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THE EDUCATION OF THE RULER
IN PLUTARCH’S SYMPOSIUM OF THE SEVEN SAGES

1. Plut. Conv. sept. sap. 147a-d*

“O0 dwix tavT” €n “povov” 6 Netdofevog, “dAA’ ob @evyel 10 plAog eivat kat AéyeoOal PaciAéwv
kaOdmeg Vpels: émet oo ye kal tdAAa Oavpalet, kal TS TwEapdoc v pétonov DTEQPLAS
nyannoev (...). &AL, 6meQ €pnv, diefANONG pLooBaciAevs eival, kai Tiveg VPOLOTIKAL OOV TeQl
TUQAVVWYV ATOWPACELG AVEPEQOVTO QOGS AVTOV, ws £owtndeic VIO MoAmaydgov 1o Twvog Tl
naQado&OTATOV €lNG EWQAKWS, ATIOKQIVALO ‘TVEAVVOV YEQOoVTa,” Kal MAAWV v Tvi mMOTw, TEQL TV
Onolwv Adyov yevopévou, @aing KAKIOTOV elval Twv péEV dyplwv Onpiwv Ttov topavvov, twv o
Nuégwv TOV KOAaKka: TOlADTA YA&Q, €l kKAl MAVL MEOOTOoLOUVTAL dlagégely oi PaciAeis Twv

TUEAVVWYV, OVK eDLEVWGS AkovovoLy.”

“AAAa tovto PéV,” elmev 6 OaAng, “ITittaxol éotwy, elgnuévov év mawdwx mote meog Mugoidov: éyw
0¢ Oavuaoyl’ &v,” Epnv, “ov tvgavvov aAAa kvBeovrtnv Yépovia Oeacapevog. mQOG dE TV
petaBeotv 1O 0L veaviokov mémovOa Tob PaAdvTog péV Emi TV KOVa mataEavtog d& TNV HNTouLLY
Kat elmdvTog ‘ovd’ oUtw kak@s.” do kat LOAWVA 0oQOTATOV 1)YyNTAUNV oV dedevov TuRAVVELY. Kal
IMittakog o0tog el povagyia un meoonABev, ovk av eimev wg “xaAenov é00Aov Eupeval’ ITegiavdgog
0’ €o1keV WOTEQ €V VOOTUATL MATOWW TI] TUEAVVIOL KATEIANUHEVOS OV QavAwg éEavapégery,
XOWHEVOG OALaLG DYLELVALG AXQL YE VDOV KAl OUVOUOiAg AVOQWV VOOV EXOVIWV EMAYOUEVOS, &G
0¢ OpaoVBoVAOG AVT@W KOAOVOELS TWV AKQWV OVUOG TMOALTNG U@NYEITAL HUT] TIOOOLEUEVOG.
YEWQEYOL Yo &kdag xat dovibag dvti muowv kal kolBwv ovykoulletv E0€AovTog ovdEV dlaxpépel
TVEAVVOSG AVIOATIOdWY HAAAOV KQXELV T] AVOQWV BOVAOHEVOS” EV YAQ &VTL TOAADV KakwV dyaBov al
duvaoTelat TV TNV €Xovot kat TV d0&av, Ve ayaBVv g KQEITTOVEG AQXWOL Kal HEYAAWV
peiCoveg etvat dOK@WOL TNV O’ ATPAAELV AYATIOVTAG AVEL TOU KAAOD TEOBATWV €del MOAAWV Kal
innwv kat fowv doxew, ) avOowmwv.”

“Not for this alone,” said Neiloxenus, “but he does not try to avoid being a friend of kings and being
called such, as you do. In your case, for instance, the king finds much to admire in you, and in particular
he was immensely pleased with your method of measuring the pyramid (...). But, as I said, you were
falsely accused of being a hater of kings, and certain offensive pronouncements of yours regarding
tyrants were reported to him: that, when you were asked by Molpagoras the Ionian what was the most
paradoxical thing you had ever seen, you replied, ‘a tyrant (who lived to be) an old man’, and that on a
certain convivial occasion, when there was a discussion about animals, you state that of the wild animals
the worst is the tyrant, and of the tame the flatterer. For, although they pretend that they are altogether
different from tyrants, kings do not take kindly to such remarks.”

“But this statement,” said Thales, “belongs to Pittacus, and it was once made in jest with reference to
Myrsilus. But, as for myself,” he continued, “I'd be amazed to see not a tyrant but a pilot that lived to be
old. However, so far as concerns transferring this from the one to the other, my feeling is that of the
young man who threw a stone at his dog but hit his stepmother and exclaimed, ‘This is not bad at all’.
This is the reason why I considered Solon most wise when he refused to be a tyrant. As for that Pittacus,
if he had never assumed absolute power, he would not have said that ‘it is hard to be good.” But

* The translations are drawn from Babbit (1928) with extensive modifications.
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Periander, in spite of his being afflicted with tyranny as with an inherited disease, seems to be
recovering fairly well by keeping wholesome company—at least up to the present time—and by
bringing about conferences with men of sense, and by turning down the cutting of the topmost, which
my fellow citizen Thrasybulus suggests. Indeed, a tyrant who desires to rule slaves rather than men is
no different from a farmer who is willing to gather in harvest locusts and birds rather than wheat and
barley. For despotic regimes possess one advantage to set against many disadvantages, namely honor
and glory, if rulers rule over good men by virtue of being better, and appear to surpass them in greatness.
But those who love safety without the good (i.e. the honor and the glory) ought to rule over a lot of sheep,
horses, and cattle, not over men.”

