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Introduction

W. Martin Bloomer

The second-century CE essayist and ironist Lucian recounts in a dream how two ladies
came to vie for his attention: Paideia (education) promised the not so diligent schoolboy
fame and fortune in the future, while Techné (the vocational maestra) had material
rewards at hand. A great deal of misty nostalgia fills and thrills the audience, that is, all
those who care about Lady Paideia. As scholars we hope not to be engaging in fictitious
dreams about the greatness of our subject, but we may be forgiven if we think there is
something of abiding value in how the Greeks and Romans organized their educational
cultures. When as a society we ask such questions as what should the young read, who
should teach them, where, or at whose expense, we are tightly in the grip of the ancient
theoretical and practical debates about the right education. Yet in approaching the topic
of ancient education, many have not seen the variety of practices that made up ancient
educations. Educational nostalgia encourages the teacher or student, whether in the days
of late antiquity or in the European Enlightenment, to imagine that the classical is new
again. Indeed, by sitting in school and reading the old texts, it is easy, almost natural to
identify with the protagonists of those texts. School compositions—writing a speech in
character, for instance—can even encourage such identifications. Classical education has
often been a stirring call to the van, to educate today’s youth in the way that one was
educated or wished to have been educated or that one imagines across the span of mil-
lennia that Plato and Xenophon, Cicero, or the young Augustine were taught in Athens,
Rome, or Carthage. There is in education a strong desire to repeat—to repeat the way it
was for us, our parents, or grandparents, or for aspirational ancestors.

Advocates of a classical education can thus be calling for a return to Athens or Rome,
but quite often, such advocacy is more negative than positive. The new old education
being proposed is a turn away from disapproved movements such as scholasticism or
decadence or modernism or, as in the hands of contemporary homeschoolers, the state
provided curriculum and institution. But aside from the fun that Lucian is having with
all the serious-minded champions of liberal education, the tug of the two ladies reminds
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2 W. Martin Bloomer

us that Paideia inherently involves a choice of life and values. She can be parodied as an
exclusionary and domineering mistress, but there is considerable bite to this parody. No
single education has served for all. Many do not have the opportunity, time, and
resources to pursue the deferred good that a long education in literature and history
and philosophy, with some math and science and perhaps music promises to be. Maybe
too, her lofty methods and purpose are simply another craft, different but no better in
kind than the manual crafts of the artist and artisan. Lucian had been anticipated by
Isocrates (see Muir below), who had flatly declared in his first educational writing,
Against the Sophists (ca. 390 Bce) that the primary problem in education was that
teachers have a poor reputation because they promise that education can attain much
more than it can actually do.

Ancient education draws some of its grandeur, like an aging diva, from those who
remember her in her prime. Memory may be unreliable—for, after all, memories of
childhood education are often told pointedly by adults to children. In addition, great
ancient theorists have encouraged a veneration for the old curriculum. Historians of edu-
cation and proponents of classical education follow in the traces of Plato, Quintilian, and
Plutarch. In the enthusiasm to recover ancient education (and classical culture more
generally), adulation works at cross purposes with a properly historical understanding of
the old curriculum. But the fans do not deserve all the blame. Education is something of
a diva, which is to say, that the institution of education is particularly adept at generating
explanations for its own existence and practice. This is again a reflex of its tendency
toward replication—many social, political, and religious institutions are concerned with
their own survival, but the school gets to practice this each day. Every class of students is
encouraged to learn and very often encouraged to see the sometimes harsh practices of
learning as necessary. To recover education is in some fundamental way to refound
society. Such a recuperation can be a great, productive force or at least one of those sus-
taining hopes of a society: perhaps the current generation of those to be educated can be
so trained as to make them better than the present. What that “better” means is a vexed
issue: more pious, more civic, more informed, more critical, more imaginative, or per-
haps only better informed on topics that someone or some tradition or some institution
deems necessary or important. The reasons to study ancient education are thus complex
and fascinating, especially because we—all of us students—are involved in the institution
we examine, and our involvement includes hope for the old lady. The historian of edu-
cation must be alert to the presumptions and normative judgments, past and present,
about the value, purposes, and universality of classical education.

The two most famous twentieth-century histories of classical education illustrate the
fascinating ideological impulses in studying and writing of education, and also the mature
state of the subject. To take the latter first: the study of Greek and Roman education has
benefited from the great flowering of classical studies in Europe since the Renaissance.
For many generations have treated paideia, a Greek-style education in the liberal arts, as
classical culture. This is no longer so as ancient culture is now understood in more rig-
orous historical and anthropological modes, but generations of scholars had sought in
ancient education the ideals and techniques for their ages and for their own intellectual
and ethical formation. These same two mid-century works show also the deep ideolog-
ical divisions inherent in describing educational practice and theory. Werner Jaeger’s
Paidein (published and enlarged from 1934 in Berlin to 1947 in the United States)
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brims with the hope that Greek cultural history can renew the decadent West, although
it must be said his emigration and growing antipathy for National Socialism only tem-
pered in part what seemed even then an unrealistically nineteenth-century enthusiasm
for a national culture. Henri Marrou’s History of Education (originally Paris 1948) is far
less philosophical—he does not so much write about the evolution and triumph of ideas
as trace early practices growing toward systematization and universality. Far richer in
detail and process, and still of fundamental importance, his magnum opus, it must be
said, flattens out the complexity of ancient educations to something like an imperial
system. The wealth of studies that have followed have been enriched by the turn to social
and institutional history. In addition, a sensitivity to the agents and kinds of education
not noticed by the ancient theorists has greatly improved our understanding of ancient
education and the ancient world.

The present volume, conscious of the luminaries who have come before, offers a
reassessment of the breadth and purposes of education in ancient society. This volume
demonstrates the array of instruction that ancient Greeks and Romans deemed suffi-
ciently valuable to merit special techniques or at least special materials, venues, or
teachers. The various chapters aim to bring before the reader the educational systems
from the return of literacy to the Greek world in the eighth century BCE to the (partial)
collapse or transformation of the Roman order in the fifth century ce. The full map of
the topic should track at least thirteen centuries of students, at first in the Greek commu-
nities about the rim of the Mediterranean and then extending and contracting with
military, political, and cultural conquests to Egypt and North Africa, most of what we
now call Europe, Asia Minor, and the Levant. Ideally, the reader should be led through
the schools of Hellas and the schools of the Roman empire, introduced to the methods
ofinculcating literacy and numeracy, and given some notice of the higher or supplementary
educations in music, mathematics and science, and athletics. The 33 chapters of this
volume present the interpretations of leading scholars on essential aspects of this grand
history. Yet the narrative of this history is here scrutinized in ways that reveal the debts
and affinities of educational practice to those of other civilizations. This volume takes up
the fundamental and traditional question of how Greeks and Romans educated (mostly
elite) children in skills of literacy and numeracy and yet also considers the larger set of
topics and methods for formal instruction (e.g., the education of slaves, of apprentices,
education through toys and games).

The contributors to this volume have been careful to ask what education was thought
to be doing and what it was doing. The chapters attend to the complexity of the ancient
phenomena of education and to a lesser degree to the ongoing influence and importance
of their topics. The myth-making that accompanies ideas about education is perhaps
most acutely felt in the stories of the origins and transfer of education (see Griffith,
Maras, and Sciarrino especially) and in those groups or figures singled out as exceptions
(preeminently symbolic groups—famously the alleged differences between the Athenians
and the Spartans; see Kennell and Powell—and symbolic educators, most famously
Socrates; see O’Connor). As a handbook, however, this volume and the chapters just
noted are most concerned with the breadth of phenomena that made up ancient educa-
tion. Thus, the chapter on the coming of education to Greece (Griffith) describes in
detail the relations to the Near Eastern civilizations that invented, revised, and trans-
mitted writing and a special schooling in writing for various religious, political, and
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diplomatic purposes. In the ancient Near East, education had already been conducted in
a non-native, archaic language often for a scribal class in service to a palace bureaucracy.
The adaptation of this system for the Greek city state and its citizen class is a cultural
transformation of enormous significance, but other educations, musical and martial
especially (see Hagel and Lynch, and Bannard), benefited or were influenced by changes
brought about by the new system of education in literacy and numeracy. In similar
fashion, Maras broadens (and complicates) what we thought we knew about the coming
of education to Rome by describing the world of Italic literacy and education from the
seventh century BCE.

In such richly comparative and synthetic accounts, the singularity alleged for Greece
or Rome may recede, but we gain a more precise understanding of the relation of edu-
cation to the specific social, cultural, and religious life of the societies. Those readers
interested in following the historical developments of education may choose to read sec-
tions two through five, which move from the world of the sophists in early classical
Greece through the Hellenistic period to the city of Rome and then again more broadly
to the worlds of Greek and Roman late antiquity. The discussions of the material realities
deriving from the Hellenistic schools in section four, while deeply aware of historical
changes, attempt to describe the experience of schooling in the ancient school. A sepa-
rate section of seven chapters has been reserved for “Theories and Themes of Education,”
which treats the greatest theorists of education. Here too, the education of women is
discussed, in part because it was an issue of great interest to the ancient theorist and in
part because it does not properly belong to the final rubric of non-elite and non-literary
education. This final section treats directly the range of educational spheres in the ancient
world that had been neglected in great measure and even directly belittled by the cham-
pions of liberal education. In studying these, we may have an antidote to the claims of
liberal education that troubled Isocrates and Lucian and also strong evidence for the
variety of agents, materials, and spheres of life that pursued trainings essential to their
ancient societies.
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Literary and Moral Education in
Archaic and Classical Greece







CHAPTER 1

Origins and Relations to
the Near East

Mark Griffith

1. General Issues: Neighbors, Greeks,
and Cultural Contacts

This chapter aims to set the stage for our investigation (in the next chapter) of the
earliest forms of Greek training and education for the young, by providing a sketch of
the relevant features of those neighboring societies with which Bronze and early Iron
Age “Greeks” are known to have had significant contact. Sometimes it is possible to
identify likely connections and derivations for early Greek practices from among those
Near Eastern neighbors and predecessors. Even when such direct connections are absent,
useful analogies and contrasts may often be drawn. In the case of some of these societies,
their educational practices are well known to specialists in those fields, though this
knowledge is not widely shared by Classicists. In other cases, the evidence is much
scantier altogether, but can be supplemented by comparative material or by plausible
inference from later periods. Overall, the remarkable range of institutions and techniques
that we find operating in these regions should serve as a valuable reminder of the diversity
and complexity of the Near Eastern and Mediterranean cultures out of which Western
civilization first began to take shape, and of the many different strands and impulses that
came together in the earliest “Greek” educational systems.

It has long been recognized that during both the Bronze Age (the so-called
“Mycenaean” culture, ca. 1650-1200 BcE) and during the Archaic period (ca. 800—
450 BcE), Greek architecture, visual art, technology, religion, mythology, music, and
literature absorbed multiple influences, at different times and places, from Egypt,
Anatolia, the Levant, Crete, Cyprus, and elsewhere (Vermeule 1972; Higg and Marinatos
1987; Laffineur and Betancourt 1997; Morris 1992; Burkert 1992; West 1971, 1997;
Kingsley 1995; Franklin 2007; Haubold 2013). Those same regions also present us with
distinctive administrative and educational programs that were essential to their operations
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and character, and these will be discussed in what follows. I shall also briefly examine two
more distant cultures: the Mesopotamian societies of Sumeria-Babylonia-Assyria and the
Vedic-Brahmanic educational system of N. India, whose direct connections with Aegean
(and specifically Greek) society during these periods are much less certain. In both cases,
their educational systems were so elaborate, long-lasting, and influential that they deserve
our close attention, whether or not we can demonstrate their direct impact on Greek
culture before the Hellenistic period. By contrast, we know much less about the social
structure and institutions of those northern and western neighbors (especially Thrace,
Scythia, Italy, and Sicily) with whom Greeks certainly enjoyed extensive cultural contact
from at least the eighth century BCE on, through settlement, trade, slavery, mercenary
employment, etc. Our ignorance is due in part to the fact that literacy was not yet
developed in those regions. But we are still able to recognize in certain cases the origins
of some important new kinds of specialized training and instruction that filtered through
to other regions of Greece during the Archaic period, sometimes with quite radical
consequences.

