The Ill-Divided Statesman: Plutarch’s Kleomenes III Between Philosophy and Pragmatism

In this paper I expand upon the observation of Pelling (2004) that statesmen in Plutarch often find it difficult to translate their philosophical principles into effective practical action; as a uniquely complex and tragic example of the point, I adduce Kleomenes III, the Stoic-educated Spartan king, as treated in Plutarch’s Parallel Life of Agis/Kleomenes and the Gracchi.  For Plutarch, the figure of Kleomenes is an important tool to think through the tension between noble moral aims and culturally conditioned, pragmatic political goals, or, in philosophical terminology, between to kalon – “the good” – and to lusiteles or to chresimon – “the useful”.

At two crucial points of his Life, Kleomenes attempts to calculate the proper balance between the good and the useful, drawing upon both his philosophical education and his Spartan traditionalism; in both cases he fails, but for opposite reasons.  First, immediately after his most famous victory, the surprise capture of Megalopolis, he agrees to return the city to its people because, for him, “doxa must always take precedence over to lusiteles” (ch. 24).  The decision itself is a wise one – Plutarch himself labels it as philanthropon and eugnomon – but Kleomenes is motivated by poor reasoning.  His ambitious (philotimos) Spartan nature comes to the fore, and he mistakenly looks toward the glory (doxa) – a Stoic indifferent, or adiaphoron – which he will gain through showing mercy, rather than looking toward to kalon, which (as his Stoic education under Sphairos of Borysthenes should have taught him) is not only the aim of every action of the sage, but is identical with to lusiteles, properly understood.  As a result, when the Megalopolitans betray him, he reacts with a thoroughly un-philosophical display of anger (orge) and destroys the city – an act which, ironically, tarnishes the very reputation he so cherishes.   
Conversely, when his courtier Therycion attempts to convince him to commit suicide after the disastrous defeat at Sellasia, Kleomenes responds with an orthodox and carefully thought out Stoic argument: so long as the opportunity for doing good remains to the wise man, he will prefer the adiaphoron of life to its counterpart, death; to kill oneself before all hope is lost is to do something neither kalon nor chresimon (ch. 31).  Unfortunately, it is the practical side of the equation that now fails Kleomenes; Therycion’s argument that exile at the court of Ptolemy will be a gilded cage, with no opportunities of doing deeds “worthy of Sparta” (as the traditionalist Kleomenes understands that concept), is proven true by events.  When Kleomenes’ practical miscalculation becomes evident, the inadequacy of his assimilation of philosophy again undermines him; just as at Megalopolis, his philotimos and wrathful nature, so typical of Plutarch’s Spartans, breaks to the surface, and he attempts a coup d’etat whose failure forces him to take his own life after all (ch. 37).  

Thus, the inability of this Plutarchean Kleomenes to reconcile fully the two sides of his nature means that, for all his courage and nobility, he is ultimately a cautionary exemplum of the immense difficulties which, Plutarch thinks, confront anyone who pursues the Platonic/Stoic ideal of the fully integrated philosopher-statesman: he cannot prove a successful ruler of others, for he has failed to achieve complete mastery of himself.
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