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Conceivably one of the most recognizable names in written history, Plutarch 

has long been lauded as an invaluable historical resource. A Greek living under 

Roman rule in the first and second centuries, Plutarch exhibited an insatiable 

curiosity, one which led him to dabble in philosophy, education, the priesthood, and 

perhaps most famously, the genre of biography. Plutarch’s biographical writings, his 

Parallel Lives, are far from the author’s only works, and should never be read outside 

the context of his other pieces. Consultation of philosophical essays like those 

encompassed within his Moralia reveal a fascinating drive to inform citizens of the 

importance of self-reflection and education. Using examples from both his Lives and 

Moralia, this thesis attempts to analyze the form and purpose of Plutarch’s use of the 

past as a reflective tool through which his readers are encouraged to analyze their 

own characters. Plutarch viewed humans neither as the sum of their faults nor the sum 

of their virtues. Perfection, as this thesis interprets his writings, is unachievable in this 

lifetime. Actively engaging with education and philosophy, however, may foster it in 

the next. Self-reflection and self-improvement are dynamic processes—processes 



 

 

which require continuous dedication, no matter one’s age. Thus, through the lens of 

Plutarch, humans are not creatures of being, but rather creatures of becoming.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Plutarch’s Life of Phocion begins not with a vignette depicting the Athenian orator, 

but rather with a reminder of the importance of virtue. The decision may seem odd for 

an ancient biographer, but it is one that is inherently Plutarchean. Writing during the 

first century CE, Plutarch approached his biographical craft with philosophical 

purpose, encouraging his readers to internally examine their own characters by 

critically examining the characters of others. The introductory section of Plutarch’s 

Phocion acts as an excellent introduction to his entire body of work. In it, he warns 

that “instead of the honor and gratitude which are [good men’s] due, [Fortune] brings 

base censure and calumny upon some, and so weakens the world’s confidence in their 

virtue” (Life of Phocion 1). Fortune is powerful, certainly, but she cannot take away 

what Plutarch believes to be a man’s greatest strength: his character. Public 

perception of a man’s merit may be influenced by events beyond his control, but as 

Plutarch uses Phocion to demonstrate, one always maintains the opportunity to act 

with dignity and by principle. 

 Plutarch continues his Life of Phocion with a series of anecdotes highlighting 

the orator’s commendable character. Phocion is described as a selfless statesman, one 

who “did not seek the office or canvass for it; nor, on the other hand, did he flee or 

run away when his city called him” (Plutarch, Phocion 8). In this way, Plutarch uses 

Phocion—as well as his Roman counterpart, Cato the Younger, about whom Plutarch 

also wrote in a parallel biography—as a model of right behavior and practice. These 

men were, according to Plutarch, “an equal blend, so to speak, of severity and 

kindness, of caution and bravery, of solicitude for others and fearlessness for 
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themselves, of the careful avoidance of baseness and, in like degree, the eager pursuit 

of justice” (Plutarch, Phocion 3). Throughout the Life of Phocion, Plutarch shows the 

titular character adhering to these qualities and principles, no matter the course set by 

Fortune for himself or for his beloved city, Athens. Even Phocion’s death at the hands 

of his fellow Athenians is utilized as a philosophical teaching moment. Plutarch 

writes that when Phocion’s men saw his stoic demeanor, “they were amazed at the 

man’s calmness and his grandeur of spirit,” a response that “reminded the Greeks 

anew of that of Socrates” (Plutarch, Phocion 36, 38). Numerous similar examples in 

the Life of Phocion illustrate well the craft of an author who wrote for more than 

simple entertainment, one who used history as an instructional tool for the personal, 

philosophical education of his readers. 

As this thesis will demonstrate, Plutarch viewed humans neither as the sum of 

their faults nor the sum of their virtues. Perfection, he argues, is unachievable in this 

lifetime. Actively engaging in education and philosophy, however, may foster it in 

the next. Self-reflection and self-improvement are dynamic processes, processes 

which require continuous dedication, no matter one’s age. Thus, through the lens of 

Plutarch, humans are not creatures of being, but rather creatures of becoming.  

 The goal of this essay is to explore Plutarch’s use of the past in these and 

other ways in both his biographical works titled the Parallel Lives and in his 

collection of philosophical writings known as the Moralia. Like the introduction to 

his Phocion, much of Plutarch’s work utilizes biography as a conduit of personal 

reflection and analysis. After introducing Plutarch the person, his philosophical 

views, and the purpose of his literary works, the essay will next turn to an 
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enumeration of the specific stylistic tools he employed to achieve his goal of reader 

reflection, or the active interaction of a reader with his or her texts for this sake of 

introspective self-assessment and self-improvement. As another example from the 

Life of Phocion once again demonstrates, Plutarch included both negative and 

positive characteristics in the portrayal of his historical subjects: “though his 

[Phocion’s] nature was most gentle and most kind, his countenance made him seem 

forbidding and sullen” (Plutarch, Life of Phocion 5). A discussion of this decision, 

couched in the conversation of self-examination as a metaphysical process which one 

can and should partake of in the physical world constitutes the fourth section of this 

essay. 

 This exploration of the tightly interconnected form and function of Plutarch’s 

writings will be followed by an analysis of his writings’ purpose and consequence. 

The very fact that Plutarch praises Phocion for his steadfastness, his “grandeur of 

spirit,” suggests the central importance of optimism and human agency to Plutarch’s 

literary-philosophical project. Why would Plutarch utilize Phocion, an orator of minor 

historical consequence, as a paradigm for emulation if there were no greater purpose 

in life than leaving a militaristic or political legacy? Faced with a crumbling 

government and a bevy of personal enemies, Plutarch informs us, Phocion continued 

to work hard with dignity for his city, achieving success simply through “interviews 

and discussions,” clearly indicating to the reader the importance of self-reflection 

through the interrogation of self and others (Plutarch, Phocion 31). Through the 

model of Phocion’s persistence, Plutarch demonstrates a power to improve one’s own 
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circumstances and achieve a kind of rich contentment that stems from a life of 

learning.  

This insight leads to the next topic of this thesis, a discussion of the inherent 

optimism that lies within such power of self-improvement. At this juncture, the thesis 

will highlight Plutarch’s commitment to the idea that there are pieces of perfection 

and potential that exist within each person. This section will also emphasize the 

important link between education and character in Plutarch’s project. Plutarch 

employed two distinct educational models to demonstrate this connection, a 

dichotomy which will be contextualized within the author’s historical reality and 

philosophical ideals. 

 Finally, the essay will examine illustrations of Plutarch’s view of personal 

agency found within his Lives. Like the example demonstrated in Plutarch’s Phocion, 

one must accept—but not wholly submit to—Fate and Fortune. For Plutarch, man is 

not the sum of outside circumstances which change the trajectory of his life, but 

rather the manner in which he chooses to respond to these circumstances. This final 

section on personal agency will attempt to determine Plutarch’s position regarding a 

person’s control over his or her own life and will supply a cross-examination of 

Plutarch’s Lives and Moralia in order to better carve out the salient elements of his 

position. This section will once again demonstrate the inextricably interwoven nature 

of both collections of literary works, a claim and an analytical approach central to the 

structure and significance of this thesis.  

It is imperative to remember that Plutarch’s Lives exist as but a piece of his larger 

canon, and are best read as an integral element of his larger literary whole. The essays 
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of the Moralia reveal a fuller picture of Plutarch’s drive to educate individuals on the 

importance of pursuing contentment through proper study and practice, a 

philosophical-literary goal only revealed in part in his Parallel Lives. A proponent of 

Platonic philosophy, Plutarch peppered his work with optimistic lessons for personal 

betterment through enlightened thought and education. Placed beside his Moralia, 

Plutarch’s Lives demonstrate the instrumental potential of history as a tool through 

which readers are empowered to analyze their own place—and purpose—in the 

cosmos. 

