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Abstract
In his influential doctoral dissertation Fritz Krauss adopted Rudolf Hirzel’s 

view that as a young man Plutarch had turned from the study of rhetoric to the 
study of philosophy. His aim was to establish that any of Plutarch’s surviving 
texts that display explicit traces of rhetorical conventions date to his early years. 
However, Krauss provided only one piece of positive evidence to support Hirzel’s 
conjecture: a passage from On Progress in Virtue. The purpose of this article 
is to demonstrate that, upon closer examination, this passage does not depict 
engagement with rhetoric as a preliminary stage in the education of young men, 
but rather, it describes the opposite process.
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Περίληψη
Στη σημαντική διδακτορική διατριβή του Fritz Krauss υιοθέτησε την υπόθεση 

του Rudolf Hirzel, σύμφωνα με την οποία ο Πλούταρχος νέος είχε μεταστραφεί 
από τη μελέτη της ρητορικής στη μελέτη της φιλοσοφίας. Ο Krauss χρησιμοποίησε 
το σχήμα αυτό ως κριτήριο για την πρώιμη χρονολόγηση κειμένων του Πλου
τάρχου που εμφανίζουν σαφέστερα ίχνη ρητορικών συμβάσεων. Εντούτοις, το 
μόνο θετικό στοιχείο που ο ίδιος παρέθεσε στη διατριβή του για να στηρίξει 
την εικασία του Hirzel είναι ένα χωρίο από το κείμενο Πῶς ἄν τις αἴσθοιτο 
ἑαυτοῦ προκόπτοντος ἐπ’ ἀρετῇ. Σκοπός της παρούσας εργασίας είναι να δείξει 
ότι, κατόπιν προσεκτικότερης ανάγνωσης, το εν λόγω χωρίο δεν απεικονίζει την 
ενασχόληση με τη ρητορική ως προκαταρκτικό στάδιο στην εκπαίδευση των 
νέων, αλλά μάλλον απεικονίζει το αντίθετο.
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It is well known that Plato, in the 
Gorgias, disapproves deeply of 
rhetoric1. The only ‘rhetoric’ 

that he was willing to countenance was 
the kind propagated in the Phaedrus and 
possibly displayed in the long speech 
of the Timaeus, namely a philosophical 
eloquence that sharply contrasts with the 
so-called ‘formal’ rhetoric employed by 
con temporary rhetoricians2. Throughout 
the Helle nistic period, Plato’s moral criti-

cism of rhetoric, expressed mainly in the 
Gor gias, continued to live and sometimes 
even to offer an argumentative schema 
to authors hostile towards rhetoric3. In 
con trast to Plato, however, Plutarch does 
not appear to disapprove of any kind of 
rhe toric, and indeed does not even make 
a distinction between ‘philosophical’ 
and ‘formal’ rhetoric, even though he 
syste matically presents himself as a phi-
lo sopher in the Platonic tradition4. For 

  
1 For general treatments of how Plato’s conceptualises rhetoric in the Gorgias, see, e.g., Yunis 

1996: 117-171; Pernot 2000: 69-72. On the significance of rhetoric and rhetorical education in 
the context of Athenian democracy, see, e.g., Ober 1989: 156-191 and Yunis 1996: 1-23.

2 However, both the idea that rhetoric is a ‘spurious imitation’ (εἴδωλον) of another genuine 
art – and hence a kind of ‘flattery’ (κολακεία) – and the view that a reconciliation between 
rhetoric and philosophy is possible had already appeared at Grg. 463A-466A and Grg. 
503A-B, 504E, 527C respectively; cf. also Apol. 17B, 18A. On Plato’s reassessment of 
rhetoric in the Phaedrus, see esp. Yunis 1996: 172-210; Pernot 2000: 74-76; Ueding & 
Steinbrink 20115: 21-23; Pernot 2022: 15-22. Scholars have seen attempts to implement 
the account of rhetoric propagated in the Phaedrus in both the Laws (see, e.g., Yunis 
1996: 217-236, cf. already Morrow 1953: 141-142) and the Timaeus (see Hartmann 
2021: 22-48, an abbreviated version of Hartmann 2017).

