H . Drexler, Plutarchi 

Moralia V, 1, Leipzig 19602), who suggest the possibility "a superiore loco, UTpaT. 
praetoris Romani, animo respicientem ad exilem su am potestatem, quid haec valeat, 
recte aestimare" seems rather forced. The interpretation given here is also that of C. P . 
Jones, op. cito 133; Valgiglio considers it the most probable. 

198. Cp. Qu. Rom. 282 b ; subjects must submit to their rulers and derive their honor and 
power from them. Perhaps Plutarch had his own situation in mind with this; compare 
the shift in terminology: paulÀ.euójJevovç-;'yejJóvl. 

199. Cp. Frat. Am. 487 f-488 a. Compare the words ofthe city scribe at Ephesus, Act. Ap. 19, 
35 fI. 
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defense of the interests of his city; and that is something where a politician 
can make a contribution and achieve great prestige (Praec. 805 ab). 

Although Plutarch is gene rally satisfied with the situation in Greece and 
the position of the Greeks under the regime of Trajan and Hadrian, he is 
also aware that the inhabitants of the provinces to astrong degree are 
dependent on the personality and the quality of the emperor and on that of 
his higher representatives in the province. Not all emperors were good 
emperors and there is no guarantee that good emperors will be succeeded by 
other good emperors. There is even Ie ss guarantee that the governors and 
procurators under a good emperor will be benevolent, gentle and meek. On 
the contrary, there are governors whom Plutarch straightforwardly calls 
depraved and intractable (Dej. or. 434 d), and a Greek magistrate, according 
to him, has to take the whims and fancies of his governor too much into 
account (De exilio 604 b) . 

The Roman monarchs also were not all of the same cast, says Plutarch. 2°O 

There is reason to suppose that he had a favourable view of Nerva, Trajan 
and Hadrian (cf. Pyth. or. 409 c). His view of Caesar is divided. The latter 
was driven by the lust for power and the craving to be first, but he was 
certainly not a tyrant201 and his performance is given a relatively favourable 
judgement (Ant. 6, 7; Brut. 55, 1-2). In connection with the terror they 
excercised, Tiberius and Nero are mentioned in one breath with Alexander 
the Great and Dionysius 11 (Amic. muit. 96 c). That Plutarch's opinion of 
Caligula is unfavourable need not be a surprise: the entire ancient tradition, 
on which Plutarch was naturally dependent in this case, has a very 
unfavourable view of this emperor. Plutarch (Ant, 87, 8) points out the 
striking character of his ruIe: he ruled èllupavwç . 202 While it appears that 
Plutarch values Nero's decree concerning the freedom of the Greeks, his 
view of this emperor is for the rest very unfavourable, as can be made out 
from a number of passages in the biographies of Galba and OthO. 203 Nero 
was a dis aster for his empire, comparable with such figures as Ptolemaeus 
Auletes and Antonius (Quom. adul. 56 ef); through his insane imaginations 
he brought the Roman Empire near to ruin (Ant . 87, 9). Galba is given a 
mixed evaluation, a man with respectable principles but with insufficient 
insight into the situation of his time and for the real possibilities, and further 
too weak toward his favorites (who were Iacking in integrity). What can be 
said of Otho's earl ier life-it was not a hair better than that of Nero (Oth. 
18, 3)-this was offset by his choosing to die, whereby Otho prevented 
further bloodshed. 

200. See the careful study of R . Flacelière, ' Rome et ses empereurs vus par Plutarque' , AC 
32, 1963, 28 fT. 

201. Although the dictators hip for life Caes. 57, 1 is straightforwardly called tyranny; 
according to C .B.R . PelIing , JHS 100 (1980), 136 f. Caesar became a tyrant. 