 

2. THE FOUNDATIONS 

“For I am writing Lives not history, and the truth is that the most brilliant exploits 

often tell us nothing of the virtues or vices of the men who performed them, while on 

the other hand a chance remark or a joke may reveal far more a man’s character 

than battles where thousands die, huge troop deployments or the sieges of cities.” 

-Plutarch, Life of Alexander 1 

 

2.1   Plutarch the man 

 

Born in 46 CE to a wealthy family of Chaeronea, a polis in central Greece, Lucius 

Mestrius Plutarchus remains one of the most influential primary sources on the 

ancient Greco-Roman world of his own day and the era of the Classical and 

Hellenistic Mediterranean world which preceded it. Ironically, despite the writer’s 

vast canon, modern historians know comparatively little about the man behind the 

words. The relatively small amount of biographical information gathered about 

Plutarch stems mainly from his own work. Occasionally, individual voices drift into 

his narratives and essays, offering brief glimpses of his own family. From these 

vignettes, modern readers know his great-grandfather to have been Nicarchos, his 
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paternal grandfather Lamprias, and his father Autoboulos.
1
 Plutarch’s paternal line 

appears to have had a great influence upon his work and personal ethic, given the 

number of aphorisms he attributes to these male figures.  

 An astoundingly well-read man, Plutarch cultivated a breadth of personal and 

intellectual interests. Well versed in both Greek and Latin, he served as a 

representative statesman for the Hellenes in the Roman Empire (c. 70-120 CE), 

eventually earning Roman citizenship.
2
 Plutarch traveled widely for educational 

pursuits to places like Athens, Alexandria, and Rome, spreading Platonic 

philosophical ideals to citizens throughout the Empire. In the later years of his life, he 

served as one of two permanent priests at Delphi. As Robert Lamberton describes 

Plutarch’s strikingly mobile lifestyle, “the large picture … shows early years of 

rhetorical training and travel, succeeded by philosophical training and a life of 

diplomacy, teaching, and scholarship, bound increasingly in old age to Chaeronea and 

to Delphi.”
3
  

 

2.2   Plutarch’s place in history 

Though living in an age of relative prosperity and stability, often referred to as the 

Pax Romana (c. 27 BCE - c. 180 CE), Plutarch nevertheless would have encountered 

                                                           
1
 Robert Lamberton, Plutarch (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 8-9. The name of Plutarch’s 

father is sometimes disputed, although Lamberton argues it must be Autoboulos, given an exchange 
in Plutarch’s Whether Land or Sea Animals Are Cleverer. 
2
 In the Life of Demosthenes 2, Plutarch mentions that while he works with both languages, his 

command of Greek is much more comprehensive than his command of Latin. “I had no leisure to 
practice myself in the Roman language,” he writes. “It was therefore late and when I was well on in 
years that I began to study Roman literature.”  
3
 Lamberton, Plutarch, 12. 
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challenges as an ancient public intellectual in this era of powerful Roman emperors.
4
 

As Lamberton describes it, Plutarch “was in Rome in dangerous times for 

intellectuals and for critics of the imperial establishment.”
5
 While the emperors 

Trajan (98-117 CE) and Hadrian (117-138 CE) were certainly more favorably 

disposed to intellectuals than their predecessor Domitian (81-96 CE), the autocratic 

system of the Empire in general would have made the expression of personal opinion 

a potentially risky venture. This capricious political climate likely contributed to 

Plutarch’s clever use of literary tools like metaphor and allusion to provide social 

commentary and philosophical advice.
6
  

Despite the risk, Plutarch remained a prolific writer throughout his life, 

producing a variety of works from his biographies known as the Parallel Lives to the 

collection of various philosophical texts referred to as the Moralia. In fact, Plutarch 

even lamented that “in his moment of history, [the age of the Pax Romana], little was 

at stake.”
7
 It was the nature of this relatively quiet period that contributed in part to 

Plutarch’s decision to look toward the past for inspiration. A reader’s attention, or so 

he believed, is better captured by scenes of action and conflict, not static portraits of 

                                                           
4
 Despite its modern origins, the concept of the “public intellectual” fits Plutarch well. It will hence be 

used in this essay to encompass Plutarch’s roles and interests as statesman, writer, philosopher, 
priest, and educator.  
5
 Lamberton, Plutarch, 11. 

6
 In his essay On Being a Busybody 15, Plutarch praises a lecture attendee, Rusticus, for his willingness 

to place dignity and education before even imperial directives: “There was a silence and I, too, made 
a pause, that he might read his letter; but he refused and did not break the seal until I had finished 
my lecture and the audience had dispersed.” The letter could have contained a time-sensitive order 
or even called for Rusticus’ death, yet he chose to wait until the conclusion of the lecture.  
7
 Lamberton, Plutarch, 2. In this observation, Lamberton describes Plutarch’s yearning for an era 

when oracles were asked questions of more import than simply marriage or agriculture, comparing 
the “Pax Romana” to earlier periods of warfare in the Mediterranean. However, Lamberton is clear to 
point out that this nostalgia is coupled with contentment regarding peace, as demonstrated in 
Plutarch’s On the Pythian Responses 28. 
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peace. By resurrecting old heroes and legends, Plutarch adroitly utilized fascinating 

points in history to share philosophical and educational ideas with his contemporaries. 

 

2.3   Plutarch’s Lives and Moralia 

 

Much of Plutarch’s corpus of writings has survived, including the two collections this 

paper utilizes: his Parallel Lives and Moralia. Although these collections have been 

organized and compiled beneath modern titles, they remain most effective when 

analyzed within their original structures. Plutarch intended the Parallel Lives, for 

example, to be read in pairs, with a Greek biography placed beside a Roman 

biography.
8
 This comparative system was clearly intentional, indicated by the 

surviving introductions Plutarch placed before each pair. These introductions offer an 

excellent guide to the overall intention and emphases of the coupled Lives. In them, 

Plutarch compares and contrasts not only the actions of the men in question, but their 

characters, as well.
9
 Plutarch encourages his readers not only to examine the kind of 

life each man lived, but the kind of morals he exhibited, as well. As Lamberton 

explains, these two points of emphasis (“patterns of lives” and psychai) form the core 

message of Plutarch’s Lives. His biographical subjects are evaluated by “the ways in 

which [their psychai] were or were not tested by the pattern allotted to them, and the 

qualities they demonstrated as a result.”
10

 That is to say, Plutarch utilizes the stories 

of heroic figures—the admirable as well as the infamous—to highlight the 

importance of aligning one’s actions with one’s character.  

                                                           
8
 Notably, Lamberton (64-65) refers to the Lives as a sort of diptych through which Greek history is 

curiously placed “face-to-face with and mirroring the Roman past.” 
9
 Unless stated otherwise, “character” will indicate the use of the Greek word psyche, which can be 

interpreted as one’s soul, spirit, or life source. 
10

 Lamberton, Plutarch, 93-94. 
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In the introduction to his Demetrius, one half of his most “negative” pairing, 

Plutarch offers a brief explanation for this unique binary structure. Plutarch describes 

his Lives as paradeigmata, patterns or paradigms after which a reader is encouraged 

to fashion his or her own life.
11

 The pursuit of “temperance, justice, and wisdom,” 

Plutarch argues, must “distinguish not only what is good and just and expedient, but 

also what is bad and unjust and disgraceful,” for to study virtue without knowledge of 

vice would foster “foolishness and ignorance of what ought especially to be known 

by men who would live aright” (Plutarch, Demetrius 1). Later portions of this essay 

will further explore Plutarch’s intention behind creating both “positive” and 

“negative” portrayals of historic figures.  