Scholarly opinions continue to diverge sharply, not only about the nature and degree
of contact between these neighboring societies and the earliest Greeks, but also concerning
the continuities between Bronze Age (Mycenacan-Minoan) Greek culture and that of the
Archaic period. This is not the place to attempt to resolve all these questions (though we
will have to consider some particular cases as we proceed, especially in the next chapter).
But it would surely be a mistake to attempt any comprehensive account of early “Greek”
education without considering the practices of their predecessors and neighbors. So even
though parts of this chapter and the next must necessarily be speculative and /or lacunose,
the investigation nonetheless seems relevant and worthwhile.

2. Mesopotamia (the Sumero-Babylonian-Assyrian
Educational System)

“In the Near East of the 2nd millennium BCE, high culture was Mesopotamian
culture ... All civilized peoples borrowed the cuneciform system of writing and basic
forms of expression from the Akkadian language culture of Mesopotamia” (Beckman
1983: 97-98). The cuneiform (“wedge-shaped”) script was first developed by the
Sumerians in the late fourth millennium BCE, and was subsequently taken over by the
Babylonians to write their own Akkadian language. A Sumero-Babylonian curriculum of
scribal training came into existence toward the end of the third millennium BCE at
Nippur, and was extended, perhaps on a smaller scale, to other Mesopotamian cities such
as Sippar, Ur, and Kish. This cuneiform-based system was subsequently adopted by
several other Near Eastern and Anatolian peoples, remaining in use continuously
throughout the Bronze and early Iron Ages (Falkenstein 1954; Kramer 1963: 229-249;
Sjoberg 1976: 159-179; Vanstiphout 1979, 1995; Veldhuis 1997, 2014). It is found not
only in Mesopotamia itself—throughout the Old Babylonian period (c. 2000-1600),
the Kassite dynasty (ca. 1530-1150), and the reign of Nebuchadnezzar I (1125-1105),
into the era of neo-Assyrian ascendancy (ca. 880-660) and the Chaldean “neo-
Babylonian” period (625-539, including Nebuchadnezzar II)—but also, in essentially
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the same form, in the Bronze Age Hurrian-Hittite, Luwian, and Ugaritic kingdoms of
Anatolia and the Levant (discussed later). Even in areas and at periods when Babylon
itself was of negligible importance, and even among peoples that spoke quite different
languages and already possessed strong cultural traditions of their own, the Sumero-
Babylonian scribal system was often superimposed. For over 2000 years, Akkadian
(= Old Babylonian, a Semitic language fairly closely related to Hebrew) was thus used as
the international language of diplomacy and business, as well as high literary culture,
throughout the Near East. So, for example, when the eighteenth dynasty of Egypt ruled
the East in the latter half of the second millennium BCE, they did so by means of
Babylonian cuneiform. It was not until ca. 900 Bck that, in the Levant and other
Western areas, Aramaic superseded Akkadian as the international diplomatic language.
In the Achaemenid Persian Empire, both were used, in addition to Old Persian written
in cuneiform (see the following text, p. 21).

In general, we may distinguish between two types of teaching within this far-flung and
long-lasting Babylonian system: formal schooling and apprenticeship.

Formal schooling follows a more or less set curriculum and is visible in the archaeological
record by a concentration of scribal exercises and textbooks. Apprentices, on the other
hand, immediately or almost immediately start writing documents, following the example
of the master. The most elementary phase of such apprenticeship (the introduction to
making tablets and writing cuneiform signs) may not have followed any particular program.
The apprentice watched and imitated, the master checked and corrected ... in the same
way as one would learn to be a potter, a farmer, a musician, or a government official.
Apprenticeship may be visible in the cuneiform record in badly shaped tablets with random
signs, in accounts that feature oddly round numbers or have vital information missing, or
in letters that exist in multiple duplicates. (Veldhuis 2014)

Examples of the curriculum for the full-scale Babylonian scribal program, known as
Eduba (literally “Tablet House,” or School), are preserved from the Old Babylonian
period (c. 2000-1600) at Nippur, Ur, Sippar, and Kish, each containing thousands of
tablets of remarkable uniformity and systematic completeness, written in over 500 differ-
ent hands. The subject, and to some degree the language, of instruction in these school
tablets is Sumerian, a non-Semitic language that had not been spoken for centuries but
that was regarded as the proper conduit for many of the most revered and traditional
texts and rituals. Thus, those students who undertook not simply to learn basic writing
in order to conduct their family’s daily business, but to become true members of the
scribal class, learned first how to make the wedge-shaped (cuneiform) signs; then to
write out and memorize lists of morphemes, phonemes, proper names, and words, both
common and rare, with their Akkadian meanings (Vanstiphout 1979; Veldhuis 1997,
2006). After intensive study of Sumerian grammar, the most advanced students finally
proceeded to the composition of “real” Sumerian, and to the reading and interpretation
of classic Sumerian poetical and literary texts, including details of theology, astrology,
and ritual. The whole Eduba system at its highest levels was thus radically bilingual,
constantly switching back and forth, even within the same text, between Sumerian and
Akkadian. (In some periods and regions, however, especially in the less ambitious schools,
there was much less attention paid to Sumerian, and the focus was more on the practical
use of Akkadian; Van den Hout 2008; Cohen 2009; Veldhuis 2011.)
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The assigned readings and practice exercises, in addition to lists of gods, technical
terms, divination and legal procedures, etc., included proverbs and such canonical classics
as Gilgamesh, as well as other epics, hymns, and wisdom texts. The rudiments of counting,
accounting, and measurement were also taught (in cuneiform Akkadian); and some
students went on to study the preparation of administrative documents, including various
aspects of agronomy, trade, law, and letter writing. Advanced students would also copy
actual inscriptions by former kings, real and imaginary, incantation texts, and other
specimens of the religio-literary heritage (Veldhuis 1997; Veldhuis and Hilprecht
2003-2004; Charpin 2008; Gesche 2001).

The seventh-century BCE library of the neo-Assyrian king Assurbanipal at Nineveh
seems to confirm the longevity and continuity of this curriculum and of the literary
tradition. Although no “school” texts have been discovered there, many specialized
types of documents were assembled, dealing with astronomy, extispicy (studying
divination from animal entrails, above all the liver), exorcisms, medicine, and texts for
“singers, lamenters, appeasers,” who performed to lyre, lute, or drum accompaniment
(Starr 1983; Nougayrol 1968: 25-81; Burkert 1992; Morris 1992, with illustrations;
Parpola 1993; Kilmer 1997; also Cohen 2009: 38—40 on the distinctions and overlaps
between diviners and scribes at Late Bronze Age Emar). In general, it seems that this
library was assembled in order to demonstrate the king’s masterful control of all human
knowledge since the beginning of time—a holy mission for which the scribes were
essential (Vogelzang 1995, Zamazalova 2011).

Modern scholars who studied the Nippur materials and other sources for the Eduba
scribal system used until recently to imagine that the “Tablet House” must have been a
relatively large building devoted to the teaching of a numerous class, all together. But it
has become clear that, in fact, the teaching normally took place in a single room of a
domestic house, usually one on one between a master scribe and his young student,
often his son (Robson 2001; Tanret 2002; Veldhuis 2014). Particular families thus
tended to perpetuate their monopoly of scribal expertise, and their expertise and influence
might extend for centuries (Lambert 1957; Olivier 1975; Charpin 2010; Veldhuis
2011). They might also act as secretaries and advisors to kings, judges, and priests, in a
broad range of ritual, scientific, and political contexts (Robson 2011; Michalowski 1991,
2012). Sometimes their advice and rival interpretations appear to have been presented in
a quasi-competitive public arena, and skill at oral disputation and interpretation was
highly regarded. Preparation for such situations was sometimes included in the Eduba
educational program, and examples are preserved of “oral examinations” of students by
their teachers (Falkenstein 1954; Sjoberg 1975; Vanstiphout 1995; Veldhuis 1997).

Overall, this Sumero-Babylonian scribal program, promoting as it did, in its fullest and
most complete versions, correctness of linguistic expression, the preservation and inter-
pretation of canonical texts in a “dead” language, and the perpetuation of a specialist,
culturally “superior” literate class that largely controlled the religious, legal, and often
political life of a far-flung imperial power, bears obvious resemblances to the standard-
ized instruction in Latin that dominated European schools from late antiquity until the
modern era. Both systems served to provide a common literary-bureaucratic language of
formal communication between elites and administrators over a geographically and
linguistically disparate area, and also to separate the fully literate class sharply from the
rest. Whether the elites themselves (kings, priests, and their families) were generally
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literate and able to participate effectively in scribal culture is a matter of continuing
discussion among scholars. Some (e.g., Landsberger 1960: 110-118) have claimed that
only three Babylonian/Assyrian kings between 2100 and 700 Bck were truly literate.
But there is a growing consensus that, in fact, quite a high proportion of Mesopotamian
rulers, judges, priests, and ambassadors could read cuneiform and were interested in
literary matters (Charpin 2008; Frahm 2011). Indeed, during the Old Babylonian
period, it is claimed, “Writing had deeply penetrated into the ruling social class ... The
degree of literacy among the elite ... was much higher than during most of the Middle
Ages in the West” (Charpin 2010: 128). Two famous examples of proudly literate
monarchs used to be cited as exceptions that prove the rule of elite illiteracy: King Sulgi
IT of Ur (c. 2010 Bce) and the neo-Assyrian king Assurbanipal (reigned c. 668-627
BCE), each of whom boasted ostentatiously of his unusual degree of learning and literacy.
An Old Babylonian hymn attributed to Sulgi states: “I am a king ... I, Sulgi the noble,
have been blessed with a favorable destiny right from the womb. When I was small, I was
at the academy, where I learned the scribal art from the tablets of Sumer and Akkad.
None of the nobles could write on clay as I could ...” (see, e.g., Veldhuis 2014). But it
appears that in fact these two individuals, while exceptional, represent more of an ideal
than an aberration: many other kings participated more or less expertly in the composition,
assessment, and appreciation of Akkadian-Sumerian writings. In other cases, to be sure,
the king’s energies were more focused on the military and leisure arts than on reading and
writing. It is unclear in those contexts whether music and orally performed poetry were
generally part of a royal education or were assigned instead to professional performers
(Kilmer 1997; Vanstiphout and Vogelzang 1996; Michalowski 2010).

Clearly there were differing degrees of literacy, both among elites and at lower levels
of society (Veldhuis 2011). The reading and writing of cuneiform script at the basic level,
i.e., learning to shape the clay tablets, manipulating the incisor so as to make the tiny
wedge marks, and memorizing the commonest syllabic signs, was not in itself especially
difficult (modern Western claims about the revolutionary effect of the invention of the—
simpler—alphabetic writing system often overstate this factor); but the full-scale Eduba
training was lengthy and arduous. Scribes had to control at least two, and often more,
different languages and deploy over 300 separate syllabic signs. In addition, administrative
documents often involved extensive technical terminology and specific formulas of
address and expression. In some cases, therefore, the division of authority between
(literate) scribes and the (generally illiterate, or semiliterate) political and military rulers
seems to have been a delicate and unstable matter, especially when, as often, the rulers
wished to accumulate for themselves especial legitimacy and prestige through claims to
tradition and divine favor, as recorded in ancient texts whose preservation and inter-
pretation were monopolized by the scribes (Veldhuis 2011; Michalowski 2012).

Over the centuries, of course, the purity and correctness of old Sumerian and Akkadian
were not perfectly preserved, even within the Eduba. The artificial Sumerian that was
taught there ended up being far removed from the original living language; and various
regional adaptations of Akkadian (especially in the West) often deviated markedly from
the Old Babylonian forms (see later in this chapter, on Late Bronze Age Emar: Cohen
2009). Here again, the analogy with medieval Latin suggests itself: regional, more
“vulgar” versions of Akkadian could be taught and written that did not come close to the
complexity of the “ideal” Sumero-Akkadian fluency of an expert scribe.
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In relation to Bronze Age and Archaic Greek culture, some interesting questions
present themselves. How widely read, and for what purposes, were the Sumero-Akkadian
epics and other high-canonical texts that were copied so assiduously in the scribal training
system all over the Near East? How large was the audience of competent readers of
Babylonian literature (Charpin 2008; Veldhuis 2011)? Was the reading, writing, and
archiving of such poems as traditional “literature” an entirely separate process from the
oral performance and enjoyment of them in public contexts? And in what forms and
through what channels did Greeks eventually came into contact with these works, as they
certainly did, at some point(s) in the growth of (what eventually became) the Hesiodic,
Homeric, and Aeolic-lyric traditions (Speiser 1969: 119-120; Olivier 1975; Walcot
1966; West 1997: 586-630; Haubold 2013)?

