
Exclusion and Orthodoxy in the Philosophical Classroom


Reflecting on the institutional fluidity of Greek philosophy after the disappearance of the Athenian schools in the first century BCE, scholars often wonder how orthodoxy, or a sense of in-group unity and continuity, was preserved in such circumstances.  Previous answers have focused on the role of allegiance to the founder’s writings (D. Sedley) and the “golden chain” of teachers (J.M. Dillon) as centralizing mechanisms in early imperial philosophy.  This paper will explore the use of a third strategy: exclusion of the unworthy and the ideologically dissident from the classroom.  That philosophers did sometimes employ this strategy is confirmed by Dio Chrysostom’s laments that some Alexandrian philosophers refuse to discourse in public, but instead confine their teaching to lecture halls, accepting only students whom they find congenial and tractable (Or. 32.8).  Such selectivity had its appeal: beset by under-prepared students who wanted to dictate their own curriculum, the Platonist Calvenus Taurus fantasized about reviving the Pythagorean method of screening applicants (Gel. 1.9.1-7).  As this divergence of opinions suggests, sound pedagogical justifications could be found both for and against limiting philosophical circles to persons who shared similar ideology and goals.  This paper examines the arguments for and against selectivity, and locates them within broader debates about the proper role of the philosopher in society.  Arguments in favor of restricting attendance emphasize the therapeutic value of studying in the company of like-minded seekers, and the danger that seeking high enrollments might compromise the quality of philosophical instruction, dramatized by Epictetus’ wicked parody of a flashy but vacuous lecturer (Diss. 3.23.19-38).  Refusals to teach the unworthy appear especially in the context of the perennial battle to defend the pedagogical turf of philosophy against the encroachment of rhetoric; Epictetus and Taurus are both said to have turned away students who were too interested in rhetoric (Diss. 2.24; Gel. 10.19). In practice, however, this strategy seems to have been used sparingly, even by its advocates, and almost never as a tool of sectarian self-definition or debate.  Dio’s critique of his Alexandrian rivals suggests one reason: restricting access to philosophical instruction stood in tension with one interpretation of the image of the philosopher’s school as the hospital of society; if philosophers are physician, then they have an obligation to treat as many patients as possible.  Dio’s position reflects a typically Cynic openness to the public, which stands at the opposite pole to the Pythagorean ideal that attracted Platonists like Taurus; the resistance of the Cynicizing Stoic Epictetus to Dio’s model, however, shows that sectarian differences alone do not suffice to explain this debate. Another objection to exclusivity is suggested by the classroom practice of Plotinus, who responds to dissenters by refuting their views in writing, rather than severing contact with them; argument, not expulsion, is clearly his preferred method of achieving consensus.  In the end, I argue, the exclusion of dissenters from the philosophical classroom was not foreign to the practice of early imperial philosophers, but it was an approach that they employed far less often than we might expect.