 In addition to Plutarch’s Lives, this paper includes excerpts from his 

philosophical essays, known collectively as the Moralia. This broad collection 

includes a variety of genres that extend beyond the essay, including dialogues and 

philosophical protreptics (writings intended to instruct or persuade). Many of 

Plutarch’s Moralia pieces follow a “problem-solution format,” perpetuated by his 

“restless curiosity as he inquired into everything [and] interrogated everything in the 

world around him.”
12

 The ideas introduced in Plutarch’s Moralia work in tandem 

with the goals of his Lives. In order to understand one collection, a reader must turn to 

the other for clarification and expansion. Plutarch himself encourages such interaction 

between the texts, highlighting similar themes and characters in each collection. The 

virtues of Cato the Younger, for example, are extolled in both Plutarch’s Life of Cato 

                                                           
11

 Although Plutarch’s contemporary readers would have been overwhelmingly male, some 
Plutarchean texts point to female readership. His Bravery of Women, for example, is dedicated to a 
friend and priestess named Clea. 
12

 Lamberton, Plutarch, 25. 
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the Younger and numerous pieces of his Moralia.
13

 Repeatedly, Plutarch depicts the 

Roman statesman as “someone who puts theory into action,” someone who “may be 

offered as an example for politicians to follow.”
14

 The frequent recurrence of 

characters like Cato the Younger suggests a conscious link between the Lives and 

Moralia, one which Plutarch intentionally crafted to foster engagement with the texts. 

 Written for a primarily male audience, Plutarch’s Parallel Lives and Moralia 

“may well be best understood as a huge, hybrid textbook to complement rhetorical 

training, where the student can simultaneously absorb principles about the structure of 

argument and a wide range of sayings and anecdotes.”
15

 Whether Plutarch actively 

taught in such a defined structure or not, his message was well-received—even in his 

own time period. His works have remained important educational tools for centuries, 

introducing new generations of readers to ancient heroes and philosophical ideas. 

 

3. PHILOSOPHY 

“For, in accordance with Nature, it is proper that reason, which is divine, should 

lead and rule the irrational, which derives its origin directly from the body to which 

Nature has designed that it should bear a resemblance and share in the body’s 

passions and be contaminated by it, since it has entered into the body and has become 

merged with it.” 

-Plutarch, On Moral Virtue 11 

 

3.1   Plutarch’s link to Plato 

 

Plutarch’s On Tranquility of Mind offers a tidy summation of his Platonic view of the 

                                                           
13

 Simon Swain, “Plutarch’s Lives of Cicero, Cato and Brutus,” Hermes 118 (1990): 192-203. Swain 
emphasizes the fact that Cato the Younger is one of the most frequently mentioned individuals in 
Plutarch’s Moralia. 
14

 Swain, Plutarch’s Lives, 199. 
15

 Lamberton, Plutarch, 145. There is some debate as to whether Plutarch served as an actual 
rhetorical teacher to visiting youth. 
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world.
16

 In it, he explicitly affirms philosophical ties with Diogenes and Plato, 

claiming that “man is … a spectator … of those sensible representations of knowable 

things that the divine mind … has revealed” (Plutarch, On Tranquility of Mind 20). 

Life on earth, therefore, offers only reflections of perfection and Truth. These are 

“representations which have innate within themselves the beginnings of life and 

motion, sun and moon and stars, rivers which ever discharge fresh water, and earth 

which sends forth nourishment for plants and animals” (Plutarch, On Tranquility of 

Mind 20). All aspects of life and humanity contain potential for Beauty, Goodness, 

and Truth: Plato’s traditional Forms. These ideals can never be fully reached upon 

earth, only caught in glimpses through recollection. All beings were once part of the 

cosmos, part of the Perfect Forms; these pieces of perfection encountered in the 

physical world are accessible through memory, shades of Beauty, Goodness, and 

Truth that but reflect the full Forms. In order to discover more perfect Truths and 

reflections, however, one must actively engage in education and philosophy, 

components which have already been outlined as paramount to Plutarch’s writing 

purpose. 

 Robert Lamberton explores this philosophical framework further. As 

Lamberton describes it, “our life is a nonmaterial thing, but one deeply mired in the 

physical universe, and our mind (nous) is something linked to the distal end of that 

life.”
17

 He goes on to describe a scene from Socrates’ Sign, Plutarch’s work that 

discusses the metaphysical nature of humanity: 

                                                           
16

 This is just one of many pieces of Moralia to mention these theoretical and philosophical 
connections. 
17

 Lamberton, Plutarch, 28-29.  
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Not every life is immersed in the same way: some sink completely into the 

body and live out their time in a totally disordered state at the mercy of the 

passions, whereas others are partially submerged, keeping their purest part 

outside, where it is not dragged down but, so to speak, floats on the surface, 

attached to the head of the person who has sunk into the abyss and holding 

afloat around it as much of the life as obeys it and is not overpowered by the 

passions.
18

 
 

According to Plutarch and Plato, the psyche, or soul, lives imbedded within the 

corporeal body. The mind, or nous, serves as the purest part of a human being, the 

part of an individual that can receive and act upon thoughts, or noethen, from the 

divine cosmos.
19

 Through noethen and other means, the nous helps a person 

recognize pieces of perfection that it once knew when part of the greater celestial 

body of Truth. A refined, well-educated psyche and nous, as Lamberton points out in 

the excerpt above, strive toward the Forms each day, elevating themselves from the 

muck and ignorance of earth through education and philosophy. Knowledge-seeking 

and self-improvement thus become conduits to divine Truth. 

  

3.2   Beyond Platonism 

Plutarch’s writings encourage readers to analyze their own characters, or psychai, 

buoyed by an optimistic lens through which to examine these principles of Platonism. 

Plutarch’s particular version of Platonism stresses personal agency and allows for 

self-improvement, no matter one’s sociocultural station in life. The introductory quote 

to this section from Plutarch’s On Moral Virtue reads: “in accordance with Nature, it 

is proper that reason, which is divine, should lead and rule the irrational, which 

derives its origin directly from the body to which Nature has designed” (Plutarch, On 

Moral Virtue 11). Such a statement is notable for two reasons. To begin with, it 

                                                           
18

 Excerpt from Plutarch, Socrates’ Sign 591d-e, found in Lamberton, Plutarch, 30. For continued 
analysis of this piece, see page 24. 
19

 Lamberton, Plutarch, 27-29. 
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demonstrates a clear deviation from traditional Platonism; the idea of the split soul is 

Aristotelian in origin. Such a syncretism of multiple sources is characteristic of 

Plutarch, not only for his philosophical pieces, but for his historical commentary, as 

well. In an introduction to Plutarch’s essay On Tranquility of Mind, W.C. Hembold 

addresses Plutarch’s source material: “That he followed exclusively one, or even two 

[sources], is made very unlikely by … the very mixed nature of his philosophical 

terminology.”
20

 Thus, Plutarch’s philosophical view is uniquely his own, a mix of 

prior sources and original material. 

Second, the introductory passage establishes a philosophical split of the 

psyche (soul); the rational half is ruled by reason, or logos, while the irrational half 

deals with emotions and passions. Understanding this split is key to grasping 

Plutarch’s emphasis on education as a tool through which to treat one’s vices. Both 

aspects of the soul are required for balance, but it is only through reason that one’s 

soul can achieve euthymia, or contentment. At times interchangeable with 

eudaimonia (joy, well-being) or ataraxia (absence of grief), this concept of rational 

contentment runs prominently throughout Hellenistic philosophy. Many Hellenistic 

philosophical traditions aimed to “teach people how to live,” stressing that “reason is 

the key to living well” and achieving peace of mind and body.
21

  

For Plutarch, living well meant studying philosophy and serving one’s 

community with active civic engagement. These ideals are best represented in his Life 

of Cato the Younger, a work in which the hero is an “idealist, a figure out of the 

                                                           
20

 W.C. Hembold, introduction to “On Tranquility of Mind,” by Plutarch, in Moralia, vol. VI, trans. W.C. 
Hembold (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press), 163-165. 
21

 Robert Sharples, “Philosophy for Life,” in Hellenistic World, ed. Glenn R. Bugh (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 224. 
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Roman past who genuinely respected republican—and philosophical—values.”
22

 

Cato’s assessment “that neither to modify one’s manner to please others nor to remain 

consistent and so to suffer another similar defeat was consistent with the behavior of a 

reasonable person” demonstrates his unflappable logic and poise.
23

 Plutarch praises 

Cato for his work as an active statesman and for his integrity even in the face of 

defeat and death. As a final stance of defiance, Cato commits suicide rather than 

submit to Caesar, a decision that purportedly causes Caesar to respond: “Cato, I 

begrudge you your death, since you begrudged me your salvation” (Plutarch, Cato 

72). Such is the kind of intellect and dedication Plutarch deems to be worthy of the 

highest commendation.
24

  In Tranquility of Mind 2, Plutarch notes that all men 

“should fulfill their natures by engaging in politics and entering public life, on the 

ground that, because of their natural dispositions, they are more likely to be disturbed 

and harmed by inactivity if they do not obtain what they desire.” Thus, Plutarch 

acknowledges the purpose of both Aristotelian pieces of the soul but emphasizes the 

need for rational control over the irrational, obtained through interaction with one’s 

community and not through secluded reflection alone. According to Plutarch, a 

“good” psyche is one which maintains the careful balance between its two halves. 

