


 
1 This paper was presented at the conference of the Réseau Plutarque in Málaga, November 

28-29, 2008. I would like to thank Prof. Geert Roskam for his valuable suggestions.
2 G.R. STANTON, 1973 correctly indicates that the title ‘philosophos’ was also adopted by authors 

like Aelius Aristides, who is nowadays typically associated with the sophistic movement of the 
second century AD. The instability of the defi nition of ‘philosophy’ makes the term a subject 
for much controversy among its true or so-called practitioners. From this point of view, one 
can assume that De audiendo is one of the treatises which D. FAURÉ (1960, I, p. 79) had in 
mind when he speaks of the Moralia as a place where “nous entrevoyons l’intimité fervente 
des écoles de philosophie opposée à la popularité tapageuse des écoles de rhétorique.”

In Plutarch’s De audiendo, the young 
student in philosophy Nicander receives 
some practical instructions on the pro-
per way of attending lectures given 
by philosophical teachers, instructions 
which Plutarch already delivered to other 

students of his during a lecture (37C). 
Against the background of this text, there 
is the pedagogical and rhetorical debate 
between the ‘true philosophers’ and the 
‘sophists’, in which many gifted speakers 
strive for the authority generated by the 
title ‘philosophos’2. As Hillyard rightly 
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indicates, “Plutarch was preparing his 
listeners to encounter a variety of lecturers 
going under the name of ‘philosopher’, 
some of whom deserved the title, some of 
whom did not”3.

For a number of reasons, Maximus 
of Tyre’s fi rst and programmatic speech 
seems well suited as a counterpart to gain 
a better understanding of Plutarch’s work 
in the context of the aforementioned 
debate. First of all, Maximus is diffi cult 
to categorize either as a sophist or as 
a philosopher4, for even though he 
himself claims to be a pure philosopher, 
his embellished rhetorical style brings 
him very close to his contemporaries 
of the so-called ‘Second Sophistic’5. 
Furthermore, some textual elements 
in Maximus’ Dialexeis lead to the 
conclusion that he delivered his speeches 
before a young audience of students 
in philosophy6, which links him to the 
educational context of De audiendo7. 
Besides, the formal composition of the 
Dialexeis also corresponds to a certain 
extent to the kind of precepts given by 

Plutarch, but it nonetheless displays some 
particularities as well, as will be shown in 
this paper. Finally, Maximus’ fi rst speech 
contains a rather high number of passages 
where the author talks on a sort of meta-
level about his own practices, just as 
Plutarch almost continuously does in 
De audiendo. The fact that both authors 
make their pedagogical assumptions so 
explicit provides a sound starting point 
for a thorough comparison between the 
educational paradigms of both authors.

In a fi rst part of this paper, I will 
demonstrate how both so-called ‘phi-
losophers’ fashion their philosophical 
teaching after their own perception of 
proper philosophy, trying to gain the 
authority to speak as a philosopher on 
behalf of the philosophical tradition. 
Their different views on what philosophy 
would mean, then, have some implications 
for the precepts they give on the required 
attitude of their ideal student, as I will try 
to make clear. Furthermore, I will also 
say something on the different role of the 
philosophical speaker in both authors. 

 
3 B.P. HILLYARD, 1981, p. xvi.
4 To give but one example: J. DILLON, 1977, pp. 397-400, states that “[Maximus] was a 

sophist rather than a philosopher, and a distinguished member of the Second Sophistic 
movement”, but nonetheless includes him in his philosophical survey, thus acknowledging 
that Maximus indeed had at least some philosophical characteristics. See also the 
justifi cation of the study of Maximus as a philosopher in M. B. TRAPP, 2007, pp. 24-27.

5 For a classifi cation of Maximus as a philosopher who provides mere rhetorical amusement 
(and Plutarch as a philosopher occupied with both philosophical content and rhetorical 
presentation), see D. A. RUSSELL, 2001, p. 163.

6 See especially G.L. KONIARIS, 1982, pp. 111-113. 
7 For De audiendo as a good source to reconstruct the inside of a philosopher’s school, see 

M.L. CLARKE, 1971, pp. 86-87, and, more generally, M. SCHUSTER, 1917, passim.
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In the end, I hope to indicate how both 
Maximus’ fi rst speech and Plutarch’s De 
audiendo can be read as two testimonies 
in a philosophical sparring match in which 
education was one of the higher stakes8.

