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I. Plutareh and Polities 

Plutarch1 repeatedly expresses his opmlOn that polities is a business of 
utmost importanee, of pivotal significanee for human life. Polities, that is to 
say, active involvement in political life, is for him a, or better still, the 
essential human activity, a fundamental mode of being (Ploç) of civilized 
people. 

"For engaging in public affairs is not a specia! service which is ended when the need 
ends, but is a way of life of a tamed socia! anima! living in an organized society, 
intended by nature to live through its allotted time the life of a citizen and in a manner 
devoted to honour and the welfare of mankind . Therefore it is fitting that men should 
be engaged, not merely one time have been engaged, in affairs of State . " 2 

On the other hand, public life "possesses pleasures most noble and great, 
those in fact from which the gods themselves, as we may reasonably 
suppose, derive their only or thier chief enjoyment. These are the pleasures 
that spring from good deeds and noble actions" (An seni 786 b). In his ethics, 
the political aretè accordingly holds the cent ral place. 3 That is why he exhorts 
to active involvement in polities (Adv. Colot. 1126 afl). 4 He deerns it a divine 
mandate5 and a life task: the politician "is always devoting his cares to the 
public weal and regards public office as his life and his work, not, like most 

1. Translations from Plutarch's works are adopted from the Loeb Classical Library, with 
some minor changes. References to the Lives are according to the sections of the Budé
edition of R . Flacelière, E . Chambry and M . Juneaux. Praec. refers to the Praecepta 
gerendtu rei publicae. I have made reference to works of Plutarch the authenticity of which is 
subject to serious doubt, only when the passages in question concur with passages from 
works that are known to be authentic . I have tried to avoid drawing conclusions only on 
the basis of passages from works the authenticity of which is doubtable . 

2. An seni 791 c: Aerrovpy(a yàp OUK lCTT/V r/1roAm(a r"v xpefav lxovua nÉpaç, dHàP(oç r,JlÉpov 
Kal noA/TIKOÜ Kal KOIVWVIKOÜ t;,,pov Kal nerpVKóTOç 6uov XP" Xpóvov noA/rlKwç Kal 
IJIIAOKáAwç KallJlIAav-8pwnwç t;,ffv. ÖIO 1roA/TeveCT6al Kal'lffKóv tUT/V, ou nenoA/TeüCT6al K. T. A. 

3. Cf. Gato mai. 30,3 : ·OTI Jltv Ö" rffç noA/rlKffç dv-8pwnoç dperffç ou KTàral TeAe/OrÉpav, 
óJloAoyovJlevóv tUT/. 

4. Cf. also De unius 826 b . This fragment, however, is very probably spurious (see G.J.D. 
Aalders, "Plutarch or pseudo-Plutarch? The Authorship of De Unius in Re Publica 
Dominatione," Mn iv, 35 (1982), 72 ff. But the possibility may not be ruled out 
completely, that the author of this work has derived various things from works of 
Plutarch that have not been preserved. 

5. cp öt TOÜ AOYIKOO Kal 1roAlTlKOÜ uwlvovç tlClJlÜelaV lxelv Ó l'Ieoç lÖwKev, Praec. 823 f. Cp. n . 
113 . 

5 



people, as an interruption to leasure and a: compulsory expense" 
(AeITovpyfa), Praec. 823 c. He consequently considers it mistaken to begin an 
affair that demands so much knowiedge, wisdom, and experience, only 
when one is old (An seni 784 a-c; 788f ff). Politics is concerned with the 
highest interests of the community. When it is practised rightly one does not 
strive to attain wealth or fame; the purpose is to serve the community (An 
seni 783 f). That is why Plutarch qualifies the political quietism of Epicurus 
and his school as dqnAávtlpaJ1loc; (Non posse 1098 d). 

In his eyes, political activity is a real sacred contest (An seni 785 c) and he 
is of the opinion that it is unseemly to abandon this high calling when one is 
advanced in years (An seni 784 a; 785 c ff.; 788 b). He who would press a 
Phocion, a Cato, a Pericles to withdraw from the public stage "is urging the 
statesman to do wh at is wrong and unseemly. " 6 

In his plea for participation in active politics, Plutarch appeals to earlier 
philosophers (Adv . Colot. 1126 a ff)7 He finds fault with the early Stoics for 
their abstaining from taking part in political activities (De Stoic. repugn. 1033 
bc) and he considers it important for philosophers to maintain contact with 
leading figures among the politically powerful so that they can excercise a 
greater influence and can be active to the advantage of many people (Max. c. 
princ. 776 b ff.). For, those who can influence for good them on whom many 
are dependent, do much good, just as the opposite is the case with bad 
counsellors (Max. c. princ. 778 d ff.). It is then not surprising that he finds 
the disparaging of politics reprehensible (see Quom. adulator 57 d) and 
strongly opposes the Epicurean device Aá\ge plwuac;. 8 The political quietism of 
Epicurus and his school, according to him, in fact amounts to abrogating or 
aboliting laws and political community (Adv. Col. 1125 c; 1127 d). 

But the picture that one gets of Plutarch's life and work is not that of a 
man whose life was filled with all kinds of political activity. For sure, he 
definitely did not refuse to hold public office in the small community in 
which he lived, but his activities in this area remain limited to Greek local 
politics . He never held office in the Roman government and (Praec. 814 d) 
speaks slightingly of the lobbying for lucrative posts as procurator and 
proconsul. The high honors conferred on him by Roman Emperors in his 
later years were, according to all appearances, honors whose relevant 
functions were only carried out "in a nominal capacity." 9 But his local 
political activities must also have been of relatively limited scope,10 for 
Plutarch must have spe nt the greatest part of his life on his own study and 

6. ät5/Ka neil'ie/ Kal dxáp/(1Ta npárre/v rov nOÁmKÓv, An uni 789 c . 
7. Cf. also Ps.-Plut., De lib. educ. 8 ab: philosophical activity and practical politics must go 

together. 
8. See his work De latenter vivendo and cf. also Non posse 1098 d. 
9. C .P. Jones, Plularch and Rome, Oxford, 1971, p . 34. 

10. The assertion ofK. Ziegier, Plularchos von Chaironeia, Stuttgart 19642, 23 : "und vielleicht 
hat die politische Tätigkeit in seinen letzten Lebensjahren ihn so ausgefüllt, dass ihm 
keine Zeit mehr zur Schriftstellerei geblieben ist ," is pure speculation. 
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development (the extent of his reading is impressive, even though he 
apparently does not always make firsthand quotations), on his activities as 
teacher and discussion leader for a group of philosophically interested 
people in Chaeronea, and on the preparation and writing of numerous 
essays which he saw published or which were found in his estate in a more or 
less advanced stage of complet ion and, in that form, were published. 1l The 
preserved written inheritance of Plutarch is one of the most voluminous in 
non-Christian Greek literature and it is estimated that it forms about only 
half of the total of that which he has written. 12 One can safely say that the 
writing of such an extensive set of works, with the necessary preparations 
and the discussions in his own circle which in many cases formed the 
foundation of his work, could never have been achieved if Plutarch had 
devoted a large part of his life to holding public office and to other governing 
activities. 

In the rather sparse information th at we have at our disposal concerning 
the life of Plutarch one certainly is not confronted with the image of a man 
for whom political activity was the most important pursuit. AIso, the 
entirety of the writings of Plutarchus preserved for us does not give us the 
image of an au thor for whom poli tics held such a central pI ace as is suggest
ed in his statements quoted earlier. Plutarchus' political tracts represent 
only a small part of his literary production, not even five percent of his 
Moralia, the size of which, in proportion to that of the Vitae, is about 7: 6. 
Some of these works on political problems are more general in nature . 
These are, besides the rather conventionally moralizing De Exilio, particu
larly Maxime cum principibus philosopho esse disserendum and Ad principem 
ineruditum, in which Plutarch's view comes to expression that philosophers 
must instruct and advise rulers, something which he, different from his 
famous contemporary Dio of Prusa, appears not to have put into practice 
himself. Perhaps the Politica, which has not been preserved, was also a work 
of general nature. Other political discourses are more concerned with the 
concrete functioning of the statesman in political practice, and for Plutarch 
th at means the politics of the polis, with the limited possibilities for political 
activity which Roman rule offered the Greek city-state. Belonging to this 
category are the Praecepta gerendae rei publicae 13 and An seni res publica gerenda 

11 . "Unter den Moralia Plutarchs stehen manche Bruckstücke, manche Auszüge , manches 
war unvollendet, kam aber aus dem N achlasse zur Veröffentlichung" (U. v. 
Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, "Lesefruchte" 228, Hemzes 62, 1927, 295 f. = Kleine Schriften 
IV, Berlin 1962, 451) . 

12. See Ziegier, op. cit., 60 . 
13 . According to K. Mittelhaus, De Plutarchi praeceptis gerendJu rei publicae, Berlin 1911, 1 ff., 

this work and An seni, which show a remarkable amount of parallel passages, were 
written in the same period, that of Plutarch's later years. Likewise H . Bengtson, Kleine 
Schriften, München 1974, 231 ("eine ausgesprochene Altersschrift") and 560 and 
Ziegier , op. cit., 24 and 77 . On the other hand, the tract was, according to Th. Renoirte, 
Les 'conseils politiques ' de Plutarque, Louvain 1954, 112 , written between 102 and 104 or 
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sit, especially in which works one finds what is closest to Plutarchus' heart 
regarding politics. 14 The non-extant political treatises of Plutarchus also, 
judging from the tides, 15 dealt primarily with questions related to the actions 
of the politician in practice, with the possible exception of the Politica. 
Furthermore, numerous points of contact exist between the two categories 
of political writings and the line separating them is fluid: "on ne peut 
séparer les unes des autres." 16 

Plutarchus discusses statesmanship in the non-political works in the Moralia 
as weIl. That is obvious, for he writes, as he says in De tuenda sanitate 137 c, 
for the bearers of culture and those who are dedicated to public affairs 
(11IIÀóÀO)lOI and nOÀITIKol) But apart from the fact that this politics has a 
limited scope and is limited to the local self rule of various paleis and at most 
regional federations of various paleis, it is also an activity which does not 
demand permanent and full attention and which leaves much room for 
getting involved in philosophical, ethical, religious and scientific problems. 
And it is such problems which are of central importance in a large number 
of the writings in the Moralia. 

Poli tics in the broader context, national and world politics, is frequendy 
discussed in Plutarch's biographies . The extant vitae deal with great states
men and generals : figures such as Demosthenes and Cicero are primarily 
treated as politicians in Plutarch's biographies, and not as thinkers or 
literary figures. To be sure, Plutarch dealt with other persons than 
statesmen and generals in a number of his non-extant biographiesY But 
with the exception of Aratus l8 these. are all Boeotian in origin: Hesiod, 
Pindar , Crates and also Heracles, afigure from heroic legend who was 
perhaps meant as a Boeotian counterpart of the Athenian Theseus, whose 
life was described in the plOl napáAA"Àol. As we williater see, the local tradi
tions of his native area were close to his heart. But aside from this homage to 
the great Boeotians, Plutarchus as biographer dealt (almost) exclusively 
with great statesmen and generais. His aim in this, however, is not to 

about 106/7; and it is, according to E. Valgiglio, Plutarco, Praecepta gerendae rei publicae, 
Milano 1976, XX with n. 11, a relatively early work of Plutarch, written about 100, 
while An seni was probably written significantly later. Bengtson, a. w . , 560 asks " soli man 
sie etwa als einen offenen Brief an seine Landsleute auffassen? " . Y et the Praecepta are not 
directed to the Greeks in general, but very specifically to the aspiring politicans amongst 
them, and in so far as their content has more general significance, it does not apply 
exclusively to Greeks (see p. 27) . 

14. Comp. O . Gréard, De la morale de Plutarque, Paris 18742, 223. 
15. See Ziegier, op. cit. , 67 . 
16. Gréard, op. cit . , 207 . 
17. See Ziegier , op. cit., 258. 
18. At least ifthis was the poet, as Ziegier, op. cito 61 considers probable, and the catalogue of 

Lamprias does not mean the vita of the statesman Aratus of Sicyon mentioned there 
earlier, or the work mentioned in the same list, which has not been preserved, Quaestiones 
de A rati Signis . 
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extract lessons and to pass them on to contemporary and later political 
leaders. This purpose of historical writing, which is wh at historians like 
Thucydides and even Polybius had in mind, had fallen into the background 
in the time of the Roman Empire when the political leadership was in
creasingly determined ultimately by one man. With his biographies-which 
he in fact explicitly distinguished from historical writing-Plutarch 
attempted to sketch the moral personality of the pers on he was dealing with, 
so that the reader would find examples, cautionary examples as weIl, for his 
own performance and attitude to life . As he says in the praefatio on the vitae of 
Timoleon and Aemilius Paullus (1-3): 

" I began the writing of my ' Lives' for the sake of others, but I find that I am continuing 
the work and delighting in it now for my own sake also, using history as a mirror and 
endeavouring in a manner to fashion and adom my life in conformity with the virtues 
therein depicted . For the result is like nothing else than daily living and associating 
together, when I receive and welcome each subject ofmy history in turn as my guest , so 
to speak, and observe carefully 'how large he was and of what mien,' and select from 
his career what is most important and most beautiful to know. 
'And oh! what greater joy than th is canst thou obtain , ' and more efficacious for moral 
improvemen(' 

He is convinced th at the acquaintance with good examples stimulates 
emu lat ion which achieves more than pure imitation, as he in so many words 
says in his introduction to the life of Pericles (2,4) : 

" The Good creates a stir of activity towards itself, and implants at once in the spectator 
an active impulse ; it does not form his character by imitation alone, but through the 
investigation of its work it fumishes him with a dominant purpose . " 

In order to do justice to the deterrent character of the bad examples, he 
includes the biographies of Demetrius and Antonius and those of Alciciades 
and Coriolanus in his collection pfOl1tapáÀ.ÀT/Àol (see Demetr. 1,5). Unlike in 
the political tracts, his intention in the vitae is not to guide his readers toward 
the right political attitude and the right political way of acting. While the 
vitae are also full of poli tic al actions and events, they are not concerned with 
politics as such. Statements and judgements by Plutarch about political 
activity are not absent from the vitae, but they are no more than a by
product ofthe concern ofPlutarch with the moral elevation ofthe individual 
person. Something of the same is the case in the Convivium septem sapientium. 
While an important part thereof consists of discussions of political problems, 
Plutarch is in this work concerned with something else, that is, with 'the 
wisdom of life of the seven famous wise men. Plutarchus tries to give the 
political problems which are discussed therein, the colour of the archaic 
period (without fully succeeding, it might be added) in which this 
convers at ion was to have taken place. 19 The outspokenly unfavourable 
judgement of the tyrant (which otherwise is definitely not limited to this 

19. See G.J .D . Aalders, 'Political thought in Plutarch's Convivium Septnn Sapientium', Mn IV, 
30. 28 fT. 
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work of Plutarch; see p . 34 f.) is not directly applicable to the contemporary 
political scene, but can serve to throw light upon the wisdom and the moral 
greatness of the seven wise men . 

However, it would he incorrect to conclude from what hasjust been said, 
th at Plutarch on the one hand occasionally emphatically concurs with the 
conception of classical political philosophy (especially of his honored teacher 
Plato) th at politics is the highest form of human activity, the "kingly art," 20 
but that this nevertheless received much more modest attention in his daily 
practice and literary activity. One must guard against seeing the distinction 
between personal ethics and political actions in Plutarch as too absolute . For 
him, politics is a part of ethics, as people generally thought in Antiquity: one 
finds this conception in Plato , Aristotle, the Stoa and others. The ancient 
political theory has in fact astrong ethical emphasis, and th at is not in the · 
last pI ace the case with the arch-moralist that Plutarch really is. 

Plutarch's political conceptions flow from, and are rooted in, the political 
theory of Greece, primarily from the 4th Century B.C ., and assume the old 
Greek ideal ofthe city-community, ofwhich the citizen forms an inseparable 
part, and the governing ofwhich was the highest, the kingly art . To be sure, 
it is in no way Plutarch's pretention, like th at of Plato's Socrates in the 
Gorgias (521 d), that all his philosophical activities and his teaching was the 
only true art of statesmanship because he was to make the rulers beter 
thereby. But he does not see his political and scholarly (and literary) 
activities as mutually exclusive. Rather, they complement each other and 
have a number of common tangents and the same goal: the happiness and 
mor al well-being of people; and insofar as it is not possible to be occupied 
with both at the same time, they can be pursued alternatively. In the old 
Greek world it was the cu stom that important political functions were fiUed 
in rotation, and particularly in Greek democracy the continual change of 
those filling government posts was rat her consistently applied. The 
alternation of the exercising of political functions, and therefore of power, 
and being a private citizen, dPXEIV Kal dpXE~al, 21 was considered as one of the 
most important characteristics of Greek democracy.22 The alternation 

20. Cf. Pl. , Euthyd. 291 c; Politie . 292 e 295 b; 304 e fT.; 311 c; Xen., Mem. 2, 1, 17; 4, 2, 11 ; 
Aristot., EN 1, 1094 a 27 fT and Plut . , An seni 785 c and Lyc. 30,4. 

21. This pair of concepts is of ten used in the more general sense that one must he both able to 
rule and to he ruled, e .g. Soph., Ant. 669; Xen., Ages. 2, 16, especially in connection 
with the military organization, e.g. Pl., Laws 12, 942 c. One finds this also with 
Plutarch, particularly in connection with Sparta, see Apophth. Lat. 211 c; 212 he; Ages. 
20, 2; Lye. 30, 3; Amat. 754 d . Likewise one finds the conception, that to he able to give 
orders or to rule, one must first have learned obedience (cf. Pl. , Laws 6,762, e; Aristot ., 
Pol. 3, 1277 b 8 fT.; 7, 1333 a 2 f. , and the aphorism dpXf. 1lfXÎJTov /JafJwv dpXf.afJal, 

ascrihed by Diog. Laert . 1, 60 to Solon), with Plutarch, Ages . , 1, 4 and Praee. 806 f 
(where he quotes Pl. , Laws 6, 762 e). 

22 . See GJ.D. Aalders, 'De democratische ideologie en de tegenkrachten' , Lampas 6, 1973, 
6. Comp. also PI., Prot . 326 d; ps.-PI., Epin . 976 d. Plutarch descrihes this pair of 
concepts as characteristic for the democracy An seni 783 d; Praec . 816 f. 
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between a "ruler" and a private citizen Ie ft room for non-political activities; 
and th at was especially so in the Roman imperial time wherein the political 
role of the Greek poleis was severely shrunken. This was the case likewise 
with the members of the Roman senatorial order with whom Plutarch 
maintained close contacts . In this way Plutarch could, on the one hand, be 
in agreement with the old Greek tradition (out of which he lived) wherein 
politics is viewed as the highest human activity, and, on the other hand, 
develop extensive pedagogical, literary, philosophical and scientific activi
ties. 