Plato’s Republic echoes this notion of balance, holding that the potential for 

both “good” and “bad” can be found in the same individual. In his work, Plato 

introduces the concept of “great natures,” something Plutarch builds upon heavily in 
                                                           
22

 Lamberton, Plutarch, 125. 
23

 Plutarch, Cato the Younger 50, as seen in Lamberton, 126. Cato’s statement comes directly after his 
failure to win a consular election due to his unpopularity among the general public. 
24

 Epictetus, Discourses, trans. Robert Dobbin (New York: Penguin, 2008). Plutarch’s contemporary, 
Epictetus, stresses similar virtues. In Book 1 of his Discourses, Epictetus writes: “But if we are 
endowed by nature with the potential for greatness, why do only some of us achieve it? Well, do all 
horses become stallions? Are all dogs greyhounds? Even if I lack the talent, I will not abandon the 
effort on that account” (1:34-35). 
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his Lives. The philosophical principle “presents great vice as having its roots in the 

same sort of people—those with great natural endowments—as great virtues. The 

difference is determined by education and environment.”
25

 It is precisely that 

difference in practice which Plutarch aims to explore in his Parallel Lives and 

Moralia. 

 

 

4. THE HISTORICAL MIRROR 

 

“I began the writing of my ‘Lives’ for the sake of others, but I find that I am 

continuing the work and delighting in it now for my own sake also, using history as a 

mirror and endeavoring in a manner to fashion and adorn my life in conformity with 

the virtues therein depicted.” 

-Plutarch, Introduction to the Lives of Timoleon and Aemilius Paulus 1 

 

4.1   Plutarch’s medium 

Plutarch himself is quick to distinguish his work as a genre separate from history, 

asserting in the Life of Alexander 1 that he is “writing biography, not history.”
26

 The 

distinction is an important one, for it establishes a demarcation between two closely 

linked genres. Biography, for Plutarch, provides a medium through which readers are 

encouraged to analyze their own characters.
27

 Using the dual texts of his Lives and 

Moralia, Plutarch creates a fluid tool of self-reflection for the reader via the purported 
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 Timothy E. Duff, Plutarch’s Lives: Exploring Virtue and Vice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 
60. 
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 Plutarch continues this thought in his introduction to Alexander 1 by saying: “in the most illustrious 
deeds there is not always a manifestation of virtue or vice, nay, a slight thing like a phrase or a jest 
often makes a greater revelation of character than battles when thousands fall, or the greatest 
armaments or sieges of cities.” In this way, Plutarch sets himself and his biographical project apart 
from historians like Herodotus and lends justification to his frequent use of anecdotes and metaphor. 
27

 In his introduction to Seutonius’s The Twelve Caesars, James Rives notes that ancient biography 
held a variety of roles and purposes. “Whereas Plutarch came close to writing history,” Rives writes, 
“Suetonius … was aiming at providing something very different: a sort of balance sheet, an analytical 
framework that would allow for clear assessment of each emperor’s relative success or failure” (Rives 
2009: xxxi). This interpretation stresses the narrative and philosophical components of Plutarch’s 
work. 
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experiences of well-known figures of the past. In fact, the use of vibrant experiences 

as opposed to static historical accounts is deliberate, and is important to remember 

when further analyzing the pedagogic utility of Plutarch’s works. Through Plutarch’s 

clever use of history as a reflective tool for the reader to analyze his or her own life, 

reading becomes a much more active pursuit. 

With this emphasis on experiential interaction with the text comes a certain 

level of honesty on the part of the author. Plutarch may criticize Herodotus for 

ostensibly dwelling on the unseemly pieces of human nature, but the biographer 

retains echoes of the unpleasant in his own work, as well.
28

 In Tranquility of Mind, 

Plutarch recommends the following approach when reflecting upon history: 

Do not look only at the splendor and notoriety of those you envy and wonder 

at, but open and, as it were, draw aside the gaudy curtain of their repute and 

outward appearance, and get inside them, and you will see many disagreeable 

things and many things to vex them there (Tranquility of Mind 11). 
 

The best men, Plutarch goes on to explain, are those who acknowledge and overcome 

their imperfections. Hiding behind the glossy exterior of one’s public image are the 

components that make individuals human: their strengths, yes, but also their 

weaknesses and vices. And these vices, according to Plutarch, are just as important 

for our understanding of those historical figures worth emulating. In his Life of 

Crassus 2, Plutarch asserts that “one must tell the truth, no matter how damaging.” 

Like the “gaudy curtain” mentioned in the quotation above from Tranquility of Mind, 

history and renown may often cast a shiny veneer over an individual’s character and 

actions. A truthful, critical analysis of an individual’s life must therefore peel back 

                                                           
28

 Lamberton, Plutarch, 69-72. In Plutarch’s On the Malice of Herodotus, the biographer criticizes the 
historian not only for his deliberate duplicity when discussing historical facts, but also his willingness 
to focus on negative interpretations of peoples’ actions, as cited in Lamberton’s discussion on the 
function of Plutarch’s biographies. 
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the exterior and look at the psyche within, analyzing the person within a more 

holistic, critical sense.  

Plutarch’s acknowledgement of the complexity of human nature strengthens 

his proposal to use the past as a tool for emulation and reflection. His readers are 

prompted to view the sometimes surprising flaws of their role models as 

encouragement in dealing with their own lives. Plutarch gently warns his readers 

against the human propensity to view others’ situations as better than one’s own. 

Even the most successful men in history faced hardships, because, after all, they were 

still human. Encountering challenges and fighting vices are aspects of every 

individual’s life. Plutarch attempts to use the Lives as an active demonstration of 

hope; human flaws exist in everyone, but the process of overcoming them can create 

a better, more productive and content individual, one who actively pursues the 

tranquility found within euthymia. Perfection offers little by way of instruction. Thus, 

Plutarch depicts the flaws of humans in order to provide useful case studies for study 

and emulation. 

Even though Plutarch encourages his readers to acknowledge the challenges 

of living a good life, he continually reminds them to refrain from dwelling upon the 

disappointing or macabre. In his Life of Cimon 2, Plutarch suggests that one “should 

use the best chapters [in a man’s life] to build up the most complete picture and 

regard this as the true likeness.” In this particular example, Plutarch compares the 

practice of reflection to the artistry of painting. Just as exaggerating the faults of a 

subject makes a painting tragically false in its representation, so too can biased 

analyses skew perception and truth. In both cases, the end product becomes less 
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useful than the complex original inspiration. The following piece from the Life of 

Pericles 1-2 further explains Plutarch’s preference to highlight the good in his 

subjects’ Lives: 

We ought to apply our intellectual vision to those models which can inspire it 

to attain its own proper virtue through the sense of delight they arouse… 

Virtue in action immediately takes such hold of a man that he no sooner 

admires a deed than he sets out to follow in the steps of a doer… Moral good, 

in a word, has a power to attract towards itself. 
 