3 For instance, Quintilian, in a passage from the second book, in responding to various critics 
of rhetoric, also mentions those writers who claimed that historically important cities, such 
as Sparta and Athens, expelled rhetoric from their territories, on the grounds that it harmed 
both individuals and the common good (2.16.4). The argument derives from Plato (see 
Grg. 480B-C, 502D-E, alongside Karadimas 1996: 227 and Pernot 2022: 93-113). Sextus 
Empiricus later associates this argument with Critolaus and Charmadas (Math. 2.20-43). 
For a detailed analysis of the argument, see Liebersohn 2011: 102, 104-105, 108-113. 
Charmadas was a major representative of the later Hellenistic Academy. On Charmadas, 
see, e.g., Glucker 1978: 109-111; Brittain 2001: 312-328; Fleischer 2014: 65-75. In the 
first century CE, the conflict was still ongoing, as a closer look at Quintilian, especially the 
second book of his Institutio oratoria, suggests, and it seems to have acquired a new intensity 
in the second century CE, as the examples of Aelius Aristeides and Sextus Empiricus clearly 
demonstrate. For a useful general overview of the conflict, cf. Karadimas 1996: 1-4.

4 On Plutarch’s Platonism, see the seminal work of Jones 1916. For more recent discussions, 
see Dillon 1988: 357-364; id. 19962: 184-186; id. 2014: 61-72. For the Platonic/
Academic tradition, see Nikolaidis 1999: 398, as well as the remarks of Frede 1999: 
771, 776-782. Cf. also Lampr. Cat. no. 63: Περὶ τοῦ μίαν εἶναι τὴν ἀπὸ τοῦ Πλάτωνος 
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him, rhetoric is, generally speaking, a 
ne cessary instrument for a righteous in-
di vidual, whether a philosopher or a 
philosophically-oriented statesman, who 
might wish to exert a positive influence 
over a wider public (see, e.g., Praec. 
ger. reip. 801C-D)5. In holding this view, 
Plutarch thus aligns himself with certain 
more recent figures in the Platonic tradition 
who also showed an interest in reconciling 
philosophy and rhetoric, including Philo 
of Larissa, Cicero and, later, Longinus6. 
At the same time, however, Plutarch’s 
interest in rhetoric in some sense brings 
him closer also to certain representatives 
of the ‘Second Sophistic’7, thus allowing 

us to examine him alongside a number 
of other authors from more or less the sa-
me period, such as Dio Chrysostomus, 
Fa vorinus, the emperor Marcus Aurelius 
or Lucian8,  who also found themselves 
occupy ing a middle ground between rhe-
to ric/sophistry and philosophy.

Unfortunately, while Plutarch’s atti-
tude towards rhetoric has attracted atten-
tion since the early days of classi cal 
scho lar ship, much of this work has been 
somewhat misguided and its in fluence 
is still evident today. Plutarch himself 
was obviously highly trained in rhetoric, 
as demonstrated above all by his ability 
to use complex narrative structures in 

Ἀκαδημίαν, On the Unity of the Academy since Plato. On Plutarch’s attitude towards 
rhetoric in particular, see, e.g., Harrison 1987: 271-279; Karadimas 1996: 9; Martin 
1997: 715-736; Cosenza 2000: 109-129; Lauwers 2015: 53-59; Tsiampokalos 2021: 
207-221; id. 2024: passim. On the differences between Plato’s and Plutarch’s views on 
rhetoric, cf. also Gonzáles Julià 2009: 83-84; Goeken 2017: 279-288, esp. 287–288; 
Fernández Delgado & Pordomingo 2017: 289-295; Ginestí Rosell 2023: 110-111

5 Cf. Tsiampokalos 2020: 502-509; id. 2024: 124-131
6 On Philo, see esp. Brittain 2001. For a general overview of both Cicero’s oratory and 

his views on rhetoric, see, e.g., Pernot 2000: 142-162; Ueding & Steinbrink 20115: 33-
38; Remer 2017: 1-25. On similarities between Plutarch and Longinus, see Männlein-
Robert 2001: 88. On Longinus’ rhetorical studies, see Männlein-Robert 2001: 56-58; 
ead. 2017: 161-178.