1. Philosophy and (rhetorical) lectur ing

In De audiendo, Plutarch speaks ra-
ther reservedly and cautiously about the 
interrelation between rhetoric and phi lo-
sophy. Attention to the style of a speech 
should be absolutely secondary (42B-E). 
Pleasing is neither a philosopher’s task 
nor the goal of a philosophical lecture:

Καὶ γὰρ εἰ τοῖς λέγουσι προσ-
ήκει μὴ παντάπασιν ἡδονὴν 
ἐχού σης καὶ πι θανότητα λέξε-
ως παραμελεῖν, ἐλάχιστα τού-
του φροντιστέον τῷ νεῷ, τό γε 
πρῶτον.

(Plut., De aud. 42C)
For even though it is quite right 

for a speaker not to be altogether 
neglect ful of pleasantness and per-
suasion in his style, yet the young 
man should make least concern of 
this, at any rate at fi rst.

(Translation: The Loeb Classical 
Library)

For a critical student, rhetoric should 
be seen as threatening the philosophical 

content. It is only after a critical evaluation 
of the content that both style and content 
can be taken into account. Until the 
moment when that evaluation has been 
executed, rhetorical appreciation and 
philosophical truthfulness are separated 
from each other and they even seem 
somewhat mutually exclusive9.

Although Maximus portrays himself 
as a defender of content over style (1.7), 
his approach towards rhetoric is not at 
all hostile. Rhetoric is a component of 
everyday life, and is therefore also an 
essential domain that needs to be covered 
by the philosopher. This appears already 
in the beginning of the fi rst lecture from 
the analogical simile between the actor 
in a drama – who must be ready to play 
different parts dependent from the occasion 
– and the adaptive philosopher, and also 
from the following simile between the 
philosopher and the versatile musician: 

Τὸν τῇ μούσῃ ταύτῃ [φι λο σο-
φίᾳ] κάτοχον ἄνδρα καὶ λόγον 
ἆρα ἧττον ἐκείνων τῶν ᾠδικῶν 
ἡρ μόσ θαι δεῖ πολυφώνως τε 
καὶ πο λυ τρόπως, σῴζοντα μὲν 
ἀεὶ τὸ τῶν ποιη μάτων κάλλος, 
μηδέποτε δὲ ὑπ᾿ ἀφωνίας ἐκ-
πληττόμενον· 
(Max., Or. 1.2)

8 For the major importance of (Greek) paideia in the climate of the ‘Second Sophistic’, see 
e.g. B.E. BORG, 2004. For the value of education in Plutarch’s writings, see the e.g. R.H. 
BARROW, 1967, esp. p. 77.

9 About the rather rigid confl ict between rhetoric and philosophy in Plutarch, see L. PERNOT, 
1993, II, esp. p. 509 and, applied to literary language, L. VAN DER STOCKT, 1992, pp. 56-
83, esp. p. 73.
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Is it any the less necessary for the 
devotee of this Muse [philosophy], 
and for his words, to be attuned to 
the production of many different 
sounds in many different forms, 
than it is for the ordinary musician? 
Must he not constantly respect 
the beauty of the compositions he 
plays and never allow himself to 
be stricken by speechlessness?

(Translation: M.B. Trapp)

The voice-metaphor (πολυφώνως, 
ἀφωνίας) already defi nes a close con-
nection between philosophical thinking 
and speaking (cf. also the ambiguous 
use of the word λόγος)10. According to 
Maximus, the philosopher, who must be 
able to adapt himself to each facet of life 
itself, must also be prepared to perform 
in public, and the public is allowed to 
evaluate the philosophical orator on the 
criteria required from a good performer, 
that is both philosophy and rhetoric, 
rhetoric hereby becoming a part of the 
wider philosophical scale. As will be 
demonstrated below, both rhetoric and 
philosophy fuse in Maximus into one 
single educational paradigm.

2. The young audience

Both views on the interrelation 
between rhetoric and philosophy have 
their repercussions on the prescriptions 

given by each author to his young 
audience11. 

Plutarch’s admonitions are rather 
directed to the receptive aspect of the 
lecture.  He urges his pupils mostly to 
retain silence while attending a lecture 
(39B), and to stay humble while asking 
questions to the lecturer (42E-44A). 
A student should also refrain from too 
excessive admiration (40F-41E) and 
especially from malicious envy (ϕϑόνος), 
for these feelings might be pernicious for 
the critical attitude which the listening 
students should adopt: 

Φθόνος τοίνυν μετὰ βασ-
κα νίας καὶ δυσμενείας οὐ δε-
νὶ μὲν ἔργῳ παρὼν ἀγαθόν, 
ἀλ λὰ πᾶσιν ἐμπόδιος τοῖς 
κα  λοῖς, κάκιστος δ᾿ ἀκρο ω-
μέ  νῳ πάρεδρος καὶ σύμ βου-
λος, ἀνιαρὰ καὶ ἀηδῆ καὶ δυσ-
πρόσδεκτα ποιῶν τὰ ὠφέ λιμα 
διὰ τὸ πᾶσι μᾶλλον ἥδεσθαι 
τοὺς φθονοῦντας ἢ τοῖς εὖ λε-
γομένοις.