We have already noticed how much Plutarch has been influenced in his 
thinking and feelings by the culture and ideas of the flourishing period of the 
Greekpolis. This is not to say that Plutarch's political notions are bloodless 
and outdated hand-me-downs from a foregone era. However much Plutarch 
draws from, and is inwardly related to, a great past, he is not blind to the 
present or his own place and possibilities therein . Especially because of this, 
there are occasional, not inconsiderable nuances in Plutarch's extensive 
works with regard to his political notions. Insofar as these differences do not 
flow from the context of the statements in which they occur, they may not be 
explained as coming from a gratuitous following of different sources, 
although this would be the easier way. One must rather view things from the 
perspective ofthe tensions to which Plutarch's political thought is subjected, 
not only tensions between bonds with the past and political activity in the 
present, between Greek cultural and national selfconsciousness on the one 
side and complete acceptance of Roman world rule on the other, but also 
tensions between small-scale, local, or at most regional, politicics and the 
politics of great powers and world empires. Also with re gard to Plutarch'a 
political ideal various poles can be found between which his thought 
oscillates, viz. the ideal of a harmonious polis community which he deerns 
best realized in the Sparta of Lycurgus, which he idealized, the ideal óf a 
state ruled by philosophers, inspired by Plato, and the ideal of an 
enlightened world ruler. He oscillates equally so with re gard to the question 
of which political system he prefers the most, between a. moderate 
aristocratic republic, the model for which is supplied by the Sparta of 
Lycurgus, and a philosophically orientated kingdom. In the same way his 
attitude regarding political practice is dominated, on the one hand, by the 
fact that he is devoted, heart and soul, to the structure of the polis and, on 
the other hand, by his complete acceptance of and participation in the 
Roman Empire. 

The arrangement for this study is given in broad lines with the marking of 
these polarities which were, for Plutarch, more approaches of political 
problems from differing viewpoints than opposing standpoints. 
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11. Hellenism and Patriotism 

Plutarch lived in a time when Greeks and Romans no longer stood 
opposed to one another as the conquered, who were bearers of a great 
culture, and conquerors who were militarily and politically superior. Greeks 
gradually gained ent rance into the Roman governing apparatus and 
Romans and Greeks came closer socially. Plutarch did not only find broad 
recognition through his capacity as orator and philosopher in Roman 
circles; he also maintained excellent relations with Romans in the highest 
circles. 23 Romans and Greeks are, it is true, definitely not the same for him, 
but they are of equal worth. He has no desire to argue that the Romans are 
really Greek in origin, as Dionysius of Halicarnassus did a century earlier . 24 
He can fully grant the Romans that they are different from Greeks; he has 
lavish interest and appreciation for their traditions and habits and thinks 
that Rome itself is a beautiful city (De soli. animo 963 c). Plutarchus 
borrowed a not inconsiderable part of the examples which he abundantly 
supplies as illustrations of his arguments from Rome and from Roman 
history;25 this is the case throughout his writings, and not only in his 
parallel biographies where this is obvious. He discusses Greeks and Romans 
in one breath, for example in De coh. ira 458 c, where he mentions Camillus, 
Metellus, Aristides and Socrates as examples of temperance, generosity and 
a forgiving disposition. He supplies here, as in many other places, many 
Greek and Roman examples, without discriminating between them. 26 

While he does not shrink from de ri ving examples from other" peoples and 
their history, these are apparently viewed by him as exotic . In Amat. 768 b 
ff. he gives a comprehensive rendition of a Celtic history (see also Mul. virt. 

23. Cf. Jones, op. cit., 48 fT. 
24. That does not take away the fact that according to Plutarch, Rome was also for a small 

part from Greek origin (Flamin. 11, 7; the n<lme Rome is Greek, Rom. 1, 1, and earlier in 
time many Greek words found their way into Latium, Rom. 15,4; Numa 7, 10; Marc. 8, 
7), but he never speaks about a Greek component which goes back in time to Euander 
(pace Flacelière AC 32, 1963,33 and Plutarque, Vies V, 188 n. 1) and there is no trace ofhis 
being familiar with Virgil' s Aeneis. 

25. See, apart from the Quaestiones Romanae, e.g. Praec. coni. 141 a; 143 a; De seips. laud. 540 f; 
Amat. 768 a; An seni 784 a; Atm. PaulI. 5, 2-3. 

26. See Cons. ad. ApolI. 119 d; De superst . 170 ef; Mul." virt. 243 cd; De /side 379 cd; Tranq. An. 
467 e; Frat. Am. 492 d; An Vit. 499 he; De garrul., passim; De vit. pud. 534 c fT.; De seips. 
laud. 542 a; 542 f; De sera num. vind. 550 b; Qu. Conv . 2,632 ab; Ad Princ. /nerud. 781 d; An 
seni 784 c fT.; 789 c; 790 he; 790 f-791 a; 792 a fT. 
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157 e fT.) and says (768 e): "Since many such things have happened both 
here and in foreign parts ... " 27 Now Plutarchus never calls Romans 
pdppapol and, moreover , he had just before referred to a Roman institution 
(768 a). "Here" (nap' t)J.liv) must refer to th~ civilized world, consisting 
equally of Greeks as weIl as Romans, in light of the way in which Plutarchus 
uses an abundant amount of Greek and Roman examples. One is referred 
to Gato mai. 23,2 in this coÏmection, where Plutarchus speaks positively 
about the connection between Roman expansion of power and Greek 
science and culture. It is noteworthy that the well-known linkage in classical 
Greek literature of the words "Greek" and "barbarian" 28 as indicating the 
entire human race, is not a standard formula for Plutarchus, contrary to his 
contemporary Dio of Prusa29 . 

That Plutarch adduces Roman examples alongside Greek ones, especially 
in his parallel biographies, is quite natural; for there he time and again 
compares a prominent Greek figure with a corresponding one from the 
Roman world. It is very highly questionable whether Plutarch intended to 
demonstrate the equal value of Greeks and Romans with this juxtaposition, 
to show that there is no cleavage between them, that in earl ier times there 
had been statesmen and generals amongst the Greeks who were not inferior 
to their Roman counterparts and, on the other hand, Romans who were not 
uncultivated barbarians .30 He not only never says this in his biographies, it 
is also difficult to reconcile with the way in which he mentions Greeks and 
Romans in his other writings without making any distinction between them. 
In my opinion, e.p. Jones has convincingly shown th at Plutarch can 
compare a Greek with a Roman because in his eyes Greeks and Romans are 
completely equal in value. 31 

Plutarch is heart and soul devoted to the great traditions and to the great 
past of Greece (comp. e .g. De Herod. malign. 874 ab) ; he notes with apparent 
approval that Athens in his day still recalIs the great military events from its 
glorious past (De gloria Ath. 349 e fT.) and he describes the events at the 
annual commemoration of the Greek victory at Plataeae, whereby the 
Greeks fought for their freedom against the Persians (Anst. 21, 3 ff.). That 
Greek literature and Greek culture, Greek institutions and Greek religion, 
receive by far the most attent ion from a person such as Plutarch who is 
Greek in origin and culture is quite natural and in itself does not have to be 
viewed as proof of his deep bonds with the old Greek tradition . But in this 

27. lloUwv öt TO/OUTWV )'1l)'OVÓTCtJV Ka/nap' ftpiv 'Kai napà Toiç pappdpOlç ---. 

28. See GJ. Woldinga, XenoPhons Symposium Il, Hilversum 1939, 345; GJ .D . Aalders, Het 
Derde Boek van Plato 's Leges 1, Prolegomena, Amsterdam 1943, 137 . Cf; also Xen., Ages. 1, 
12; Dem. 8, 6 and 67; 18,253 and 270; Isocr. , ep . 2, 10. 

29. See P . Desideri, Dione di Prusa, Un intellettuale greco nell 'impero romano, Messina-Firenze 
1978, 453 n . 24 . 

30. See ZiegIer, op. cit. , 260; E.N. Tigerstedt, The Legend of Sparta in Classical Antiquity 11 , 
Stockholm 1974, 263. 

31. Op. cit .. , 103 ff. 
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respect, the treatise Quomodo adulescens poetas audire debeat is especially 
enlightening. 32 The numerous poet ic quotations in this work stem from 
older Greek literature in which epic poetry , as was more or less to be 
expected, occupies a very large place . Of post-classical Greek literature, 
only the new comedy really plays an important role, moreover two 
quotations from Timotheus are noteworthy. In broad lines, this corresponds 
to the image one gets of Plutarch's literary culture from his other works, at 
least in the area of poet ic art; and in any case, this work gives a clear 
indication of what Plutarchus viewed as the foremost literary bagage in the 
area of poetry for an educated Greek youth in his day. It is evident from this 
work how close to his heart the culture and traditions of pre-Hellenistic 
Greece were and how strong he was rooted in them. 

It is fully explicable that Plutarch's documentation for older Greek history 
was concerned predominantly with Sparta and Athens. Not only were these 
two states the most prominent and dominant of the Greek city-states in the 
5th and 4th centuries B. C., but they were also by far the most fully 
discussed in the historicalliterature available to Plutarch, on which he was 
practically entirely dependent. . Moreover , Plutarch cherished great 
admiration for the old Sparta and he had good feeliJ?gs toward Athens which 
had such merit with respect to freedom and culture in Greece; Athens was a 
city in which he himself had studied and with which he maintained good 
relations . The treatise De gloria Atheniensium conceals, apparently behind the 
façade of the rhetoric declamation, something of genuine admiration for the 
great deeds of statesmen and generals who made possible the great works of 
the spirit in Athens. The excessive emphasis on political and military 
achievements in this work is, if one discounts the rhetorical exaggeration, in 
line with the fact that in Plutarch's biographies he only deals with men from 
the political and military profession. 

Besides that, Plutarchus is strongly attached to his own city, Chaeronea, 
and to the ter ri tory in which this is situated, Boeotia. He not only devoted a 
number of non-extant biographies to local mythological and literary men of 
importance (see supra p. 8), he opened his series of comparative 
biographies with the vitae of the Theban Epaminondas and of Scipio 
Africanus maior, which biographies have not survived, and he also included 
a biography of another Theban, Pelopidas, in this series. That insufficient 
justice was do ne to the greatness and merits of Boetia and of the foremost 
city of that region, Thebes, was something that Plutarchus could not 
swallow and he therefore dedicated a separate work (de Herodoti malignitate) to 
the way, in which, in his opinion, the father of history had apparently 
portrayed the role of Thebes and Boetia during the Persian Wars. It goes 
without saying th at what he considered meritorious deeds of the Thebans 
were emphatically brought to the fore. He therefore praised the attitude of 

32 . The person to whom this work was dedicated bears the Latin name Marcus Sedatius, but 
in view of the name of his son Cleander (15 ab) he was probably of Greek descent . 
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the Thebans toward the Athenians who, in 404 B.C., had taken refuge in 
that city from the terror of the oligarchy, which was supported by Sparta, as 
in complete agreement with the deeds of Heracles and Dionysus ·and as "so 
Greek and so human" (Lys. 27, 6-7). And he emphasizes that, while 
Athens and Sparta chummed around with tyrants, the Thebans, under the 
leadership of Pelopidas, were the only ones · who opposed ihe tyrant 
Alexander ofPherae (Pelop. 31,6; cf. Marc. 33, 5). It is worth noting in this 
connection th at in De gloria Ath. 346 e the military exploit of the Athenians 
against Epaminondas in the battle of Mantinea is glorified. This is certainly 
not to say that Plutarch was more pro-Athenian than pro-Teban (at least not 
at the moment when he wrote it) ," he is too full oflocal chauvinism for that. 
Even less can one conclusively explain this as dependerice on some other 
source than elsewhere where Plutarch writes about Epaminondas, for there 
is no clear evidence for this. But this remarkable glorification of a (partial) 
victory by the Athenians against the Thebans, led by Epaminondas, who 
was highly admired by Plutarch, flows from the inflated rhetorical tendency 
to glorify Athen's military achievements in De gloria Ath. which, in th is case, 
is lent a hand by the fact that a well-known painting memorialized this 
military deed . In the same way, Plutarch's critici sm of a fellow-citizen who 
continuously talked about Epaminondas' victory at Leuctra33 (De garrul. 514 
c) can be fully explained by the context in which the battle concerned is 
mentioned, and it in no way detracts from Plutarch's admiration for 
Epaminondas . 

Plutarch was fully aware of the powerlessness and insignificance of his 
hometown, but he felt closely associated with it and wanted to continue to 
reside there in order to prevent its becoming even smaller, as he saysin Dem . 
2, .2 (comp. Mor. F 86). Though the territorium of Chaeronea had more 
than once been the stage for important battles, the town could not boast of a 
glorious past. Nevertheless, Plutarch presents a detailed account of the 
battle th at Sulla waged near Chaeronea against the troops of Mithradates, 
where he also relates the vicissitudes of his home town in those àays. 
Elsewhere he mentions a few geographical details (De curios. 515 c; Dem . 19, 
2) and names monuments in the city (Qu. Rom. 267 d; De fort . Rom. 318 d ; 
Cim. 2, 2) . And the aid that Chaeronea received from Lucullus around the 
same time when it had serious difficulties, and for which he was honored by 
the city with a ~arble statue, remains for Plutarch, about two centuries 
later, the occasion for inserting this Roman general in the heroes gallery of 
his comparative biographies . 

Plutarch undoubtedly drew partly from local tradition for his account of 
the history of Chaeronea. The same holds with respect to the territory of 
Boeotia, to which he felt equally attached,34 and about which he naturally 

33 . The battle at Leuctra and what followed were · a favorite subject for the schools of 
rhetoricians . Compare the live declamations on Leuctra and later in Aelius Aristides . 

34. The Lampras catalogue mentions also nepl U/ç efç Tporpovlov Karapdaewç (181) and nepl 
ni)v tv [naraluiç óUlt5dAwv (201) . 
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had more to say. From this local tradition sterns undoubtedly the 
information on the basis of which one can presurne that the temple of 
Athena Itonia at Coronea possessed the right of asylum long before this was 
officially conferred, apparently in 266 B.C., by the Amphictions. 35 One can 
safely assume, especially in the biography of Pelopidas, that much 
information that is not found in other sources, or is not reported in the same 
way, goes back to Boeotian tradition, as, for example, the reading 
(mentioned in Pelop. 21, 4) regarding the sacrifice which Agesilaus, as a 
second Agamemnon, brought, prior to his crossing to Asia Minor, in Aulis 
and which was disrupted by actions of the Boeotians. According to this 
tradition, Agesilaus failed to fulml the divine command to sacrifice his 
daughter which resulted in the failure of his mission. It can be reasonably 
assumed that not only a number of particulars regarding events in 
Pelopidas' life come'from local or regional tradition, but that this influenced 
also the favorable portrayal that Plutarch gives of Pelopidas. That is the 
case, for example, according to all appearances with the tradition, that 
Pelopidas attempted to achieve a change from tyrant into king in the person 
of Alexander of Pherae-which attempt failed because Alexander was 
apparently too deeply depraved (Pelop. 26, 2-3). Modern historians 
will-and rightly so-presume more realistic political and less idealistic 
motives in Pelopidas. On the other hand, one will sooner have to attribute to 
Plutarch himself the reflections on the death of Pelopidas at the highpoint of 
his career (34, 5-7), which strongly reminds one of Herodotus' story about 
the Athenian Tellus. 36 That is true also for his praise of the sober funeral 
service of Pelopidas (43, 1-4) wherein the critici zes despotic funeral 
pageantry. This tirade is undoubtedly motivated by honest admiration for 
Pelopidas and in conformity with Plutarch's ideal of sobriety and with his 
avers ion for tyrants and Hellenistic kings; but it gives the appearance that 
he is rambling on moralistically, for he describes the splendid funeral of 
another destroyer of tyrants, Timoleon, without a word of criticism (Timol. 
39), and also Plato, Plutarchus' admired teacher, had prescribed a grand 
funeral for the highest state dignitaries (Laws XII, 947 b ff.) . 

Something of the same occurs when Plutarch compares the fact that 
Philopoemen, whom he admired, was inadequate as sea captain because of 
inexperience (Philop. 14, 2 ff.) with a comparable failure by Epaminondas. 
The shortcomings ofthe latter are, however, toned down by mentioning the 
opinion of "some" (which smacks of school philosophy) that Epaminondas 
had aborted a maritime expedition to Asia Minor and the islands in the 
Aegean Sea because he, in the footsteps of Plato, saw no point in the use of 
maritime power. By mentioning, though not explicitly endorsing, a reading 
which makes Epimanondas a consistent follower of Plato, whom Plutarch 

35. L . Moretti , Iscrizioni storiche ellenistiche Il, Firenze 1976, no. 74 . 
36. Plutarch, in spite of all his criticism, makes more frequent use of Herodotus than he 

sometimes admits; see Aalders, Mn. 1977,35. 
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admired, at a point where he himself is certainly not in simple and total 
agreement with Plato-in his descriptions of military events, sea battles are 
certainly not of les ser value or significance than those on land-he shows 
Epimanondas in a more favourable light than Philopoemen, whom Plutarch 
otherwise also admired. 

Plutarch was ftilly aware that the Greeks were militarily and poiitically 
inferior to Macedonians and Romans . The last Greeks in his heroes gallery 
are Aratus and Philopoemen (cf. Philop. 1, 7; Arat. 24, 2; Paus . 8, 52, 1), of 
whom the latter lived aproximately three centuries before Plutarch. The 
period of the great men of the past, in the area of culture as weIl (for which 
Plutarch has evidently only the Greek world in mind) has passed (An seni. 
785 a) . His Roman hero series continues to the end of the Republic, and he 
also wrote biographies of Roman emperors until Vespasianus,37 of which 
those of Galba and Otho have been preserved. It is otherwise noteworthy 
that such a cultivated Greek of that period, writing about the imperial 
period, apparently considers only emperors to be figures of sufficient stature 
to justify a biography. With a moralist as Plutarch th at can certainly not be 
taken to mean that he only considers those holding the office of emperor to 
be of superior quality. Rather, it flows from his seeing only the emperors as 
the persons who determined the political direction. 

As will be evident below, Plutarch was rather negative toward the rulers 
of the Hellenistic period, and the only Macedonians whom he dealt with in 
his biographies are the dominating Alexander the Great, whom Plutarch 
admired-albeit not unmixed-and Demetrius Poliorcetes, whom he used 
in his biographies as a warning example; even such an important pers on as 
Philippus II is absent from the series of comparative biographies. 