7 The Second Sophistic (for the term, cf. Philostr., VS. 1,481 Ol.) more or less covers the 
time from the mid-first to the mid-third century, which was characterised by an increased 
interest in declamation and, of course, the great success and fame enjoyed by a number of 
individuals across the Roman Empire as the result of their activities as public speakers and 
debaters in declamation contests. These individuals are also referred to in our sources as 
‘sophists’, whence the use of the term ‘Second Sophistic’ in contrast to the ‘Old Sophistic’ 
of Socrates’ and Plato’s time. For more on the ‘Second Sophistic’, see, e.g., Schmitz 1997: 
9-38 and Whitmarsh 2005: 3-22. For the Latin part, see Habinek 2017: 25-37.

8 See, e.g., Karadimas 1996: 7-25, cf. Lawers 2015: 46-52, 65-72, 83-103; Pernot 2022: 
275-287, 317-318, 381-382, 395-404. Philostratus, too, deals with Dio Chrysostomus and 
Favorinus in a separate section (VS 1,484-492 Ol.), as philosophers who had acquired the 
reputation of sophists; VS 1,486-487 Ol. and 1,489-492 Ol. respectively. 
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his writings9, along with more formal 
rhe torical elements, such as proems, 
anecdotes and antithetical comparisons10, 
not to mention his rhythmic prose, the 
careful avoidance (or occasionally even 
tolerance) of hiatus, his well-formed pe-
riods and his expansive vocabulary11. 
However, his consistently harsh criticism 
of contemporary ‘sophists’, found in texts 
that can be clearly dated to the mature phase 
of his writing career, led Rudolf Hirzel to 
conclude that, as a young man, Plutarch 
had switched from the study of rhetoric 
to that of philosophy, in a fashion similar 

to the conversion that Synesius thought 
that Dio Chrysostomus (Syn., Dion 1) had 
undergone12. Having accepted Hirzel’s 
conjecture, Fritz Krauss sub sequently 
went further in suggesting that such a 
scheme can be used to date to Plutarch’s 
early years any of his texts that display 
explicit traces of rhetorical conventions13. 
Although serious objections had already 
been levelled against Hirzel’s ‘conversion’ 
hypothesis14, Krauss’s approach has been 
followed by an array of influential fi-
gu res15, with the result that several of 
Plutarch’s texts that display a somewhat 

9 For this, see, e.g., Pelling 1988: 10-18; id. 1995: 206-208 (= 2002: 237-239); Stadter 
1997: 65-81 (= 2015: 215-230); Duff 1999: 52–71; Stadter 2000: 493-510 (= 2015: 231-
245); id. 2003/2004: 89-96; Duff 2004: 285-287; Larmour 2005: 43-51; Alexiou 2007: 
275-279; Duff 2007/2008: 3-18; id. 2011b: 59-82; Chrysanthou 2018: 1-25; id. 2019: 46.

10 On the proems, see Stadter 1988: 275-295; Rosenmeyer 1992: 205-230; Duff 2011a: 
218-224 and 224-228. On the use of anecdotes (χρεῖαι), see Alsup 1981: 15-27; Robbins 
1981: 29-52; Beck 1998: passim; id. 1999: 173-187; id. 2003: 169-192. On comparisons 
(συγκρίσεις), see, e.g., Ziegler 1951: 936-937; Erbse 1956: 348-424; Pelling 1986: 83-
96; Larmour 1992: 4154-4200; Martin 1997: 724-729; Duff 1999: 243-286; Russell 
20012: 110-115; Duff 2011a: 253-259.

11 For Plutarch’s rhythmic prose, see, e.g., Hutchinson 2018, esp. the comparison with 
other ancient authors in pp. 19-28. For the hiatus, see, e.g., Ziegler 1951: 932-935. For 
Plutarch’s periodicity, see also Ziegler 1951: 937-938, cf. Yaginuma 2016: 4727-4741. 
For Plutarch’s vocabulary, which is often categorised as exemplifying the middle ground 
between koine and Atticism, see, e.g., Schmid 1887: 26; id. 1896: 640-643; Jeuckens 
1907: 55-59 (which also contains exhaustive references to the passages from Plutarch 
in which Atticism is mentioned); Ziegler 1951: 931-932; Jażdżewska 2019: 66-70. 
For more general treatments of Plutarch’s language, see Weissenberger 1895: passim; 
Torraca 1998: 3487-3510.