3. Anatolia (Hittites, Hurrians, Luwians, and Others)

Anatolia was inhabited during the Late Bronze Age by dozens of distinct, but inter-
locking, kingdoms, townships, and chiefdoms. Two peoples, or cultures, stand out,
however, for their long-term prominence and for their interactions with early “Greek”
communities: the “People of Hatti” (Hittites), whose center of power was located in
Eastern Anatolia (capital at Hattusa, 150 miles east of modern Ankara) and the “People
of Lawan” (Luwians), who occupied much of Western Anatolia. (On Hittites and
Luwians as administrative /cultural units or population groups, rather than peoples, see
Bryce 1998; Kuhrt 1995; Melchert 2003: 1-3.) In both cases, exchanges of goods and
skills with the West are documented, and also from time to time direct diplomatic
relations and military conflict, especially between the Hittite king and the Abbiyawa
(“Akhaians,” whether based in Ionia, Rhodes, Cyprus, or the mainland). We also find
Milawata (= Miletus) and Wilusa (probably = “Ilion,” i.e., Troy) attested in Mycenaean,
Hittite, and Luwian documents.

The Hittites comprised a combination of several different Semitic and Indo-European
languages and ethnicities, out of which a powerful kingdom was forged during the
seventeenth century BCE (Bryce 1998: 7-20; Drews 1988: 46-73). By the fifteenth and
fourteenth centuries, their rulers controlled much of the surrounding area. From the
numerous cuneiform tablets that have been excavated from Hattusa, we see that this
culture also incorporated many features of the Hurrian civilization of Mitanni. Thus,
some documents are composed in the “Nesite” language (the term the people of Hatti
themselves use for what we now call “Hittite”), others in Hurrian, and others still in
Akkadian/Sumerian—all written in cuneiform. By contrast, all public monuments were
inscribed instead in Luwian, a language closely related to Hittite and already widely used
elsewhere in Anatolia, in a hieroglyphic (pictographic) script.

Although no actual “schools” or scribal exercises have been found at Hattusa, the
Hittites appear to have adopted the traditional Sumero-Babylonian scribal system, at
some periods directly from them, at others perhaps via the Levant or Hurrian neighbors.
Students were thus required to learn to write three or even four languages in cuneiform:
Hittite, Hurrian, Akkadian, and Sumerian (Beckman 1983; Bryce 1998: 416—427; Van
den Hout 2008), with the Sumero-Babylonian “classics” (epics, wisdom texts, hymns)
by now being transmitted and taught in a fixed, quasi-canonical form. Messengers,



Origins and Relations to the Near East 13

craftsmen, and other specialists (medical, diplomatic, musical, divinatory) were exchanged
between the Assyrian, Babylonian, and Hittite courts, as well as between Egypt and
Hattusa; and it is probable that other Bronze Age Aegean and Anatolian peoples were
thus connected too (Beckman 1983; Grottanelli 1982; S. Morris 1992; Burkert 1992;
Cline 1995).

Unlike some of their Babylonian and Assyrian counterparts, there is no evidence that
Hittite kings and warrior elite shared in any of this extensive multilingual program of
reading, interpretation, and composition (Olivier 1975; Landsberger 1960: 98; Van den
Hout 2008). Their chief focus instead was warfare, diplomacy, and hunting, including
archery, horses, and chariots: one set of texts (authored c. 1400 Bct by Kikkuli, from
Mitanni) provide detailed instructions for the correct training regimen for chariot horses.
The king and queen also presided over elaborate musical /ritual performances, involving
singers and instrumentalists from many different localities performing in different styles
(Schuol 2002; Bachvarova 2008). One curiously mundane instruction manual specifies
in minute detail exactly how the royal guards are to escort the king out of his palace,
onto his mule-drawn cart, to the law court where he is to preside; and then back again,
apparently now in a horse-drawn chariot: the instructions even explain what procedures
should be followed if one of the soldiers finds himself overcome by diarrhea or the need
to urinate (Giiterbock and van den Hout 1991). Clearly this was a society in which all
aspects of public life were subject to regulation and training. Athletics too were prominent
in some Hittite religious ceremonies; and ritualized consumption of wine was highly
valued, with a special status assigned to young elites as “cup-bearers.” In many of these
features, the similarities between Hittite and Mycenaean and/or “Homeric” Greek
culture are striking.

Included within the Bronze Age Hittite empire and extending further both to the
west and the southeast in Anatolia were Luwian speakers, who occupied much of the
area that later (after the fall of the Hittite empire) became Cilicia, Lycia, Caria, Lydia,
and Ionia. Some of these Luwian peoples, who, unlike the Hittites, do not appear ever
to have comprised a single kingdom or state, were also in regular contact with Egypt,
Ugarit, and Cyprus, and intermittently with the Abbiyawa, too. The Luwian language—
and scripts—seems to have been widely used throughout Anatolia, and contact between
Luwian speakers and Greek speakers in Western Anatolia must have been widespread and
constant. The rise of Miletus, in particular, in the Archaic period (after an earlier period
of Bronze Age prosperity) certainly owed much to such cosmopolitan connections
(Boardman 1980: 28, 48-50, 240-243; Greaves 2002; Niemeier 2004). But we lack
extensive archives of Luwian texts or large building complexes, and our knowledge of
“Luwian” culture as such is rather limited (Melchert 2003).

Following the disintegration of the Hittite empire (c. 1200 BCE), a number of smaller
kingdoms emerged in Anatolia and the Levant, and from the ninth to seventh centuries
the growing power of Assyria affected these regions (and their Greek inhabitants) as well.
Particularly significant for the development of Archaic Greek culture were the “Neo-
Hittite” or “Phrygian” kingdoms based at Karkemish (on the border of modern Turkey
and Syria) and at Gordion (near modern Ankara)—the latter the home of the wealthy
king known to the Greeks as Midas and to the Assyrians as Mit-ta-a (Gunter 2012:
797-815). In the seventh to sixth centuries the Lydian empire, centered in Sardis
(western Anatolia) absorbed the areas previously controlled by the Phrygian kingdom,
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with a resultant blending of Phrygian, Lydian, Assyrian, and Greek elements (Burkert
1992; Franklin 2010). The Phrygian language (which is closely related to Greek) was
but one of several different languages and scripts that coexisted within the region, while
to the south and east, especially within the Assyrian imperial regime, Aramaic was increas-
ingly taking over from Akkadian as the lingua franca of diplomacy and international
correspondence. Hieroglyphic Luwian continued in use for many years throughout
Anatolia as the chief writing system for everyday transactions (Gunter 2012; Melchert
and Hawkins in Melchert 2003). It may well have been through Luwian intermediaries
that the Ionian, Cypriote, and Euboean Greeks of the early Iron Age first became familiar
with some of the canonical Sumerian/Babylonian myths (epics, theogonies, creation
stories, etc.).

4. Egypt

The functions and education of scribes and priests in Egypt bore many similarities to
those of the Sumero-Babylonian tradition (Brunner 1957; Wilson 1960; Williams 1972;
Olivier 1975: 55-56; Zinn 2013). In both cases, those who mastered the intricacies of
the writing system (which for the Egyptians entailed both formal hieroglyphics and the
cursive “hieratic” script) could aspire to positions of responsibility and power unavailable
to the illiterate. Through intensive exercises on potsherds and limestone flakes, and later
on papyrus, the children learned, both by copying and by dictation, to write letters,
perform elementary mathematical and geometrical calculations, and also to reproduce
and understand the classical Middle-Egyptian texts whose language grew to be
increasingly far removed from that of everyday society. At the more advanced level, some
scribes of the later second millennium also learned cuneiform Akkadian, since this was
the international language of diplomacy and commerce (see earlier pp. 8-12; Williams
1972: 219-220; Zinn 2013: 2322-2323).

Instruction in other activities and skills is also attested, primarily for children of the
nobility: swimming, certainly for boys and perhaps for girls as well (Zinn 2013: 2319—
2320); and an extensive range of musical and dancing skills, especially for women
(Manniche 1991; Zinn 2013: 2320-2322). Several forms of boys’ and men’s athletics
were also practiced, including wrestling. Archery and horse riding were especially valued
by the ruling class, both for warfare and for hunting; and a number of monuments depict
royalty shooting at enemies, game, or fixed targets (sometimes with an instructor guiding
the king’s arm: see Figure 1.1)—scenes that might remind us of some of the exploits of
Odysseus or Heracles (Brunner 1957; Wilson 1960; Decker 1995; Walcot 1984; and sce
Chapter 2). Unlike Babylon, Assyria, or Hattusa, where warrior-kings were generally
illiterate and the sacred hymns and epics were sung aloud by the priests and/or poet-
musicians to larger audiences, Egyptian royalty appear to have educated their own
children to be literate, and they took some pride in the mastery of letters. Nonetheless,
at times the scribal /priestly control of ritual and knowledge grew to the point that, as
often in Mesopotamia, it usurped large areas of the royal authority.

Direct influence of Egyptian literature and educational practice on Bronze Age or
Archaic Greece is hard to trace; the evidence is less plentiful and clear-cut than in the case
of Anatolian and Ugaritic-Phoenician contacts. Yet when we observe the extensive
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Figure 1.1 The young future King Amenophis/Amenhotep II is instructed in archery by his
tutor Min, mayor of Egyptian Thebes. Rock relief from Tomb TT109, Thebes; Middle Kingdom
Egypt, ca. 1350 Bce. (Drawing by Elizabeth Wahle, after an engraving from Description de
PEgypte (1809-1829) Antiquities II, plate vol. II, planche 45, “Thebes, Hypogées.”)

Minoan, Mycenaean, and Archaic Greek borrowings from the Egyptians in the areas of
architecture, painting, sculpture, and medicine, we should not rule out such possibilities
in the world of letters and ideas too, whether directly or through Cretan, Rhodian, and/
or Cypriot intermediaries (Boardman 1980; Bernal 1991; Burkert 1992; S. Morris 1992;
Aegaenm 18 (1998) passim;, also Bass 1989).

5. The Levant (Ugarit and Other Canaanites; Israel)

The period ca. 2000-600 Bck witnessed frequent shifts of power, populations, and
contacts throughout the Levant, as empires (Assyrian, Babylonian, Egyptian, Hittite,
and Iranian) contracted and expanded while individual city-states, pastoral tribes, and
small kingdoms struggled to maintain their own distinct identities. These regional
processes often involved the collection, adaptation, and dissemination of traditional lore
and “literature” of many kinds, including prescriptive ritual, hymns and mythological
narratives, and moral “wisdom” and practical instruction (the Hebrew Bible being the
most conspicuous and best-preserved example of such a tradition). In some cases,
specialists were trained to be the preservers and interpreters of the community’s
traditions; however, the evidence for this and for actual “schools” is scanty.

Uyarit: The fullest archaeological record from the Levant, and the most significant for
the study of early Greece, is to be found at Ugarit (modern Ras Shamra), in northwest
Syria. Between ca. 2000 and 1180 (when the Sea Peoples destroyed the city), Ugarit,
whose inhabitants appear perhaps to have been Amorites, grew to be a thriving cosmo-
politan trading center, one of many independent Levantine city-states in contact with
Egypt, Mesopotamia, and (from c. 1600) Anatolia and the Aegean (Boardman 1980:
35, 54; Burkert 1992; Kuhrt 1995: 300-314; Dietrich and Loretz 1995). By roughly
1300 BCE, a 24-letter cuneiform alphabet was developed for writing religious and
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mythological texts in Ugaritic (a northwestern Semitic language closely related to, but
distinct from, Phoenician and Aramaic: Lipinski 1981; Segert 1963). Many clay tablets,
which included both detailed instructions for cult practice and traditional narratives of
the gods and epic heroes (including Gilgamesh and the other Sumero-Babylonian
classics) written in Akkadian or Ugaritic, were deposited in the temple library of the high
priests of Baal and Dagan (Pritchard 1969; Smith and Parker 1997; Wyatt 2002).