That is not to be solely attributed to the fact th at Plutarch had an 
antipathy for the Hellenistic potentates and their life style, but also, and in 
my opinion primarily, to his devotion to the freedom of Greece, which the 
Macedonians had put an end to. He considers the freedom of old Greece to 
be a great good (cf. Reg. et imp. apophth. 186 c «= Qu. conv. I, 620 cd; Praec . 
813 de)); 187 e) and sees the fight with the Persians for this freedom as a 
glorious cause. That is why he also deerns the King's peace as an indignity 
for Greece and a betrayal of the Greek cause (Artax. 21, 6; cf. Cim. 19, 3 - 4). 
He no Ie ss bemoans the fact that the Greek had to yield to the Macedonian 
military superiority; Demosthenes is for him an heroic fighter for Greek 
freedom. He gives a favourable judgement concerning the liberation of 
Athens from the power of Cassander by Antigonus and Demetrius 
Poliorcetes (whom he otherwise very unfavourably assesses) (Demetr. 8, 1 ff. ; 
Ant. 89, 3; Reg. et imp. apophth. 182 e-.f) and calls the liberation of Corinth 

37. These vitae were probably written relatively early. With those of Galba and Otho, that is 
almost certainly the case. Presumably, Plutarch did not consider it advisable under the 
Flavian emperors to write about Vespasian , his opinion of whom is not entirely 
favourable . 
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from the Macedonians by Aratus emphatically the last, and one of the 
greatest of Greek exploits (Arat. 24, 2) . On the other hand, he censures 
Aratus for abandoning Corinth to Antigonus Doson in order to obtain the 
latter's support against Cleomenes lIl. He should rather have accepted the 
hegemony of the Spartan king, no matter how unjust and tyrannical he 
might be ; for just because he was a Heraclide and a Spartan, ' he deserved 
preference over a Macedonian (Arat. 38, 5 ff. ; Cleom . 16, 1 ff.); for the rest, 
he still considered Aratus in many respects a great man, worthy of Greece 
(Cleom. 16, 8) . 

Plutarch gives a detailed account of the enthusiasm resulting from 
Flamininus ' proclamation of freedom to the Greeks, who had been freed 
from the Macedonians (F/am. 10,4 ff.); the good qualities of Flamininus, his 
generosity and liberality, his powers of persuasion and righteousness, made 
the Roman rule easier for the Greeks to accept (F/am. 2, 5) . Under Roman 
supreme authority, the (of course limited) freedom of the Greeks remained a 
valuable good in Plutarch's eyes. He even goes so far as to give a more 
favourable judgement of Sulla's act ion against the Athenians whom he had 
conquered, and who had received (nominal) freedom and self rule from 
him, than of that of Lysander (SylI . 43, 5), a Spartan at that. 38 And in the 
vis ion of the underworld of De sera numinis vindieta is related that, when the 
soul of Nero, already heavily tormented, stands at the point of being 
reincarnated in an adder which comes into the world by eating its way out of 
the body of its mother , this is altered by divine command into reincarnation 
as a frog because, af ter theheavy punishment he had undergone, he merited 
a favour from the gods, for he had given freedom to the people th at was the 
best under his subjection, and most loved by the godS. 39 That Plutarch does 
not give an unmixed favourable judgement about Vespasianus, who 
brought an abrupt end to this Greek euphoria, is therefore no surprise. 

Not only the freedom, but also the unity of the Greeks was close to 
Plutarch's heart, and he considered war between Greeks a highly deplorable 
matter (cf. De Pyth. orae . 401 cd; 402 a; 408 bc; Timol . 29, 5; Cim. 19, 3-4; 
Fab . 30, 1). The essential consideration underlying according to him the 
unrestrained enthusiasm of the Greeks for Flamininus' proclamation of 
liberty was that this meant that the Romans brought freedom and peace, 
which all the bloody wars waged by the Greeks for this purpose had not been 
able to effectuate (Flamin . 11, 3 ff.). In this passage (Flamin. 11, 6) one 
reads : 

38. If one compares his above-mentioned . opinion, that Cleomenes is eventually more 
acceptable than a Macedonian king, then there seems to be an inconsistency. But one 
may here be allowed to take into account, that Plutarch judges Romans different from 
Macedonians and that the Roman dominion is to a les ser degree foreign in his eyes. 

39. 567-568 a. The favourable assessment of Nero's decree of Greek freedom appears to 
have been quite genera! with the Greeks of the imperia! period. Cf. Paus . ." 17, 3; 
Philostr. , V.A. 5, 41. 

18 



Men of another race, who were thought to have only slight sparks and insignificant 
traces of a common remote ancestry, from whom it was astonishing that any he!pful 
word or purpose should he vouchsafed to Greece-these men underwent the greatest 
perils and hardships in order to rescue Greece and set her free from crue! despots and 
tyrants. 

One can doubt if the enthusiastic crowd in 196 B. C. was sa explicitly aware 
of this, but there is na doubt that this was Plutarch's own view and that th is 
was the basis for his complete acceptance of Roman rule over Greece.4{) 
Consequently, the (temporary) end ofthe Pelopponnesian War in 421 B.C. 
can be qualified by him as a éH"v/Kwrarov no)'fTev,.,a (Crass . 35, 7). He does 
homage to the panhellenistic ideology that is found in a number of authors 
of the 4th Century B.C., particularly in Plato, Xenophon and Isocrates, 
and he is influenced by those authors (camp. Vita Cimonis, 19, 3-4 and 
Them . 6, 5) .41 It is noteworthy th at because ofthis Plutarch sees Sparta as an 
integral part of this Greek unity and thinks that it therefore must not be 
allowed to perish42 or, to use the renowned words of Cimon with which he 
exhorted the Athenians not to desert Sparta, ,.,ftre v,v ~Háöa xw).r}v ,.,ftre rr}v 

nó)./v érepó(.vya neplIÖBiv yeyev",.,tv"v (Cim. 16, 10). Besides in the life of Cimon, 
Plutarch's panhellenism is particularly strongly expressed in his biography 
of Agesilaus , whom he, notably under the influence of his admirer 
Xenophon, sees as an outstanding champion of the Greek cause . It would 
then have been much more preferabie to Plutarch if Agesilaus, · in stead of 
Alexander the Great, unhinderd by wars amongst the Greeks, could have 
conquered the Persian Empire (cf. Ages. 15, 4); and he consequently hasn't 
a good word to say for the King's peace, as we saw earl ier. 

Plutarch was a Greek; he was fully conscious of this and he was proud of 
it, even though the Greece of his day was politically and militarily 
powerless. But for him moral values carry more weight than pure power or 
success. In his Moralia (Reg. et imp. Apophth. 186 c; Qu conv. I, 620 cd; Praec. 
813 e) he trice quotes the anecdote that Pericles, whenever he accepted the 
post of strategus, cautioned himself that he exercised power over free people, 
over Athenians and over Greeks. Not only the freedom and the Athenian 
civil rights ofthose who were under Pericles' authority, but also the fact that 
he was in command of Greeks, set Pericles to thinking, and that must have 

40. I can find no indication in Flamin . 11-12 that Plutarch considers that a complete 
Iiberating of Greece by Flamininus would have brought about the unshakable 
faithfulness of the grateful Greeks. The gratitude of the Greek is not , in my opinion , 
underestimated in this passage (contra R . F1acelière, AC 32, 1963, 36.). 

41. In that connection , Plutarch a1so used the well-known qualification ofPlato and Isocrates 
ofthe barbarians as rpvuel7roUlJ101 (Aristid. 16,3; Cim . 18, 1). It is very probable that he 
has allowed himself to he influenced by his sources here. Comp. De fort . Al. 329 c: 
uV)IJ'eveiç tSt TOVÇ dya6oVç, d,U.orpvÀOIJÇ tSt TOVç 7COV"POr5ç . Comp. D. Babut, PlullJrque et te 
stoicisme, Paris 1969, 358; see a1so infra 21 f. 

42. Cf. Praec. 803 a: IJ" 7rOl1fU"Te tTepórp'6aÀIJOV t7)v 'EUátSa, a warning which Aristotle Rhet. 
lIl, 1411 a5 f. ascribes to Leptines. 
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appealed to Plutarch. Plutarch particularly valued the Greek virtues of 
sobriety43 and the dislike of excess (cornp. Luc. 41, 2), intelligence and 
humanity (cf. Crass. 8, 3). Plutarchus' ideal of Greek society is that of 
education, cultural refinement, moderation and generosity. H If the extreme 
callousness of the Spartans against the helots did stem from Lycurgus, then, 
according to Plutarchus (Num . 23, 10) Numa would be a much more 
"Greek" legislator than Lycurgus. 

In this connection, Plutarchus uses the qualification "Greek" in a 
praising sense (cornp . also Quom. adul. 30 c; Lys. 27, 7; De sera num. vind. 558 
a). From the lectures of the poets, the young man williearn to know the 
superior demeanor of the Greeks in the war (Quom. adul. 29 f; 30 c). This 
superiority does not reside so much in the way in which weapons are 
wielded, as in prudenee, acting with judgement, and in pressing the attack, 
without entreating or surrendering, until victory or death. 

Although here and elsewhere, the contrast between Greeks and non
Greeks, "barbarians, " is explicitly mentioned (cornp. also Qu. conv. lIl. 649 
e) Plutarchus never contrasts Romans and Greeks in this way. In his 
account of what moved the enthusiastic Greeks in 196 B.C . , he carefully 
avoids this term and speaks of foreigners, with vague traces of affinity in a 
distant past (Flamin. 11, 7). In De superstitione Plutarchus finds fault with 
superstitious practices of the Jews (169 c), of Celts, Scythians and 
Carhaginians (171 bc), of Persians and Egyptians (171 de), but the Romans 
do not appear in his examples of barbarian superstition. In Marc. 3, 6, he 
says that the Romans never practiced barbarian or foreign rites, but that 
they conformed as much as possible to the Greek conceptions and were 
humane (1tpQ.wç) in the practising of their religion . 

That is not to say that Plutarchus was without criticism of the Romans 
and their society.45 He mentions excessive luxury46 as an unfavourable 
phenomenon in them which contrasts with his otherwise approving 
judgement of old Roman frugality. His criticism of Roman greed and mili
tarism cuts deeper. In his comparison of Lycurgus and Numa (Num. 26, 12 
f.) he says that the legislative work of Numa, as opposed to that of Lycurgus, 
did not survive because it was not founded on an educational system. 47 The 

43. Which he also values highly in the old Romans; see R . Flacelière, PluwrqlU, Vies VII, 
Paris 1971, 195. 

44. Cf. Num . 23 , 10 fT.: Marc. 1,3; 3, 6; Lys. 27, 7; Flo.min. 5, 7, Non posse 1099 b; De sera 
num. vind. 558 a : oOrwç 'EU'IVIKWÇ KaJ dlptÀÜJÇ . See H. Martin jr., 'The Concept of 
Philo.nthropia in Plutarch's lives', AJP 82, 1961 , 167: "These three 
concepts-philanthropia, civilization, Hellenism-seem almost inseparabIe for 
Plutarch. ' , 

45 . See Jones, op. cit., 107. 
46. Cf. Public. 15, 3-6, more particularly directed against the luxurious temple building of 

Domitian, and Luc. 39, 1 fT., especially with regard to the luxurious extravaganees of 
Lucullus. 

47 4re Jt} Kal rC> UlJvJenKC>v tv autiJ T1)v nalJefav OVK lJCoooa, Num. 26, 12. 
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possible objection that Rome has nevertheless become great by means of its 
military achievements, he answers by distinguishing people who se ek the 
good in wealth, affiuence and political power, from those who seek it in 
safety, generosity and frugality coupled with justice. 48 It is clear that 
Plutarch unquestionably sides witht the latter and that militarysuccesses, 
notwithstanding how much Plutarch is able to appreciate them, and 
although he sometimes treats his readers to an elaborate and fascinating 
account of military operations in his biographies,49 are no standard for the 
evaluation of a state. He does say, De fort . Rom 326 a ff., that the fate (Tom) 
was well-disposed to Rome and later he will formulate it in such a way as to 
say that Rome's world dominion did not come about without divine assis
tance (see infra 59), but that does not mean that he also had a positive 
regard for the militarism and the military violence with which it is coupled. 
Even less may one, with Flacelière,50 infer that Plutarch deplored the course 
of events, simply from the fact th at he, in the passage cited a moment ago, 
calls the premature death of Alexander the Great-which averted a military 
confrontation between this extremely successful conqueror and the 
Romans-a sign of Tyche's goodwill toward Rome. The questionof how ~ 
war between Alexander and the Romans would have turned out was a 
much-discussed topic in the beginning of the imperial period,51 and the fact 
that Plutarch also comments on it in a strongly rhetorical work in his youth, 
that abruptly breaks off, does not give us the right to such an assumption, 
especially since Plutarch af ter all sees Alexander always as a Macedonian, 
and Rome was, in his eyes, no "barbarian" c~ty that had to get acquainted 
with the blessings of Greek civilization; and Macedonia had subjugated the 
freedom of the Greeks; Rome had restored this (within certain limits). 

An aspect of Roman society for which the humane Plutarch apparently 
has little appreciation, was the gladiator games,52 although he admits that 
Greek or Greek-influenced gladiators could give a less cruel or barbarian 
character to these exhibitions (Non posse 1099 b). 

The praising qualification "Greek" is for Plutarch not per se reserved for 
bom Greeks; Romans can also be equal to Greeks in spirit and culture (cf. 
Num. 23, 10; Flamin. 5, 2; Marc. 1,3; 3, 6) and that holds even for afigure 

48. (JwTT/pfa, TCfH!.ór"ç, avrápKt/a ptrd 6/Ka/OCTrJv"ç. "Ce sont là à peu près les traits fond a
mentaux de la Cité platonicienne," Flacelière, Plutarque, Vies I, Paris 1957, 222 n . 1. 

49 . E.g. about the operations of Marius against the Cimbri and Teutons and about the 
campaigns of Lucullus in Asia. 

50 . AC 32, 1963, 31 : "Peut-être Plutarque regrettait-il, au fond de son coeur, que ce 
Macédonien hellénisé n'eût pas eu Ie temps de s'emparer de l'Italie et d'établir à partir 
de la Grèce cet empire universel que Rome devait fonder." 

51. See P . Treves, 11 mito di Alessandro e la Roma di'Augusto, Milano-Napoli 1953. 
52 . Cf. Praec. 822 c; 823 e; De sollert. animo 959 c; De esu cam. Il, 997 C. In this Plutarch did 

not stand alone in the Greek world, comp. Dio Prus. 31, 121 f., Luc., Demonax 57; 
Philostr. V.A .. 4, 22 . See L. Robert, Les gladiateurs dans l'On'mt grec, Paris 1940, esp. 248 
fT., R. Mac Mullen, Enemies ofthe Roman Order, Cambridge (Mass.) 1966, 349 f., n. 30. 
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such as Spartacus (Crass. 8, 3). Alexander the Great brought the blessings of 
civilization to the inland of Asia and introduced there the worship of Greek 
gods (de Al. fort . 328 c) and in his early and strongly rhetorical work de 
Alexandrifortuna (328 d; 332 a), Plutarch speaks in high-flying terms about 
the blessings of the hellenization of that continent . 53 

Plutarch is convineed, however, that it is worthwhile to preserve the 
purity of the Greek cultural inheritance (cf. Qu. conv. lIl, 649 e) and to keep 
alive the old Greek traditions and the memory of Greece's own past (cf. De 
sera num. vind. 558 ab). While Plutarch does not view a pure Greek origin as 
an essential requirement,54 he does attach substantial value to educating the 
younger generations in the old Greek traditions. 55 Fully emphasizing 
human shortcomings does not fit in this educational ideal (cf. Cim. 2,3 ff.), 
though one certainly does not have to conceal them completely. It is for this 
reason that the Boeotian Plutarch sharply criticizes the way in which 
Herodotus writes about the attitude of Thebes , and Boeotia in general, 
during the Persian Wars. 56 It is also partly for just this reason that Plutarch, 
in spite of his outspoken preference for pre-Hellenistic Greek literature, did 
not have so very much esteem for the old Attic comedy, and much more pre
ferred the new comedy of Menander c.sY One is more likely there than in 
Aristophanes cum suis to find examples worth imitating, and one is in any 
case travelling in a civilized and humane atmosphere. 

For the rest, the Hellenistic period is definitely not Plutarch's favourite . 
His opinion of Philippus Il is v'ery unfavourable (Pelop. 26, 8), he does not 
have an especially high opinion of the successors of Alexander the Great and 
he thinks even less of their successors. 58 He takes a negative view of the 
pretentions and achievements of the Hellenistic rulers that are directed 
more to power than to aretè (An·st . 6, 1-2; 6, 5) and he views the 1CAt:Oveçfa, 

which is essentially '8"PlCfJt5"Ç (Pyrrh . 9, 6) as an inborn defect of the 
Hellenistic dynasties (Pyrrh . 7, 3; 12, 3 ff.). Plutarch is especially bothered 
by the exaggerated homage that the Hellenistic rulers demanded for 
themselves (cf. Praec. 801 d), and which was displayed in their showy 
surnames (A rist. 6, 2; Demetr. 25, 7; ·cf. also De seips. laud. 543 e). It is 
primarily at this homage for Hellenistic kings that Ad princ. inerud. 779 f ff. is 

53 . Comp. also the treatise De liberis educandis (which is certainly not written by Plutarch) , 14 
b on the IIIyrian Eurydice, who, with an eye on the education of her sons, made the 
Greek language and culture her own late in life . 

54. Like was sometimes done , cf. De cun·os . 516 b . 
55. Comp. De lib . educ. 3 e: nurses must he Greek in disposition; 4a: the slaves in the 

environment of a child must not be barbarians ; they must be Greek and speak pure 
Greek. 

56. In De Herodoti malignitate. Comp. ZiegIer, op. cito 234. 
57 . See especially his De comparatione Aristophanis et Menandri epitome. See ZiegIer, op. cit. , 235 

and comp. Dio Prus . 18, 7. 
58. Cf. DeAl. fort . 11, 336 f-337 a ; 341 a ; De sera num. vind. 559 de; 562 f; Demetr. 1,7 ff.; 17, 

2; 18, 6-7; 30, 5-7 ; Arat. 25,8; Gato mai. 8, 12-14; Pyrrh . 12 , 12. 
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directed, in which passage Plutarch says that they "seem by heaviness of 
voice, harshness of expression, truculence of manner, and unsociability in 
their way of living to be imitating the dignity and majesty of the princely 
station," 59 although one can not rule out the possibility that this also 
includes an implicit critici sm of (some) Roman emperors; the same holds 
true for Plutarch's criticism of the royal court (Praec. 800 a). Plutarch.is 
particularly opposed to thè divine homage that many Hellenistic kings 
desired. 6O While his critici sm of the use of divine attributes, such as thunder 
and lightning, by rulers (Tranq. an. 470 b; Ad princ. inerud. 780 f) could very 
weIl be partly dictated by critici sm of extravagances which some emperors, 
especially Caligula, had indulged in, he apparently did not reject the 
Roman imperial cult as SUCh.61 He tended to have his own ideas about it and 
did not see it as anything more than "an extravagant compliment to a man 
whose virtue or understanding had some share in the divine." 62 Plutarch's 
general negative opinion of the princes of the Hellenistic period can be 
partially accounted for from his love for Greek freedom. That is apparent 
from his statement concerning Aratus, indicated earl ier (17 f.) . Even a 
Cassander can get a word of praise because of the rebuilding of Thebes (De 
sera num. vind. 552 f), a city close to the heart of Plutarch, just as Nero, 
because of his proclamation of freedom for the Greeks. In spite of all 
criticism, Demetrius Poliorcetes is praised for the freeing of Greece (Demetr. 
8, 1 ff.; Ant. 89, 3: Reg. et imp. apoPhth 182 ef). His opinion of Antigonus 
Gonatas is much more favourable than of the other Hellenistic kings (De sera 
num. vind. 562 f; Reg. et imp. apophth. 182 c), presumably due to his interest 
in, and support of, philosophy. For Plutarch, the figure of Alexander the 
Great is on another niveau than that of the successors and their followers . 
One can not base his opinion of Alexander on the very rhetorical declama
tion De Alexandri fortuna, 63 which by the nature of the genre demanded the 
unreserved glorification of Alexander, except insofar as from the answer: 
that is given in these declamation to the question of whether Alexander's 
success was due to his luck or to his qualities(aretè), it is evident that the 
young Plutarch had a considerably positive picture of Alexander. That 
coincides with the picture that he later gives of Alexander's personality and 
actions in his biography in which, besides admiration, criticism of the 
shadowy side of Alexander's behavior is not neglected, especially in his last 
years of rule . One gets the same picture of Alexander from incidental 

59. "Imitate," J.lIJ.lEjqfJal, is significant. 
60. Cf. Reg. el Imp. Apophlh . 180 de; 182 c; 187 e; ApoPhlh. Loc. 210 d; 213 a; 219 e; DeAl. 

forl. 11, 338 a; De Iside 360 cd; Ad primo inerud. 780 a; Cleom. 16, 7; AI. 28,6; Dmlelr. 10,3 
ff. 