Readers must focus on the positive aspects of each Life, then, because goodness 

fosters more of itself. An excerpt from On Tranquility of Mind 2 discusses the 

“omission of good acts” as “no less vexatious and disturbing than the commission of 

evil acts.” Productive reflection, then, encourages the participant to look at the entire 

painting from an all-encompassing distance; the misplaced brushstrokes make the 

beautiful ones appear even more impressive and worthy of appreciation. 

 Plutarch’s Lives thus emphasize admirable characteristics by couching them 

within examples of poor behavior. In his Life of Demetrius 1, Plutarch asserts that it 

“seems to me that we will be better spectators and imitators of the better lives if we 

are not uninformed about the bad and legitimately condemned ones.” 

Acknowledgement of flaws is imperative to understanding the totality of one’s 

character and fully appreciating the positive results of self-regulation and education. 

Acknowledgement, however, should never lead to obsession. Individuals ought to be 

given the respect of a reputation built on more than solely their flaws, just as those 

searching for role models should focus on and emulate the good and positive, while 

making themselves aware of the negative. Plutarch’s genre of biography, with its 

holistic, analytical approach and emphasis on moral improvement, provides an 

excellent medium for readers to do just that. 
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4.2   A tool for self-reflection and education 

 

The opening quotation to this section, taken from the introduction to the Lives of 

Timoleon and Aemilius Paulus, helps illuminate Plutarch’s decision to continually 

return to the past for educational inspiration, detailing the use of “history as a mirror 

[through which Plutarch endeavored] in a manner to fashion and adorn [his] life in 

conformity with the virtues therein depicted.” In this excerpt, Plutarch explains that 

while he began writing his Lives with the initial intent of educating his readers, he 

encountered the unexpected benefit of self-reflection, as well. Not only does this 

quote show a great deal of premeditated purposefulness on Plutarch’s part, but it also 

hints at the subtle tools of persuasion which he uses to entice his readers. By 

explaining how the work affected him personally, Plutarch effectively instructs his 

readers how they in turn should be interacting with the text. The audience understands 

that by reading the Lives, by “using history as a mirror,” they should endeavor to do 

more than superficially enjoy the stories (Timoleon 1). They should, Plutarch tells 

them, process the stories psychologically and thereby mold their lives and values in 

reflection of the lessons garnered from the mistakes and lessons of those who came 

before.  

This sentiment is echoed later in Aemilius Paulus, amid Plutarch’s 

introduction to this Roman leader of the Middle Republic (c. 170 BCE). In it, he 

describes Aemilius Paulus’s relatives as living in harmony, comparing their virtue 

directly to that of bickering families of his own time period. “History,” he says, 

“suggests a variety of good counsel … to those who desire to learn and improve” 

(Aemilius Paulus 5). The commentary on the deteriorating state of contemporary 
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society is clear: unless individuals decide to learn from the harmonious examples of 

their predecessors, civilization will spiral into decline. Thus, readers are called upon 

to do more than simply enjoy the text as a piece of literature; rather, Plutarch urges 

them to actively engage in education through self-reflection, as he notes once more in 

his On Tranquility of Mind 14, where he elucidates the importance of individual effort 

in personal historical reflection: 

Those who do not preserve or recall by memory former events, but allow 

them to flow away, actually make themselves deficient and empty each day 

and dependent upon the morrow, as though what had happened last year and 

yesterday and the day before had no relation to them nor had happened to 

them at all. 
 

Such a statement clearly echoes earlier sentiments of Platonic philosophy, such as 

recollection, but blends it with Plutarch’s unique biographical, historical, and 

philosophical perspective: one must use recollection in order to grow in character and 

contentment, which will thereby reflect the Perfect Forms of the cosmos. Here, 

Plutarch is reminding his readers that pieces of perfection exist within each person, 

within each Life. Readers may increase their chances of experiencing those glimpses 

for themselves through active involvement with the text and within their own lives. 

By reflecting upon the good pieces of others’ lives and those of their own, readers are 

able to analyze and mold motivations and values within their own.  

 

4.3   Self-reflection as a metaphysical process 

The idea of self-reflection is inherently dynamic. Plutarchean readers who neglect to 

engage with the text by way of emulation and self-examination lose an integral piece 

of the purpose of the work. For Plutarch, as a philosopher-biographer, the Lives and 

Moralia exist to further one’s individual philosophical education, thereby fostering 
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happiness and fulfillment and avoiding grief, or taraxia. Without reader engagement, 

the texts become flat and largely meaningless, as Plutarch writes in On Tranquility of 

Mind 2: “But no whit better as a physician of the soul is he who would relieve it of its 

disturbances and distress by prescribing idleness and softness and the betrayal of 

friends and family and country.” Intentional engagement is equally meaningful in 

every interaction, whether it be with the written word or one’s community. Thus, self-

reflection is undertaken for the sake of action, for intellectual and philosophical 

individual improvement. The man who continues learning throughout his life is the 

kind of man fit for public office in the service of the aforementioned “friends and 

family and country.” And as this thesis has already discussed, civic engagement and 

effective statesmanship were to Plutarch important components of a learned, 

accomplished man. 

 These concepts form the basis of modern cognitive behavioral therapy, which 

uses self-reflection and self-monitoring to change one’s patterns of thought and 

actions. The therapy model holds that one’s thoughts and behaviors are inextricably 

linked, forming a mechanism “through which one thinks about and ascribes meaning 

to oneself, others and events, and from which one develops beliefs, attitudes and 

expectations.”
29

 Active reflection can thus completely invert one’s cognitive and 

behavioral habits by identifying detrimental thoughts and establishing a new, 

oppositional pattern of action. The very cognitive concepts Plutarch introduced to his 

readers in the first century are now reflected in modern, core psychological practices. 

Self-reflection is a tested, successful method through which to effect behavioral 
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change. Reading, as in the case of Plutarch’s readers, offers an excellent medium 

through which to begin the process of self-perpetuated change. 

An idle reader is one who learns nothing about himself through the historical 

lessons of his predecessors. Refraining from self-reflection while reading is a wasted 

opportunity, for it offers one of the best educational tools available to those yearning 

to elevate themselves above the mire of the physical world, or put differently, above 

their own repeated patterns of unproductive behavior. In the same essay, Plutarch 

continues by addressing one of the oldest pillars of Greek philosophy: the idea that 

one must “know thyself” (gnothi seauton).
30

 Transcendence of the corporeal state is 

necessary if one is to ever reunite with and rediscover the Perfect Forms, or as 

Plutarch puts it, “one must … ‘know one’s self’ and then use one’s self for that one 

thing for which Nature has fitted one and not do violence to nature by dragging one’s 

self towards the emulation of now one sort of life, now another” (On Tranquility of 

Mind 13). Consistency in approach and practice fosters the actualization of personal 

goals. This idea, of course, aligns with the aforementioned theme of matching one’s 

psyche to one’s pattern of life. Plutarch guides readers through their own reflective 

journey by intentionally showing them various examples of the interaction between 

psyche and patterns of life.  

In his Cato the Elder 5, amid a description of Cato’s poor treatment of slaves, 

Plutarch prompts his readers into such thinking with one of his many verbal cues: 

“Now whether these actions are to be judged as examples of greatness or of pettiness 

of spirit is a question which the reader must decide for himself.” The Lives, like 
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reality, are often convoluted and messy, with few clear authorial demarcations of 

moral and immoral behavior.
31

 The process of determining the difference, however, is 

what the reader is called upon to do in order to better oneself through self-reflection. 