The king of Ugarit, assisted by an extensive hierarchy of priests and attendants of
various titles and functions, presided over the ritual life of the community, which, as at
Babylon and Hattusa (discussed earlier), included lengthy ceremonies of purification,
musical and hymnic performances, and divination. Banquets and ceremonial drinking
were prominent, as were extispicy, magical and necromantic incantations of various
kinds, and possibly even dramatic performances. The scribes of Ugarit employed the
Akkadian language (written in cuneiform) to conduct most of the diplomatic and
mercantile business; but in addition some could read Egyptian hieroglyphics and hieratic
script, as well as Hittite and Hurrian cuneiform (Van Soldt 1995). Their Syrian and
inland neighbors to the north and northeast spoke a variety of northwest Semitic dialects
(which eventually coalesced into Aramean), and at least some of Ugarit’s merchants must
also have been able (from ca. 1500) to communicate effectively with the Abbiyawa and
other Greek-speaking and/or Minoan traders and raiders (perhaps with the help of
Linear A and/or B script, or one of the Cypriot syllabic scripts).

In addition to the Sumero-Babylonian “classics” and the particular sacred instructions
of the local Canaanite religion mentioned earlier, we possess fragmentary remnants of
specifically Ugaritic epics that provide interesting analogies with those of the early
Greeks (Smith and Parker 1997). Whether professional poets, singers, and other itinerant
storytellers and purveyors of wisdom existed we do not know; but it seems likely (West
1971, 1997; Grottanelli 1982; Burkert 1992: 24-35; Cline 1995; Van Soldt 1995;
Bachvarova 2008).

Another site of almost comparable importance is Emar (in northeast Syria), where a
thirteenth-century BCE Amorite community is found recording numerous private,
judicial, real estate, marriage, and other documents, as well as literary and lexical texts
and ritual instructions for local cults, in what appears to be a somewhat decentralized
scribal culture that also retains elements of the old-style Mesopotamian training. Here it
is possible to identify two somewhat distinct traditions of scribal training and practice,
employing differently shaped tablets, slightly different dialects, and distinctive versions
of the cuneiform symbols: one (the “Syrian” tradition) based more closely on the old
Sumero-Babyonian Eduba tradition, the other (the “Syro-Hittite” tradition) incorpo-
rating more elements from Hittite administrative habits and conventions. Some of the
scribes here seem actually to have been Babylonians or Assyrians (Cohen 2009, especially
pp- 46-65 on schools and scribal exercises).

In addition to Ugarit and Emar, sites at Ekalte and Alalakh have yielded further texts;
and doubtless other similar communities existed too in that region that have not yet
been discovered and excavated. At Amarna (Egypt, c¢. 1350 BCE), the writing exercises
that have been found are more basic and largely eschew Sumerian, restricting themselves
to Akkadian; in that context, the more prestigious applications of writing were presumably
conducted in hieroglyphics (as discussed later in the chapter). All in all, it is clear that the
arts of cuneiform writing and scribal expertise were widespread and somewhat variable;
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but the basic components enabled extensive exchanges of knowledge, literature, and
ideas, as well as local administration and record keeping, all over the Near East.

Israel: During the period ca. 1300-1000, the “people of Israel” gradually emerged as
a distinct culture, assimilating and adapting elements from the multifarious Canaanite
cultural heritage that surrounded them. To what degree this assimilation involved the
use of writing (on materials now lost: e.g., vellum and /or papyrus), and how systemati-
cally the key texts and sacrificial procedures were studied and taught, cannot be deter-
mined, since alphabetic Hebrew inscriptions and ostraka only begin to appear in
significant numbers from c. 1000 Bck, while the biblical texts themselves—which were
probably not written down in their present form until the sixth century BCE and later—
contain descriptions of events and institutions of the earlier period only in intermittent,
and sometimes anachronistic, detail. Religious training of some kind was certainly
practiced from an early date, and internal references within the Bible appear to describe
apprenticeships of adopted “sons” with individual master-priest/prophet figures: for
example, Samuel with Eli (1 Samuel 1-3), David with Nathan (2 Samuel 12.24-25),
“sons of the prophet” building a schoolhouse (2 Kings 6.1ff), “Jehoidada the priest
instructed <seven-year-old Jehoash>” (2 Kings 12.3), Elijah-Elisha (1 Kings 19.19-21,
2 Kings2.1-18); and also age groups of boys assigned to one or more teachers or tutors:
for example, Reheboam “took counsel with the young men who had grown up with
him” (1 Kings12. 8-14; ct. 1 Kings22.26 =2 Chron. 18. 25), “tutors/guardians of the
70 sons of Ahab” (2 Kings 12.3), etc. (Olivier 1975, 58-59; Van der Toorn 2007).

By the time of the regimes of David and Solomon (ca. 1000-922 BcE), or perhaps
somewhat later (eighth to seventh centuries), as an increasing need was felt for trained
staft to manage the kingdom(s) and communicate with outside powers (Assyrians,
Babylonians, Egyptians, Persians), a broader schooling in administrative procedures, law,
ritual, and justice, was developed. This training took place largely, perhaps exclusively, in
Jerusalem (and after the division of the kingdom, also at Samaria in the north), where the
“sons of the king” were educated together with those of other leading functionaries. As
in the Babylonian system, scribal /diplomatic expertise tended to run in particular fam-
ilies (Lemaire 1981: 54-57; Gordis 1943, 1971; Mettinger 1971: 19). Scholars disagree
as to how extensive Israelite schooling and priestly training were, but the curriculum was
probably much simpler and more limited in scope than the elaborate Near Eastern Eduba:
for not only was the 24-character Hebrew alphabetic writing system much easier to learn
and use than cuneiform or hieroglyphics, but the economic, diplomatic, and bureaucratic
transactions of this small kingdom were much less complex than those of the Mesopotamian
or Egyptian empires. (Arguing for a rather extensive statchood and bureaucracy, formal
educational system and regional schools: Williams 1972; Mettinger 1971; Lemaire 1981,
Van der Toorn 2007; Demsky 2012; cf. too Rollston 2010; contra Dirr 1932; Gelb
1963; Golka 1983; Crenshaw 1985; and esp. Jamieson-Drake 1991, who argues that
only small-scale elementary schooling occurred outside Jerusalem.)

In its most developed form, the Israclite educational system seems to have consisted
of several small provincial schools (often connected with military fortresses) that provided
elementary training for boys (but probably not girls) in reading, writing, time reckoning,
arithmetic, music and singing, and basic etiquette. At the next (“secondary”) level,
regional centers (Lakish, Hebron, etc.) may have offered a broader range of texts and
procedures to be studied, including bureaucratic exercises, salutations, and copying of
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formulas and messages, as well as rote learning of canonical texts, as part of the inculcation
of national traditions, geography, and ritual procedures. Those who were being trained
for the priesthood would receive special instruction (perhaps as residents in the temple)
in sacrificial procedure (cf. Leviticus chs. 1-7), which would involve botany and zoology
(and butchery); the calendar and the liturgy (though apparently not astronomy); hygiene,
medicine, and ritual cleansing (e.g., Lev. chs. 13-15); the organization of the sanctuary,
furniture, etc.; and musical chants (ct. 1 Chron. 16.4-7,25.1-8 )—most of which practices
and types of expertise find close parallels at Ugarit, Emar, and in other northeastern
contexts (Van der Toorn 2007). As in the Babylonian system, a senior scribe might act
as virtual “secretary of state” and advisor to the king (2 Sam. 8.16, 1 Chron. 27.32), and
might live in the royal palace (Jer. 36). Those devoted to the life of an individual prophet
might serve as apprentices to a “master” or “father,” whose “school” maintained the
memory and teachings (and in the later period, expounded and commented on the
specific, fixed text) of, for example, Elijah, Amos, Hosea, or Isaiah (e.g., 2 Kings 8.4,
Jereminh 26.17-18, Isaiah 8.16ft., and Josephus, Autobigyg. 2.10-12), rather like a Greek
philosophical community or mystery cult devoted to Pythagorean, Orphic, Platonic, or
Epicurean wisdom) or an Indic asram (below).

6. India

The Indian educational system has long been renowned for its antiquity, complexity, and
refinement. But tracing its early evolution presents large problems, as no written
documents exist from earlier than the sixth century BCE, and the archaeological record
leaves much open to interpretation. Many aspects of the early periods of Indian history
remain obscure and controversial, and as with ancient Israel, both ancient and modern
accounts are often colored by nostalgia and/or ideological bias. Nonetheless, certain
general tendencies and particular institutions can be tracked, at least from ca. 600 BCE
onward, constituting an elaborate and relatively stable system that suggests several
interesting points of comparison—and possible connection—with ancient Greece.
Between ca. 3000 and 2000 BcE, the culture of the Indus Valley civilization operated
at a level of complexity, stability, and sophistication comparable to those of Mesopotamia
and Egypt. The surviving written documents from this period have not been securely
deciphered, but they seem to be in one or more “Dravidian” languages (i.e., related to
the language family that now dominates in South India: Emeneau 1954; Erdosy 1995).
Subsequently—by some still-undetermined point between 2000 and 800 Bce—a self-
styled ruling elite of Sanskrit-speaking “Aryans” (lit. “Companions”) emerged into
prominence, whether through invasion from the north or west, or as a result of gradual
cultural assimilation (Drews 1988: 62-66, 139-146; Erdosy 1995). Their language and
certain features of their religion belong to the Indo-European family and show
particularly close resemblances to those of early Iran. During the period ca. 1000-
800 BcE, hundreds of traditional Sanskrit hymns (many of them probably composed
much earlier) were collected to form the RigVeda, a process apparently carried out by a
number of prominent North Indian priestly families. These hymns, supplemented by the
mystic-philosophical Upanishads (probably composed ca. 700400 BCE) and a number
of prose instruction manuals ( Brabmanas) governing ritual practice, came to form the core
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of the higher-educational program that was developed over the succeeding centuries and
that persisted into the modern era (Altekar 1965; Keay and Karve 1964; Olivelle 1993;
Scharfe 2002).

The development of this elaborately restrictive and prescriptive educational process
seems to have coincided with the evolution of the Indian “caste system” into its full
rigor and institutional force. Although this caste system is unique to India, it presents
certain striking analogies to Greek and Roman practice. The division of the population
into three endogamous classes of “priestly-sages” (Brabmans), “warrior-nobles”
(Kshatriyas), and “farmer-producers” ( Vaisyas), along with a fourth class of “laborers”
(Sudras), who were mythologically explained as being born respectively from the
mouth, arms, thighs, and feet of the original (quasi-Promethean) Man, Purusha
(RigVeda 10.90. 12), is paralleled, for example, in Plato’s Republic (philosopher-kings,
warrior-guardians, producers, and slaves) and Aristotle’s Politics (Book 7 1328b-29b),
as well as in certain aspects of Roman religious and political organization. It also seems
to have been closely mirrored in Old Avestan (Iranian) culture, and some scholars have
argued for a Proto-Indo-European origin for these social structures (Dumézil 1957; cf.
Benveniste 1969; contra, Beard and Price 1998: 14-16). Connections between Indic
and Iranian sacred teachings may also during the Achaemenid period (sixth to fifth c.
BCE) have been fostered at the northern Indian educational center of Taxila (Altekar
1965: 104-110; Scharfe 2002: 140-142), and it may have been in fact the Persians
who reintroduced the use of writing into India. But the three-caste system may not
have been entrenched at such an early period in India: for example, Megasthenes in his
Indica (c. 300 BCE) apparently described not three but seven castes or classes (Diodorus
Sic. 2.40).