202. " de façon voyante" (Flacelière) . "Berucht" (GJ . de Vries) is too explicit. 
203. Cp. also Amic. muit . 96 c. 
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That Plutarch does notjudge so favourably concerning Vespasian (Amat. 
771 c) is understandable; this emperor withdrew the freedom that Nero had 
extended to (some of) the Greeks. Plutarch appears to have judged the 
philhellene Titus more favourably, but his judgement of Domitian is 
decidedly unfavourable. 204 In thÎs he is in agreement with the judgement of 
the senatorÎal circles with whom he maintained good contacts and with the 
official opinion ofthe time of Nerva and Trajan. Very probably Domitian is 
also the emperor who, Prat. am. 488 a, is qualified as a tyrant. 

Everything considered , the preserved statements of Plutarch give us a 
picture ofthe Roman emperors that is not very surprising. Disappointing as 
it may be in itself that the only surviving biographies of Roman emperors 
written by Plutarch are the not especially thorough biographies of Galba 
and Otho, written in the beginning of his career, the chance that, with the 
possible exception of the biography of Augustus, the lost lives would be able 
to offer a new view of the first emperors of Rome is not great. 

The lives of the Flavian emperors, which could have offered interesting 
information coming from a contemporary and a cultivated inhabitant of the 
provinces, were not written by Plutarch, perhaps out of caution, nor those of 
Nerva and Trajan . 

204. Cp. de cun·os. 522 de; Public. 15, 3-6 (critique of the excessive luxury of his buildings) . 
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IX. Polities and Historical Developments 

In Plutarch's early rhetorical declamatio Defort. Rom. 326 a ff. he says that 
fate was well-disposed toward Rome, and that because of the premature 
death of Alexander the Great, Rome did not have to wage the perilous war 
against this great conqueror. Although Plutarch speaks of TIJm here, for this 
deeply-religious man, fate is not a blind and arbitrary power, but guidance, 
divine leading, in which Plutarch does not in the least rule out human 
decisions and actions. The divinity rules the world, in his view, and can 
even use bad and depraved rulers for the good of man kind (De sera numin. 
vind. 553 a). So the power of Rome would not have been possible without a 
divine origin (Rom . 8, 9) and the unparalleled expansion of Rome's power, 
in the Greek world as weIl, has co me about through the assistance of the 
divinity (Philop. 17, 2; Flamin. 12, 10). In De fortuna Romanorum Plutarch 
emphasizes not only that Rome has been favoured by fate, but also that this 
fate has not been favourably-disposed toward Rome for only one specific 
area and for a specific time, but that fate has been consistently favourable 
toward Rome until the present day. 205 

In later works this constant favour of fate toward Rome, and at the same 
time the durability of the Roman world dominion, is no longer so explicitly 
mentioned. That was not needed. It was evident in Plutarch's days th at the 
world dominion of Rome had lasted longer than any Hellenistic kingdom 
had been a world power, and the political situation was so stabie , that there 
was no appearance of change in sight. With this situation, with the peace 
and rest (absence of stasis, amongst other things) brought and ensured by 
Rome, Plutarch was completely satisfied. And he undoubtedly had as much 
positive appreciation for the durability of the order imposed by Rome 
(although he might have given preference to another development of the 
historical events) as for the durability of the constitution of Lycurgus in 
Sparta. 

Plutarch not only accepted the Roman Empire, he also has esteem and 
sympathy for it, although he never calls himself a Roman and never speaks 
about the Romans in the first person. The performance of Antonius had 
almost led to the demise of the unique character of Roman society206 and 
Nero almost ruined Rome with his insane ideas (Ant. 87, 9). In view of 

205. See particularly De fort . Rom 316 cl; 324 be . Cp. G .W . Trompf, The ldea of Historical 
Recurrence in Western Thoughl. hom Antiquity 10 /he RefomU1.lion, Berkely, etc. 1979, 193 f. 

206. rà 'PwjJalwv 1181/, Quom. adul. 56 e. 
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Plutarch's unfavourable opinion of Antonius and Nero and the horror ofthe 
struggle for power af ter the fall of Nero, in view, also, ofhis apprectiation for 
the existing situation and the pax Romana, I tend to agree with B. Forte, 
when she, with reference to the last-mentioned passage, says: "a statement 
which reflects his own concern for the empire's safety." 207 The security of 
the Roman Empire was undoubtedly close to Plutarch's heart because its 
ruination would have disastrous consequences for the Geeks in the empire 
and for the Greek culture. That Plutarch was greatly concerned with Rome 
for its own sake is, however, not shown by such a statement. 