12 See, e.g., Hirzel 1895: 2.124-127. For more recent treatments of Dio’s alleged conversion, 
see, e.g., Stanton 1973: 353-354; Whitmarsh 2005: 17-18.

13 See Krauss 1912, esp. 12-58.
14 See Jeuckens 1907: 7-8.
15 See, e.g., Ziegler 1951: 716-717, 931; Jones 1966: 70; Hamilton 1969: xii–xxiii; Jones 

1971: 14-16, 67, 135; Swain 1989: 503 n. 3; Martin 1997: 719-720; Gallo 1998: 3535; 
Sirinelli 2000: 75-87.
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stronger rhetorical influence are currently 
classified by most scholars as juvenilia16, 
if only by convention17, and so regarded 
as marginal to the Plutarchan corpus. 
However, as John Moles has very astutely 
pointed out18, the reasoning underlying 
this characterisation is circular. 

In the present paper I would like to 
strengthen further the case against the 
‘conversion’ hypothesis by pointing out 
that the main positive textual evidence 
that Krauss provides to validate his 
approach does not, in fact, support his 
inter pretation. This evidence is a passage 
from the text On Progress in Virtue (De 
prof. in virt. 78E-79B), in which Plutarch 
supposedly describes engagement with 
rhetoric as a preliminary stage in the 
education of young men, before they 
even tually delve deeper into philosophy19. 
My purpose is to demonstrate that, upon 
closer examination, this passage actually 
describes the opposite process.

The paper is divided into three sections. 
The first section presents the passage in 
question. The second section examines 
Krauss’s reading of the passage and shows, 

I hope, why this is unsustainable. The third 
section puts the passage in question in its 
historical context and explains the point 
Plutarch is trying to make.

1. The interests of the beginners in 
phi losophy

The text On Progress in Virtue (Quo
mo do quis suos in virtute sentiat pro fec
tus, 75A-86A) examines various ways 
in which students of philosophy, who 
– contrary to what the Stoics claimed – 
are engaged in a slow process of moral 
formation, may become aware of their 
progress, so that they do not become 
disappointed and so give up their studies20. 
At some point, eloquence enters the dis-
cussion too. Disengagement from one 
kind of discourse that reveals technical 
sophistication and then engagement with 
another kind of discourse that both ex-
presses the speaker’s righteous ethos and 
touches on the emotions indicates pro-
gress toward virtue (78E-79B). This is 
the passage, which Krauss was interested 
in. I will not quote it here, although I will 
summarize the main points of Plutarch’s 
argumentation as they appear in the text.

16 So far, only the following scholars have clearly expressed scepticism: Jeuckens 1907: 
7-8; Russell 1972: 226-227; Moles 1978: 80; Russell 20012: 3; id. 2012: 1165; Frazier 
20032: 15-16, 166-167; Froidefond 20032: 106-108.

17 See, e.g., Beck 2003: 170.
18 See Moles 1978: 80.
19 Krauss 1912: 6-11, esp. 10.
20 On the text in general, see Wyttenbach 1820: 438-490 and Grese 1978: 11-31, cf. also 