The education of the young in India involved a lengthy “rite of passage” ( Upanayana,
lit. “handing-over” to the master-teacher (guru), as at RigVeda 10.109.5; 3.8.4-5;
AtharvaVeda passim), by the end of which the young man was regarded as “twice-born”
(dvija); a ceremonial “returning-home” (Samavartana) marked the completion of his
training. In the early period, the Upanayana was (at least notionally) open to all three of
the upper castes, and the range of subjects was quite broad; but as the third caste (Vaisyas)
gradually sank closer to the level of the Sudras, the distinction, exclusivity, and mutual
interdependence of the top two classes increased (as we find, for example, in the narrative
epic Mababhirata; and, e.g., RigVeda 1.1, Satapatha Brahmana 11.6.2.10, Chinogyn
Upanishad 5.3. 1-7; Kaushitaki Upanishad 1; Olivelle 1996, xxxiv—xxxvi). Chieftains
might keep a Brahman in their retinue as priest and teacher, and members of both castes
were described as engaging in debates. The Brahmanic training became ever more
specialized and recherché, while the lower classes received only a rudimentary training in
non-Vedic literature and ritual, and Sudras were expressly forbidden to learn Sanskrit or
even to listen to Vedic recitation. Thus, higher education was quite exclusive, maintain-
ing the mutual interdependence and reinforcement of military-political and religious
hegemonies. The soldier-ruler (Kshatriya) curriculum aimed to train future kings and
administrators, and included agriculture and cattle-breeding, criminal law, and other
aspects of administration in addition to the Vedasand higher philosophy, while Brahmanic
education concentrated more intensively on the latter, as well as matters of ritual and
linguistics. This curriculum continued through the medieval period into the modern era
(Mookerji 1969; Keay 1964; Olivelle 1996; Scharfe 2002).
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The Gurukula system of master-pupil training underwent changes as the centuries
passed, but certain aspects remained constant (though some degree of idealization and
nostalgia may often be present in the description that our sources provide). Study with
the master usually entailed going to live in his house, which was thus a kind of “boarding
school,” usually comprising 15-20 students, or disciples, of various ages. Among
Brahmans, formal education was expected to begin around the age of 8; among Kshatriyas
and Vaishyas around 12, though these ages may have fluctuated. Strict celibacy was
required of all students; often, completion of the training brought with it betrothal and
marriage, so that the Samavartana (graduation ceremony) represented in every sense a
“coming of age.” The full training was expected to last at least 8 years, sometimes as long
as 15 or 20. According to some, each Veda was supposed (ideally) to take 12 years to
learn properly; so mastery of all three primary Vedas might presuppose a 36-year period
of training. Later Indian tradition specifies a sequence of four “stages” (Asrama) of
Brahmanic life: “training” (Brabmasarya) = youthful education; “house-holding”
(Ghasthasrama) = working and raising a family; “forest-retreat” (Vanaprasthasrama) =
ascetic withdrawal from social bonds; and “renunciation” (Sammnyasa) = preparation for
the release of death. In that system, each stage is supposed to last 25 years.

The Brahmanic curriculum was based primarily on intensive oral study of the Sanskrit
Vedas. The use of writing was forbidden: the student was required to learn by heart
(ideally) an entire Veda, comprising many thousands of lines, with minute attention to
exact pronunciation and accent, which he would do by repeating word for word after his
gurn. As classical Sanskrit came to be less and less familiar even to the well educated, six
Angas were taught as aids to Vedic study (pronunciation, ritual, grammar, philology,
prosody, and astronomy); and in addition to the sacred Sanskrit texts themselves, 18
particular fields or “skills” (Silpas) were designated, which included singing, dancing,
painting, mathematics, agriculture, magic, commerce, law, archery, and snake-charming/
toxicology. In the later periods at least, 64 separate Kalas existed for women to learn,
including several for reading, writing, poetry, music, toiletry, cooking, garland making,
bed preparation, and costume. More or less eclaborate systems of physical training
(wrestling, martial arts, gymnastics, ascetic techniques, yoga, etc.) also seem to have
existed, whether or not these were closely integrated into the religious program of
Brahmanic education (Deshpande 1992).

By 600 BCE or so, if not earlier, the Vedas (lit. “Knowledge:” ved- = I-E *vid-, Greek
eid/oid-) had been organized into four separate collections, each with its own specialist
priests. The RigVeda was the oldest assemblage, comprising 1017 hymns, by now
arranged in ten books (mandalas). These hymns contained between them a huge amount
of ritual language and procedure, and no single guru or priest could begin to master all
the relevant formulas and techniques. A system of departmentalization ensued, and three
separate types of priestly training evolved. The hotr priests concentrated on reciting the
Rig Vedn. The udgatri priests were responsible for singing the melodies for the Soma
ritual (= mainly Book 10 of the RigVeda), which were collected into the SamaVeda. The
adbvaryn priests specialized in the manual arts of sacrifice, as selected from the RigVeda
to form the Yahurveda. In a somewhat separate tradition, another class of priests special-
ized in magic spells, healing, and sorcery (sakba) through the study and practice of the
AtherVeda, whose texts are not derived from the RigVeda, but from other sources. All
these priesthoods were restricted to Brahmans, and in each case the object of study was
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a combination of the Vedic hymns themselves, together with the voluminous prose
commentaries ( Brahmanas) that had grown up around them. A full-scale sacrifice (usu-
ally paid-for by a Kshatriya elite) required the presence of all three types of priest (reciter,
singer, and manipulator), together with numerous attendants for each, and another chief
priest to oversee the whole ritual.

Local variations existed between different “schools” (charana), and one Brahmanic
family might specialize in a few particular hymns, thus developing a monopoly of
expertise in every aspect of ritual and linguistic interpretation of those texts. In a less
technical vein, the mystical-philosophical Upanishads were studied too, along with the
long and immensely popular epics (Mahibhirata, Ramdyina), which only attained their
final form ca. 300 BCE, but are certainly based on much older oral narrative traditions.

For non-Brahmanic students, and even the non-priestly members of the Brahmanic
caste, the Sutras were developed, a kind of “wisdom literature” containing condensed,
aphoristic instruction in conduct and knowledge that often themselves required lengthy
commentary from experts. Thus, the Brahmans’ stranglehold on knowledge and
authority was absolute. As the language and original context of the Vedas became ever
more remote from contemporary experience, Brahmanic scholars developed extraordi-
nary skills at linguistics, debate, logic, and mystical philosophy, which would be enhanced
by deep study of the Upanishads, as well as the Silpas. Learned debate was highly prized,
and the subtleties of interpretation, allegorization, and mystification were endless. The
analogy with fourth-century Athens (Plato’s Academy, Aristotle’s Lyceum, Epicurus’
Garden) or Hellenistic Alexandria (Ptolemy’s Mouseion) is obvious—with the big
difference that the Indic system continued to eschew writing completely.

7. Iranians (Elamites, Avestans, Medes, Persians)
and Scythians

The difficulties of investigating the early history and cultures of those interrelated peoples
who ranged over the areas to the north of Greece (Scythia, Thrace, and Cimmeria) and
those who, further to the east (as Medes and Persians), eventually built an empire that
came into recurrent conflict and interdependence with them, are even more intractable
than in the case of India. For, like the classical Sanskrit Vedas, the Old Avestan hymns
(Yashts) and instructions for worship ( Yasna)—parts of which seem linguistically to be at
least as old as the Vedas—were not written down, but learned and studied orally for
centuries; and the revolutionary religious teachings of Zarathustra (an eastern Iranian
prophet whose date is very uncertain: Bronze Age? or as late as the sixth century BCE?)
are not preserved in anything like their original form. (Later tradition mentions an
original copy written in gold on ox skins, which Alexander the Great allegedly destroyed.)
Old Avestan (a northeastern Iranian dialect, with strong connections to Sanskrit) never
found a script, as far as we know. The Achaemenid kings employed cuneiform script for
their inscriptions in Old Persian (a western Iranian dialect), while also employing
Akkadian, Elamite, Aramaic, and Greek in their diplomatic correspondence and publica-
tions. Only much later, in the sixth century CE it seems, was an edition of the Avestan
Yashts and Gathaswritten down, in the Pahlavi script: bits of this edition were eventually
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conveyed in the ninth century by Zoroastrian immigrants into India, who were
thenceforth known as “Persians” (Parsis), and these bits appear to be the source of our
extant fourteenth-century manuscripts (Malandra 1983: 3-31).

The name “Iran” comes from Old Avestan asryana waejah = “territory of the Aryas
(‘our people’):” that is to say, the place and (some of) its inhabitants were identified by
the late-second millennium BCE as belonging to a people whose language and institutions
were closely related to the Sanskrit-speaking occupants of northern India (Benveniste
1969: 1.367-373; Deshpande 1995: 67-84; for the archaeological and historical
evidence, Drews 1988; Phillips 1972: 39-53). Whether this reflects an “Indo-Aryan”
invasion at some point between 3000 and 1500 BcCE, or a gradual process of cultural and
linguistic assimilation, we do not know. But in either case, the possible cultural
connections between these emergent “Iranians” and their distant, but linguistically
related, neighbors—Indic, Hittite, and Greek—are intriguing (Boyce 1975 and 1982;
Malandra 1983: 3-31; Gnoli 1980, 1989; Wieschofer 1996).

The extant “Songs” ( Gdthis) attributed to Zarathustra preach a fervently monotheistic—
or dualistic—doctrine, in which AhuraMazda, heavenly god of truth and light, together
with other minor divinities and angels of good (the Abhuras), engages in a cosmic struggle
against the evil “gods of the Lie” (daswas, demonic cousins of the benevolent Sanskrit
devas, cf. Latin deus). Zarathustra rails against the iniquity of improper sacrificial practices
and theology, and against the forces of the Lie, in a message that in due course seems to
have influenced, whether directly or indirectly, such Greek men of wisdom as Pythagoras,
Heraclitus, Parmenides, and Empedocles—as well as subsequent Gnostic and Manichaean
(Christian) and Islamic sects.

Pre-Zarathustran Indo-Iranians were apparently nomadic or semi-nomadic pastoralists,
for whom the herding and plundering of cattle were of central economic and ideological
value. As in the case of the Hittites, innovations in the use of horses and chariots assisted
them in extending their power westward and eventually building an empire, and
horsemanship and military prowess (especially archery) continued to be highly valued
into the Achaemenid period (Knauth 1976). The Iranian polytheistic worldview was
never fully superseded by Zoroastrian monotheism or dualism: like the Brahmanic
religion of Vedic India, it involved devotion to sacred fire, the religious use of an
intoxicating-stimulating drink (Avestan badma = Indic séma), claborate rules of animal
sacrifice, and a strongly reciprocal relationship between humans and gods. Extensive
sacred regulations and rituals were observed, and it seems (though direct evidence is
lacking) that expert priests must have formed a distinct social class, apart from warriors
and herdsmen, as they did in India. In the sixth and fifth centuries, the Achaemenid
regime apparently managed to combine some elements of Zarathustra’s reforms,
including elevation of AhuraMazda to supreme status and a dualistic vision of light/
good vs. darkness/evil, with elements of the older polytheistic system.

In all of this it is unclear how the Median (W. Iranian) magos fit into the picture. The
term originally meant simply “priest,” and their presence within public religion during
the Achaemenid period was ubiquitous (Herodotus 1.132). Both Greek and Persian
sources represent these maygo: as exercising a strong degree of control over many areas of
Persian cultic (and even political) practice in the fifth century BcCg, but they do not
appear to have been Zoroastrians—indeed, Herodotus nowhere even mentions the
existence of Zarathustra or Zoroastrianism in the course of his long descriptions of
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Medo-Persian religious beliefs and rituals. Some of the magoi (who need not have been
a tightly knit group, but may have embraced a wide range of beliefs and practices) were
engaged with the cult of fire, cosmic cycles of psychic rebirth, purification techniques,
and demonic invocations of various kinds, none of which seem to fit exactly with
Zarathustra’s preachings, though they were often the object of considerable interest to
Greek healers and dispensers of wisdom (Allen 2005: 122-31; Malandra and Stausberg
2004; cf. Bidet and Cumont 1938). It is also far from clear in what ways and to what
extent the distinctive doctrines and training systems of other communities that came to
be included within the Achaemenid empire (e.g., Babylonian, Israelite, or Indic) may
have impacted Medo-Persian scribal and ritual culture.

First-hand—but also propagandistic—evidence for the overall worldview of the
Achaemenid ruling elite comes to us from two famous monuments: one is the so-called
“Cyrus Cylinder” (539 BcE), written in Akkadian to celebrate Cyrus I’s peaceful
capture of Babylon (“Marduk, the great lord, moved the noble heart of the people of
Babylon to me ... and the shameful yoke was lifted from them ... Their buildings,
which had fallen, I restored. Marduk, the great lord, rejoiced in my pious deeds ...
etc.”). The other is the huge and lengthy trilingual inscription carved between 521 and
517 BcE into the cliffside of Mt. Behistun (Bisitun) on Darius I’s orders. Parallel ver-
sions of the text are written in Elamite, Babylonian (Akkadian), and Old Persian, and
multiple copies were circulated around the empire in Aramaic and other languages
(Allen 2005: 37—-43.) The text affirms Darius’ righteous devotion to AhuraMazda and
his success in defeating numerous misguided rebels and usurpers all over the empire,
some of whom are described as “Followers of the Lie.” But the Achaemenid kings
generally seem to have exhibited little of Zarathustra’s single-mindedness or ferocity of
language and religious zealotry (Zachner 1961: 154-72; cf. Boyce 1982; Gnoli 1989;
Malandra 1983), following instead Cyrus’ policy of allowing different communities to
maintain their own divinities and cults (such as those of Marduk in Babylon) and
combining these comfortably within their own polytheistic system (Allen 2005;
Malandra and Stausberg 2004).