Vet Plutarch accepted the political situ at i on of his day as something that 
has co me about through divine guidance. Plutarch believes in a divine 
guidance on behalf of the good of mankind. 208 He also believes that Rome 
did not achieve its position of power without divine mediation 
(see p. 58) and also suggests that the monarchy of Caesar was divinely 
ordained. 209 He more than once praisingly speaks about the blessings of the 
pax Romana and he disagrees with the assertion that there are no longer any 
oracles given because ofthe corrupt ion ofthe world ofhis day (De]. OT. 413 a 
ff). 

What Plutarch does not say in all this, is th at his own time has realized 
the best conceivable or possible situation, that one lives in an ideal political 
situation. Particularly from his political tracts it is clear that this is definitely 
not his view. Yet, nowhere does he say that the political situation would be 
amenable to further improvements in the future, nor does he speak 
apprehensively about future changes in an unfavourable direction. It seems 
that the possibility of a future that will be different from the present lies 
outside the scope of Plutarch and, apparently, many of his con­
temporaries, 210 although the fact that the Greek Plutarch never spe aks of 
an imperium sine fine or of Roma aeterna, deserves attention. His orientation, 
insofar as it is not connected with the present, is totally to the past, an 
attitude which is characteristic for the Greeks. 211 However, this is in my 
opinion not the only reason why Plutarch makes no ment ion of political 
changes in the distant or near future. 

Since Augustus, the convict ion has grown stronger that the Roman 
Empire had just about reached its maximum size-conquests such as that of 
Trajan were, certainly in the eyes ofthe inhabitants of the provinces, partial 
and ephemeral-and that this empire was permanent. A pessimistic author 
like Tacitus, critical about his own time and surroundings and emotionally 

207. Rome and t~ Romans as t~ Gruks saw thnn (Am. Acad. in Rome, Papers and Monographs 
24, 1972), 233. 

208. Cp. D4- or. 413 c: ---n}v npóvolav wunep evyvcbpova wrrepa Kal XP'lun}v lI'dVTa 
nOloooav itPiv KallpvAdnoooav--- . 

209. Brut. 55, 2: deopévolç M~e TOïç npdypaO/ povapxlaç rhunep nwóTaTQÇ laTp(x; vn' aÛTOV TOV 
óalpovo<; óeóóu8al. 

210. Cp. R.H. Barrow, Plutarch and his Tirms, London 1967, 149. 
211. See B.A. van Groningen, In t~ Grip of t~ Past, Leiden 1953. 
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more involved with the Empire and its surroundings than Plutarch, who 
remained essentially Greek, might then be fllied with concern about the 
moral decay of Roman society and about the movements of the Germans in 
the world; for Plutarch, optimist ic as he is, the existing situation is lasting 
and, although he does not idealize it, acceptable in every way. He does not 
expect an heaven on earth; he expects no revolutionary developments. In 
other words, one searches in Plutarch in vain for a historical vision. History 
has, for him, a function as teacher of ethics and practical political activity, 
but for him it does not give directions toward the future. Because Plutarch 
does not believe in a cyclical repetition ofthe historical process, the meaning 
of history remains for him, like for the most non-Christian historians of 
Antiquity, limited to functioning as exemplum . 