von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1905: 149-151 (= KS IV: 202-205); Krauss 1912: 
7-10; Brokate 1913: 31-39; Babut 1969: 47-54; Giangrande 1991: 265-274; Roskam 
2005: 220-361; Wright 2008: 136-150; Tsiampokalos 2024: 152.
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The passage begins with a litotes to 
the effect that “of no slight significance, 
either, is the change that occurs in one’s 
discourse” (οὐκ ἔστι δὲ μικρὸν οὐδ᾽ ἡ 
περὶ τοὺς λόγους μεταβολή)21. Plutarch 
sets out to explain this claim by pointing 
out that those who take up philosophy 
are at first more interested in the kinds 
of discourse that “make for repute” (τοὺς 
πρὸς δόξαν διώκουσι μᾶλλον).  Thus, so me 
individuals are attracted to the discourses 
of natural philosophy (τῶν φυσικῶν). 
Others, who find satisfaction in disputes 
and controversies, gravitate towards 
discourses that fall within the wider field 
of eristics, namely “dispu tations, knotty 
problems, and quibbles” (ἐπὶ τὰς ἔρι δας 
καὶ τὰς ἀπορίας χωροῦσι καὶ τὰ σο φίσ-
μα τα).  Many others first show an interest 
in dialectic, since through dialectic they 
prepare themselves for sophistry (τοῖς 
διαλεκτικοῖς ἐνδύντες εὐ θὺς ἐπισιτίζονται 
πρὸς σοφιστείαν).  Finally, some students 
go about compiling collections of didactic 
and historical examples (ἔνιοι δὲ χρείας 
καὶ ἱστορίας ἀναλεγόμενοι περιίασιν).

However, the contribution of philo-
sophy to the acquisition of eloquence is, 
properly speaking, greater, even though it 
requires more time. Plutarch illustrates the 
point (78E-79A) with a humorous story 
by the comic poet Antiphanes, which so-
me one is said to have used to describe 

the impact of Plato’s teaching upon his 
students22. Antiphanes said that there was 
a city that was so cold in the winter, that 
any words spoken during this season were 
immediately froze and were not heard until 
the summer. Plutarch’s unnamed source 
added that this applies to the teachings 
of Plato, which his students cannot fully 
comprehend, until they have become 
old men, that is, until they ha ve reached 
a certain state of maturity. Plutarch, in 
turn, generalizes this point, arguing that it 
is only when one’s “judgement” (κρίσις) 
acquires a “healthy stability” (κατάστασιν 
ὑγιεινήν) that a better kind of eloquence 
emerges. To define such eloquence in 
textual terms, Plutarch draws a parallel 
with Aesop’s fable of the fox before the 
lion’s den (no. 139 Perry). The discourse, 
“whose footprints are turned toward us 
rather than away from us”, (79A-B: 
εἴσω μᾶλλον ἢ ἔξω τὰ ἴχνη τέτραπται) 
is, if we consider the analogy with the 
lion’s den, a kind of discourse that turns 
the listener into prey without giving the 
impression of doing so.

The whole process is subsequently 
(79B) compared with the procedure that 
Sophocles supposedly underwent in 
forming his own poetic style. According 
to an unknown account, Sophocles 
once declared that only after first trying 
to play with the “turgidity” (ὄγκον) 

21 Unless otherwise stated, all quotations from the Greek and the English translations are 
taken from the edition by Babbitt 1927: 418-421.

22 Antiph., fr. 304 Koch. Alternatively, this could refer to Antiphanes of Berge, as noted by 
von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1905: 149 (= KS IV: 203).
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of Aeschylus and then after studying 
Aeschylus’ “harshness and artificiality in 
composition” (τὸ πι κρὸν καὶ κατάτεχνον 
τῆς αὐτοῦ κατασκευῆς), was he able to 
formulate his own particular style, which 
“has the most to do with moral character 
and goodness” (ὅπερ ἠθικώτατόν ἐστι 
καὶ βέλτιστον)23. Likewise, as soon as 
students of philosophy have made some 
progress in virtue, they manage to distance 
themselves from discourses, such as those 
delivered at festivals and characterized by 
precision in the application of the rules 
of art, and so begin composing “the kind 
of discourse which deals with character 
and feeling” (ἐκ τῶν πανηγυρικῶν καὶ 
κατατέχνων εἰς τὸν ἁπτόμενον ἤθους καὶ 
πάθους λόγον μεταβῶσιν)24. 