(Plut., De aud. 39D)
Now the presence of envy, 

attended by malice and hostility, is 
not a good thing for any undertaking, 
but it stands in the way of all that is 
honourable; and it is the very worst 
associate and counsellor for one that 
would listen to a lecture, inasmuch 

10 On the voice-metaphor as a key concept for the interpretation of Maximus’ fi rst speech, 
see J. PUIGGALI, 1983, pp. 62-63 and J. CAMPOS DAROCA – J.L. LÓPEZ CRUCES, 2006.

11 Note that only a minority of this young audience came to Plutarch or Maximus for a full 
philosophical programme. Most youngsters came for a completion of their education and 
left after a year or two. See M.L. CLARKE, 1971, p. 64.
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as it makes what is profi table to be 
vexatious, unpleasing, and unac-
ceptable, because envious persons 
are pleased with anything rather 
than with the good points of a 
discourse.

(Translation: The Loeb Classical 
Library)

Maximus, on the other hand, consi dering 
the deliverance of speeches as an essential 
part of philosophy as well, does not want 
his pupils to remain silent, but expresses 
his deepest wish to be challenged by a 
member of his audience in a philosophical 
and rhetorical battle, so that he can show his 
true (philosophical) strength:

Εἰ γάρ, ὦ θεοί, ἐμῶν θεατῶν 
γέ νοιτό τις συναγωνιστὴς ἐ μοί, 
ἐπὶ ταυτησὶ τῆς ἕδρας συγ κο-
νιόμενος καὶ συμ πονῶν, ἐγὼ 
τότε εὐδοκιμῶ, στεφανοῦμαι 
τό τε, κηρύττομαι τότ᾿ ἐν τοῖς 
Πανέλλησιν (...)

(Max., Or. 1.6)
I wish to heaven some fellow 

com petitor might emerge from my 
audience, to share with me the dust 
and the exertions of this platform! 
Then will I win the glory of a 
victor’s wreath; then alone will 
my name resound in triumph at the 
Panhellenic games!

(Translation: M.B. Trapp)

The negative ϕϑόνος in Plutarch 
is here transformed into a fruitful 

competitive spirit, i.e. ϕilotimiva (1.4), 
which forces Maximus (and, ideally, his 
students as well) to raise his own level. 

The undertone of Plutarch’s De 
audiendo is that philosophy is less a 
matter of speech than a matter of attitude, 
and that philosophical wisdom can 
only be achieved by a gradual process 
during which the students respectfully 
and slowly proceed towards moral and 
virtuous perfection. In Maximus’ fi rst 
Dialexis, however, the ideal pupil should 
be able to respond to and compete with 
the master, even trying to defeat him for 
honour’s sake. That active pose of the 
students seems typical for a rhetorically 
oriented programme12.

As I will show below, these guidelines 
also imply a different authorial pose in 
Plutarch and Maximus as well as a dif-
ferent position of the speaker in his own 
ideal learning method.

3. The lecturer and the learning method

Plutarch’s opinion towards a lecturer’s 
authority appears clearly from the follow-
ing passage:

Τοῖς μὲν οὖν κατορθουμένοις 
ἐπι λογιστέον ὡς οὐκ ἀπὸ τύ-
χης οὐδ᾿ αὐ το μάτως, ἀλλ᾿ ἐπι-
μελείᾳ καὶ πόνῳ καὶ μαθήσει 
κα τορθοῦνται, καὶ μι μη τέον 
γε ταῦτα θαυμάζοντάς γε δὴ 
καὶ ζη λοῦντας· τοῖς δ᾿ ἁμαρ τα-

12 Cf. T. MORGAN, 1998, p. 198: “(...) rhetoric constitutes the moment of the pupil’s transition 
from passive recipient of education to active user of it, a transition which (...) was a vital 
marker of social status and power.”
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νο μένοις ἐφιστάναι χρὴ τὴν 
διάνοιαν, ὑφ᾿ ὧν αἰτιῶν καὶ 
ὅθεν ἡ παρατροπὴ γέγονεν. 