As their empire grew, the Medo-Persian royalty and aristocracy acquired enormous
material and cultural wealth, especially from their conquest of Babylon, Assyria, Lydia,
and Egypt. Opulent refinements to their previously austere lifestyle were introduced and
disseminated, while the vigorous manly pursuits of horses, archery, and hunting
continued to be highly valued. Herodotus’ summary of Persian pedagogy (1.136) thus
seems dimly to reflect the Achaemenid combination of aristocratic-militaristic pragmatism
with religious fervor: “The period of a boy’s education is between the ages of five and
twenty, and they are taught three things only: to ride, to use the bow, and to speak the
truth”—if we may take “speaking the truth” (aléthizesthai) here as representing a Greek’s
view of Iranian devotion to AhuraMazda and opposition to the forces of the Lie (cf.
Xenophon, Anabasis 1.9.3; Cyrop. 1. 2. 2ft; Wiesehofer 1996: 79-89).

To the north and west of Iran itself and closer to mainland Greece, increasing contacts
during the ninth through seventh centuries between Greek colonists and Scythians and
Thracians resulted in a population of “mixHellenes,” or “Hellenoscyths,” some of whose
customs and beliefs infiltrated more widely into mainstream Greek culture (Meuli 1935;
Burkert 1962; Boardman 1980: 256-264; Rolle 1989; Kingsley 1995). Further south,
Greeks in Anatolia and adjacent islands during the sixth century came to be exposed to
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new scientific and religious ideas as well as sophisticated leisure practices derived from
Lydia and beyond (notably Babylonia and Assyria, both by now part of the Achaemenid
Empire). Thus, clite Greeks liked to recline at the symposium, adopt luxurious dress and
hairstyles, jewelry, and perfumes, and devote themselves to horse training and hunting,
all very much in the manner of their eastern and northern neighbors (Burkert 1992;
Kurke 1992; M. Miller 1996; Pritchett 1997: 191-226); and the instruments and
tunings employed by Archaic Greek musicians were likewise largely derived from Anatolia
and Thrace (and hence ultimately from Mesopotamian tradition), as the Greeks” own
musicological traditions about the kitharists Orpheus and Terpander and the auletes
Marsyas and Olympus, and likewise several of the surviving scraps of Sappho’s and
Alcman’s poems, all confirm (Franklin 2007).

The Scythians, Thracians, and Medo-Persians were also regarded by Greeks of the
Classical period as the source of powerful ritual practices for healing and affecting the
human soul, and even for recovering it from beyond the grave. Herodotus mentions
such virtuoso figures as Anacharsis (Hdt. 4. 46, 76-77), Zalmoxis (4.94-96), Abaris
(4.36), and Aristeas (4.13-16), whose reputations for aerial tele-travel, resurrection,
wisdom, magic, and healing spread all over Greece; and there were many other less
celebrated practitioners—in some cases whole families of them (Hdt. 4. 67-69, 4. 73-75;
Meuli 1935; Rolle 1989: 93-95). A shaman’s training is long, peculiar, and often
arduous: some have seen elements of such training in the traditions surrounding Orpheus,
Pythagoras, Empedocles, and their various (numerous, but never mainstream) Greek
followers (Burkert 1962; Kingsley 1995).

8. Cyprus

In the Bronze Age, the multicultural cities of Cition, Enkomi, Salamis, and Paphos
flourished through immigration and trade, developing distinctive adaptations of
Levantine styles and engaging in vigorous initiatives of their own to the West and East
(especially Ugarit). Cyprus (or, as it was known to neighboring societies, Alashya) as a
whole remained relatively impervious to the destruction that overwhelmed the
Mycenaean palaces ca. 1200 BcE, and the level of culture in the early Archaic period
remained high there, especially as a result of Phoenician settlement and contacts
(Boardman 1980: 36-38; S. Morris 1992: 102-113, 127-129; Karageorghis 2002).
Several Eastern cults seem to have been introduced into Greece via Cyprus (notably,
those concerning Aphrodite, Adonis, and Apollo); and in general this was a polyglot and
multicultural collection of communities. Cyprus developed and maintained its own
writing systems (first Cypro-Minoan, a script adapted from Cretan Linear A, c. 1500-
1100, as yet not deciphered; and then an adaptation of this into another syllabic script
that was used for writing Greek from the eleventh to fourth centuries Bcg). The alpha-
bet was not adopted until several centuries later than in the rest of Greece, and then ran
concurrently with syllabic Cypriot for several generations. Though relatively little is
known about the particular lifestyles or educational institutions of the different Cypriot
communities, the island clearly was one of the most receptive and productive sites of
cross-fertilization between East and West, from the Minoan period right through into
the sixth and fifth centuries.
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FURTHER READING

The Near Eastern scribal training, in all its dimensions, has been much studied:
Vanstiphout 1995, Robson 2001, Veldhuis 2006, 2014, Charpin 2008, Radner and
Robson 2011 are good places to start. For overviews of Near Eastern and Anatolian
prehistory and history, Kuhrt 1995; for Hittite history and culture in general, Bryce
1998; and for Hittite incorporation of Mesopotamian scribal culture, Beckman 1983;
for the Luwians, Melchert 2003; for Egypt, Zinn 2013. On Indic education, Altekar
1965, Keay and Karve 1964, Olivelle 1993, Scharfe 2002. On Iranian culture,
Zoroastrianism, and the Magi, Malandra 1983, 2004, Allen 2005, Wiesehofer 1996.

For the larger questions concerning cultural contact between Greeks and the Near
East, see especially Higg and Marinatos 1987, Laffineur and Betancourt 1997, Morris
1992, Burkert 1992, West 1971, 1997, Franklin 2007, Haubold 2013.

[ Note: The combined reference list for chapters 1 and 2 will be found at the end of
Chapter 2.]



CHAPTER 2

The Earliest Greek Systems
of Education

Mark Griffith

1. General Issues: Minoans, Mycenaeans,
and the Earliest “Greeks”

Once developed, the Classical Greek and Roman program of rhetorically oriented
education, with its regularized techniques of instruction and clearly articulated philosophy
and goals, possessed a remarkable uniformity and continuity, and we can chart in some
detail the processes of its increasing systematization and homogenization, from the later
fiftth century into the ripe Hellenistic system and beyond. But for the earlier periods,
from the Bronze Age to the mid-fifth century, the picture is very different. Any attempt
to investigate the various training systems through which the Greeks of the Bronze and
carly Iron Age prepared their children for adult life is much more frustrating and
speculative, though in some respects the topic may be no less important for our under-
standing of classical culture and of Western traditions of pedagogy and social policy.

In this chapter, I will outline what we know, or surmise, about the various interlocking
systems of Bronze Age and Archaic Greek training and instruction, leading up to the
beginnings of the classical “school.” The chronological span to be covered is huge
(ca. 1800450 BcE) and the quantity and types of evidence that we possess are extremely
variable—and often completely lacking. For the Bronze Age, we have to rely mostly on
visual and archaeological evidence; for the Archaic period, literary texts are available too,
providing multiple—often quite colorful and detailed—perspectives, though their degree
of historical reliability is often open to question.

As we noted in Chapter 1, many questions remain as yet unanswered (and scholarly
opinions are often sharply divergent) concerning the precise geographical and cultural
origins of the earliest identifiable Greek-speaking people(s), as also about the nature and
extent of contact between them and other Near Eastern and northern cultures. We do
not know what the Greek-speaking inhabitants of the Bronze Age Aegean called
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themselves, or even if they had a single name. (Hittite documents refer to Abbiyawa
(probably = Achaeans); Iawones (= Ionians) are mentioned in the context of Hittite,
Egyptian, and Canaanite culture (e.g., the Biblical “Men of Iavan.”) Later, the term
Hellénes is used in Homer to refer only to the Myrmidons (= Thessalians; I/. 2. 684),
while Achaioi, Argeioi, or Danaoi are the usual Homeric terms for “the Greeks” as a
whole (see Thucydides 1.3). In Hesiod Works and Days (528, 653), Hellénes and
Panbellénes appear to mean “the Greeks” in general; but ancient scholars argued about
this issue: see Strabo 8. 6. 6. (= Hesiod fr. 130 M-W, Archilochus fr. 102 West). Only in
the fifth century was Hellenes (with barbaros as its opposite) apparently adopted as the
universal term for all “Greek-speakers” (cf. Hecatacus, FGrHist 1 F 1, Theognis 781,
and Herodotus, passim). Not only these names, but also the different dialects of the
Greek language, variant letter forms of the alphabet, multiple religious cults and divine
epithets, and many other cultural markers remind us that “the Greeks” of the Archaic
period were still far from being unified in their cultural practices and attitudes. And the
further question, whether Archaic Greek institutions and practices were largely
continuations of those of the Bronze Age or newly developed from scratch (and/or in
response to contact with neighboring cultures), adds additional uncertainty to our
discussion, as this chapter will make clear.

2. Minoans and Mycenaeans

The so-called “Mycenaean” culture of Bronze Age Greece presents tantalizing challenges
for modern scholars. Although fairly extensive remains of buildings, grave goods,
ceramics, and even written documents (in Linear B script) survive from the period of the
flourishing palace culture (ca. 1600-1200), and we can trace a strong degree of linguistic
continuity between those documents and the texts of Homer, Hesiod, and other poets
and inscriptions from the eight through seventh centuries BCE, we have no Bronze Age
Greek “literature” as such, and it is very unclear how much of this society’s traditions
and institutions survived the destruction of those Mycenacan palaces (ca. 1200-1150)
and persisted into the Geometric and Archaic periods. Scholars disagree strongly about
this question, and interpretation is made all the more difficult by the fact that so many
Classical Greek myths were based on events, places, persons, and institutions that were
supposedly set in that very same Bronze Age culture. In this section, I will discuss
Mycenaean—and also Minoan (Cretan)—training and educational practices, in so far as
these can be recovered and understood, both because they are of intrinsic interest and
because they seem in some cases to present possible prototypes or origins of later practices
that become recognizable, even prevalent, in some parts of Archaic Greece. For the most
part, I leave open the question to what degree any of the similarities between these
Bronze Age and Archaic practices were the result of continuities maintained throughout
the Dark Age, or rather whether instead they were mere coincidences or imaginative
reinventions by Archaic Greek communities of their (lost, mythical) Bronze Age past.
We begin with the Minoans, who were not Greeks (their language as written in the
Linear A script has not been deciphered, but is certainly not Indo-European), but who
contributed significantly to the formation of Bronze Age Greek palace culture. Crete
occupied a central geographical, economic, and artistic position in the Aegean during
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the early and mid-second millennium, with increasingly large and imposing palaces
constructed at Knossos, Phaestos, Mallia, Zakros, and elsewhere on the island (while
similar “Minoan” palaces are found also on Thera, Melos, Ceos, Cythera, Rhodes, and
other sites: Krsyszkowska and Nixon 1983; Higg and Marinatos 1987; also Aegaecum 12
(1995) and 15 (1998) passim.). From ca. 1600 BCE, this brilliant and cosmopolitan
Minoan civilization began to exercise strong influence on the Bronze Age Greeks, and
after the mid-fifteenth century when Mycenaean Greeks invaded Crete and took over the
central administration of Knossos, the influences operated in both directions. Indeed, it
is often difficult or impossible to distinguish clearly between “Minoan” and “Mycenaean”
institutions—especially when much of the evidence comes from written documents (the
Linear B tablets from Knossos, Pylos, Thebes, and elsewhere) that post-date Mycenaean
occupation of the palace at Knossos.

In any case, even under Mycenaean domination of the palaces, the rest of the population
of Crete maintained many of their own traditions and institutions—including their
language and writing system (Linear A). Following the destruction and abandonment of
Knossos and Phaistos (ca. 1200 BCE), many of the other Cretan communities continued
at a relatively high level of prosperity throughout the later Bronze and early Iron Age,
with a greater degree of continuity than we find on the mainland. Colonization
from Dorian cities in the Peloponnese injected new vigor in the ninth through eighth
centuries; however, by the mid-Archaic period (after ca. 600 Bcg), Crete was suffering a
decline in population and reduced contact with the outside world, and became for a
while a cultural backwater.