2. Preliminary stages or final destina
tions?

In the introduction to his doctoral 
dissertation, Fritz Krauss reads the passage 
abo ve as a description of a process of moral 
progress that is completed in two stages. 
As part of their education, young people 
are initially concerned with subjects that 
correspond more to a school-oriented 
rhe torical education. Then, with the help 

of philosophy, they acquire the maturity 
needed to develop a more personal mode 
of expression that corresponds to their 
moral development that has taken place in 
the interim25. However, this interpretation 
by Krauss is not without difficulties. The 
discourses of natural philosophy, the 
disputes, the questions and the sophisms, 
as well as the discourses relating to 
sophistry and the collections of historical 
and didactic examples, which for Krauss 
correspond to a school-oriented rhe-
to rical education, are not described in 
text as an initial stage. In fact, these 
are forms of engagement with kinds of 
discour se are situated in autonomous 
territories outside the field of philosophy 
as represented by Plutarch26.

This, at least, is what the choice 
of words in the text suggests, as they 
all indicate a kind of movement that 
diverges from the right course forward. 
Students attracted by natural philosophy 
“like birds, come down” (ὥσπερ ὄρνιθες 
[…] καταίροντες) to the grandeur of the 
corresponding discourses. Other students 
“retreat” (χωροῦσι) towards discourses in 
the field of eristics, while others, through 

23 Soph. test. 100 Radt (= Aesch. test. 116 Radt). On the statement attributed to Sophocles, 
see Bowra 1940: 385-401 and Pinnoy 1984: 159-164. Cf. also von Wilamowitz-
Moellendorff 1905: 150-151 (= KS IV: 204-205).

24 Cf. Plut., Per. 15.2: ἔδειξε τὴν ῥητορικὴν κατὰ Πλάτωνα ψυχαγωγίαν οὖσαν καὶ μέγιστον 
ἔργον αὐτῆς τὴν περὶ τὰ ἤθη καὶ πάθη μέθοδον, […]. Related to this are also Plutarch’s 
remarks in Praec. ger. reip. 802E-804C on the question how the politician’s speech 
should be like. For more on this passage, see esp. van der Stockt 2006: 1038-1039 and 
Tsiampokalos 2024: 160-165.

25 See Krauss 1912: 10-11.
26 Cf. Anon. Epic., fr. 5, col. XXV, 1–3 Vogliano; Clem. Al., Strom. 7.16.101.4.
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dialectic, “stock themselves up for the 
practice of sophistry” (ἐπισιτίζονται πρὸς 
σοφιστείαν), which is obviously a different 
field from that of philosophy. Finally, 
students who are occupied with collecting 
examples “perfect themselves”27 (περιία-
σιν) in this task, that is they remain stuck 
in a stage, in which there seems to be no 
substantial progress. Hence, they end up 
divorc ed from the type of philosophical 
education positively presented in the text.

For Krauss’s thesis, i.e. that certain 
texts of the Plutarchan corpus in which 
a greater degree of rhetorical sophisti-
ca tion is to be seen belong to a juvenile 
period of Plutarch’s career as a writer, 
it was important to put these forms of 
engagement with discourse just mention-
ed into two temporal phases, as we have 
said28. Yet the chronological sequence 
suggested by Plutarch’s text is actually 
the reverse: the young are initially 
directed towards philosophy, although 
their intention is to find their way soon 
into other fields. The reference to those 
who attend classes of dialectic, in order to 
prepare themselves for sophistry, makes 
the point in this respect.

3. Philosophy dropouts

It goes without saying that the overall 
message of this passage is that progress 
in virtue contributes to the creation of a 

discourse which appears to be better by 
both moral and practical standards. This 
is what the comparison with Sophocles 
at the end implies after all. Plutarch 
follows here the canon of Dionysius 
of Halicarnassus (Imit., fr. 31.2.10-
11), according to which Sophocles’ 
sty le is the ideal medium between the 
grandeur of Aeschylus and the triviality 
of Euripides. The contrast between a 
discourse that demonstrates precision 
in the application of the rules of art and 
another discourse that is able to express 
character and touch on emotions is made 
on the basis of the opposition “artificial” 
– “natural”, which has both a practical 
and an ethical aspect29. As far as the 
ethical aspect in particular is concerned, 
this can already be read between the 
lines of the obviously negative descrip-
tions of the other subjects which the 
beginners in philosophy are interested 
in: the discourses of natural philosophy 
are characterized (79E) by “flightiness” 
(κου φότητος) and “ambition” (φιλοτι-
μίας), while those that fall within the 
broader field of eristics, are related 
(79E-F; cf. Pl., Rep. 539B) to people 
who look “like puppies, delight ing in 
pulling and tearing” (“ὥσπερ τὰ σκυ-
λά κια,” […] “τῷ ἕλκειν καὶ σπα ράττειν 
χαί ροντες”). As for as collecting exam-
ples, the contrast is outlined on the basis 