(Plut., De aud. 40B)
Where they [the lecturers] are 

successful we must refl ect that 
the success is not due to chance 
or accident, but to care, diligence, 
and study, and herein we should 
try to imitate them in a spirit of 
admiration and emulation; but 
where there are mistakes, we 
should direct our intelligence to 
these, to determine the reasons and 
origin of the error.

(Translation: The Loeb Classical 
Library – with modifi  cations)

First of all, it becomes apparent 
here that Plutarch is not entirely hostile 
towards admiration and emulation, but, 
as we have already seen, this emulative 
stance is not to be interpreted in the same 
way as the open competitiveness evoked 
in Maximus’ speech, for, according to 
Plutarch, the young listeners should not 
engage in a battle to deliver the best 
speech, but should try to focus on the 
speech’s content, in order to examine 
whether it may function as proper gui-
delines to lead their lives in a virtuous, 
philosophical way.

The lecturer himself has no absolute 
authority in Plutarch’s De audiendo. He 
must rather be considered as an object 
for critical study, an object which can 
equally well succeed (κατορθουμένοις) 
as fail (ἁμαρτανομένοις) in delivering 
an honest and useful lecture. The fi nal 
responsibility thus rests in the pupils' 
hands13, for it is their task to evaluate 
critically the speech presented in front of 
them. Only then is it possible to extract 
the positive lessons out of lectures, and to 
learn even from the worst speakers.

The lecturer’s position in Maximus’ 
text is much more self-centred and 
narcissistic, for Maximus explicitly pro-
motes himself as the only teacher needed 
to gain philosophical wisdom. He ascribes 
great authority to the lecturer, who should 
be capable of guiding a young man’s life 
(1.8)14. Rather than pointing to the pupil’s 
own responsibility in progressing along 
the diffi cult road towards philosophical 
truth, he offers an easier paradigm, in 
order not to scare off his youthful public15. 
How this paradigm is to be understood, 
appears very clearly from a comparison 
of Maximus’ own position towards his 
audience with a fl utist’s towards singing 
birds:

13 D. FAURÉ, 1960, II, pp. 18-19.
14 Cf. T. MORGAN, 1998, p. 82: “The absence of a curriculum would give teachers freedom 

but also a heavy responsibility: they would have to judge (...) what authors and exercises 
would best serve their pupils.”

15 In De audiendo (47B-C), Plutarch makes a similar reassuring gesture towards his public 
by emphasizing the increasing facility of learning philosophy as the educational process 
progresses.
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Ἀκροώμενοι δὲ οἱ ὄρνιθες 
δια μελετωμένου τοῦ αὐλητοῦ, 
καὶ ἀντᾴδοντες αὐτῷ ὁσημέραι, 
ἐτυ πώθησαν τῇ ἀκοῇ πρὸς τὰ 
αὐ λήματα, καὶ τελευτῶντες, ἀρ-
ξα μένου αὐλεῖν, συνεπήχουν 
πρὸς τὸ ἐνδόσιμον δίκην χό ρου.

(Max., Or. 1.7)
Everyday the birds listened 

to the fl utist as he practised, and 
sang in response; the result was 
that, through listening to him, their 
singing was moulded into tune 
with his playing, until fi nally when 
the man began to play they would 
start singing in unison, taking their 
keynote from him like a choir.

(Translation: M.B. Trapp)

This comparison implies that the students 
simply need to echo the wisdom of the 
teacher, in casu of Maximus himself. They 
do not have to make autonomous judgments 
about the value of the lecturer’s utterances; 
they can just assume that everything the 
speaker says is right and must serve as a 
moral and philosophical example. Instead 
of the harsh struggle for wisdom sketched 
by Plutarch, Maximus offers his students 
imitation (μίμητις) as the easy path to 
philosophical knowledge and moral virtue. 
In this paradigm, the teacher's self is of 
course in the centre of the action16.

This offhand method rather seems in 
accordance with the imitational way of 
educating young pupils in the rhetorical 
schools of the Roman era17. One might 
suppose that Maximus’ way of teaching 
‘philosophy’ could be considered as a less 
radical change in the student’s attitude 
after the completion of their rhetorical curri-
culum, whereas Plutarch demanded a more 
‘philosophical’ pose, quite different from the 
one imposed at the rhetorical schools of his 
age. Of course, in a climate where education, 
rhetoric, and philosophy were the keystones 
of aristocratic preservation of power, the 
students had to face a hard decision in 
deliberating which kind of phi los ophical 
teaching was best suited for a mea ningful 
life as well as for a successful career.