Of course great changes in the political system are not a priori impossible 
in Plutarch's vision. The Roman Empire could fall or disintegrate in a great 
catastrophe as the result of the actions of a very bad emperor, such as almost 
occurred af ter the fall of Nero. But in Plutarch's time that still seemed to be 
a very improbable development, and due to his trust in di vi ne guidance, 
such a thing was inconceivable for him. But he was also realistic enough not 
to dream of the restoration of independence for the Greeks or of the re­
enactment of the constitution of Lycurgus . Plutarch was thus a moderate 
and pragmatic politician, who looked to the past for the realization of his 
political ideals . 
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X. The Sources of 
Plutarch's Political Thought 

In the last decades schol ars have co me to the general consensus that the 
view, that Plutarch derived practically all of the information and quotations 
in his biographies from one Hellenistic source, a view which has had the 
great Eduard Meyer as its most prominent representative,2i2 must be 
abandoned. There can not only be no doubt that Plutarch was well 
acquainted with the great poets and historians of Greece;213 there is also no 
reason to deny the credibility of his own testimony. It can be considered 
established that Plutarch used a large number of sources of varying nature 
for his biographies,214 and E. Badian says correctly215: "There is no reason 
whatever to believe-as hypercriticism has sometimes alleged-that 
Plutarch's quotations are never at first hand and his claim to erudition is an 
imposture . " 

That is not to say that Plutarch had first-hand knowledge of all the 
authors he mentions. There were limits to what he could do, even if only 
because he did not have every book at this disposal; this was the case for the 
archaic period in particular, from which he only had the works of a few 
poets, including Solon, and some philosophers at his disposal.216 The 
acquaintance of Plutarch, who only later acquired a limited knowledge of 
Latin, with the Latin literature, hardly went beyond those authors who we re 
important for him as historical sources. 217 His acquaintance with the Latin 

212. See his 'Die Biographie Kimons' in: Forschungen zur alten Geschichte 11, Halle 1899, 1 fT. , 
Geschichte rUs Alterums IV, 1, Dannstadt 19656, 242 f. 

213. Comp. I. Bos, Plutarchus' leven van Agesilaus, Groningen 1947, XIII; XIX V. ; H . Erbse, 
'Die Bedeutung der Synkrisis in den Parallelbiographien Plutarchs'; Hermes 84, 1956, 
410 n. 3; 420 fT.; B. Scardigli : Die RömerbiograPhien Plutarchs. Ein Forschungsbericht, 
München 1979, 1 fT. 

214. For the sources ofPlutarch, compare C. Theander, 'Plutarch und die Geschichte', Bull. 
rU la Soc. rUs Lettrts rU Lund 1950-1951,37 fT.; H. Homeyer, 'Beobachtungen zu den 
hellenistischen Quellen der Plutarch-Viten', Klio 41 , 1968,145 fT.; W .C. 
Helmbold-E.N .O .'Neil, Plutarch 's Quotations, Baltimor'e 1959. 

215. 'Alexander the Great and the Unity of Mankind' Historia 7, 1958, 437 n . 44= G.T. 
Griffith, Alexanrkr the Great. The Main Problems, Cambridge 1966, 299 n . 44. See further 
Erbse, op. cit. , 422: "Überhaupt zeigt die Analyse der Demosthenes-biographie, dass 
Plutarch auf die Primärquellen zuruckgrifT, wo immer das ihm möglich war"; A.W. 
Gomme, A Historical Commentary on Thycydides I, Oxford 1945,81 ff; G .T. Griffith in M . 
Platnauer (ed.), Fifty Years (and Twelve) of Classical Scholarship, Oxford 1968, 204. 

216. See Aalders, Mn. 1977,31. 
217. Cp. C .B.R . Peiling, 'Plutarch's Method ofWork in the Roman Lives' ,jHS 99, 1979, 

75 . 
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poetry is very limited; such a widely-known poet as Virgil is not once 
mentioned by him. 218 

It is natural that special attention has been given to the biographies for 
insight regarding Plutarch's sources. Because of the scarcity of source 
material, Plutarch is an important source, sometimes the most important 
source, for the modern historian of the Antiquity. It is therefore of great 
importance to know what value may be ascribed to the testimony of 
Plutarch in a given case, and for that reason it is necessary to ascertain (as 
much as possible) the sources from which Plutarch drew his information. 
That not only applies to the biographies, and also not only to the political 
and military history; that applies, among others, also to his political views 
and his philosophical and religious ideas. 