The aforementioned excerpt from Plutarch’s Cato also serves as an excellent 

example of the need to admit imperfection, but dwell on the possibility of 

improvement. Cato the Elder was a statesman whose “self-restraint deserves the 

highest commendation” in the eyes of Plutarch (Cato the Elder 6). But even Cato, the 

revered public statesman, cannot escape the scrutiny of Plutarch’s socio-ethical 

analysis. Once again, Plutarch is encouraging his readers to view their own practice 

through the looking glass of history. His thoughts on the matter of Cato’s “pettiness 

of spirit” are clear. A mere two sentences before, he metes out a distinct critique of 

Cato’s treatment of his slaves, beginning his assessment with: “For my part….” And 

yet, Plutarch still concludes the section with an entreaty for the reader to examine the 

issue himself. It is the dynamic process of self-reflection, therefore—not some pre-

arranged, all-encompassing answer—toward which Plutarch so pushes his readers. 
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5. OPTIMISM 

 

“Remember the past with thankfulness, and meet the future without fear or suspicion, 

with … hopes cheerful and bright.” 

-Plutarch, On Tranquility of Mind 20 

 

5.1 The positive potential of humanity 

Unlike many other ancient Greek writers, Plutarch does not dwell on the gruesome 

aspects of human history.
32

 Indeed, as previously described, Plutarch goes to great 

lengths to ensure that while immoral behavior is acknowledged in his work, it is but 

rarely a featured narrative. Humanity, through the lens of Plutarch’s particular view 

of Platonic philosophy, becomes inherently full of potential. If every person contains 

some reflection of goodness, truth, and beauty, glimpses of such perfection are 

accessible on earth. Through education, the rediscovery—or recollection—of the 

Perfect Forms is made possible. “Remember the past with thankfulness,” Plutarch 

encourages in Tranquility of Mind 20, “and meet the future without fear or suspicion, 

with … hopes cheerful and bright.” Alone, separated from the context of Plutarch’s 

philosophical intentions, the phrase seems empty, a glossy veneer utilized to hide the 

grittiness of reality. Placed within the framework of Platonic philosophy, however, 

the quotation becomes more meaningful. If humans are conduits of perfection, of 

truth and goodness and beauty in their purest earthly forms, why shouldn’t one look 

positively toward both the past and the future? The past contains valuable lessons 

from those who have come before; the future contains one’s potential self, a reason to 

strive for betterment through education.  
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Lamberton addresses this concept of self-improvement in his discussion of 

Plutarch’s Socrates’ Sign, in which the classicist illuminates the potential optimism 

found in a somewhat disheartening view of the world.
33

 Socrates’ Sign follows the 

mythical journey of a man named Timarchos who views the plight of humanity from 

a vantage point high up in the cosmos; the spirits, or daimones, of the people bob 

about in a murky abyss, struggling to keep their characters, or psychai, elevated above 

the physical mess that is this earth, this life. The conjured image of human life would 

be rather unpleasant had Plutarch neglected to extrapolate. Instead, Plutarch goes on 

to explain that those who subdue their passions are able to keep the purest parts of 

themselves, their psychai, above the mire. They do this through the betterment of 

their character, made possible by education and philosophy. Thus, education and 

virtue shine light onto the shadows of humanity’s bodily existence. The existence of 

that shadow indicates the presence of ignorance, yes; but it also signifies the strength 

of light, or in this case, enlightenment through education. In his Oracles at Delphi 

400, Plutarch mentions that “Plato called man also ‘a celestial plant,’ as though he 

were held upright from his head above as from a root.” Once again drawing upon the 

notion of verticality, Plutarch demonstrates a rather positive outlook on the potential 

of humanity. With foundations in the divine, humans are, literally rooted in perfection 

and beauty. The potential for serving as a reflection of perfection, then, exists within 

each individual. 

 Plutarch approaches nearly every Life with such a philosophy, demonstrating 

once again that amoral or immoral behavior should never overshadow the virtuous. 

“Any errors or crimes … which may tarnish a man’s career and may have been 
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committed out of passion or political necessity,” Plutarch explains in the introduction 

to Cimon 2, “we should regard rather as lapses from a particular virtue than as the 

product of some innate vice.” According to this Plutarchean view, humans are 

inherently good, inherently virtuous. Vices here are seen as departures from natural 

behavior, as opposed to regular components.  

 Plutarch takes a similar approach when relaying the story of a young man who 

is adopted by the Spartan leader Lycurgus after attempting to murder him. The youth, 

Alcander, was taken to live with his former enemy, enabling him to “observe in 

[Lycurgus], besides his gentleness and calmness of temper, an extraordinary sobriety 

and an indefatigable industry… And thus did Lycurgus, for chastisement of his fault, 

make of a wild and passionate young man one of the discreetest citizens of Sparta” 

(Plutarch, Lycurgus 11). Forgiveness, here, is shown as a strength, as is education. 

Plutarch commends Lycurgus for his mastery over impetuous emotions. Like a good 

leader, Lycurgus determines the perpetrator to be more than the sum of his crimes. 

The man is human and therefore, capable of greater potential. Even in the case of a 

potential murderer, education can be used to bring about refinement and control. 

 

5.2   Importance of education 

 

The aforementioned potential for self-improvement demonstrates a clear link between 

education and character. Returning once more to the Platonic idea of the two-part 

soul, a reader will find that Plutarch places great emphasis on the relationship 

between the rational and irrational, or passionate, aspects of an individual. Plutarch 

explains the delicate connection between the two in Moral Virtue 442:  

Those who wonder how it is that this part is irrational, yet subservient to 

reason, do not seem to me to reflect thoroughly upon the power of reason, 
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‘how great it is, how far it penetrates,’ through its mastery and guidance, not 

by harsh and inflexible methods, but by flexible ones, which have a quality 

of yielding and submitting to the rein which is more effective than any 

possible constraint or violence. 
 

Reason and knowledge provide the reins by which an individual is expected to 

harness his or her passions. One can only find greater contentment and productivity 

once such passions and vices have been tamed. And education, Plutarch explains, 

offers the best method by which to tame them. 

 Timothy E. Duff suggests the presence of two distinct educational models in 

Plutarch’s work: a static model and developmental model. The static model shows a 

two-dimensional character with unchanging values and goals, whereas the 

developmental model demonstrates the patterned progression of a person’s moral 

successes over the course of a narrative. And while the two methods are constructed 

differently, they are far from mutually exclusive. Instead, as Duff suggests, they serve 

dual purposes in the Lives; the static examples emphasize character (ethos in this 

case), while the developmental examples point to the importance of lifelong learning 

and the potential for personal improvement.
34

 

 In his Life of Themistocles, Plutarch employs the static model of education to 

demonstrate a character, or ethos, which is praiseworthy for its dedication and 

perseverance. Plutarch establishes the benefits of Themistocles’s character early in 

the piece, claiming that Themistocles “followed his natural bent in a way that was 

surprising in one so young” (Themistocles 2). Duff claims that Plutarch chooses such 

an approach early in the Themistocles, as well as in several other Lives, because he 

wishes to illustrate, not explain, the individual’s habits. Because Plutarch is writing 
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about largely political and militaristic figures, there is little need to focus on 

childhood development, save for anecdote. “A tendency to view character in moral 

terms, to concentrate on the adult and to eschew explanation, naturally brings with it a 

basically static conception of character,” Duff writes.
35

 Childhood stories only 

become important when viewed in light of how they may have affected decisions in 

adulthood. Thus, Plutarch often uses this anecdotal, static representation of education 

when discussing childhood or emphasizing the continuity of someone’s character. 