27 Translation is mine.
28 See Krauss 1912: 4.
29 On the practical aspect, see, e.g., Arist., Rh. 1.2,1356a 6-7, cf. also Isoc., 15.278; Anaxim. 

Lamps., Rh. Alex. 35.17-18. 
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of “utility”.  Plutarch explicitly adds later 
in text that these people collect examples 
without really being interested in putting 
them into use (78E). We are dealing with 
forms of engagement with discourse 
alte rnative to philosophy which Plutarch 
does not approve.

The obvious reason for this moral hi-
e r archy is that Plutarch is reacting here 
to the phenomenon of either students 
who abandon their studies in philosophy 
or students from other fields of study, 
who show only an opportunistic interest 
in philosophy. This phenomenon is 
historically attested. The re is evidence 
that teachers of rhetoric encouraged their 
students to take courses in philosophy as 
well, so that they acquired the theoretical 
and moral apparatus needed for their 
future development either as orators or 
as men of letters in general (see, e.g., 
Theon, II,59 Spengel = I,145 Walz)30. On 
the other hand, there was a wider interest 
on the part of rhetoricians in ready-made 
didactic examples and maxims that were 
to be found both in poetic texts (see, 
e.g., Quint., 1.1.35-36, 10.5.4-11) and 
in texts by famous ear lier historians and 
philosophers. For instan ce, Menander 
Rhetor in the late third century CE suggests 
that his readers stu dy the Lives of Plutarch 
for this very pur pose, that is, in order to 
amass from them historical examples, 
apophthegms, proverbs and didactic stories 
(III,392 Spen gel = IX,253-254 Walz).

Of course, any philosopher active in 
the field of higher education could not 
tolerate such a mercenary approach to his 
teaching. Plutarch is no exception, which 
is made even clearer in the passages that 
follow the one employed by Krauss 
to support his theory. Later in the text, 
Plutarch criticizes in more detail those 
who mine the texts of philosophers for 
Attic words, rather than seeking in them 
any lessons of use in their life (79B-
D)31. Plutarch likens all these students 
of philosophy whose sole aim is to find 
in the writings of philosophers a few 
impressive words that will earn them a 
reputation in other fields to apothecaries, 
who sell medi cines without knowing 
how to cure the sick. Plutarch presents 
such in dividuals as “sophists”, who will 
subsequently offer their own stu dents 
philosophical knowledge in such a way 
that neither they nor, by extension, their 
students will be able to make any real 
use of it (80A-B).

The polemical mood makes it clear 
that Plutarch is worried above all by 
the thought that philosophy might be 
subject to opportunistic pursuit.  He is not 
concerned with the interests that young 
students might have before they del ve 
deeper into philosophy, which is what 
Krauss’s theo ry demands. Plutarch’s 
passage concerns the interest in phi-
lo sophy that certain students have only 

30 Cf. also Isoc., 12.26-28; Cic., de Orat. 1.53-69, 3.76–77, Off. 1.1-2; Quint., 1.proem.9.
31 On Plutarch’s attitude towards Atticism, see n. 11 above.
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because they subsequently intend to go 
more deeply into another subject. For 
these students are more likely to give up 
their studies before they even realise that 
philosophy and the progress in virtue could 
also give them what they want. Hence 
the passage cannot really sustain Hirzel’s 
theory about Plutarch’s conversion from 
rhetoric to philosophy, since it does not 
directly amount to evidence that it was 
normal practice in antiquity for stu dents 
of philosophy to have had an early en-
gage ment with a school-orient ed rhe-
torical edu cation they would subse quent-
ly aban don. The passage actually descri-
bes the opposite process32.
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