When one wants to trace the origins of Plutarch's political views, one 
must first of all realize that that is impossible in many cases or that one can 
go not further than a vague indication. One must also realize that, in a 
number of cases, Plutarch was himself hardly aware of the source of his 
ideas. His preference for, and involvement with, the polis flows from his 
origins andJhis cultural background. That he considers political affairs in a 
polis to be essentially of the same nature as that in a world empire, flows 
from the notions concerning the polis which he learned in his surroundings 
from the cradle. We can see this as something remarkable, but according to 
all appearances, Plutarch took this for granted. And the strongly moralizing 
character of Plutarch's political views may be so conspicuous to us that we 
consider it worthy of separate mention; but, apart from the fact that 
Plutarch is simply a convinced moralist, it was the view accepted by 
practically all philosophical schools, with the exception of that of Epicurus, 
that politics belonged to the domain of ethics. This was especially the case 
with the schools that influenced Plutarch's views in the area of politics the 
most; i.e., those of Plato and Aristotle. 

But Plutarch's political views, and the mate rial that he adduces for the 
construction or illustration ofhis ideas, originate from, or are influenced by, 
sources of various nature, especially philosophical and historical works . It is 
of ten not possible to uncover exactly who the spokesman is from whom 
Plutarch derives a particular thought. Apart from the generalities 
mentioned in the preceding paragraph, some tendencies regarding the 
sources ofPlutarch's political ideas-and this applies in particular to his 
political tracts-can be indicated . 

In the Convivium VII Sapientium the political views and statements for the 
most part go back to the Greek literature of the fifth and fourth centuries 
B.C. 219 in spite of Plutarch's attempt to give this work an archaic tint: the 
strong moralistic rejection of the tyrant, the distinction between tyrant and 
king, and the putting forward ofthe possibility th at a tyrant becomes a king. 

218. See Jones, op. cit., 81 fT. 
219. See Aalders, Mn. 1977,32 fT. 
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The "democracy" which is advocated in the Convivium is in fact a moderate 
aristocracy (or democracy) with no great differences in possessions, which 
functions in conformity to aretè and in which people obey the laws. 

This is substantially the same picture that we get from other writings: an 
outspoken preference for a regime that carries on a pan-HeUenistic policy 
toward the outer world, that is opposed to tyranny and that has a moderate 
character, so much so, that the changeable Theramenes serves as an 
example for him of the politician of a polis in the second century of the 
imperial period. 220 

Plutarch appears to be an advocate of a moderate regime, an opponent of 
radical democracy and a supporter of geometrical equality. These ideas 
coincide the most with those of Aristotle and his school, even in so far as to 
judge Theramenes favourably. And because Plutarch was weU-acquainted 
with the works of Aristotle, Theophrastus and other Peripatetics in this 
field,221 one can safely assume that Plutarch's political ideas were influenced 
considerably by them. The influence of Plato is also unmistakable. One 
would indeed look in vain for a direct imitation of the state of the Republic or 
of the Laws, although there are points of agreement with certain passages in 
these works. 222 Yet the central idea of the Republic, that the wise should rule, 
is not absent in his thought, and the idea derived from this, that the 
philosophers should at least try to influence the rulers, plays a large role for 
him. He sees the most adequate realization of the Platonic idea to be in the 
Sparta of Lycurgus, from which Plato himself is said to have derived his 
central thesis. 

With Sparta we come to the third important source for Plutarch's political 
ideas. This Sparta is the idealized Sparta of Lycurgus, where equality of 
possesions is present and geometrical equality is in force . That is not the 
Sparta of the Politica of Aristotle, who is much more detached and critical 
toward Sparta222a. His view of Sparta is also not derived from Plato, 
although it is evident in his life of Lycurgus, that he was aware ofwhat Plato 
wrote about the earliest history of Sparta and quotes, in Lyc. 7, 1, what 
Plato says in the third book ofhis Laws about the institution ofthe ephorate. 
But for Plato Sparta is not a realization of the ideal state and, moreover, 
Plutarch's information about the history and institutions of Sparta is II}uch 
more detailed than the few remarks that one finds in Plato. The latter 
applies also to Xenophon, who se esteem for Sparta wasshared by Plutarch, 
as weU as his view that the Sparta ofthe fourth century B.C. began to show 
signs of decay through deviations from the constitution of Lycurgus; 

220. Praec . 824 b dU 'Ilvmiit9a öei /Jál/CTTa TOV 8T/fXlIJévovç KÓt90pvov {l1rodov/Jevov ÓJ.lrpoTépOlÇ 
ó/J/leiv Kal /JT/öeTépOlÇ npouTf8ur8a/. 