 The second approach, that of a developmental educational model, is often 

employed by Plutarch when featuring the potential or actual growth of a man’s 

character. In the introduction to the Coriolanus, Plutarch asserts that a “naturally 

generous and noble disposition, if it lacks discipline, will produce both good and evil 

fruits at once, in the same way as a naturally fertile soil, if it does not receive the 

proper tilling” (Coriolanus 1). Plutarch uses the Life of Coriolanus to warn readers of 

the danger of allowing even fertile minds to go undisciplined, or untrained. His 

introduction to the Life of Marcellus demonstrates a similar pattern of educational 

development: Marcellus “had enough regard for Greek culture and literature to make 

him honor and admire those who excelled in them, but he himself never found the 

leisure to master or even study these subjects to the extent to which he would have 

wished” (Plutarch, Marcellus 1). The passage highlights lost potential and 

opportunities; had Marcellus, an intelligent Roman, applied himself to educational 
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pursuits—Greek educational pursuits—he would have further developed his character 

and virtue.
36

 

Plutarch employs both methods because he aims to encompass multiple stages 

of life and reach a variety of different characters. On Moral Virtue 451 outlines this 

desire to create works that offer instruction and enlightenment throughout one’s 

lifetime:  

Young men are swift and impetuous and fiery in their appetites, and stung by 

madness, as it were, through the abundance and heat of their blood; but in old 

men the source of desire … is in the process of being extinguished and 

becoming small and weak, whereas reason increases more and more in vigor 

as the passionate element fades away together with the body. 

 

Reason may increase with age, but at no point in life should a man stop educating 

himself. Desire, no matter how “small and weak” the form it takes, remains a concern 

throughout an individual’s life. Education, according to Plutarch, should become a 

lifelong pursuit.  

He demonstrates the importance of such a mindset in his Life of Alexander. 

Plutarch claims that Alexander began to neglect his education later in life, leading to 

the pursuit of passions which ultimately led to the conqueror’s downfall. In the 

beginning of the Alexander, the titular character is praised for his “powers of self-

control,” as well as his investment in the arts (Plutarch, Alexander 4). As a “self-

willed” and self-disciplined young man, Alexander is described as being “easily 

guided towards his duty by an appeal to reason” (Plutarch, Alexander 7). Later in the 

biography, during his successful military campaigns, Alexander is once again upheld 
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as a paragon of “self-control and magnanimity,” whose leadership led his men to state 

“that they could not feel tired or thirsty or even like mortal men, so long as they had 

such a king” (Alexander 42). A shift in the narrative comes in chapter 49, when 

Alexander calls for the death of his adviser, Parmenion.  

Having served beneath Alexander’s father, Philip II of Macedon (359-336 

BCE), Parmenion fills the role of parrhesiastes in Plutarch’s Life. As parrhesiastes, 

Parmenion is allowed to speak freely and candidly—a distinction rarely given to the 

character in other portrayals of Alexander’s life.
37

 As Foucault would later describe in 

his own work, such a figure “is someone who has the moral qualities which are 

required, first, to know the truth, and secondly, to convey such truth to others.”
38

 As a 

vestige of an older generation, Parmenion is utilized as a foil to the young conqueror, 

serving as Alexander’s conscience throughout much of the Life.  

When Alexander calls for Parmenion’s death, he signals the disintegration of 

his own reason and logic. Later, having turned on his friends and cast aside his 

teacher Aristotle, Alexander falls prey to superstition, “overwrought and terrified in 

his own mind” (Alexander 75). Plutarch goes on to explain that if left untended, fear 

can ruin a man. “Disbelief or contempt for the power of the gods is a terrible thing,” 

Plutarch writes, “but superstition is also terrible; like water, it constantly gravitates to 

a lower level” (Alexander 75). The deteriorating state of Alexander well illustrates 

Plutarch’s belief that an educated mind must be continually cultivated. “Such 

contentment and change of view toward every kind of life is created by reason when 
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it has been engendered within us,” he explains in Tranquility of Mind 4. No matter 

one’s psyche or pattern of life and no matter one’s age, education is necessary to find 

contentment and fulfillment. 

 Of course, it bears mention that Plutarch’s idea of the informed citizen—and 

thus, the kind of individual eligible to pursue such tranquility (euthymia) and 

education—was very limited, given the few educational opportunities available to 

women, slaves, and the poor during the Hellenistic era, i.e. the vast majority of the 

human population at the time (323 – 31 BCE).
39

 Likewise, his concept of an ideal 

education would have been centered on the Greek tradition. As evidenced by his 

commentary of Marius’s upbringing—a “style rough and unrefined,” which was “in 

accordance with the ancient Roman standards of education”—Plutarch had clear ideas 

about the superiority of the Greek style of learning (Life of Marius 3).  

 One would be remiss in anachronistically claiming that Plutarch included 

women and slaves in his ideal representation of education; it simply was not a 

prevalent ideal at the time. However, textual evidence suggests that Plutarch may 

have held more progressive ideas in that regard than did many of his contemporaries. 

Returning once more to the scene in Cato the Elder in which Plutarch criticizes the 

statesman’s treatment of slaves, the reader finds interesting echoes of the ideas 

portrayed in Plato’s Meno: all humans, if given the proper instruction, may access the 

beauty and truth found in recollection of the Perfect Forms.
40

 “For my own part,” 

Plutarch offers as a critique in Cato 5, “I regard his conduct towards his slaves in 

treating them like beasts of burden, exploiting them to the limits of their strength, and 
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then, when they were old, driving them off and selling them, as the mark of a 

thoroughly ungenerous nature, which cannot recognize any bond between man and 

man but that of necessity.” Plutarch goes on in the same Life to point out that all 

humans have worth and value, and “we ought never to treat living creatures like shoes 

or kitchen utensils to be thrown away” (Cato the Elder 5). Such a vignette is by no 

means revolutionary, but it does hint toward a mindset and value placed upon all 

human life that perhaps expanded upon those of his contemporaries.
41

 

 

6. PERSONAL AGENCY 

 

“Fortune, in fact, can encompass us with sickness, take away our possessions, 

slander us to people or despot; but she cannot make the good and valiant and high-

souled man base or cowardly, mean, ignoble, or envious.”  

-Plutarch, On Tranquility of Mind 17 

 

6.1   Personal power and responsibility 

 

The above quotation aptly expands on the idea of optimism amidst the mire of the 

physical world. Fortune may control situations in one’s life, Plutarch argues, but she 

cannot dictate how one chooses to respond. Within this framework of thought, 

individuals may affect the trajectory of their own lives, holding both a right and a 

responsibility to do so. The right to enact personal agency is simple; according to the 

Platonic view of the Forms, perfection—and consequently, the ability to strive for 

perfection—resides in varying shades within each person. The accompanying concept 

of responsibility, however, is distinctly Plutarchean.  
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 Once again turning to Tranquility of Mind 4, one can see the clear expectation 

Plutarch holds for engaged readers: “It does no good to rage at circumstance; events 

will take their course with no regard for us. But he who makes the best of those 

events he lights upon will not fare ill.” The ability to avoid taraxia and achieve 

euthymia, then, relies directly upon the individual himself. Grief and unhappiness are 

human-made emotions; one cannot blame Fortune and Fate for his or her regret at the 

end of life. The very phrase “he who makes the best of those events he lights upon” 

stresses the action of the individual and the inaction of Fate and Fortune. 

Circumstances do not “make the best” of or “light upon” events—humans do.  

 Plutarch’s belief in the power of human will echoes that of another ancient 

author, Gaius Sallustius Crispus (86 – 35 BCE). In his Jugurthine War, Sallust 

describes human agency as something truly marvelous: 

It is the mind which is the leader and commander of the life of mortals. 

When it proceeds to glory along the path of prowess, it has potency, power 

and distinction in abundance and does not need fortune, which is unable to 

bestow probity, industriousness and other good qualities on anyone or snatch 

them away…If men’s concern for good things matched the enthusiasm with 

which they seek what is foreign to them and disadvantageous and is often 

even dangerous and destructive, they would not so much be ruled by 

circumstance as rule it themselves, and would advance to a level of greatness 

where they became, instead of mortal, everlasting in glory.
42

 
 

Sallust’s description leaves little room for idleness or excuse. The “potency, power 

and distinction” of the human mind are literal forces of nature, through which one 

may rise above the confines of Fate and Fortune. No matter the trajectory of one’s 

life, one always retains the ability to respond in a “dangerous and destructive” manner 

or create a path “everlasting in glory.” 
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 Plutarch expounds upon this idea in his Life of Coriolanus 1 when describing 

the Roman general: “His example shows us that the loss of a father, even though it 

may impose other disadvantages on a boy, does not prevent him from living a 

virtuous or a distinguished life, and that it is only worthless men who seek to excuse 

the deterioration of their character by pleading neglect in their early years.” 