61. See G.W. Bowersock, 'Greek Intellectuals and the Imperial Cult', in: W. den Boer 
(ed .), Le culte des souverains dans l'Empire romain (Entretiens sur)' Antiquité classique 19), 
Vandoeuvres-Genève 1973, 187 ff.; ]ones, op. cil. , 124. 

62. Bowersock, op. cil., 190. 
63. Comp. ] .R. Hamilton, Plularch, Alexander. A Commen/ary, Oxford 1969, XXX. 
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comments in other works: on the one hand, positive appreciation,64 on the 
basis of which Alexander's actions are worthy of imitation, an attempt also 
to excuse his reprehensible behaviour: he was not a drunkard,65 and the 
divine worship of his person was for him merely a means to be obeyed more 
easily (Al. 28, 6). On the other hand, there is also an occasion al critical 
comment (cf. De amic. muit. 96 c; De tuenda sanit . 124 c; Qu. conv. I, 623 d ft) 
and although Plutarch still has much admiration for Alexander's attitude 
toward Greeks (cf. Al. 13), for his work as city founder (cf. De Al. fort . 328 e 
ff.) and for his hellenizing of Asia, in the final analysis Alexander is for him 
also a Macedonian who had the Greeks under subjection; he would have 
preferred that Agesilaus had already conquered the Persian Empire (Ages. 
15,4). What Plutarch thought of Alexander the Great is best represented in 
the words which he puts in the mouth of one of the people in dialogue in de 
sera numinis vindicta (557 b): "Not even the greatest admirers of Alexander, 
among whom I count myself, approve his wiping out the city of Branchidae 
and his general massacre of young and old because their great-grandfathers 
had betrayed the temple near Miletus." 

In a remarkable passage (Crass . 37, 3-4) Plutarch says that a war of 
conquest and the injustice which this brings only makes sense if the goal 
striven for is worthwhile; in other words, if such a war is waged on a large 
scale and for a great purpose; and that it would be an injustice to judge the 
military expedition of Crassus against the Parthians differently from the 
campaign of Alexander the Great against the Persians on the ground that 
Crassus' ended differently. At first glance one could get the impression that 
the peace-Ioving Plutarch reveals that in his heart he condemns every war of 
conquest, even those of Alexander the Great. This is also the opinion of 
Flacelière: 66 "Plutarque est évidemment tiraillé entre son sincère amour de 
la paix et l 'admiration qu'il nourrit pour l'dpeTll guerrière des fondateurs 
d ' empires. ' ' . In this connection , the passage in the life of Pompeius deserves 
to be mentioned wherein Plutarch, when he has arrived at the beginning of 
the battle of Pharsalus, takes a moment to meditate on how horrible this 
brotherly feud is and then (70, 3-4) comments that there was still enough 
room remaining for the Roman rulers to realize their ambitions elsewhere 
under the specious motive of the pacification and civilization of barbarian 
territory. He clearly emphasizes here the military ambitions of Caesar and 
Pompeius, which he qualifies as 1tÁeoveç(a, an unfavourable trait which he 

64. Cf. Reg. et/mp. Apophth. 179 d fT.; Detuendllsanit. 127 b; Tranq. an . 471 e; Nonposse 1099 
cd. 

65. De Al. fort . 337 f; Al. 23. One does read elsewhere in Plutarch that Alexander was a very 
heavy drinker. The one does not necessarily exclude the other, as Hamilton, op. cit., 58 
seems to think: "Plutarch' s views on Alexander's drinking habits vary with his sourees, " 
but it is acceptable, that Hamilton is correct to the extent that the emphasis that Plutarch 
gives, is influenced by the sou ree which he has before him, or which he remembers, at 
that moment. 

66. Plutarque, Vzes VII, 197 . 
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deplores in the Hellenistic kings as well (see p . 22). He later qualifies the 
accompanying effect of the civilization as an in itself respectable motivation 
(1lpórpaalç OIJK àóoçoç) af ter the event. It is significant at this point to take into 
account the fact th at the passage which concerns Crassus is found in the 
comparatio of Nicias ad Crassus, and th at Crassus is not compared to 
Alexander the Great here-in the comparative biographies, Caesar, not 
Crassus, is the Roman counterpart of Alexander-and that Alexander the 
Great is only discussed here because of the magnitude of his military 
expedition: the range of Crassus' military plans in Asia was comparable in 
nature and therefore has grandeur. This does not really prove th at Plutarch 
viewed Alexander's expedition of conquest as unjustified. Plutarch, who 
was, as we have said, an admirer of Alexander the Great, not only viewed 
the conquest of the Persian Empire as a boon for Asia (see p . 22); he did 
not attribute Alexander 's expedition to his 'IlÀeoveç(a, but describes this as 
the carrying out of an historical mission of Greece, as the fulfilling of a task 
which Agesilaus was not able to carry out because of the inner discord of the 
Greeks (Ages . 15, 4) . 

The predominantly favourable image of Alexander the Great in Plutarch 
is a clear indication th at he, with all his solidarity with the city-state and 
Greek tradition, also had a positive opinion of a world dominion by a wise, 
humane and capable absolute monarch . It is now necessary to examine how 
these two forms of political and governmentallife are related in the world of 
Plutarch ' s ideas . 
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111. Polities in Polis and world state 

Plutarch was himself fuUy aware that local politics, to which the govern
mental activities in the Greek city-states in his time were limited, dealt 
with small issues (cf. An seni 784 f), as was reflected in the consulting of the 
oracles (De Pyth. or. 408 bc). But even in this small-scale activity, the poli
tical passions could blaze fiercely and the discord which was typical of the 
Greek polis was not lacking. There was of ten much quarrelling andjealousy 
and many lawsuits were carried on. Plutarch deplored (Animine an corporis 
501 f-502 a) the rage of the Greeks (especially those from Asia Minor) for 
litigations which sometimes led to the need for appealing to another city for 
arbitration or for the supply of judges (De amore prolis 493 ab). 

Plutarch viewed this local and small-scale poli ticS as important and it is 
his judgement that high moral standards are demanded for, and in, these 
activities (De vit. pud. 534 f ff.; Praec. 823 d). Even a small political 
community offers room for the display of aretè. In that respect, it is not 
essentially different from large political organizations (Demosth. c. 1). That is 
why Plutarchus served his hometown on a broad scale as ambassador and 
magistrate, undoubtedly also as member of the council, as priest, as 
member of law courts, held (other) posts in the region in which his 
hometown was situated, and fulfLlled priestly tasks on behalf of the Apollo 
shrine at Delphi, that was close to his heart. 67 That Plutarchus (who, as we 
sawearlier , deemed political activities to he of central importance) devoted 
an important part of his time and attention to these functions on the local 
level shows how much significance he attributed to these functions and to 
political activity on the local and regional level. This was also true for the 
holding of smalljobs on behalf ofthe community which were, at first glance, 
less important (Praec. 811 bc; cf. 813 d). It was his opinion that one must not 
eschew the holding of public functions, even if one was already advanced in 
years (An seni 784 a; 785 c ff.; 788 ab; 789 bc). 

On the other hand, the Greek world of Plutarch was part of the Roman 
Empire into which the Greeks, both those from the motherland and those 
from the Greek cities in Asia Minor, in his time became integrated' to an 
ever increasing degree. Greeks and Romans are, as we saw, in principle of 
equal value for Plutarch and when he deals with a number of Roman 
customs and institutions in his Quaestiones Romanae, he of ten compares68 

67 . Comp., e.g., De Pyth. or. 409 he; An seni 785 c; 792 f; Praec. 816 d. See ftirther ZiegIer, op. 
cito 21 fT. 

68 Not exclusively: In 279 a, the people of Tyre and other peoples present material for 
comparison. 
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these with customs and institutions in the Greek world69 and thereby 
signalizes quite a number of points of agreement, such as, for example, with 
respect to certain prohibitions pertaining to the flamen Dialis (274 bc; 275 
d); in this way he also employs the term GVVOIKIGjJÓÇ for Rome (280 e). 

This connection and comparability of Greek and Roman also applied for 
Plutarch with regard to politicallife. In both worlds, phenomena manifest 
themselves which occur in every political organization, such as emulation, 
jealousy and rivalry (De cap. ex inim. ut. 86 c) . The counsels of a work as the 
Praecepta, however much it is attuned to the relationships in a small Greek 
citystate in the second century of the Roman imperial period, have general 
validity for Plutarch, at least in the civilized world, that is to say, for the 
Romans as much as for the Greeks. Plutarch does not think it strange that a 
Roman functionary in high office regularly consults them (De cap. ex. inim. 
ut. 86 cd), and Plutarch appeals to the same dignitary with a discourse from 
which he may profit in exercising his funtion. That is one of the reasons why 
the great politicalleaders of Greece and Rome are comparable for Plutarch. 

However, politicallife as such is not only essentially the same for Greeks 
and Romans, in Plutarch's eyes; political activity is also essentially the same 
in nature in the small communities and in a world empire . So according to 
Praecepta 800 a, for example, a politician in a republic who conforms to the 
rpó7Coç of the people acts the same as a courtier who conforms to the 
behaviour ofhis king. The ex am pIes from the Praecepta, which predominant
ly focus on the functioning of the politician in the small community of the 
city-state, are for the most part derived from "big-time politics. " 
Conversely, Plutarch sees the party conflicts in Rome in the categories and 
value-patterns of the Greek polis and he pays too little attention to the 
differences between the Greek and the Roman view of the state . Small-scale 
politics and large-scale politics are essentially the same for him. That is why 
he has been called a "Kleinstädter mit Leib und Seele, " 70 who fails to 
perceive larger relations71 and who saw in Rome "eigentlich nur ein 
vergrössertes Chaeronea" 72; his political views were dispatched with the 
words "in politicis ein etwas spiessbürgerlicher Ideologe." 73 An extremely 
unfair judgement about a man who sees no essential difference between 
small- and large-scale politics. 74 

69. Cf. 277 bc ; 279 f; 279 d; 280 bc; 281 a ; 282 e; 285 c; 286 a ; 286 d; 288 d. 
70. R. Volkmann, Leben und SchnJten des PluJarch van Chauonea, Berlin 1869, 11, 227 . 
71. e.g. in respect ofthe party strife in the late Roman republic, see Volkmann, op. cit ., 11, 

228. 
72 . Volkmann, op. cit. , 11, 228. 
73. Volkmann, op. cit. , 11, 229. Comp. also Babut, op. cit. , 359: "Plutarque n'a pas la tête 

politique. " 
74. With which I in no sense deny Plutarch's shortcomings, particularly with re gard to his 

vision of the history of Rome. Yet this is rather to he explained from the fact that he 
approached Rome too much from his own Greek presuppositions, than from the idea 
that he could only think in the categories of a small country town . 
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IV. Forms of Government 

We have no direct evidence of the way Plutarch categorized the forms of 
government which were the same for both Greeks and Romans because of 
the essential equality of political life . 1t is not impossible, but it is by no 
means certain, that he used the division into six political systems which was 
frequently employed since the fourth century B. C.: the good and bad forms 
of, respectively, kingship, aristocracy and democracy.75 This view is also 
found in the surviving fragment De unius in re publica dominatione (826 ef) 
which incorrectly be ars his name. But is is by no means certain that 
Plutarch shared this view. For, while Plutarch clearly distinguishes between 
kingship and tyranny, and between aristocracy and oligarchy, it does not 
appear th at he distinguishes bet ween a good and a bad form of democracy. 76 

Plutarch's evaluation of democracy as a form of government is generally 
unfavourable . However, there are differences, which must not be overlook
ed, in the way in which he uses ä1fj.lOKparfa and related terms and in his 
appreciation of democracy. This requires further clarification. One must 
be ar in mind that Plutarch does not always use these terms in the same situ
ation and in the same context. Furthermore, one should take into account 
that he, at least in the writings which have been preserved for us,n has 
nowhere given a systematic exposition of the various forms of government. 
And finally, one should not assume that he always expressed his views about 
political systems in exactly the same way at different times and in various 
situations . 

Plutarch is certainly not hostile to the people _and he is definitely not 
opposed to a certain popular influence. He views the suppression of the 
people as fundamentally wrong and he stands opposed to a hard and strict 
regime, against tyranny as much as against an oligarchical government that 
will not hear of concessions, such as that of Coriolanus. The word ä1fj.lOTlKÓÇ 

is for him not only the equivalent for the Latin popularis, 78 it frequently 
has the sense of "volksfreundlich," democratic,79 ordinary, jovial, easily 

75. A survey by AaIders, Mn . 1982, 76 f. 
76. The term ÓXÀoKpaTfa, which is used in a number of classifications of forms of 

government for the bad form of democracy, does not appear in Plutarch. 
77 . It is not impossible that he gave such a classification in his lost Politica. 
78. Public. 11, 4; 12, 1; 25, 5; Ant. 5, 1. 
79. Nic. 1,6; Pomp. 23, 5; 58, 4; Lyc. 7, 3; Dem. 8, 6; Dio 48,5; 
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approachable, popular, civilis 80 and even that of ordinary, plain, sober. 81 In 
this connection it is important to note th at he also uses bTlJ,lOKpaTlKóç in the 
sense of "volksfreundlich" (Luc. 44, 5). 

Plutarch can thus use the term "democracy" in the general and neutral 
sense (cf. An seni 790 c); he relates, without a word of criticism, that 
Aristides, af ter the battle of Plataeae, consented to the wish of the Athenian 
people for more political influence82-and he even mentions democracy in 
one breath with justice (Qu. conv. lIl, 657 b) . Vet in most cases where 
Plutarch spe aks about democracy in obviously favourable terms, he means a 
republican polity as opposed to a (oppressive) monarchy,83 for example An 
seni 783 d, where a 1toÀ.m;[a bTlJ,lOKpa,'KT/ Kal VÓJ,lIJ,lOÇ is contrasted with a 
monarchy .84 He uses the term in that sense Thes . 24, 2 in connection with 
the terminating and vacating of the kingship by Theseus . 85 

Whenever Plutarch describes a specific constitution or political movement 
as a democracy, however, he does not especially have a moderated 
democratie polity in mind, as, for example, the democracy of shepherds and 
farmers described by Aristotle,86 the Athenian democracy prior to 462 B.C . 
or the rather moderated democracy of the Achaean League which was 
highly praised by Polybius. Nor does he use the term then in the empty and 
toned-down sense of a moderate republican government87 th at had become 
more and more customary in his time . When Plutarch speaks about 
democracy as apolitical system, he does so generally in the proper sense of a 
government by the people and he means a genuine rule by the people, a 
radical-democratic administration . What is more , it is obvious that he, 
living in a time where there was little room for a consistent democracy, 
directed his attention strongly to the past and had the radical democracy of 
Athens particularly in mind . It is equally so that he stood opposed to it and 
to its leaders. 88 He relates approvingly that Theseus prevented a radical 
democracy from arising in his days (Thes. 25, 2) and that Cimon and 

80 . Lys. 19, 2; Ages. 1, 5; 7, 3; Demetr. 42 , 4; Galba 11, 2; Nic. 11,2; Otho 6, 6; Qu. conv. VIII, 
726 b. 

81. G. Gracch. 12, 1; Grass . 3, 2; Gato Ut . 35, 5; Ant. 21, 2. 
82 . Arist. 22, 1. The historicity of this information is more than doubtful , but th at is of little 

importanee for a study of Plutarch 's ideas. The same applies for a number of other cases, 
not the least, of course, with re gard to Theseus and Romulus. 

83 . 6TfPOKpaTIKóç in the sense of republican : Galba 22, 12 ; cp. also Qu. conv. lIl, 657 b . 
84. See also Thes . 24, 2; Public . 1,2; 10, 7; 25, 1; Dio 28, 4. 
85 . Thes . c. 24-25. This sort of measures and plans of Romulus for Alba and Rome are 

recorded by Plutarch, Rom. 27, 1. 
86. Pol. 5, 1308 b 39 fT.; 6, 1318 b 9 fT. 
87 . See G.J . D . Aalders , Die Theon'e der gemischten Verjassung im A ltertum, Amsterdam 1968, 120 

f. ; Political Thought in Hellenistic Times, Amsterdam 1975, 3. 
88 . Qu. Pl . 1011 b; Gomm. not . 1065 c; Arist . 26, 2; Dio 53, 4 (quoting Plato, Rep. 8, 557 d) ; 

Pyrrh . 13, 7; Eum . 13, 11. In this he does by no means stand alo ne in his time ; cf. Dio 
Prus. 4, 124 on the democratie public assembly and 4, 131 f. on the "demagogues." See 
also Max. Tyr. 16, 4 I. 
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Aristides opposed the radical-democratic plans of Themistocles and 
Ephialtes (Gim. 10, 8; 15, 2-3). It is noteworthy that when he mentions 
Thucydides' characterization of the rule of Pericles (who was as much 
admired by Thucydides as by Plutarch), the term "democracy" can not fail 
to turn up (Per. 9, 1), but that Per. 15, 1 this is omitted from his own charac
terization of the government of this statesman. 89 

His objection to the radical democracy which he, nevertheless, always 
preferred above tyranny Gust as Plato and Dio, cf. Dia 12, 3), is that the 
people therein are not led by the wise and experienced statesman, but that 
the political leaders all ow themselves to be dependent on the shortsighted, 
selfish masses. For he definitely does not have a high view ofthe masses. 9O In 
his rejection of democracy, he especially91 opposes the demagogues92 and the 
democratie public meetings wherein the masses run the show (Qu. canv. I, 
621 b; cf. G. Gracch. 5, 4). He also used the term demagogue forRoman 
leaders of the people, from which it is once more apparent that for him there 
was no essential difference between the politicallife of the Greeks and that of 
the Romans. We need not be surprised, then, that Plutarch thinks very 
unfavourably about afigure like Cleon,93 whom he contrasts with Pericles. 
In Plutarch's eyes, a demagogue is not only a disaster for the state, but he 
can even degenerate into a tyrant, such as seems to have been the case with 
Pyrrhus on Sicily (Pyrrh. 23, 3). 