The Bronze Age Minoan palace culture brought into existence an extensive
administrative bureaucracy, one key component of which was the maintenance of written
records. The Minoans seem to have been the inventors of writing in the Aegean, and in
time, the Minoan scripts were taken over by other peoples, such as the Cypriots and the
Mycenaeans. Unfortunately, the early scripts of Crete (Pictographic and Linear Script A)
cannot as yet be deciphered; scholars can only read those (Greek) documents written in
Linear B, from the period of Mycenacan domination, and these tablets were merely
short-term inventories written on reusable soft clay, which accidentally came to be baked
hard in a destructive fire and thereby preserved. As compared with the surviving cunei-
form texts from Ugarit or Hattusa, they are therefore less broadly informative about the
culture at large.

At Knossos and other Cretan palaces, we find a highly developed system of work-
shops, storerooms, distribution points, and ceremonial activity, monitored by a skilled
administrative and scribal staff using first the Linear A script and later (under Mycenaean
Greek control) Linear B. On the mainland, the economy and administrative structures
of Pylos, Thebes, and Mycenae were smaller and less complex, but organized on similar
lines. In both contexts, it seems, the shepherds, farmers, craftsmen, and record keepers
were themselves for the most part free laborers, though they were required to
contribute a portion of their production to the palace. We may assume that in most
cases, as in the Mesopotamian scribal system (see Chapter 1), they trained their own
children in their craft, on the job, though some of these “children” of master craftsmen
were adopted or immigrant apprentices who were sent to them specifically to learn
their trade (Chadwick 1976: 135-158; Killen 1964: 1-16; Bloedow 1997: 439447
in general Aegaenm 16: 1997).
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As for the scribes, at Knossos almost 100 separate hands have been distinguished
among the 3369 surviving Linear B tablets. This represents the number of scribes active
in the palace complex during the last few weeks before its destruction (Bennett 1966:
295-309; Olivier 1967; Chadwick 1976: 15-45; Palaima 1988: 172, 187; Palaima
2011). Both Linear A and B seem originally to have been designed for writing with a
brush or pen, not an incisor, and even the tapering wooden blade styluses used for clay
tablets were easy to manipulate (Palaima 2011: 111-112 with illustrations); so the
scribes’ formal training need not have been so lengthy as for the full-scale cuneiform
Eduba, given the less demanding technique of inscription and the much smaller number
of symbols required (ca. 90 for Linear A, 88 for Linear B, plus some pictograms). At
Pylos, where the layout of the storerooms and archives is much better preserved, 25
hands are responsible for most of the 1107 tablets, among which three main “styles” of
handwriting can be distinguished, perhaps representing three “master-teachers” or
supervisors (Bennett 1958: 328-333; Palaima 1988, 2011). Palm prints on the surviving
clay tablets indicate that they were hand-fashioned by ten or so individuals, some of them
eight- or nine-year-old children. Presumably these were apprentices to the scribes; but
no “schoolrooms” containing inscribed potsherds or other specimens of elementary
practice texts have been discovered at any of the Cretan or Mycenaecan sites (in contrast
to Babylonian and Israelite finds—or later Greek). Probably the training occurred one-
on-one and somewhat informally, focused on the practical record keeping that seems to
have been the scribes’ chief duty (compare Veldhuis 2014). Computation was certainly
taught as well as writing, and the system of weights and measures in the Linear B records
is similar to that found at Ugarit and elsewhere in the Eastern Mediterranean (Vermeule
1972, Alberti et al. 20006).

We do not know whether scribal education included literature, such as “wisdom” texts
or any of the Sumerian-Babylonian or Canaanite classics. Unlike their Hittite contempo-
raries, the Linear B scribes rarely signed their own names, and no word for “scribe” has
been identified; so it appears (from our admittedly very limited evidence) that their social
status and influence were smaller than in the Near East and Egypt. And it is not even
certain that all of these were full-time “scribes;” some may themselves have performed
the supervisory and organizational tasks whose results are recorded in the documents.
Nor do we know how many Greek-speaking (and -reading) inhabitants there were on
Crete, or even on the mainland. The scribes and rulers may have been linguistically dis-
tinct from the majority of the population, like some of the Akkadian-writing scribes at
Hattusa and Emar.

The royalty, priests, warriors, and other members of the Minoan elite may not
themselves have needed to put their hands to writing, any more than their Hittite
counterparts; and their education probably emphasized other, nonliterate activities
geared more toward public performance (see the following text). The Mycenaean
overlords who took over Knossos after ca. 1450 BCE certainly give no indication of
being literate: Linear B writing at Knossos or on the mainland is never found outside
the palace complex and is very rarely used for anything other than inventories, whereas
the relatively frequent occurrence of Linear A writing in several locations outside the
storerooms (and outside Crete, too) suggests that writing was more widespread in
Minoan society. The Minoan palace culture appears to have given its elite a prominent
role to play in public ritual, both in ceremonies held indoors in their “Throne Room”
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and also in large-scale performances including music, dance, and athletics conducted in
front of the whole town, comparable to some of the Hittite or Ugaritic activities,
though stylistically quite distinctive. (Marinatos 2010 argues that Minoan religion
should in fact be regarded as typical of “the Near Eastern koizné,” but most scholars
regard this as overstated.) Young men—and perhaps women too—are shown leaping
stylishly over wild bulls (a ritual also performed among the Hittites: Schuol 2002), and
boys engage in formalized group fights and individual boxing bouts (Figure 2.1b;
Miller 2004: 20-26). Archaic and Classical Greek literary sources (Homer, Plato,
Ephorus, etc.) describe the Cretans as particularly devoted to choral song and dance
(e.g., Homer, Ilind 18.590-605); and the Minoan evidence is consistent with these
accounts (Morris 1992: 12-14; Marinatos 1999; Younger 1998; Schuol 2002). The
large numbers of equally well-dressed participants depicted in the various Knossan and
Theran frescoes suggest that the Minoans included a relatively large segment of the
community in their public performances (Marinatos 1987; Davis 1987). On the main-
land, there is less evidence of this emphasis on ceremonial display, and the architecture
of the palaces provides less opportunity for it. Nonetheless there, too, the Linear B
documents record the scribes’ supervision of extensive sacrificial activity and feasting
(Chadwick 1976: 69-77; Palaima 1995, 2011).

Many of the young Minoan male and female performers display distinctive
hairstyles that appear to represent gradations of age and seniority (Figures 2.1a,
2.1b) (Siflund 1987: 227-233; Koehl 1986: 100-103; Davis 1987; Chapin 2009,
who points out differences between the more homogeneous Theran and more dispa-
rate Cretan depictions of male children and adolescents). Sometimes the young men
and women are shown holding and /or drinking from distinctive conical cups, which
appear to have played a significant (sympotic, erotic?) role in the ceremonies
(Figure 2.1a). Some scholars interpret these features as evidence of age-group rituals
and celebrations, antecedents to those more certainly attested on Crete and Thera
during later periods (eighth through fourth century). We do not know whether these
Minoan rituals involved a concomitant “pedagogy,” as they certainly did during the
Archaic period, nor whether a comparable institution of homophilic pairings of
senior and junior “comrades-at-arms” was also in place: images such as Figure 2.1a
(the Chieftain Cup from Bronze Age Agia Triada) have been thus interpreted, in
light of Archaic practices on Crete and Thera (e.g., Figure 2.2) (Koehl 1986; Siflund
1987; Marinatos 1999; Lembessis 1976; and in general Jeanmaire 1939; Sergent
1986; Schnapp 1997; Verbruggen 1981; Griffith 2001). Several of the classical
myths associated with early Crete, such as Theseus’ adventure with the Minotaur and
the invention of the “crane dance” (geranos), likewise suggest that adolescent dance
rituals and other ordeals and training ceremonies for kouroi (young men) may have
been socially important.

The prominence of wine, drinking cups, wine pourers, and sympotic relations in
Cretan cult and art is notably congruent with the ritualized wine consumption described
in the Homeric poems (and even in Plato’s Laws). Wine was not so used by all peoples
of the Indo-European language family (Indic and Iranian ritual, for example, revolved
rather around the séma drink, which was probably made from the ephedra plant); and of
the other Near Eastern cultures among whom wine was highly valued, the Egyptians
seem to have had quite different drinking habits from those of the Greeks. The
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Figure 2.1a Relief figures of two elite adolescents, both with distinctive hairstyles, one more
senior and authoritative looking than the other: the so-called “Chieftain Cup.” Middle-Late
Minoan stone conical drinking cup from Agia Triada, Crete, ca. 1500 BCE (now in the Archacological
Museum, Herakleion). (Drawing by Elizabeth Wahle.)

Figure 2.1b Two Minoan boys with distinctive hairstyles, boxing. Fresco from West House,
Thera (Santorini), ca. 1600-1500 BCE (now in the National Museum, Athens). (Drawing by
Elizabeth Wahle.)

Mesopotamians drank mostly beer; and the Scythians drank beer and mead. More similar
to the Greeks and Minoans in their ritualized wine-drinking practices were the Amorite
inhabitants of Ugarit; however, it is the Hittites who seem to have been closest of all, and
the Greek word for “libation” (spendein = “pour,” whence spondai) is cognate with
Hittite sipandi (Burkert 1985; Murray 1990). If elite Greek drinking rituals were derived
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Figure 2.2 An affectionate pair of youths, one bearded, the other not, embrace decorously as a
gift of captured game (wild goat) is exchanged. Dedicatory bronze plaque from the sanctuary of
Aphrodite and Hermes at Kato Simi Viannou (Crete), ca. 650 BCE (now in the Louvre). (Drawing
by Elizabeth Wahle.)

from Anatolia, then it is not improbable that Crete played a role in the process of
adoption, and the youthful cup bearers represented in Minoan art may well have been
participating in a quasi-educational and institutionalized process of “serving” the adults
for a period before coming of age, as is attested in several regions of Greece (including
Crete) during the Archaic period (see the following text).

Modern scholars are generally hesitant to recognize continuities between Minoan and
Archaic-Classical Cretan practices, given the 400- to 500-year interval of “darkness” that
followed the collapse of the palace culture, preferring mostly to attribute the Cretan
phenomena noticed by later Greek commentators—“herds” of boys, mess halls, mass
marriages, pederasty, dying Zeus, Kouretes, etc.—entirely to the Dorian Greek colonists
of the eighth century and to later imaginative retrojections. Yet Minoan culture did not
evaporate completely after 1200 BCE (any more than Hittite and Luwian or Babylonian
culture did), and some elements of their elaborate programs of adolescent training and
performance may have persisted without interruption (Lembessis 1976)—though in
modified forms, and perhaps for different deities and social purposes—into the Archaic
period, to which we will now turn.
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3. Archaic Greece

Accounts of “ancient Greek” history and culture often begin with Homer and the
Archaic period, reckoning that all our Bronze Age material amounts to no more than
“prehistory.” Whether or not one decides that Mycenaean society (discussed earlier) is
relevant and important, the evidence presented by the Archaic (Iron Age) period presents
problems of its own, and it is notoriously difficult to reconstruct the lifestyles and
educational institutions of the various Greek communities that evolved during the period
before the development of the Classical (rhetoric-based) educational system in the mid-
fitth century BCE. The archaeological record is very patchy, and most of the surviving
written documents that were composed before the fifth century are poetic texts, often
highly fictionalized and /or fragmentary, and thus of limited value for the reconstruction
of actual social practice. Scholars necessarily have to draw from the Homeric epics,
Hesiod, scraps of lyric and elegiac poetry, sculpture and vase paintings, as well as
Herodotus’ wide-ranging Histories (written in the mid- to late fifth century) and other
later (and often highly opinionated) witnesses such as Xenophon, Plato, Aristotle, and
even Plutarch, while recognizing that all these witnesses have their own distinct agendas
that may lead us far astray from the original practices and mentalities that we are trying
to investigate.

By the seventh century at least, and in some cases much earlier, Greek-speaking
communities were sprinkled across a wide area, from the Black Sea to Egypt and Libya,
and from Cadiz and Marseilles to Cyprus, Syria, and the Ukraine. Among these
communities, there was much cultural variation, so we should hardly expect pedagogical
practices to have been identical. The terms Hellénes and barbaroi did not establish them-
selves as a conventional polar opposition (Greeks versus non-Greeks) until after the
Persian invasions (490—480 BCE); and we cannot be sure that, for example, Ionians and
Dorians of the ninth or eighth centuries would necessarily have thought of themselves as
even speaking the “same” language (any more so than, say, Phrygian, which was quite
closely related). Hellenismos as a cultural project, i.¢., as a self-conscious effort to define
and consolidate a uniform “Greek” identity, may be said to have begun in earnest only
in the sixth or even fifth century BCE; and the “classical education,” based primarily on
competence and correctness in Greek (and later Latin) language skills, was itself a key
element in the formation and maintenance of that identity (cf. Ar., Politics 7 and Rbetoric
3; Quintilian, Inst. Or. passim). Nonetheless certain common patterns and tendencies
can be observed in the earlier period, along with some features that belong more
distinctively to one or other particular community.