Circumstances left Coriolanus without a guiding influence as a young man, yet he 

applied himself through determination and discipline to rise above the challenges 

dealt by Fate. Not only does this excerpt support the existence of personal agency, but 

it also reinforces the merit and necessity of lifelong learning. Neglect in any stage of 

life can lead to the deterioration of one’s character. 

Plutarch further supports this idea in a different Life, that of Aristides. Even 

the great Aristides, an Athenian statesman given the cognomen “the Just,” could not 

rely on Fortune or reputation alone. In Aristides 6, Plutarch warns that “a life that is 

spent in the midst of power and great fortune and authority still needs justice to make 

it divine, for injustice renders it merely brutish.” Plutarch uses the passage to describe 

the components of divinity and good leadership, having just introduced Aristides’s 

cognomen “the Just.” Of the three components, according to Plutarch—immortality, 

power, and virtue—he claims that men dangerously ignore the last, chief among 

which is justice. Moreover, justice, Plutarch argues, is a virtue fully attainable by 

humans, dependent solely upon the “exercise of intelligent reasoning powers” 

(Aristides 6). With the power to affect one’s life and progress toward euthymia 

residing partially in the hands of the individual, choice becomes an important aspect 

of one’s life course. In his Pericles 1, Plutarch explains that “a man’s conscious 
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intellect is something which he may bring to bear or avert as he chooses…For this 

reason, we [humans] ought to seek out virtue not merely to contemplate it, but to 

derive benefit from doing so.” Through education, Plutarch claims, humans not only 

foster intellect and virtue, but “derive benefit[s]” beyond the qualities themselves. 

Because individuals can choose to pursue virtue through a philosophical education, 

they should.  

The very freedom to dictate one’s own life course to some degree at least 

partially supports the philosophical tenet that pieces of perfection, pieces of Truth, 

exist in every person. Returning once more to the excerpt from Aristides 6, in which 

Plutarch outlines the components of divinity, one notices the correlation between the 

cosmos, the realm of perfection, and the corporeal world. The power of virtue, of 

strong character, stems not solely from the virtuous qualities themselves (e.g., 

justice), but also from the process by which the virtue was obtained. As Plutarch 

notes in the same excerpt from Aristides, the process of exercising reason is one 

available to all humans—should they so choose. This concept, placed beside the 

“conscious intellect” and “benefit from [seeking virtue]” of the Pericles 1 excerpt 

highlights the importance and power of personal agency.  

The ability to make conscious decisions separates humanity from the rest of 

the physical world, providing a single link to the divine, the cosmos. It is through the 

pieces of the Perfect Forms that individuals are able to strengthen this link, to 

exercise their personal agency and choose to pursue virtue and Truth through 

education. If perfection and goodness act like the self-attracting magnets Plutarch 

suggests they are, it stands to reason that individuals should attempt to explore the 
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pieces of perfection that reside within. Personal agency offers a link to the cosmos, 

the freedom to choose a manifestation of the internal pieces of the Perfect Forms. 

Because humans can strive to make themselves whole once again, they should. For it 

is the process, the personal agency, which carries the power and benefit of virtue, the 

potential for a person’s psyche to find euthymia on earth and absolute perfection in 

the cosmos. 

 

7. CONCLUSION 

“Be grateful that we are alive and well and look upon the sun; … that we may speak 

or act, be silent or at leisure, as we choose.”  

-Plutarch, On Tranquility of Mind 9 

 

 

7.1   Power over Fate and Fortune 

 

The power of personal agency is twofold. Once gained, knowledge and character can 

never be taken away, for it is in the process of choosing to continually educate oneself 

that authority is found. Plutarch addresses the lasting power of personal agency in his 

Tranquility of Mind 17: 

We know that the corrupt and perishable part of man wherein he lies open to 

Fortune is small, and that we ourselves are masters of the better part, in 

which the greatest of our blessings are situated—right opinions and 

knowledge and the exercise of reason terminating in the acquisition of virtue, 

all of which have their being inalienable and indestructible—knowing all 

this, we should face the future undaunted and confident.  

 

The freedom to make one’s own choices through the “exercise of reason” is, 

according to Plutarch, “inalienable and indestructible.” Such ability is one of 

humanity’s greatest blessings; because personal agency is just that, personal, no one 

and no thing is able to take that power away. When one’s fortunes have withered, 

one’s beauty faded, one’s physical life on earth even taken away, the mind and soul 
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remain. “Fortune,” Plutarch continues after the Tranquility of Mind 17 passage above, 

“can encompass us with sickness, take away our possessions, slander us to people or 

despot; but she cannot make the good and valiant and high-souled man base or 

cowardly, mean, ignoble, or envious.” One’s psyche, then, is developed and molded 

outside the realm of Fate and Fortune. The kind of character a person exhibits is 

changeable, influenced by one’s own dedication and philosophical-educational 

pursuits. An individual may not be able to change his or her pattern of life, but one’s 

character—the very essence of the soul which transcends the corporeal—is certainly 

moldable. Thus, cultivation of the soul equates to cultivation of perfection, utilizing 

education and philosophy as the most powerful catalysts for achieving euthymia in 

this life and returning once more to the Perfect Forms in the next. 

 

7.2   A universal legacy 

  

The synthesis of education, philosophy, and contentment resides at the very heart of 

Plutarch’s work. As he states at the beginning of his Tranquility of Mind, happiness 

can only be found once “reason … has been carefully trained quickly to hold back the 

passionate and irrational part of the soul when it breaks bounds” (Tranquility of Mind 

1). Education fosters self-control, which in turn brings one closer to euthymia before 

losing the limitations of a corporeal body.  

 Plutarch cleverly uses his Lives as tools through which to reach a broad 

audience of individuals of all ages. The entertainment and energy found within his 

biographies act as lures, enticing readers to return continually to the texts. By 

generating reader interest and satisfaction through the narratives of the Lives, Plutarch 
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creates a gateway to the core philosophical texts and concepts contained in the 

Moralia. Hence readers who enjoy Plutarch’s Lives are likely to seek out his other 

works. Using this pattern, Plutarch is able to utilize the past as a mirror through which 

readers are invited to view and assess their own lives; in this way, Plutarch 

encourages the creation of an educated and active citizenry. By placing a personal 

lens on his interpretation of Platonic philosophy, Plutarch invites an optimistic view 

of humanity’s purpose, and consequently, the universe. Every individual has equal 

opportunity to practice personal agency and search for euthymia, for ataraxia in this 

life.
43

 As the section-opening quote from Tranquility of Mind 9 states, everyone 

shares the ability to “speak or act, be silent or at leisure.” The very essence of 

humanity, our psychai and consciences, serves as the universal equalizer. Education 

and philosophy offer the tools; one simply has to commit to developing and applying 

them. Only then can we “look upon the sun,” toward the perfection that awaits us in 

the cosmos. 

 Plutarch’s continued relevance lies in part in the universal applicability of his 

message. The text of his Lives and Moralia has remained the same for centuries; the 

context, however, changes with every reader, every society, every century. A reader 

must alternately turn to the Moralia and Lives, between “virtue in theory” and “virtue 

in action.”
44

 Plutarch’s work provides insight and value for each stage of one’s life, 

continually offering something new or meaningful to glean, from educational theories 

to personal reflections on contentment and productivity. His Lives, when placed 
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beside the Moralia, remain reflective tools—tools that foster constant dialogue. This 

perpetual cycle of rediscovery points to Plutarch’s lasting popularity, which stems 

from the fluidity of his teaching model and breadth of his message, which is 

applicable to numerous stages of life and periods of human history. 
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