4. Conclusion

An instructive starting point for my 
own conclusion is the conclusion which 
Plutarch himself reaches in De audiendo:

Εἰ δέ τινος οὖν πρὸς ἀκρόασιν 
ἑτέρου παραγγέλματος, δεῖ καὶ 
τοῦ νῦν εἰρημένου μνημονεύ ον-
τας ἀσκεῖν ἅμα τῇ μαθήσει τὴν 
εὕρεσιν, ἵνα μὴ σοφιστικὴν ἕξιν 
μηδ᾿ ἱστορικὴν, ἀλλ᾿ ἐνδιάθετον 
καὶ φιλόσοφον λαμβάνωμεν, 
ἀρχὴν τοῦ καλῶς βιῶναι τὸ 
καλῶς ἀκοῦσαι νομίζοντες. 

16 This tutorial position stands in contrast with Plutarch’s scepsis in De audiendo: “Τοὺς 
δ᾿ἐν φιλοσοφίᾳ λόγους ἀφαιροῦντα χρὴ τὴν τοῦ λέγοντος δόξαν αὐτοὺς ἐφ᾿ ἑαυ-
τῶν ἐξετάζειν” (40B).

17 Cf. M.L. CLARKE, 1971, pp. 42-43. See also R. Webb, 2001, pp. 307-310 for the imitational 
aspect of the progymnasmata of Theon.
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(Plut., De aud. 48D)
Finally, if there be need of 

any other instruction in regard to 
listening to a lecture, it is that it 
is necessary to keep in mind what 
has here been said, and to cultivate 
independent thinking along with our 
learning, so that we may acquire a 
habit of mind that is not sophistic or 
bent on acquiring mere information, 
but one that is deeply ingrained and 
philosophic, as we may do if we 
believe that right listening is the 
beginning of right living.

(Translation: The Loeb Classical 
Library)

When confronted with Maximus’ fi rst 
Dialexis, this statement gives rise to the 
following conclusions:

1. In strong opposition to Maximus, 
as has been argued above, Plutarch 
stresses his students’ independent think-
ing (εὕρεσιν) during the learning 
pro  cess18, which may contribute to 
mak ing philosophy a deep-rooted part 
(ἐνδιάθετον) of one's constitution.

2. When Plutarch's treatise is taken 
as the constitutive norm, Maximus 
must rather be situated in the camp of 
the sophists, for he does not proclaim 

the same educational project, which is, 
at least according to Plutarch, needed 
for the achievement of a right living. 
Maximus' conception of philosophy is 
rather directed towards a more formal 
rhetorical training, in which philosophical 
argumentation and knowledge of philo-
so phical realia seem to be the most 
important features. One may well wonder 
whether Plutarch’s view on philosophy 
was not the more traditional19, whereas 
Maximus seems to stand in closer contact 
to his rhetorical contemporaries of the 
‘Second Sophistic’. This might also be 
indicated by the fact that, in the closing 
paragraphs of his fi rst Dialexis (1.6-
10), Maximus feels compelled to lower 
his boastful voice and to prove that his 
paradigm must also be situated in the 
philosophical tradition, and cannot be 
reduced to simple rhetorical Spielereien.

3. However, Plutarch’s ‘more phi-
lo sophical’ education project in De au-
diendo should not make us blind to the 
fact that Plutarch is but one (coloured) 
voice in this didactic debate. Just like 
Maximus, he also wants to proclaim the 
(exclusive) appropriateness of his own 
way of philosophizing and educating20. 
The auto-referential topic of this lecture 
might therefore bring us to expect a well-

18 See G. ROSKAM, 2004, p. 103.
19 Cf. D. FAURÉ, 1960, I, p. 79: “Plutarque apparaît ainsi comme éminemment caractéristique 

de l’éducation de son temps.” Cf. also G. KENNEDY, 1972, pp. 554-555.
20 Cf. D.A. RUSSELL, 2001, p. 162: “We have to remember that the philosopher and the 

historian are also presenting a case and not putting down the facts without regard to the 
audience.”
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deliberated rhetorical composition21, by 
which he wants to downplay pseudo-
philosophical, rhetorical virtuoso’s in 
order to restore the pupils’ confi dence 
in themselves and in the authority of 
the ‘true philosophers’, one of which he 
must have considered himself. Plutarch’s 
text nonetheless differs from that of 
Maximus in that Plutarch did not write a 
grand sophistic display22, but rather a less 
conceited ‘general’ description in which 
the pupil’s profi ts are more explicitly 
stressed than the teaching speaker’s own 
person. It seems therefore sensible to 
assume that Plutarch’s De audiendo, more 
than Maximus’ fi rst Dialexis, springs from 
a sincere care for the students’ well-being.
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