Furthermore, it is also true with respect to ö11/Jaywyóç and related words 
that Plutarch's use ofwords concerning political concepts is not uniform and 
consistent. He uses Ö11/Jaywyóç and the like time and again in a more general 
and neutral sense of leaders of the people who try to win the people to 
themselves, without there being any question of a pejorative connotation. 94 

And in Gala mai. 16, 8 he even uses the term for great politicalleaders like 
the elder Cato. 

89. See H. Martin jr. , AJP 82, 1961, 165 . 
90 . An seni 796 e; Praec . 800 c; 801 e; 821 f; 822 c; Reg. el Imp. Apophlh. 187 f; 188 a (=Phoc . 8, 

5) Non posse 1090 e ; Calo mai. 12, 3; Thes. 35, 4; Num. 4, 12 ; Conol. 20, 3; Them. 19, 5; 
Cam . 31, 2; 36, 3; Conol. 12,5. 

91. But not exclusively; compare the critica! undertone of the remark about the candid 
garrulity of the Athenian slaves, De garrul. 511 e . 

92. Unfavourable comments about the "demagogues" (including öTfpaywy(a, ö'lpaywyéw 
etc.) are quite numerous ; An seni 788 cd ; 796 e; Praec . 798 e; 802 d; 821 f; Thes. 32, 1; 
Rom. 31 , 3; Conol . 13, 1; 14,5; 16,4; 40, 4; Cam . 31 , 2; 36, 3 and 5; Aem. Paull. 31, 10; 
38,6; Arisl . 24, 5; Suil. 12, 12; Cim. 10,8; 19,3; Luc. 7, 3; 24, 1; 33 , 5; 34, 2; Nic. 12,6; 
Eum . 13, 11; 15,4; Ages . 15, 1 and 8; Phoc. 8, 3; 32, 3; Cato UI. 31 , 1-2; Agis 1, 3; C. 
Gracch. 1, 6; 2, 4; 9, 7; 11, 5; Dem. 8, 4; Cic . 12, 2; 25, 3; Demelr. 34,6; Ani. 4, 5; Dio 32, 
5; 39, 2; 44, 2; 48, 7; Brul . 22,3; 30, 2; Aral . 2, 1; Galba 11, 3; 20, 7. 

93 . Cf. Praec . 805 d; 807 a ; Comm. nol . 1065 c. Plutarch was otherwise herein a!so dependent 
on the sources which were available to him with re gard to Cleon. 

94. An seni 790 e; Praec. 802 e; Calo mai. 28 , 2-3; Philop. 17, 2; Mar. 7, 6; Olho 4, 1; Luc. 23, 
1; Nic. 2,4; 3, 1; 4, 1; 28, 1; Sm. 14,2; Ages . 5, 3; Pomp. 2, 1; 10, 11 ; Caes. 5, 5; 20, 2; 
35, 7; Agis 2, 9; Cleom . 13 , 3; C. Gracch . 6, 5; Dem. 12, 7; 23, 4; 25, 6 . 
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In Plutarch's judgement, and his own posltlOn and experience play a 
role therein, political leadership should emanate from the expert and 
experienced political leaders; and he wants to keep authority (dpxti) quite 
high. The rulers must lead the people and not be dependent on the wishes 
and moods ofthe masses who are incompetent to govern (cf. Rom. 31; Lyc. 
2, 4-5). Still, they must govern with gentleness and by means of 
persuasion. 

"The wolf, they say, eannot be held by the ears; but one must lead a people or a State 
ehiefly by the ears, not, as some do who have no praetiee in speaking and seek 
uneultured and inartistie holds upon the people, pulling them by the belly by means of 
banquets or gifts of money or arranging ballet-danees or gladiatorial shows, by whieh 
they lead the eommon people or rather eurry favour with them. For leadership of a 
people is leadership of those who are persuaded by speech; but enticing the mob by 
sueh means as have just been mentioned is exaetly like eatehing and herding irrational 
beasts" (Praec. 802 d-e). 

H, however, the people have been thoroughly corrupted by the demagogues, 
then they want to be coddled rather than that they silently do what they are 
instructed to do (Thes. 35, 4) . 

Plutarch makes explicit statements about "the rule of the few" Ie ss 
frequently than about democracy. It is obvious that he does not view every 
rule by an elite as good, that he, on the contrary, distinguishes between a 
good and a bad form, between aristocracy and oligarchy. Aside from a 
technical, neutrai use of the adjective oÀ.lyapXIKóç and of the adverb formed 
from it,95 both oÀ.lyapxfa 96 and oÀ.lyapXIKóç97 always have a negative sense or 
are at least related to a grouping that does not enjoy Plutarch's sympathy. 
Plutarch considers the Ionic oligarchies which cooperated with Lysander, 98 
and which were driven by 7rÀ.eoveçfa (Lys. 5, 6; 7, 5; 13, 7; 19, 1 ff.) to be one 
of the worst forms of degenerate oligarchy. Their regime resulted in 
dvv7rev~vvol(5vvaO'TeTUl99 and pure tyranny (Lys. 19, 2; Sul!. 40, 6; cf. Ages. 33, 
4). 

Antithetic to this corrupt administration is the appearance of the pure 
Doric-aristocratic Callicratidas (Lys. 7, 5) . For according to Plutarch, the 

95 . Sol. 13,2; Them . 32, 4; Per. 10,8; Demetr. 10,2; Dio 53, 4. When he, Qu. Conv . VIII, 719 
B, qualifies the geometrie equality as öÀlyapx1q. Ucá'flPOVI Kal paulÀefq. vO/Jf/J'1TCpÉTCovuav 
the favourable op in ion is determined by ucá'flpwv and öÀlyapxfa is used in the neutral 
sense . 

96. Numa 3, 1; Them. 19,6; Alcib. 25,6; 26, 1-2; 38, 5; Lys 21,3 . 
97 . Qu. conv. VIII, 726 b; Praec. 805 d; Alcib . 21, 2; Coriol. 1, 4; 40, 3; Pelop. 5, 2; Nic . 11, 2; 

Phoc . 34, 6; C. Gracch. 11, 4; 14, 2; Dem. 8, 6; Cic . 9, 7; ep . also A rist. 18, 7 
(öÀlyapxeiu(Jal). 

98. TWV ölIywv TOiç ópauvTdTOIÇ (Lys. 13, 9). 
99. Cp. De genio Socr. 578 d: TWV dVó/Jwv Kal dvvTCevólivwv óvvauTelwv. For a discus sion of 

. óvvauTefa in Aristotle and Plutareh, see Aalders, Mn . 1982, 78 . That óvvauTefa is close to 
tyranny also appears from De genio Socr. 578 d . 
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government of an elite can be substantially good, and he then speaks of an 
aristocratie polity. The best example of this is the Sparta of Lycurgus,lOO 
highly admired by Plutarch; yet he also valued the pure Doric-aristocratic 
life-style of old Sicyon. 1ol 

Whenever Plutarch uses àpltHOIepaT(a 102 and àPIUTOKpameóç 103 without an 
implicit judgement it is usually to refer to apolitical standpoint or to a poli
tical groUp.104 But whenever a judgement is implicitly or explicitly involved 
in the use of àPluToKpaT(a 105 or àplaTOKpaTlKÓç 106, this is, without exception, 
favourable . This much is clear, that for Plutarch an aristocratic govern
ment, and that is by definition a good and temperate government, de serves 
preference over a democratic polity, and that he abhors an aristocracy that 
has degenerated into an oligarchy (cf. Dio 12, 3). 

Two aspects deserve our attention in this context: the vagueness of the 
criteria according to which Plutarch describes constitutional concepts, and 
the non-exclusive character of good political systems in Plutarch's thought. 
The difference between aristocracy and oligarchy does not reside for him in 
the difference in the institutions or organizations, but in the difference in the 
moral quality of the rulers , and a difference in the way in which those 
governed are treated . Oligarchical implies hard and haughty, if not selfish; 
aristocracy is characterized by grandeur, liberality and concern for the 
interest of the governed. On this basis , Plutarch can say---'when he cites 
Thucydides' famous characterization of the government of Pericles as 
formally a democracy, but in fact the rule of the top man in the state (2, 65, 
9)-that Thucydides describes this government as a sort of aristocracy 
(àpluToKpaTlKqv Tlva 1roÀ.m;(av, Per. 9, 1). The moderate character of the 
aristocracy implies that the concerns and desires of the people are taken into 
account, and that it is sooner led by persuasion than by force . An aristo
cratic government strives for cooperation with the governed . In ancient 

100. Although Plutarch, in the life of Lycurgus, describes the Spartan constitution, following 
Plato and Aristotle, as a mixed constitution, the aristocratic element is dominant 
therein. According to Plutarch, Sparta maintained its aristocratic character also af ter 
the death of Lycurgus. The ephorate , however democratic is was in outward 
appearance, meant only a reinforcment of the aristocracy (Lyc. 29, 11). Compare also 
An seni 789 e on the gerousia: n)v JJtv tv AaKet5a(JJovI 1fapa(evx'6eïuav dpluroKpar(av rofç 
pauI).evulv. 

101. Arat . 2, 1; comp. also hisjudgement ofCallicratidas (Lys . 7, 5) and his admiration for 
Dio, who had strong sympathy for the Doric world (comp. G.J .D. Aalders, 'Dion on 
Zacynthos', in : Arcluuologie en historie, Festschrift H. Brunsting, Bussum 1973, 143) . 

102 . Lyc. 29, 11 ; Cam. 42, 2; Coriol. 7, 4; Caes. 13, 5; C. Gracch . 5, 4. 
103 . Per. 7, 4; 11, 1 and 3; Coriol . 15, 3; Mar. 28, 6; Pomp. 30, 3; Caes. 14, 6; Cic. 33, 2; Ant. 

5, 1; Apophth. Rom. 203 f. 
104. Like ö).l'yapXIKóç. The word choice of Plutarch in these cases may he influenced by that 

of his sources . 
. 105. An seni 789 e ; Dio 12 , 3; 53, 4; Luc. 38, 2; Coriol. 16, 4; Cim . 15, 3. 

106. Fab . 30, 2; Dem. 14,5; Suil . 30,6 (in one breath with t5'1JJaxpe}.tfç); Qu. conv. VII , 714 b; 
Aem. Paull. 38, 2 and 6; Arist. 2, 1; Cim. 10,8; Cato Ut . 26, 4; Cic . 22, 2. 
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Rome Plutarch thinks an ideal balance can be detected between the pre
eminently aristocratic body, the senate, 107 and the people (Rom. 13, 7 f).IOB In 
the same way, the two kings of Sparta are included in the gerousia (An seni 
789 e). 

All the same, Plutarch more than once says straightforwardly that he 
views the kingship as the best constitution, 109 feÀeWfáf111tauwV ovua Kai /-IeY/Uf11 

fWV 1toÀ/WWV (An seni 790 a). He caUs as the highest human goods (Amat. 759 
d) aretè and kingship "the most divine" (lge/órara). He was, undoubtedly, 
like his compatriot Polybius before him, ilO not entirely insensitive to the 
splendor of the kingship and the impressive achievements of really great 
kings, such as Alexander the Great-kingly, pau/À/KóÇ, is for him a 
complimentary predicatelll-and his acceptance ofthe reality ofthe Roman 
emperorship was probably not untainted by this opinion. And finaUy, the 
Platonic ideal of the kingship of the philosophers was influential in the back
ground. This now seems difficult to reconcile with his unlimited admiration 
for the constitution of Lycurgus, his Greek ideal of freedom, and also with 
his judgement of the rise of the Principate: during the anarchy of the late 
Roman Republic, the sensible people looked upon a monarchical polity as 
the least objectionable solution (Caes. 28, 5; cf. Brut . 55, 2). This problem, 
and that of Plutarch's political ideals, will be dealt with further in a later 
chapter. It is sufficient here to indicate that these idealsare ultimately 'aimed 
at the moral quality of those governing, and that, for Plutarch, it is not the 
political system, but the quality of the ruler and the way in which he 
exercises his rule that is of decisive importance . That is not only so with 
regard to an aristocratic government, but also to a monarchy. For Plutarch 
is convinced that people are formed by those who rule them. 

"For men will not consent to obey those who have not the ability to rule, but obedience 
is a lesson to be learned from a commander. For a good leader makes good followers, 
and just as the final attainment of the art of horsemanship is to make a horse gentIe and 
traetabie, so it is the task of the science of government to implant obedience in 
men." 112 I 

Consequently, he does not express an opinion about the Roman emperor
ship as such, but has various opinions about the various Roman emperors 

107. He sometimes calls this body yepovu(a (An smi 789 e; Rom. 13, 3; 27, 3), what recalis to 
mind the Spartan Council of Elders, but he frequently uses the more current UVYK).,,-roç 
(e .g. Rom. 13, 6; C. Gracch . 5, 4) . 

108. It can be the case that that came from Polybius, but in itself it is also possible that 
Plutarch arrived independently at this rather obvious characterization. 

109. Cf. Ad princ. indmuJ. 780 ef. See Tigerstedt, op cito I1, 262; H . Weber, Die Staats- und 
Rechtslehre Plutarchs von Chaironeia, Bonn 1959, 34 f. 

110. Cf. 4, 77, 3; 5, 12, 1; 8, 10, 7 ff; 10,40,5-6 and 9; 11,39, 16. See K.-W. Welwei. 
Könige und Königtum im Urteil des Polybios, Herbede 1963. 

111. Cp. Sult . 12, 11; Cato Ut . 9, 5; Cleom. 13,9; 24, 3; Pomp, 2, 1; Demetr. 2, 2; 20, 5; 32, 2; 
44, 7; Arat. 3, 2; adv. Colot. 1107 e; An smi 784 d, Artax. 23,4 (cp. 23, 2); Num . 20, 12; 
Dio 10, 5. 

112. Lyc. 30, 4; cp . also Numa 6,2; 20, 11-12. 
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(see below 56 f.) . That is also why only one king appears in his 
biographies who completely lived up to his ideal of the kingship, and that is 
the rather shadowy figure of Numa. 

In Plutarch's eyes, kingship is not only the highest form of political 
activity; it is also a heavy task, with which "the most cares, labors and 
occupations" are connected (An seni 790 a). It is a high duty, even a service 
of divinity, 113 of whom the (perfect) king is an image. 114 Vet the king himself 
is no god, and the Hellenistic theory of the king as law incarnate, Vó/Joç 

l/Jl/lvxoç, is not explicitly proclaimedl15 by Plutarch, although he knows it 
and a few times alludes to it. 116 Hi~ not ion of the (good) king is found in the 
most elaborate form in his life of Numa (6, 2-4 and c. 20): he is morally 
high-principled, just, generous and peace-Ioving. He shall devote himself 
fully to his subjects (cf. Ad. princ. inerud. 781 c and e) and do them justice.1I7 

The kingship is not only a heavy burden, it also demands great ability, 
especially to lead people (Lyc . 30, 4). The king must uphold his function and 
simultaneously guard against too much severity and tenacity , and against 
too much indulgence, so that he does not deteriorate into a tyrant or a 
demagogue (Rom. 31 , 2-3). The changing attitude of the Spartan kings 
prior to the appearance of Lycurgus, he tells his readers, lead to anarchy 
(Lyc. 2, 5), and the Doric kingship in Messenia and Argos collapsed through 
the rigid inflexibility of the kings toward the people (Lyc. 7, 3). The gerousia 
at Sparta evidently had a very useful function as intermediary in the 
relations between kings and people (Lyc. 5, 11). One might wonder if 
Plutarch carried this line through to the Roman senate of the imperial time . 
However, there is no trace of that in the statements of Plutarch referring to 
that time which we have at our disposal. Perhaps Plutarch was too weIl 
aware of the role the senate fulfllled in his days, and that was certainly not 
that of a body that represented the interests of the people before the 
emperor. 

The king also had his degenerate counterpart , the tyrant, whose rule is 
the worst possible. Plutarch condemns the tyrant sharply and without 
reservations .118 He paints the tyrant in the darkest colors, in the same spirit, 

113 . vn11peu(a "eoii , Numo. 6, 2; cf. Ad princ. inerud. 780 d ; Praec. 823 f. 
114. Adprinc. inerud. 780 e-781 a ; 781 f-782 a ; cp. Conv. VII Sap. 147 d; 152 b ; Praec. 811 cd; 

see AaIders, Mn 1977, 36 and 38. 
115. Cp. Babut, op. cit. , 85 f. 
116. De Al. fort . I , 330 d ; Ad princ. inerud. 780 c; cp . Al. 52, 5 (advice to Alexander); Artax. 23 , 

5 (Persian conception). 
117 . Cp. Apophth. Lac. 221 d and the anecdote of the woman who received justice through 

her dogged insistence (Reg. et Imp. Apophth . 179 cd; Demetr. 42 , 7); For this anecdote see 
GJ . de Vries, 'From Plutarch to Dante', Neophilo[()gus 1976, 233 fT. 

118. Mul. virt. 255 ffT.; 250 ffT. ; 260 e; 261 e fT.; Defort. Al. Il, 334 a ; Pyth. orac. 403 cd; 4;07 
e; Tranq. an 471 e; De curios. 522 f; CuPid. divit . 526 b; De sera num. vind. 551 f; 552 f; 553 
a; 556 d; 562 c; De genio Socr. 578 d (= Conv. VII Sap. 147 b); 583 f; Qu. conv. III, 657 b; 
IX, 748 d. In the Lives too there are numerous instanees of Plutarch's avers ion for 
tyranny, especiaIly in the lives of Dion and Timoleon, e .g. Arat. 25, 1 fT. See Weber, op. 
cit. , 35 f . 
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and frequently with the use of the same topoi that are found in the Greek 
literature of the fifth and fourth centuries B.C .. , 119 su eh as the hatred of the 
tyrant in the citizens (cf. De superst. 170 e), the continual fear in which he 
lives, 120 the reason for his trying to keep the citizens working (Mul. virt. 262 
b), and his cruelty (cf. An. vitios . 498 d). For these reasons he also considers 
the assassination of a tyrant as a praiseworthy business (cf. De fato 570 d). 