221. See Aalders, Mn 1977,36 fT. ; irifra. p. 64. 
222. Harvey, Class. et Med. 1965, 122 f. points out the correspondence of PI., Laws 6, 757 b, 

where the geometrie equality is called LI!(}ç Kpfu/ç, with Plut., Qu. conv. VIII, 719 b, 
where Plutarch says about it: TaVTT/V Ó tgeoç Ilnáye/ ntv dvaloyfav Toiç npá.Y/Jau/. 

222a. But he knew and used Aristotle's lost AaKeöa//Jovfwv nOl/Te/á. 
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Plutarch also shared Xenophon's esteem for Agesilaus. 223 However much 
Plutarch is of one mind with Xenophon in his esteem for Sparta, he had 
much more information at his disposal concerning Spartan institutions than 
one finds in the slender Res publica Lacedaemoniorum of Xenophon. Plutarch 
thus drew from many sources. Which ones these were can not be 
ascertained. One might think of a later Peripatetic-Dicaearchus, for 
example-but that is only a possibility. 

However, it is not totally a shot in the dark to presume that Plutarch's 
information concerning Sparta is derived from writings of Peripatetics. 
Plutarch knew their works and he devoted a special discourse to one of 
Theophrastus' tracts, that deals with political problems, lIoll'rtlcà 1tpOç TOVç 

Kalpovç (Lamprias-catalogus no. 53), which has not been preserved. 
Plutarch's Praecepta gerendae rei publicae, in particular, is probably influenced 
by this work of Theophrastus,224 the tenor ofwhich, judging form the title, 
shows striking resemblance to the attitude which Plutarch himself so of ten 
recommends. In addition to Theophrastus, who se non-preserved works in 
the area of political theory and state institutions have been very significant 
and who se influence upon Plutarch may not be underestimated,225 Plutarch 
knew and used other Peripatetics as weU, such as the widely known 
Demetrius of Phalerum and Dicaearchus of Messene, who (although he by 
no means was the only Peripatetic who did so) devoted a treatise to the 
constitution of Sparta. In his treatise An seni sit getenda res publica, Plutarch 
polemizes against authors who want to exclude aged people from the 
government; and (however much the subject fits the aged author like a glove 
and how much he also draws from personal experience) in doing so he 
makes apparently use of the tract 1t&pl yt7pwç by the Peripatetic Aristo of 
Keos. 226 

Plutarch was weU-acquainted with the philosophy of the Stoics and 
undoubtedly kwew the Stoic works in the area of political theory227 and was 

223. His familiarity with the works of Xenophon extended. for the rest. much further than 
Sparta. I;Ie was well-acquainted with the Hellmica. Compare also Praec . 823 de. with an 
allusion to Xenophon 's Symposium and reporting of the lavish Spartan Lichas (see also 
Cim. 10. 6) . whom Xenophon. Mem. 1. 2. 61. mentions for the same reason; see 
Valgiglio. op. cito XIX; Flacelière. Plutarque. Vzes VII. 28 n . 1. In the place mentioned. 
Plutarch misjudges the important role that Lichas played in the diplomatic and foreign 
politics of Sparta during the Decelean War; cp. Thuc. 5. 22. 2; 5. 76. 3; 8. 39. 2; 8. 43 . 
3; 8. 52 ; 8. 84. 5 (for an incident in Olympia. where Lichas was involved. see Thuc. 5. 
50. 4; Xen .• Helt. 3. 2. 21; Paus . 6. 2. 1-2). 