2. Plut. Conv. sept. sap. 148d (Thales praises Cleoboulina)

AAAX Kol @EOVNHA BAVHAOTOV KAl VOUG EVEOTL TIOALTIKOS Kal @AavBowmov 1)0og, kal Tov matéoa
TOLG MOALTALS TTOAOTEQOV AXQXOVTA KAL ONUOTIKWTEQOV.

But she possesses admirable sense, a statesman's mind, and a humane disposition, and she makes her
father a more mild and agreeable ruler to his citizens.

3. Plut. Conv. sept. sap. 151d-e

wg d¢ tavt’ eimev 0 Biag, 6 pev NetdoEevog D’ 11d0vig wopnoe meptPaielv Ttov Blavta kat @uAnoal,
TV O’ AAAWV Emavesdvtwv Kat drodefapévwv yeAdoag 6 XtAwv, “@ Navkoatita,” épn, “Eéve, oLV
amoAéoBatr v OdAattav EékmoOeioav AamdyyeAde mAevoag Apdowdt pn (nretv 6mwg GApNV
avaAdoel tooavtny, GAAA P&AAoV Omwg MOTIHOV KAl YAvkeiav Toig Umnkodolg TV PactAeiav
nagéfer mepl TavTa yaQ dewvotatog Biag kai dddokalog tovtwv &gLoTog, & pabwv Apacig
00OV €TL TOD XQUOOU deNOeTAlL MOdDAVITITAEOG €Tl TOUG Alyvmtiovs, AAAa Bepaneboovot mavteg
avTOV Kol AYAMHOOUOL XENOTOV OVIQ, KAV HUQLAKIG T] VOV ava@avi) duoyevéotepos.” “kai
unv,” épn o Ilegiavdgog, “&&0v ve TolavTag AMAQXAS T PACIAEL CUVELOEVEYKELV ATAVTAG
‘avdoakdg’, womneg épnoev ‘Ouneoc ékelvw te yap &v yévorto mAeiovog aéia thg éumogiag 1)
naEevONKN, KAl ULV AVTL TAVTWV W@EALH0G.”

As soon as Bias had said these words, Neiloxenus hastened to embrace and kiss him out of joy, but, when
the others had praised and approved (the answer), Chilon said with a chuckle, “Guest from Naucratis,
before the sea is drunk up and disappears, sail back and tell Amasis that he should not be seeking how to
consume so much brine, but rather how to make his kingship potable and sweet to his subjects. For, in
these matters Bias is most competent and an excellent teacher of the things which, if imparted to
Amasis, he will have no further need of his golden foot-tub to impress the Egyptians, but they will all
honor and love him for being good, even if he turns out to be countless times more low-born than at
present.” “Indeed,” said Periander, “it is well worth to contribute to the king an offering of this sort,
everyone ‘one by one’, as Homer has put it [=0d.13.14]. For to him this addition would be more
valuable than the merchandise, and for us as profitable as anything could be.”
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4. Plut. Conv. sept. sap. 152b-d

oNOévtwv d¢ TovTV NEDUEV TUELS Kol avToV elmely Tt oV [Teplorvdgov. 6 O 0L paAa padog dAAX
ovoToag TO MEOoWTOV “éyw Tolvuv,” E&@r, “moooamo@aivopal Tag EQNUEVAS YVOHAS ATTACAG
OXEDOV APLOTAVAL TOD &QXEW TOV VoLV &€xovia.” kai 0 Aiowmog oiov éAeykTikwg “€del Toivuv,”
£pn, “tovto kaB' Efavtovg mepaivewv kali pnp OVHPOVAOUS @AOKOVTAGS Eival Kal @idlovg
KATNYO0QoUs YiyveoOal Twv AQXOvTwv.” apdapevoc odv avutol TG KePaAng 0 LoAwv kal
dlapedidoag eimev, “ovk Av DOKEL 0OOL UETQLWTEQOV AQXOVTA TIOLELV KAl TUQAVVOV ETLELKETTEQOV O
nelOwv wg ARELVOV eln TO U1 AQXELV 1) TO AQXELV;”

When these utterances had been expressed, we insisted that Periander himself say something too. And
he, not very cheerful but with a hard-set face, said, “Well, I add my view that the opinions expressed,
taken as a whole, all but prevent any man who has good sense from being a ruler.” Whereupon Aesop,
as though taking us to task, said, “You ought, then, to have carried out this discussion by yourselves
and to not have become accusers of rulers, while professing to be their counselors and friends.” Solon
then, laying his hand on his head and smiling, said, “Don’t you think that one makes a ruler more
moderate and a tyrant more reasonable if he persuades them that it is better not to rule than to rule?”
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