Now, tyranny is, according to Plutarch, who followed the conception that 
had already been promulgated in the fourth century B.C . by such authors as 
Xenophon and Isocrates, not so much apolitical form of organization as the 
concentration of all conceivable evil in the person of an absolute monarch. 
That is why he consequently calls Hellenistic monarchs like Antipater (Phoc. 
29,3) and Pyrrus (Pyrrh. 23,3) tyrants, and equally so the members ofthe 
oligarchical cliques called into being by Lysander (Sulla 40, 6). Tyrannical 
tendencies are also ascribed to Lysander himself(Lys. 8, 5). Plutarch applies 
this qualification to Roman relations as weIl; for he sees no essential 
difTerence in the political functioning of Greeks and Romans . Tyrannical 
actions are attributed to men as Marius, Cinna, Carbo and Sulla and they 
are qualified as tyrants. 121 The dictatorship which people wanted Pompey 
to hold is (Pomp. 54, 5) called tyranny, and in Luc. 38, 2 one reads that the 
great position of power of Pompey was viewed by the senators as tyranny. 
Tyrannical tendencies are also ascribed to Crassus (Crass. 35, 4) and 
Caesar's dictatorship for life is called a straightforward tyranny (Caes. 57, 1). 

All the same, Plutarch does not shut his eyes to the possibility that some
thing good can be brought about by a tyrant (De sera num. vind. 552 ef), even 
apart from the fact that the deity can sometimes use an evil tyrant as 
instrument in order to realize something good (cf. De sera num vind. 553 ab). 
He does not want to go so far as to exclude Cleobulus and Periander com
pletely from the circle of the Seven Wise men122 and even deerns it possible 
to change a tyrant for the better and to transform him into a king. 123 

Pelopidas' attempt to effectuate that in Alexander of Pherae failed because 
the latter was too deeply corrupt (pelop. 26, 2-3), but of Augustus, who, 
understandably, was not directly qualified as a tyrant, says Plutarch An seni 
784 d, that his later governing deeds were much more kingly and much 
more in the interest of the people than his earl ier deeds. 

In summary, one can say that for Plutarch it is not so much the form of 

119. Cp. Quom. adul. 37 a; De tuenda sanit. 125 de; Conv. VII Sap . 147 b fT. 
120. Ad princ. inmu1. 781 d fT. (=Arat . 25, 8 fT.); An seni 783 d . 
121. De sera num. vind. 553 a; Mar. 46, 6; 41, 2; Su/lu. 30,5; 39, 7; 41,1; Ca/(} Ut . 17,7; Brut. 

29, 6; Pomp. 5, 4-5; 11, 1; Sm. 5, 7. Sm. 9, 1 also refers to this. 
122. Cp. De E apo De/ph. 385 ef; 391 f and Conv. VII Sap ., where tyranny is indeed discussed 

and is rejected, yet Cleobulus belongs to the Seven Wise Men and Periander is, to he 
sure, replaced by Anacharsis, but still acts as host to the wise men . 

123. Cp. Dio 10; De sera num. vind. 551 f. 
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government that is important as the qualities ofthe rulers, that he wants the 
ruler(s) to maintain authority and to give leadership to the people, but to do 
this in the interest of the people and to take their wishes and feelings into 
account. One seeks in vain in Plutarch for the rather common qualification 
of the king as dvv1levt9vvoç dtJxwv. The word dvv1levt9vvoç is used by Plutarch 
for the Roman dictatorship and for great commanders with special 
autbority, but for thc rest, exclusively in the unfavourable sense of an 
absolute and oppressive mastery,124 such as, for example, De genio Socr. 578 
d: TC.QV dvój.lWV Kal dvv1levt9vvwv ävvaUTelWV. He evidently does not view 
dvv7levt9vvoç as a characteristic that by definition belonged to the monarchy, 
but as one which was incompatible with his ideal of the kingship, especially 
as he describes it in the life of Numa. 

Plutarch stands for a liberal and temperate government. He uncondition
ally rejects overexertion of monarchical government, as much as a consis
tent democratic government or overexertion of the aristocratic (oligarchical) 
system (cf. Coriol. 16-17). He considered the last-mentioned even as more 
objectionable than a government of demagogues .125 Nevertheless the 
conception of a mixed constitution plays only a marginal role in Plutarch. 126 

Aside from a fewincidental comments (cf. also Sol. 13, 2) which praisingly 
mention constitutions from the Greek past, the conception of a mixed con
stitution only plays a role for Plutarch in his life of Lycurgus. It is an admir
able thing from a long-gone past, which could only he realized under very 
special circumstances and which, af ter the conquest of Sparta by Philo
poemen, could be restored only very partially (Philop . 16, 9). Plutarch was 
apparently very well aware that there was no place for such a constitution in 
his time, not in the Roman Empire and not in tbe Greek poleis . 

124. See Aal~ers, Mn 1982, 80. 
125. Cono[. 40, 4; OVt5ertpav J,lAv odv blalvertov ' Ó tJA tJ1/J,laywywv Kal Xapl,ÓJ,levoç rwv 61lwç oll 

tJóÇOIJUI tJ1/J,laywyelv 1lpo1l11ÀaK1'óvrwv rovç 1l0).).oVç djJeJ,l1lrórepoç'aluxpOv J,lAv YdP ro 
KOÀaKeVelV tJilJ,loV t1l1 rep tJvvau8al, ro tJ'luxvelv tK rou Ipopepov elval Kal KaKO(JV Kallllt'elv 
llpàç rep aluxfXP Kal tM,Kóv tUTlv. 

126. See Aalders, TMorU der gem. Verf. 124 ff; Mn 1982, 81. 
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V. Political Ideals 

Rowever much Plutarch was conscious of the reality of the Roman 
Empire and however much he unreservedly accepted this reality, his culture 
and his ideas were Greek and his political models and ideals were rooted in 
the Greek world and in the ~ld Greek tradition. Ris personal interests were 
primarily directed towards the self-governing Greek polis. Whenever 
Plutarch speaks about state and statecraft, the image of such a polis is fore
most in his eyes, even when he deals with Roman history. Numerous older 
Greek conceptions and ideas, predominantly coming from, or influenced 
by, the literature of the fourth century B. C. which was already classical for 
Plutarch, live on in his work . Thus, for him agricultural occupations are by 
far to be preferred (Philop . 4, 5), and this fully accords. with older Greek 
conceptions. 127 The fatherland has, so he says, still greater rights than 
someone's parents. 128 And it is the state which instructs its citizens by means 
of the laws, so that he can say of an excellent man from Thebes "that he is 
naturally guided to noble conduct by the laws ." 129 Ris views with re gard to 
the politician in a polis also closely concur with the old Greek traditions of 
the polis; he deerns it desirabie that whoever is involved in state government 
enjoys a certain modest standard of living which makes it possible for him to 
hold-intermittenly-public posts. 

Plutarch's concept ion of the state is not only primarily that of the old 
Greek polis, but also th at of a certain sort of polis and of a certain sort of 
politicians . Although for obvious reasons Athens and prominant Athenian 
statesmen are discussed rather frequently in Plutarch's works, his most 
favourite examples from the Greek world are taken from Sparta. One only 
has to open the collection of striking statements Regum et imperatorum 
apoPhtegmata to see how much significance Plutarch attached to the example of 
Lycurgus and of other Spartans. Besides that, one sees a notabie interest for 
the Athenians Solon, as representative of a moderate middle course (cf. 
Public. 25, 6), Aristides and Phocion, and, wh at is not astonishing, for the 
Boeotian Epaminondas. Amongst the Romans mentioned by him as exam
pIes, the elder Cato takes a prominant place. 130 Re even mentions him twice 

127. Flacelière, Plutarque, Vies V (1969), 133 n . 2 refers to Xen ., Oee . 5, 1 IT. 
128. An seni 792 ef; cp . PI., Cn'to 50 e IT.; Resp . IX, 575 d; Ep. VII, 331 c. See E. Des Places, 

Pindare et Platon, Paris 1949, 88 IT. 
129 . DegenioSoer. 576 e. Cp. Simon. fr. 15 West: nÓÀlçávópaólóáuKel, quotedAnseni 784 b . 
130. Cp., amongst others, De tuenda sanit . 127 f-128 a; 131 e; Fr. 49 and 50. 
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in the Quomodo adulescens (14 e; 29 e) which deals with Greek poetic art; but 
that the grim oid man expelled someone from the senate who kissed his wife 
in the presence of his daughter is too extreme even for his admirer Plutarch 
(Praec. coni. 139 e) . 

Sparta thus enjoyed Plutarch's personal preference. 131 That seems 
obvious, for exampIe, in Arist. 2, 1, where it is said that Aristides, the 
Athenian, who, aiong with Phocion, was admired the most by Plutarch, was 
a follower of Lycurgus.!32 It is the oid Sparta of Lycurgus that Plutarch 
greatly admires and idealizes, primarily for its moral and pedagogical 
leadership (cf. Lyc. 30, 5), a state that performed like a trained wise man, 
comparabie to Heracles (interpreted in the fashion ofthe Cynics, Lyc. 30,2) 
and who se admirabie evvof,Jla was of a notabie permanence (cf. Lyc. 29, 10). 
The educational system was of essential importance in this Sparta: the state 
taught its system of values and norms to its citizens . The thing th at Plutarch 
disapproves of the most in Philopoemen's actions against Sparta is that he 
made an end to the agogè, the educational system dating back to Lycurgus 
(Philop. 16, 8-9) . 

Plutarch cherished great admiration for Lycurgus whom he idealizes, 
who se gentleness and humanity he emphatically points out. Lycurgus is for 
him the best example of a lawmaker (De lat. vivo 1128 f). While he does view 
Solon as a lawmaker oflarge stature, Solon was not in the position to accom
plish as much as Lycurgus (Sol . 16, 1-2). There is not the like of Lycurgus 
amongst the Greek statesman (Lyc . 31, 3-4; C. Gracchus 24, 4), and even 
less amongst the Romans, for in the comparatio of Lycurgus and Numa, 
Lycurgus is eventually more highly valued than the second king of Rome. 
But Plutarch is aware that Sparta was a unique phenomenon in the Greek 
world and he calls the civil ordening of Lycurgus 1roAmlav àf,J/f,J17rOV (Lyc. 31, 
3) , possible in an especially favourable situation (Sol . 16, 2), and which 
therefore could be only very partially restored af ter the conquest of Sparta 
by Philopoemen. 133 Nevertheless, Plutarch believes that there is much to 
leam and to assimilate from this constitution, even in his time, the same as 
Aristides had already done. He thus holds up, An seni 795d ff. , the authorita
tive position of and respect for oid age in Sparta as exemplary . 

Lycurgus had had the possibility to carry through a number of far
reaching radical measures, not the least of which were in the sphere of the 
equality ofpossessions . In Plutarch's eyes extreme differences in possessions 
win not exist in a good political system. This rules out both poverty and 
greed. 134 Numa failed in this respect (Num . 24, 8-9). Lycurgus, on the other 

131 . Tigerstedt gives a full treatment of Plutarch and Sparta, op. cito 11, 226 ff. 
132. Cp. on the other hand lsoer. 12, 153, according to whom Lycurgus had followed the 

excellent old constitution of Athens . 
133 . Philop . 16, 9. Cp. Inst. Lac. 240 b : at this time the Spartans are not different from the 

other Greeks . 
134. Cp. Conv . VII Sap . 154 e; 157 a; Qu. conv. 11, 644 cd; Num . 24, 8-9; Lyc. 8, 3; Arat . 14, 

1. 
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hand, was able to achieve an extensive equality of possessions among the 
Spartans through the banning of gold and silver currency (cf. Lyc. 9, 2; Lys. 
17, 6; Gato mai. 30, 1), by imposing a sober communal way of life for all, 
which prevented wealth from becoming desirabIe (Lyc. 10) and primarily by 
the distribution of landed property into eqUal portions, something that 
Plutarch sees as essentially significant, löpav Kal KP'InWa TftÇ nOÀ1Ttfaç (Num. 
24, 11) .135 That the Spartans were later allowed free disposal of their landed 
property during their lifetime and in their testaments, caused the demise of 
the best settlement (t7}v dplGT'lV KaTáGTaGlV, Agis 5, 4) 

In this Lycurgan Sparta, the whole state pursued wisdom, says Plutarch, 
Lyc. 31, 3, tm&lt;aç (jÀ'IV t7}v nÓÀ1V 'P1ÀOGOf(JovGav, a statement about which one 
cannot help smiling, and which, also in the light of what Plutarch knew of 
Sparta, gives the impression of being slightly exaggerated. NotabIe in his 
eyes is the durability of this system, something for which Greek thinkers, 
beginning with Thucydides (1, 18, 1), have entertained admiration (cf. Lyc, 
29, 10) . Plutarch, like Plato and Aristotle, does not attibute the institution of 
the ephors to Lycurgus, but views it as a later development and sees no 
essential change therein: thereby de facto only the aristocratie stamp of 
the Spartan state community (and as we sawearlier, that is a good cause 
in Plutarch's eyes) and the durability of the policy were reinforeed (Lyc. 
29, 11). 

Now it is, of course, not the case that Plutarch was totally blind to, or 
totally ignorant of, a number of sides of the Spartan society and of Sparta's 
actions in the Greek world which were least of all in agreement with his own 
moral principles. But in his eyes these were changes that appeared later, 
such as the free disposal of possessions, the allowing of gold and silver 
coinage and the resultant deoveçla and corruptibility (cf. Inst . Lac. 239 f), 
and the installment of extreme oligarchical decarchies by Lysander. The 
KpV1tTela, about which Plutarch (Lyc. 28, 2 ff) expresses his disapproval, 136 is 
also dated later, af ter the great earthquake of 465 B.C. (Lyc. 28, 12). The 
same applies, according to him, to the Spartan practice of getting the helots 
drunk and then having them make fools of themselves at the symposia. 137 

However much he considers it in principle correct to hold up bad examples 
to young Spartans, he considers it not humane and not sensible to do it in 
this way. 138 Plutarch does not present any historie al arguments for his 
statement that su eh practices first became the fashion af ter Lycurgus. He 

135. Cp. Sol. 16, 2: 7:0 JJtyUHOV elç uwU/pfav 7ró).ewç Kal óJJóvOlav. 
136. Here he does not follow Plato, whom he esteemed, who views this institution, Laws I, 

633 bc, as a fonn of bodily and spiritual training, a sort of super-scouting. 
137. Dissaprovingly mentioned Lyc. 28,8 ff.; Demelr. 1, 5; without evaluation Insl . Lac. 239 

a; De coh. ira 455 e . 
138. Demelr. 1, 5; r,JJeïç ÓÈ n}v JJÈv tK ÓlaU7:pcxpi/ç é7:tpwv t7ravóptJwulV ou 7rdvv rpl).dV"6pw7roV 

oMA 7rO).I7:IKI'/V r,yovJJeóa. 
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does not really need them, for he considers such practices incompatible with 
the character of Lycurgus and of his legislation. 139 

Vet, however much corruption had crept into Sparta's system of 
government, it remained in many respects true to itself, even when 
Epaminondas had broken the backbone of Sparta's power. Plutarch had 
forthright admiration for the figure of Agesilaus. Many ofthe statements of 
Spartan men and women recorded or collected by him deal with that later 
period of Sparta's history. Praising words are said, [nst. Lac. 240 ab, about 
the proud attitude of the Spartans, "who kept alive only some feebie sparks 
of the laws of Lycurgus" against Macedonia; and in Pyrrh. 27 -29 the grim 
re si stance of the Spartans against Pyrrhus is described in detail. In the third 
century B.C., Sparta feIl into deep moral decay, mostlyas a result of in
equality ofpossessions l40 and lust for gold (Agis 3, 1; 5, 1 fl). The attempts of 
Agis IV and Cleomenes 111 to restore the constitution of Lycurgus have 
Plutarch's sympathy and enjoy his admiration. 141 He thus says of the 
Spartans from the time of Cleomenes 111 (Cleom. 18, 4): 

"But now only a little time had elapsed, and they had as yet barely resumed their 
native customs and re-entered the track of their famous discipline, when, as if before 
the very eyes of Lycurgus and with his cooperation, they gave abundant proof of valour 
and obedience to authority, by recovering the leadership of HeUas for Sparta and 
making all Peloponnesus their own again ." 

Now Plutarch is naturally very much dependent on his authorities for the 
history of Agis and Cleomenes. 142 But due to his admiration for the Sparta 
of Lycurgus, he, in this case, probably gave preference to Phylarchus 
because the latter's vision strongly concurs with his own conceptions, and 
not to Polybius, for example, according to whom Cleomenes degenerated 
and became a tyrant. 143 And that in spite of his admiration for Aratus and 
Philopoemen, who were bitter enemies of Sparta. One remembers his 

139. Lyc. 28, 13: Oll yàp dv lycoye 1CpoafJt:f"v AUKOUPYCO /J1apàv ovrco ra 'rifç Kpu1Crt:faç lpyov, 
d1Ca 'rifç dU"ç allrov 1C~ó;"roç Kal t5IKa/(X1uv"Ç reK/Jalpó/Jevoç rav rpó1COv, iJ Kal ra 
t5al/JóvIOV t1Ce/JaprUp"Cle. According to C.B.R . PeIling, 'Plutarch's Method ofWork in 
the Roman Lives', JHS 99, 1979, 79 and 'Plutarch's Adaptation of his Source
Material' ,jHS 100, 1980, 127 fT. , there is sometimes in Plutarch a tendency to mould 
his evidence. 

140. Caused by the law of Epitadeus, which allowed the possessor to dispose of his 
possessions during his lifetime or through his last testament. This law is usually dated 
around the end of the Peloponnesian War, yet Plutarch seems to have thought that the 
concentration of landed property and wealth in the hands of the few came about rapidly 
(raxu, Agis 5, 5) and he has a relatively favourable view of the Sparta of the fourth 
century B.C. That is why one gets the impression that he envisages a later date for the 
proclamation of the law of Epitadeus. 

141. See Tigerstedt, op. cito 11, 259. 
142. See Flacelière, Plutarque, Vies XI (1976), 9 f. Cp. Th. W. Africa, Phylarchus anti the 

Spartan Revolution, Berkeley/Los Angeles 1961. 
143. 2, 47, 3; 9, 23, 3; cp . 9, 29, 8; 9, 36, 4. 
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statement that Aratus should have submitted to the hegemony of the Sparta 
ofCleomenes III over the Peloponnesus, rather than resorting to an alliance 
with the king of Macedonia. 