224. See K. Mittelhaus. De Plutarchi praeceptis gerendae rei publicae. Berlin 1911. 30 ff. ; ZiegIer. 
op. cit .• 182 . 

225. See ZiegIer. op. cito 182; Valgiglio. op. cit .• XIX. 
226. Cp. Stoic. repugn . 1033 bc. See ZiegIer. op. cit .• 185; Babut. op. cit .• 355 ff. According to 

Ch. W. Fornara. Plutarch has made use of Demetrius ofPhalerum's nepl ylfpwç and is 
polemizing against the Stoic Aristo ofChios ('Sources ofPlutarch's "an seni sit gerenda 
res publica· ... Philol. 110. 1966. 119 ff.). 

227. See ZiegIer. op. cit . • 182: "Auch halte ich es nicht für wahrscheinlich. dass ihm die aus­
gebreitete stoische Schriftstellerei über Politik unbekannt geblieben sein sollte" . 
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probably influenced by them. In De fort. Al. 329 a, he speaks about the 
Politeia of Zeno. 228 

We have already seen that Plutarch was apparently not unmoved by the 
Hellenistic view regarding the kingship whenever he speaks about the world 
ruler who is influenced by philosophy. He expresses himself most explicitly 
concerning this in De fort. Al. 329 a ff., following Eratosthenes, at least 
partly.229 

It is conspicuous, however, that Plutarch does not of ten make statements 
about an ideal world kingdom and that, if we leave Alexander the Great out 
of consideration, with him the features of the ideal ruler are derived rather 
from Plato and Aristotle than from the Hellenistic ideals of a king. Some­
thing of the same can be observed with re gard to a pair of political catch­
words which, especially since the Hellenistic period, have been used 
very of ten and which occur frequently with Plutarch, Ó/-lÓVOla230 and 
f/J1À.dvt9pW1COÇ 231 . Yet these concepts are found already in the Greek literature 
ofthe fourth century B.C., and f/J1À.dvt9pW1COÇ is used by Plutarch exdusively 
in the original sense of charitable, humane . 

The political ideas ofPlutarch are derived from the older Greek literature. 
Lycurgus is doser to him than Alexander the Great. That corresponds with 
Plutarch's literary interests and cultural background, which lie primarily in 
pre-Hellenistic Greece. His political ideal of a philosophical kingship comes 
from Plato, his pragmatic and moderate ideas about political practice are 
strongly influenced by Aristotle and his school and are especially relevant 
for the functioning of the politician in a polis . That coincides with his own 
political activities; he was, above all, a politician of a polis. And as such, as a 
man who is politically active in a small city with limited freedom and a 
limited self-government, he appears in his writings as weIl: not rapturous 
and passionate, not possessed by some great vision of the future, but a 
convinced patriot and a thoughtful, temperate and pragmatic statesman, 
who embraced civilization and humanity; and those he governed could not 
have wished for a better politician in a time of peace. 

228. Cp. also Qu. conv. lIl, 653 e; Stoic. repugn . 1033 b; 1034 e; cf. Babut, op. cit., 220; 223 f. 
229. See Aalders, Hellenistic Political Thought, Amsterdam 1975, 90. E . Badian, op. cito (n. 

198) 432 fT. (=Griffith, op. cito 294 fT.) and in Alexandre Ie Grand. Image et réalité 
(Entretiens sur I' Antiquité classique 22, Vandoeuvres-Genève 1976), 268 warns against 
ascribing too much In this strongly rhetorical passage to Eratosthenes. See also 
Tigerstedt, op. cito I1, 321 n . 283 with further literature. 

230. See the literature quoted in Aalders, Theorie, 23 n. 74 and Heli. Polit. Thought (n. 209) 29 
n . 102 . Cp. also A. Moulakis, Horrwnoia. Eintracht und Entwicklung eines politischen 
Bewusstseins, München 1973; S.R. Slings, A Commentary on the Platonic Clitophon, 
Amsterdam 1981, 365 f. 

231. See n. 166. 
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