In addition to being an admirer of Sparta, Plutarch was an admirer and 
disciple of Plato, 1H and Plato's ideal of a state ruled by philosophers was his 
as well . 145 J.J. Hartman, who was an outstanding authority on Plutarch, 
nevertheless incorrectly claims that Plutarch never explicityly refers to the 
central thesis of the Politeia, th at the philosophers should govern the state; 146 
he twice refers explicitly to this. 147 But Plutarch used neither the Politeia nor 
the Nomoi as guide for political practice; he was undoubtedly aware that this 
was too far-removed from an ideal situation, wherein the Platonic ideal 
could be realized. He also departs more than once from the views 
proclaimed by Plato. In Dejort. Al. (328 de; cf. 328 bc) he says that Plato ' s 
ideal state has had no practical results because of its all too "forbidding" 
(avur11PóV) character. As we have seen, he ignores Plato's view of the 
Kpv1Creia. He disassociates himself from his unfavourable opinion of the sea 
power and the achievements of the Athenian navy.148 He also explicitly 
rejects, De vit. pud. 534 ef, Plato's view that the degeneration of music leads 
to moral and political corruption 149 and is opposed to the barring of the poets 
from the education of the young (Quom. adul. 15 f-16 a). Vet the central 
thesis of the Politeia, that the philosophers should rule, is the basis of 
Plutarch's conception th at philosophers should act as advisors to rolers 
(Max. cum princ.). He appreciates the fact that Platonic philosophy and 
political activity go hand in hand in Dio and Brutus (Dio 1, 315°) and in 

144. See R .M. Jones, Tk Platonism of Plutarch, Menasha 1916; H . Dörrie, 'Le Platonisme de 
Plutarque', Actes du V/lIe congrès de l'Association G. Budé, Paris 1969, 519 IT.; J. Dillon, 
Tk Middle Platonists. A Study of Platonism 80 B . C. to A .D . 220, London 1977, 184-230. 

145. Thus also J.J . Hartman, De avondzon des kidendoms. Het leven en werken van den wijze van 
Chaeronea, Leiden 19122, 287 = 19243, 192. Weber mistakenly says, op. cit. , 82 : 
"Dennoch bleibt er dem platonischen Entwurf eines Idealstaates innerlich fremd . Er ist 
zu skeptisch, kühl und nüchtern, als dass er sich von dem unbedingten Höhenflug einer 
spekulativen Schau allein bestimmen liesse . " 

146. Hartman thinks that Plutarch perhaps found this statement too presumptuous for 
himself and in his situation, op. cit.2, 287 f. = 3192; likewise in his De Plutarcho scriptore et 

philosopho, Leiden 1916, 484. 
147 . Numa 20,9; Cic. 52, 4. The words KaKwv nalÏ,1,a are literally quoted from Resp . V, 473 d 

and VI, 501 e, iK TIVoç t'I))C11ç fJefaç is to be compared with Resp. VI, 499 bc and IX, 592 
a . 

148. Tkm. 4, 4-6, especially par. 5; EIlJtv 15" Ti'Jv dKpfpelav Kal 1'0 KafJapov TOlÏ no,1"TeVlJaTOç 
ip,1,al{lev " IJ" TalÏTa npác!aç, iUTW Q)/,1,ouorpwTepov tKluKonelv'ihl J'It TóTe uwV'/pfa T01ç 
"EÀ.À.1fuIV tK 'ri/ç 8a,1,áTV'fç vnffPc!e Kal Ti'Jv 'A 81fvafwv nó,1"v arJ81ç dvéuV'/uav ai Tp1r1pelç 
tKeïval, Tá T'dÀ.À.a Kal EéPc!1fç allt'óç tlJaPTvP1fue; cp. also Philop . 14, 3. 

149. On the other hand, ps. -Plut., de musica digresses on the moral influence of music: 1140 b 
IT.; 1141 ef; 1143 bIT. ; 1145 e IT. 

150. "This is Plutarch's way of putting the Platonic case that states will have no respite from 
their troubles until philosophers become kings", A.E. Wardman, Plutarch 's Lives , 
London 1974, 50. . 
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others . 151 We saw how, in his opinion, his idol Lycurgus was able to have 
the whole of Sparta study philosophy. He discusses this joining of philoso
phy and state government most explicitly in his life of Numa (20, 8-12): 

"On the contrary, either fear of the gods, who seemed to have him in their especial care, or 
reverence for his virtue, or a marvellous felicity, which in his days kept life free from the taint 
of every vice, and pure, made him a manifest illustration and confirmation of the saying 
which Plato, many generations later, ventured to utter regarding government, namely, that 
human ills would only then cease and disappear when, by some divine felicity, the power of a 
king should be united in one person with the insight of a philosopher, thereby establishing 
virtue in control and mastery over vice. 'Blessed,' indeed, is such a wise man 'in himself, and 
blessed too, are those who hear the words ofwisdom issuing from his lips.' For possibly there 
is no need of any compulsion or menace in dealing with the multitude, but when they see with 
their own eyes a conspicuous and shining example ofvirtue in the life oftheir ruler, they will 
oftheir own accord walk in wisdom's ways, and unite with him in conforming themselves to a 
blameless and blessed life of friendship and mutual concord, attended by righteousness and 
temperance . Such a life is the noblest end of all government, and he is most a king who can 
inculcate such a life and such a disposition in his subjects . This, then , as it"appears, Numa 
was preeminent in discerning ." 

It is apparently no accident that the ideal of the republic of the wise or the 
kingship of the philosophers152 comes most pronouncedly to the fore in the 
lives of Lycurgus and Numa153 and that Plutarch considers that this ideal 
was realized in old Sparta and ancient Rome. For him, the great example, 
the ideal for politie al science, resides in the past, in the best traditions of 
Greece and Rome; it was formulated by Plato, but not devised by him.154 

Plutarch thus thinks, completely in the spirit ofPlato, that the realization of 
his political ideals is possible both in a monarchy and in arepublic. That he, 
in spite of the fact that he a few times eaUs the kingship the best form of 
government,155 in fact seems to have a slight preferenee for a republican 
system156 is not surprising for a man who is so bound to, and lives from the 
traditions of the Greek poleis . Yet this does not mean that Plutarch 
considered a republican system advisable for a city-state, and monarchy for 
a world empire, for he sees, as we saw, no difference between polities on a 

151. Philop. 1, 5; Cic. 52, 4; Ad princ. inerud. 782 a. Cp. Wardman, op. cit., 206 f. 
152 . It makes little difference for the Platonic ideal of the rule by philosophers whether there 

is only one , or there are more, philosophical rulers . Cp. Pl., Resp . VII, 540 d : ~Tav ol wç 
dl"Ówç fPIÀ.ÓC10fPOI JvvduTal, ,., nÀ.e(ovç ,., e1ç tv nóÀ.el yevójJevoI . See further J. Adam, The 
Republic of Plato (2by D.A. Rees, Cambridge 1963) on Resp. IV, 445 d . In this respect as 
weil, Plutarch is a faithful follower of Plato. 

153. The significance of these passages for the understanding ofPlutarch's political views has 
already been indicated by Volkmann , op. cito 11, 222 . 

154. It is emphatically said, Numa 20, 8, that Plato lived considerably later than Numa. In 
Lyc. 31, 2 as weil, it is said that Plato was a follower of Lycurgus (cp. also Qu. conv. 
VIII, 719 a). 

155. Otherwise one should realize that the statement that in principle a republican constitu
tion deserves preference might evoke mistrust in the Roman authorities, and that 
Plutarch may have realized that. 

156. He eventually values Lycurgus more highly than Numa. Cp. also Rom. 27, 1. 
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smaIl and on a large scale. But because he is of the opinion that his political 
ideals could be realized in a monarchy and, more over , fuIly accepted the 
reality of the Roman Empire, the consequence must be that he accepts the 
possibility of a philosophical world ruler. 157 He brings this out clearly in his 
strongly rhetorical and probably rather early treatise De Alexandri fortuna 329 
b ff.; 342 a), proceeding from his admiration for Alexander the Great as 
philosophical civilizer (329 a) . That this is not pure rhetoric is evident from 
the predominantly favorable image he gives in his riper years of Alexander's 
life in his biography. This concept ion must also be the basis for his 
comments wherein the king is represented as the image (eIKwv) and vicar of 
god (see note 111) and his rule as v1C'Ipeufa t9eofi (see note 113). 

Vet, as was mentioned earlier, Plutarch refrains from entitling any 
individu al Roman emperor as the ideal world monarch. He knows too weIl 
that the quality of a government is dependent on the moral qualities of the 
ruler and he labels only Numa as the ideal king. What he thought of Trajan 
and Hadrian in th is regard, we do not know, but in his surviving works he 
does not speak as their advisor, like Dio of Prusa. He sings even less the 
praise of an emperorship founded on the adoption of the best. Perhaps 
Plutarch was too much a realist for that, perhaps he, as a Greek, still kept 
his distance from Rome. And he certainly had more interest for the small 
world in which he lived, and in which he felt at home, than for the politics of 
the empire. There is no evidence for Flacelière's statement: "Au fond, Ie 
rêve politique de Plutarque serait une association, un condominium de Rome 
et de la Grèce pour Ie gouvernement du monde alors connu. "158 

Thus, because Numa's kingship did not endure, the Sparta of Lycurgus, 
which had great durability because of its institutions, remains in the fore
ground as embodiment of Plutarch's political ideal . But the significance of 
this ideal is not limited to the world of the Greek poleis . It can he of world
wide significance because Plutarch sees no fundament al difference between 
politics on a small and on a large scale. The political ideal of Plutarch can 
take form elsewhere than in his idealized Sparta of Lycurgus, such as is the 
case in the Rome of Numa, for it is not based first and foremost on political 
and social institutions, however important these might be in a given case, 
but on the moral quality ofthe rulers, and not primarily on the ability ofthe 
rulers, however much that is required, but on the moral values which bear 
this ideal. And it can exist because it also gives a certain amount of latitude 
to those governed, such as was the case in the unique situation of Sparta 
owing to the mixed character ofthe constitution. The efficacious principle of 

157. Also the concept of cosmopolitanism is not unknown to him (De fort. Al. 329 b; De exilio 
601 f), but it plays no meaningful role for him; in De exilio it is a more or less traditional 
argument. Cp. Babut, op. cito 355, according to whom these comments "n'impliquent 
aucune adhésion profonde à I'idéal internationaliste diffusé par la philosophie du 
Portique" . 

158. AC 32 (1963), 36. 
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a good state is not an unlimited monarchical exercise of power (dvlJne66lJvoç 

dpx1l), and even less a government by the people, but rather-and that is a 
principle that retains its value even in the polis of Plutarch's own 
time-geometric equality, 159 on the strength of which power and privileges 
are distributed in proportion to the capacities and merits of the individuals . 
This conception is (moderate) aristocratic in principle and in origin; it is 
said of Soloil, Frat. Am. 484 b, that he went too far in the direction of 
arithmetic equality which confers equal rights and privileges to everyone. 
There is a place in this concept ion for the supreme mIer who stands far 
above his subjects in capacities and qualities. l60 This idea of the geometric 
equality, according to Qu. conv. VIII, 719 ab, goes back to Lycurgus, who 
was presumably followed by Plato in this respect. Plutarch prefers this form 
of equality (which could also be called an inequality), not because it is 
politically efficient, and not because he is a conservative (although he is 
that), but because he considers this ajust principle which answers to divine 
justice. He expresses this most explicitly in Qu. conv. VIII 719 bc: 

"It does not mix everything together, but has within it a clear principle of distinction 
between good and bad; people receive their due not as the balance or the lot directs, but 
always by the distinction of good and bad in them. This is the proportion that God 
applies in the judgement of our actions. It is given the name of justice and retribution, 
and teaches us to consider justice fair (luov) but not to consider equality justice. The 
equality which the mass (ol7roUof) seeks, which is in reality the greatest injustice of all, 
God roots out, as far as is feasible; and he maintains distinction by worth (KaT' d~iav), 
setting the proportionate relation, in geometrical fashion, as the standard of 
lawfulness . " 

This has essential significance for Plutarch. For his political ideal is not 
based on a particular form of government or on a particular institution, but 
in the first place on moral values, on justice and humanity. 

159. Cp. Sol. 14,4; Conv. VII sap. 157 cd; Frat. am. 484 b; Qu. conv. 11,643 c; VIII, 719 a- c. 
See F.D. Harvey, 'Two kinds of Equality ' , Classiea et Mediaevalia 26 (1965), 101 ff.; 
Weber, op cit., 38; Aalders, Die Theorie, 17 f.; G. Vlastos, 'The Theory of SocialJustice 
in the Polis', in; H .F. North (ed.), Interpretations of Platc, Leiden 1977, 22 f.; O .P . 
Bakshi, Polities and PTdudiee. Notes on Aristotk's Politieal Theory, Univ . of Delhi 1975, 98 ff. 
Cp. also Aristot., Pol. 5, 1301 a 26 ff.; 1307 a 26; 7, 1329 a 17; 1332 b 27-29. 

160. Cp. Qu. conv. VIII, 719 b : IJA/'yapXifJ. UWtpPOVI Kal pau'AtifJ. VOIJIJlU 7rpt7rOlXTav. Notice that 
here also moderate oJigarchy (aristocracy) and kingshap are mentioned in the same 
breath . . 



VI. . Political Leadership 

In the Politeia of Plato the model of the ideal state emanates from the 
seareh for justiee in the human eommunity. That is a state whose model is 
found "in heaven" (IX, 592 b). Likewise, aeeording to Plutareh the 
Platonist, the state should answer to a transeendental norm, justiee, whieh 
eomes from God, whieh is pfe-eminently a divine eharaeteristic, as he 
formulates it in ad princ. inerud. 781 b: 

"But if a guess about this matter is proper, I should say that Zeus does not have J ustice 
to sit beside him, but is himself Justice and Right and the most perfect of laws; but the 
ancients state it in that way in their writings and teachings, to imply that without 
Justice not even Zeus can rule weil ." 

It is the high voeation of the statesman to realize this J ustiee-whieh is of 
divine origin-in the hu man eommunity. And that, in Plutareh's opinion, 
does not co me about so mueh through laws or institutions , whieh are man
made, as through the personality and the qualities of the rulers . They must 
be able to eonvey the moral values whieh sustain their poliey, to those they 
rule . 161 In this the role ofthose ruled is not purely passive: the aeeeptanee of 
the authority of the rulers is of moral quality, is a form of aretè .162 

The significanee of the personality of the ruler for the eonveyanee of 
moral Values and the realization of J ustiee in the state has the eonsequenee 
that the ruler, who is the guide-line for the attitude and behaviour of other 
people, has to put his own inner affairs in order (Ad princ. inerud. 780 b; 
Praec. 800 b). The moral standard of the rulers determines the moral value 
of their regime. For long before Lord Acton, Plutareh knew th at power 
eorrupts,163 while he knew, on the other hand, th at whoever is plaeed in a 
position of power should realize that in sueh a position small shorteomings 
are notieed and elieit eritieism (Ad princ. inerud. 782 f), and th at imprudenee 
and ignoranee co me to light espeeially in people in high positions (ibid. 782 
e). He who rules others must himselfpossess knowledge (cf. Praec, 798 e); he 
must be schooled in philosophy or be advised by wise men. Imprudenee 

161 . A common view in the Greek world, see e.g. L. de Blois, De crisis van de derde eeuw n. Chr. 
en de Griekse elite, Uithoorn 1981, 22 n . 40; E. Schütrumpf, Die Anaryse der Polis durch 
Aristoteles, Amsterdam 1980, 136 n . 85. Cp. also p. 33 . 

162. Cp. ad princ. inerud. 781 a : ou yàp XPóvqJ (wl'tç ó 9tàç tVóa(llwv àHà "ri/ç dpt"ri/ç np 
dpXOVT(roVTO yàp 8tióv tUT/, Ka).Ov ö'au"ri/ç Kal TO dpxóIJtvov . 

163. Cp. Rom. 26, 1; Pyrrh . 23, 3; Sulla 30,6 f. See Flacelière, Plutarque, Vies VI (1971),17 f. 
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becomes really dangerous when it arises in persons in power, and evil 
becomes really dangerous when it is coupled with power. 164 A very 
dangerous form of ignorance and wickedness (there is no essential difference 
between these two for the Platonist Plutarch) is the 1tÀeoveçfa, which Plutarch 
especially deplores in the Hellenistic kings (see p. 22). He considers a 
sober existence, but one sufficient to be able to devote oneself to affairs of 
state, the most preferable. 165 He considers excessive ambition as 
fundamentally evil as excessive desire for material goods (Gato mai. 32, 4; 
Philop. 1, 3; Goriol. 15, 4; Agis 2, 3) . 

In Plutarch's eyes, however, statesmanship must not only be based on 
knowiedge, on philosophical principles; whoever practice politics must also 
be good persons, temperate, and, above all, humane and generous, 
f{JlÀávfJPW1tOI and 1tP~OI. "These three concepts-philanthropia, civilization, 
Hellenism-seem almost inseparable for Plutarch. " 166 He mentions 1tp~Oç, 
which is close to f{JlÀávfJpw1toç in meaning, as one of the most prominent 
characteristics of great men. 167 It is not surprising th at he qualifies Numa 
(Num. 20,4) and Lycurgus (Lyc. 11,6; 28, 13) with this term; he was even 
able to re late that Lycurgus did not avenge himself on him who had knocked 
out his eye, but even managed to win him over (Lyc. 11, 2 ff. ; cf. Sol. 16, 2) . 
Furthermore, he uses this qualification for others as well,l68 for in stance 
when he praises Aristides' 1tPl!ÓT'1Ç in political affairs (Gato mai 32,4). And he 
considers it imprudent (ou 1tOÀITIKÓV) and inhumane (ou 1távv qJlÀávt9pw1tov) to 
get the helots drunk (Demetr. 1, 5). It is not the task of the statesman to 
exercise power over others, but to serve the interests of the community.169 
That means that one who is in that position stands up especially for the 
weaker people (cf. Praec. 805 b); that implies that one acknowledges the 
intrinsic value of other people, for, he says in Nic. 2,6: "The multitude can 
have no greater honour shown them by their superiors than not to be 
despised" (cf. also Praec. 821 c). That is why in his eyes demagoguery is 
always less serious than a repressive regime (Goriol. 40, 4; cf. Rom. 31, 3). 

The Greek polis was strongly rooted in the religion and the state cult 
played a large role in public life . Although he does not as a rule say very 
much about this, it is an obvious concern for a religious person and a Greek 

164. Adpn·nc. inerud 782 bc; cp . Sulla 30,7 . See Flacelière, op. cit., 217 f. 
165. Cato mai. 31, 2-3. This was also the case in the Sparta of Lycurgus . 
166. H . Martin jr. ,AJP 82 (1961), 165 . Cp. Marc. 1, 3; 3, 6; Coriol . 17, 7; Flarnin. 5, 7; Lys . 

27, 7. cp . also Martin, a. art . 174 on f/J/À.av8pwrrla in Plutarch: "It is inseparable from 
civilization, particularly Hellenic civilization" . For f/J/À.dv8pwrroç see H . Bolkestein, 
Wohltatigkeit und Armenpjlege irn vorchn·stlichen Alterturn, Utrecht 1939, 110 fT. and the 
literature quoted in Aalders, Hell. Polit. Thought, 23 n. 69. 

167 . See in general Bolkestein, op. cit. , 109. Comp. for rrpi!-oç and érrltlK1fç as political virtues 
on inscriptions, L. Robert, Hellenica XIII, Paris 1965, 223 f. 

168. Cp. Con·ol. 15,4; Philop. 3, 1; Brut . 1,3; 29, 3; Artax. 1, 1; Quom. ex inirn. 86 b. 
169. Cp. Sulla 30, 6: öó~av dPICTTOKpaTIKOü Kal Ö1/lJaxpûoüç l/ytlJÓVOç rrapaCTXWV. Cp. De unius 

826 b: the politician must be as Ö1/j.lwrpû1fç as possible. 



traditionalist like Plutarch (cf. Adv. C%t. 1125 d-f). And in his polemie with 
the Epicureans, he views religion as the protection and the foundation that 
holds all communities and legislation together. 170 He accordingly considers 
the exercÏse of priestly duties to be a state interest of the first order, and he 
sees laxity therein as a great danger to the state (Aem. Paull. 3, 4-5; cf. Numa 
14, 4-5). 

170. TQ UVVeKTIKQV álldu"ç KOlvwvlaç Kal vO/JoI'Jeufaç tpelu/Ja Kal PdI'Jpov (1125 e). Note that , 
1125 d , besides the mythical figures of 10 and Deucalion, Lycurgus and Numa are 
tnentioned as examples for the religious founding of the state . 
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VII. Political Practice 

That Plutarch attached great value to the dignity ofthe dpxtf, to the office, 
has already cropped up in what has preceded. He says in Rom. 31, 2: "For 
the ruler must preserve first of all the re alm itself, and this is preserved no 
less by refraining from what is unbecoming than by cleaving to what is 
becoming." Whoever fails therein transforms from a king or leader into a 
tyrant or demagogue, and becomes hated or scorned by the governed (ibid., 
par. 3). That is why a statesman, says Plutarch, should not only be humane, 
but also tJ.lPPll9tfÇ (he also uses pat'JVç in the same sense), dignified and 
serious, a vir gravis. 171 He must also be scrupulous about details in the 
exercise of his function, as Aemilius Paullus in the early part of his brilliant 
career (A em. Paull. 3, 4): "For no man begins at once with a great deed of 
lawlessness to disturb the civil polity, but those who remit their strictness in 
small matters break down also the guard that has been set over greater 
matters" (ibid., par. 5). 

Reason must be the foundation of political activity (Praec. 798 c), 
something for which those in power of ten have an aversion; they accept 
advice reluctantly because they fe ar th at reason will dominate them and 
curtail their power (Ad princ. inerud. 779 e) . Nevertheless, the aretè of those 
ruling is the guarantee of a good government. It is not their eloquence that 
convinces, but their character, their moral quality, which wields their 
eloquence as an instrument (Praec. 801 cd). The statesman may let himself 
be influenced no more by personal advantage than by the approval, or 
criticism, ofthe crowd (comp. the criticism of Nicias, Nic. 2, 4-6) . He must 
not follow the people, but lead them, yet properly take account ofthe unique 
nature ofthat people (Praec. 800 ab). In all this, his primary concern must be 
the interests of the community, of the state. 172 

In Plutarch's own time and surroundings, the task of the statesman was 
limited in scope, not only because of the limited autonomy of the Greek 
communities, but also because the legislation, on account ofwhich Plutarch 
admired so much the great figures of Lycurgus, Numa and Solon, no longer 
had much significance in his situation. The task of the local Greek politician 
in Plutarch's time, therefore, resided more in making good practical use of 
the limited possibilities available to him. This demands much leadership 

171. Cp. Coriol. 15, 4; Brut. 1, 3; 6, 8; Philop. 3, 1. 
172 . Plutarch commended the fact that Galba always let the interests of state prevail over his 

own interests (Galba 21, 2). 
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and expertise in his relations with the people and with his rivals in his own 
city, as well as with the Roman authorities. 173 This regime will have to be 
carried out carefully and must have a temperate character, 174 thereby being 
in harmony with the divine world government (Phoe. 2, 9). All excess therein 
is evil, especially excessive political ambition (cf. Agis 2, 3) . Every overex
tension of a given system can have disastrous effects and must be avoided . 
An excess of criticism is also to be avoided. We saw how the unbridled 
parrhèsia of the old Attic comedy went too far for Plutarch. Likewise, he 
would have viewed the in and out of season criticisms that Timagenes of 
Alexandria (with whose work he was aquainted) had of Augustus, merely as 
senseless boldness. 

The statesman should thus follow a moderate course. 175 He will have to 
take circumstances into account. 176 He will also have to take fully into . 
account human nature, which, as Plutarch, in line with Aristotle, says, is 
not divine and not ani mal. 177 Absolute moral perfection has not been given 
to man (cf. Timol. 6, 7) and that is why Plutarch rejects the intransigent 
attitude of the ethics and the political ideals of the Stoa. 17S So he says about 
Cato Uticensis (Phoe . 3, 3): 

"The old-fashioned character of Cato , which, af ter a long lapse of time, made its 
appearance among lives that were debased, enjoyed a great repute and fame, but was 
not suited to the needs of men because of the weight and grandeur of virtue, which were 
out of all proportion to the immediate times." 

One could get the impression from these words, that there was formerly a 
possibility for polities in the spirit of Cato; but in Plutarch's eyes, people 
were never perfectly good (or perfectly bad), and such an ideal situation 
appears in none of Plutarch's numerous biographies; at most, it is 
approached in a distant past-in the lives of Lycurgus and Numa. 

What the situation demands is a pragmatic rule; hence Plutarch's interest 
in a non-surviving work of Theophrastus, [JOÀ.ITlKà npoç rovç Kalpovç (see 
below p. 64), which he apparently used extensively in his Praecepta . The 
pragmatic chara~ter of his political advice is not surprising for a man who, 
in spite of his great appreciation for conjugal fidelity, advocates a lenient 
attitude toward the indiscretions of a sensual man. 179 A statesman should 
guard against an undue rigidity of mind, like that of the young Cato (cf. 

173. See for this the folJowing chapter. 
174. Cp. Rom . c. 31; Lyc. 2, 4-5; Public . 25,6 (Solon); Coriol . 17 . 7; Phoc . 2, 7-9; 3,8. See 

also Galba 27,4, where Galba is called a dpxwv KÓGIJ,QÇ 

175. Cp. Babut, op. cit. , 360 ff. 
176. Like Solon did, ToTç npáYIJaG/ TOVÇ VÓIJOUç IJäHov " Td npáYIJaTa TOTç VÓIJo/Ç 

npoaapIJó'wv (Sol . 22, 3). 
177 . Public. 6, 5; cp . Babut, op. cit. , 364 . 
178. Cp. Babut, op. cit. , 362 . 
179. Praec. coni. 140 b. Cp. N . Geurts, Het huwelijk bij de Griekse en Romeinse moralisten, 

Amsterdam 1928, 143 f. 
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Galo Ul . 26, 5; 30, 9 f.). His "Rechthaberei" had driven Caesar and 
Pompey into each others arms (Galo Ul. 31, 2 ff.). It was likewise unwise of 
Galba that he wanted to govern the soldiers in the time af ter Nero with old
republican severity (Galba 29, 4) . Therefore a politician should sometimes 
keep silent and tolerate the actions of those who exercise power. 180 In this 
connection, there is evidence that one ofPlutarch's lost works had the title of 
El t5cÓUf:1 yVWJ,l'lv Ó 7WÀ.fTt/Ç npof:u5wç MI ou nefuf:1 (Lamprias catologue no . 164) . 
AIso, for the sake of hiw own well-being, he should not become 
unnecessarily busy and he should avoid unnecessary competition in the 
municipal politics (De luenda sanit. 135 de). If an appeal may be made here to 
De exilio, Plutarch considers the many obligations that an active and 
prosperous citizen in a polis has, as a heavy burden,181 a burden, though, 
which Plutarch took upon himself without complaining. That he, however, 
did not view all these burdens as necessary, is evident from his statements 
concerning embassies, which he also De exilio 602 c mentions: although these 
are, in his eyes, sometimes needed, useful and important, 182 they are of ten, 
in his eyes, neither necessary nor valuable, and are merely expressions of 
pure flattery .183 Such useless embassies , as much as needless lawsuits and 
litigations, must be avoided, certainly when one is later on in years . Even 
less should one, especially in later life, attempt to fill all possible public 
functions l84, for the sake of one's physical well-being and in order to allow 
others, especially the youth, room for development (An seni 796 b; Praec. 812 
c). Plutarch is pragmatic also in his view that it can be desirabIe to exploit 
the crowd's superstitiousness in dealing with them (De genio Socr. 580 a). 

180. De exilio 606 ab . Though one could reasonably wonder if Plutarch really is thinking of 
the situ at ion of his own time (cp . , e.g. his talking about sycophants, 603 f; 606 a) and 
does not, rather , work up the old standard conceptions on the subject in this tract. De 
exilio is indeed a work that very much savours of the school of philosophers and the tenor 
of this work, that one must not make too much of banishment, is difficult to reconciIe 
with the value that Plutarch ascribes to political functioning and with his devotion to his 
native town (see Volkmann, op. cito II, 246 f.). His critieism of the attitude of Cicero 
during his banishment (Cic . 32, 5) concerns the way in which he bore his lot, and in no 
way says that that banishment could have been worse . 

181. De exilio 602 c en f; 603 f; 605 b : ;,uvx1av, 7fç ou ndvv IJirEun OrKOl roïç ;,vTlvaoüv óó~av Ij 
ÓVVO,J.llV lxovU/; 605 C. 

182 . Praec. 805 ab; 808 he; 815 d; 816 d. 
183. An seni 794 a; Praec . 819 a. There was a va-et-vient of emissaries of cities from the 

eastern half of the empire to governors and emperors ; see D . Kienast, Presbeia. 
Griechisches Gesandtschaftswesen (RE, Suppl. XIII, Sonderdruck, München 1974), 514; 
520; F . Millar, The Emperor in the Roman World, London 1977, 218 f. and passim . That 
involved a heavy financial burden for the eities . Roman emperors tried to set limits to 
the size of the traveIs of ambassadors . Vespasian limited the si ze of an embassy to a 
maximum of three members (Dig . 50, 7, 5, 6) and Antoninus Pius bound such 
embassies to strict rul es (see W . William, 'Antoninus Pius and the Control ofProvineiai 
Embassies', Hist. 16, 1967 , 470 fT.). Trajan also tried to limit the number of 
ambassadors (Plin ., Ep. 10, 44). 

184. An Seni 793 c fT; 796 b; Praec . 812 c. 
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Offices and honors were fiercely desired in the Greek cities of the imperial 
time, and the ambitions of the citizens were the cause of much quarreling 
and dissension. In the stasis in the Greek cities, political and social 
disharmony do not play such a large role as in earlier times; internal discord 
proceeds primarily from personal ambition and jealousy. That is why 
Plutarch can call jealousy the greatest evil in the political life of the Greek 
cities ofhis time (An seni 787 c; cp. 788 e) . His practical suggestions to future 
politicians are to a large degree aimed at giving as little occasion as is 

. possible for jealousy. That is not to say that it is Plutarch's opinion that in 
important matters one may shrink back from making a just decision out of 
fear for criticism and envy. In such a case one must dare to take astrong 
line, and firm dealings are just what can awaken confidence (Praec. 805 b). 
He deplors it in Nicias, that he feU short in this respect (Nic. 2, 4-6; Grass. 
36, 5): who acts in this way, who shirks his duty inthis way, "betrays not 
only hiw own reputation, but the security and safety of his own country" 
(Grass. 36, 5). So a city magistrate must do his best to prevent exhibitions 
and manifestations that awaken undesired feelings in the masses and oppose 
them himself if this is required (Praec. 822 c). 

One should, however, avoid giving unnecessary offence. Plutarch 
recommends a modest attitude. One should shun excessive ambition (Gato 
mai. 32, 4; Agis 2, 3) and avoid appearing arrogant (Goriol. 15, 4). He also 
considers sobriety of life style-something on which Plutarch places great 
value-advisable for a politician,185 something that he considered realized 
by Lycurgus in Sparta by means ofthe equality ofpossessions, the uniform
ity oflife style in the syssitia and the prohibition of gold and silver coins . The 
less prosperous must also be able to participate in the politicallife (cf. Praec. 
822 d ff.). 

Politics demands ability and experience (An seni 784 c ff. ; 789 d), and 
younger people can develop these by observing how others, particularly 
older people, do things (An sem· 790 e ff.). For this reason as weU, it is in
correct to wait until one's later years before entering into politics. (An seni 
784 a-c; 788 fff.). And the Sparta of Lycurgus is for Plutarch a particularly 
good example to foUow for the acknowledgement and appreciation of the 
wisdom and experience of the older generation. l86 Nevertheless, the 
reputation that a politician has does not rest on his knowiegde and 
experience alone, but also on the impression which his personallife makes 
(Praec. 800 b ff.). Af ter he has given a number of examples of the 
significance of the personal way of living of a statesman for the success of his 
political performance, he says in Praec. 801 c: "So great is the importance, 
in politicallife, of confidence or lack of confidence in a man's character." 
For the honest and constant favorable disposition of the citizens is the best 
protection for a mIer (Arat. 25, 7). He, whose behaviour gives offence, easily 

185. CaJo mai. 31, 2-3; cp. Praec. 823 a fT.; Qu. CMV. 11,644 be. 
186. Besides, of course, the Homeric poems (Nestor!). 
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fails through unpopularity with the masses or through defamation with a 
ruler, in th is case the Roman governor. 187 It is therefore necessary, without 
purchasing the favour of the multitude with popular measures-Plutarch is 
absolutely opposed to such demagogy-to win the masses to oneself, "a 
thing more desirabIe than the gold coins of Croesus" (Praec . 823 a). A good 
reputation evokes trust in a statesman, and that makes it easier for him to 
deal more effectively. It is difficult to do good to unwilling people, but if the 
people have confidence in a statesman, they are prepared to follow willingly 
his leading. One sees how much Plutarch agrees in this with Xenophon's 
conception th at the leading of a good general or ruler consists of b'ÓVTWV 

(lpxe,.., , the acquiring and maintaining of the confidence and cooperation of 
his soldiers or of his subordinates. l88 

Also under the aegis of Rome there was not always peace and quiet in the 
Greek city-states and, of ten, not between the Greek city states either. Just as 
Plutarch deemed the mutual struggle ofthe Greeks in the past as deplorable, 
so he deerns the rivalry and dissension between the Greeks in his time as 
evil . He rarely speaks about dissension between Greek cities, which existed 
in his time, except in the beginning of his life of Cimon. There he gives a 
lengthy narration of the murder of a Roman in Chaeronea in 88/7 B.C. by 
irresponsible elements, and the condemnation of it by the city council, 
followed by the murder of the magistrates of the city . Lucullus decided that 
the city was not guilty and th at it had even become the victim of criminal 
practices. Nevertheless, the neighboring Orchomenians, who were at 
variance with Chaeronea (c5ldf/JopOl 6vTeÇ", 2, 1) brought the affair before the 
governor of Macedonia and engaged a Roman prosecutor (avlCof/Jdvt11v) for 
that purpose. But by appealing to the testimony of Lucullus, the city 
escaped a heavy punishment. Plutarch, as weIl, apparently had to defend 
the interests of his home town against competing or envious neighbors, in 
the role of envoy or magistrate. But with a view to hiw own time, he 
primarily talks about dissension within the polis, about stasis. Although 
undet the pax Romana this did not tend to get so intense as in the time of the 
independent poleis, at least not so intense that it led to violence, Plutarch is 
not less apprehensive and not less disapproving of it than the Greeks of the 
classical period were. In De tuenda sanit. 135 de, he expresses his disapproval 
of the unnecessary bustle and quarrelling in the municipal politics, which 
makes no sense and leads to nothing good. Frequently, says Plutarch, stasis 
arises through private quarrels, which lead to great turmoil in a city-state 
(Praec. 824 fff.), such as in Syracuse where a love affair eventually led to the 

187. Cp. De supersi . 168 he: the superstitious attribute this to a higher power. 
188. For this see E. Scharr, Xenophons Staats- und Gesellschaftsideal und seint Zeil, Halle (S .), 

1919, 199 fT.; H.R. Breitenbach, Hisloriographische Anschauungsformm Xenophons, 
Freiburg 1950, 70 fT.; Xenophon von Alhen (RE IX A 2, Sonderdruck, Stuttgart 1966), 
1728 fT.; N . Wood, 'Xenophon's Theory of Leadership', Classica el Medi&valia 25, 
1964, 47 fT. 
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fall of an excellent constitution. 189 In Defrat. am. 487 f-488 a, he deplores the 
disputes of Greeks from his own time, which led to the intervention of' 'the 
tyrant, " the last-mentioned probably referring to Domitianus. l90 In Animine 
an corp. 501 f-502 a, he deplores the rage for litigations of the Anatolian 
Greeks. Internal dissension, quarrelling, stasis is (also) for Plutarch some
thing that must be avoided and he forcefully urges to strive for ÓJ,lÓllOla and 
(or) 'IJ/Ua (Praec . 824 cd) and views it as the best and most beautiful 
achievement of the art of polities to see to it that no stasis arises (824 c). Here 
lies an important task for the statesman; like Solon in former times, he must 
promote the attainment of óJ,lóvola between rival groups. Therefore one must 
not stand off from political turmoil when stasis arises: Solon correctly 
forbade ·the Athenian citizens to remain neutral in cases of stasis . One must 
rather, in the manner of Theramenes, "converse with both parties andjoin 
neither . " 192 The best remedy against stasis is an ample admixture of healthy 
elements that have not been tainted with the ailment (Praec. 824 a) . 

That a religious pers on as Plutarch also dealt with public worship in his 
political reflections, need not cause surprise . The religion, i.e. the official 
state cult, was a public affair and the religious basis of the polis was not a 
problematic issue for a Greek traditionalist like Plutarch. But he considered 
religious excesses undesirable in a polis, su eh as is apparent from his De 
superstitione; the highpoint of superstition for him is the attitude of the 
Sabbath-keepingJews, who did not raise a hand during a siege ofJerusalem 
on the Sabbath (169 c) . Out of fear for religious excesses, Plutarch even 
wants to prohibit women from the of ten exotic cults for women only (Praec. 
coni. 140 d). On the other hand, he considers it, as we saw, permissible 
under certain circumstances that a politican makes use of the super
stitiousness of the people. 

189. Praec . 825 cd; cp . Aristot., Pol. 5, 1303 b 20 ff. For a similar event in Delphi (Praec . 825 
he) Plutarch offers more details than Aristotle (Pol. 5, 1303 b 37 ff. ; cp . also Ael . , v. h. 
11,5), probably from Delphic tradition. According to Valgiglio, op. cito XIX, Plutarch 
took these examples from Theophrastus because he was not familiar with AristotIe's 
Politica . The dogma that Plutarch was not familiar with Aristotle's Politica is, however, 
not so certain as Valgiglio believes; see Aalders, Mn 1977, 36 f. and 39 . 

190. It seems probable that these leading Greek politicians came from various cities and that 
rivalry between poleis played a role here as weil . 

191. Praec . 823 f ff. Cp. Sol. 20, 1; De sera num. vind. 550 c; De soli. an. 965 d; Aristot., AÓn . 8, 
5; Geil. 2, 12, 1. 

192. dj.uportpO/ç Ó~IÀt;V Kal ~,,&rtpolç npoorf8ta8al, Praec. 824 b. 
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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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