The Archaic period of Greece was one of steadily increasing economic prosperity, and
also of flux, instability, and innovation. At its opening, in the ninth through eighth
centuries, the “chieftains” or “lords” (basileis) and noble families (agathoi, eupatridai)
in each village, region, or larger town, mostly lacked the resources, administrative frame-
works, and sophistication of their Bronze Age predecessors and lived at a level of culture
barely higher than that of the rest of their agricultural and artisan neighbors. Members
of elite families often performed mundane and practical tasks side by side with the lower
classes, both on the battlefield and in agriculture and certain crafts. (Thus, for example,
Homer’s Odysseus is an accomplished plowman, gardener, cook, butcher, leather worker,
carpenter, shipbuilder, and pilot; and the Phaeacians are their own gardeners and sailors.)
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So there was probably little room for any distinctive education for elites; and no writing
system existed, as far as we know, for any users of Greek before the eighth century. But
as wealth increased, inequalities of wealth increased, too, and the nobles, like any ruling
class, needed to develop an ideological and performative basis for their authority. In
addition to the maintenance of a more or less exclusive military elite, this ideological
apparatus took the form of new mythologies, cults, burial customs, genealogies, and a
more distinctive leisured lifestyle and associated performance modes. The several
different components of this lifestyle (discussed later) each entailed a more or less distinct
training—often within the constraints of the newly emergent polis, an environment in
which, by the fifth century at any rate, ostentatious elite display might be regarded with
a mixture of admiration and resentment or suspicion (Pleket 1975; Bugh 1988; Kurke
1992; Golden 1998; Christesen 2012).

Modern scholars have debated the degree to which Archaic Greek communities were
organized in general by age groupings and whether or not adolescents of either or both
sexes were required to undergo a definitive 7ite de passage. The issue is not simple.
Certainly differentiation, and to some degree segregation, by age group was common in
particular activities (military training, athletics, dance choruses, certain religious
ceremonies), while boys and girls did normally have to pass through particular ritual
procedures before being accepted as full, adult members of their community. But these
rituals could and did take several different forms. There was no single universal training
or ceremony—except, perhaps, marriage as constituting the transition from girl
(parthenos, koré) to woman/wife (gyné)—that transcended all the others in importance
and thereby constituted “the” rite of tribal passage for all, such as has been observed in
certain other traditional societies around the world (Dodd and Faraone 2003). It is more
helpful to think of these Greek processes overall as a series of “rites of institution,” rather
than a definitive “rite of passage” (Bourdieu 1991; Griffith 2001; Christesen 2012; etc);
and for each young man or woman we might say that it was the aggregation of such
institutional processes that constituted his or her adult identity and status. Within the
limited amount of surviving evidence, we find a fair degree of uniformity as to the general
types of these institutions throughout the Greek world, though Sparta, Crete, and
Athens each manifests unique details. So, in so far as “education, training” (paideia,
agogé) involved the process of preparing boys and girls for and through successful
participation in these various institutions, we may talk of an Archaic Greek educational
“system,” even while taking care to specify the several divergent, or even competing,
paths that might lie open to them.

For the majority of the non-elite population, of course, “education” consisted largely
in acquiring the basic skills appropriate to the type of labor and expertise of one’s family’s
occupation: farming, manufacture (textiles, ceramics, metals, carpentry, etc.), retail
trade, transportation, music, and so on. One learned these skills as a child working with
one’s father or mother and other family members; or as an apprentice to a master crafts-
man or factory owner. There was no need for any school, nor in most cases for literacy
or general training. Certain specialized crafts, such as those of a healer, prophet, or
scribe, might involve the study of particular texts or bodies of expert lore (see pp. 35-36):
but none of these trainings in the Greek context seems to have been nearly as elaborate
and extensive as those of the Mesopotamian-derived or Indic equivalents. Greek priests
were not highly specialized, and there were no esoteric sacred texts to be learned.
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Furthermore, alphabetic writing was far easier to acquire and use for bureaucratic
purposes than Linear B (which had died out with the collapse of the Bronze Age palace
culture), let alone cuneiform or hieroglyphics. The alphabet was first adopted by
Grecks probably in the late ninth or early eighth centuries (possibly earlier), from a
northwestern Semitic source, probably Phoenician (Lipinski 1988), and its use spread
slowly and unevenly, but steadily, during the seventh and sixth centuries (Woodard
1997). Presumably in port cities and multi-ethnic regions such as Cyprus, Crete, Caria,
Sicily and South Italy, Olbia, Libya, etc., it was not uncommon to find people who
could translate and write in more than one language and script; however, we have
remarkably little evidence of this in our Greek sources (though one of the terms used
in early mentions of Greek alphabetic writing is poinikazein (“to write <like a>
Phoenician”: Jeffery and Davies 1970). Otherwise, degrees of literacy varied greatly,
and it is impossible—though many have tried—to determine how widespread reading
and writing were at any point in antiquity. From the Archaic period, we do possess a
number of brief exercises (mainly on pots) in which writers are practicing ABGDE,
etc.; but no evidence of formal schools or scriptoria exists before the sixth century (see
later text).

The case of healers (iatro) may have been somewhat special, in involving a more
specialized training (see Chapter 28). In the Ilind (4.192-219 and 11. 830-832),
the Centaur Chiron is mentioned as the teacher not only of Achilles but also of
Asclepius, whose sons have inherited their father’s expertise in “gentle remedies”
(épin pharmaka) and the treatment of wounds. According to other traditions,
Asclepius acquired his medical expertise directly from his father, Apollo; and associa-
tions of Asclepius’ supposed descendants (Asklépiadai) continue to compile and
transmit their knowledge and techniques, and to train their successors, for centuries
to come. In the Classical period, the Hippocratic covenant requires a young doctor
“to hold him who has taught me this art as equal to my parents and to lead my life in
partnership with him ... and to treat his offspring as equal to my brothers ...” (Hipp.
Oath 5-7; Edelstein 1967: 40—48; Burkert 1985: 214-215 with Near Eastern paral-
lels). In the Iliad, these techniques include minor surgery and knowledge of pain-
killing and remedial herbs for application and ingestion, similar to what was taught
in the Indic Gurukula (see Chapter 1, pp. 20-21). In certain regions (especially to
the north, where Thracian and Scythian contacts were strong), we encounter from at
least the sixth century the use of incantation, trance and incubation, root cutting,
ingestion of psychotropic plants, and other specialized techniques, including necro-
mancy (Burkert 1992: 55-75).

The extant collections of written herbal and dietary remedies, case histories and
attempted cures, anatomical descriptions, physiological speculation, and surgical
interventions, all ascribed to Hippocrates of Cos (fifth century BCE), were apparently
composed by multiple authors over several centuries (fifth through third centuries
BCE). Some of the material may be much older, and particular similarities suggest that
there must have been contacts between the folk-medical and professional traditions of
the Greeks and those of Egypt and Babylonia (esp. Assyria), where written documen-
tation was extensive, though Greek medicine seems to be distinctive in its attention to
diet and in recording detailed case histories. Formal “schools” of Greek doctors are
not attested until the fifth century (at Cos and Cnidos), but associations or sects of
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healer-seers (Zatromanteis) and purifiers may have existed previously in several
locations (Lloyd 1987; Kingsley 1995). Herodotus’ account of the career of
Democedes (late sixth until early fifth c.) offers an informative perspective (Hdt.
3.125,129-138): after learning the arts of medicine in the Pythagorean city of Croton
(southern Italy), he built his reputation first in Aegina, then in Athens, Sardis, Samos,
and eventually Sousa, where he proved his superior skill by successfully treating both
King Darius and Queen Atossa, and also made friends with Egyptian doctors who
were in service there. He eventually returned to Croton. Whether or not all the details
of Herodotus’ narrative are reliable, this portrait of transferable professional skills,
and of a cosmopolitan and cooperative community of physicians, is consistent both
with the Near Eastern evidence of specialist doctors, seers, and exorcists who are sent
from one court to another by rulers as gifts or favors (e.g., Hdt. 3.1; Kilmer 1997; Kuhrt
1995: 306), and with Homer’s reference to itinerant démiourgoi (Od. 17.382-3806;
Burkert 1992: 9-87).

One essential measure of masculine excellence (areté) was, of course, military
achievement, together with prowess at activities of similar kinds such as athletics and
hunting. Formal military training, such as formation drills, tactical exercises, or
nautical maneuvers, was not highly developed in the Greek world (see Chapter 34);
but solo exercises, such as throwing a javelin, or dancing or running in heavy armor
and/or wielding a shield, were highly regarded as demonstrations of youthful skill and
strength. Skill at archery had by now a more ambiguous status: bow and arrows were
widely used, both in battle and in hunting, but the ideology of Greek polis-culture
generally assigned archers, along with other lightly armed soldiers (peltasts and
slingers), less value in comparison to the dashing cavalry (4ippeis) and stalwart, spear-
wielding heavy infantry (hoplites). It is striking that archery, though included as one
of the events in the Funeral Games for Patroclus in the I/zad, did not merit inclusion
in the Olympics and other Panhellenic contests of the Archaic and Classical period,
though in later periods archery contests did take place in some regions of Greece (e.g.,
Larissa in Thessaly) and archery teachers were employed to instruct advanced teen-
agers in the fourth century and Hellenistic ephebic program (see Chapter 11; Miller
2004: 145, 187). At all periods, mythical figures such as Heracles, Philoctetes, and
Odysseus, as well as Apollo himself, were reminders of the immense prestige that
royal /heroic archers had once held in Greek culture, as they continued to do among
Egyptian, Assyrian, Indic, and especially Persian nobility (see Chapter 1, pp. 14-15,
20, 22-24; and Chapter 1, Figure 1.1).

Horse training (Figure 2.3) and horse riding (which might often include hunting
deer or boar) occupied many elite young men (Anderson 1961, 1985), helping to
prepare them for service in the cavalry on the battlefield while also providing
conspicuous opportunities for displays of wealth and style. (Horses were expensive to
maintain, and rarely used within the labor force: mules, donkeys, and oxen were
preferred for this.) Even more prestigious, for the families that could afford it, was
chariot racing, though this was of no practical value at all since chariots, which had
been important in Bronze Age warfare, were now purely for ceremonial use, and the
actual drivers in major festival competitions were usually slaves or hired professionals
(Golden 1998; Miller 2004).
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Figure 2.3 Anadolescent boy is instructed in horsemanship (including mounting and controlling
two horses at once). Athenian red-figure kylix (cup) ca. 500 BcE, attributed to Onesimos (ARV?
324, 61; Munich 2639). (Engraving by A. Frisch, Archacologische Zeitung 43 (1885) Plate 11.)

Athletic training and competition provided a controlled, relatively nonviolent, and
highly ritualized mechanism for fostering, testing, and rewarding several of these manly
talents (though not archery), especially among the young, and by the sixth century
athletics were widely practiced among Greek elites everywhere. The Panhellenic
“circuit” games (held every two or four years at Olympia, Delphi, Nemea, and the
Isthmus) brought huge prestige to victors and their families; likewise the Panathenaic
games at Athens. In general, Greek athletics fostered homogeneity and group
consciousness among the (exclusively Greek, largely aristocratic) participants, along
with a willingness to obey rules and undergo discipline and an exhausting regimen,
even while also promoting a spirit of intense individual competition. Athletic contests
involved no team sports: instead they were tests of individual physical prowess—
running, long jumping, boxing, wrestling, javelin — and discus — throwing, as well as
chariot races. While none of these events was of direct military use, they all fostered
strength, coordination, and quickness, and required considerable practice, often under
expert guidance from a trainer. Elegance of deportment, grooming, and movement was
fostered, too: mere brute strength, though effective for the “heavy” events (boxing and
wrestling), was not so highly valued for most adolescents. Athletic training in the gym-
nasium and stadium (Figure 2.4), always performed naked and sometimes to the
accompaniment of music, allowed a young man to develop and show oft his smooth,
well-proportioned, and suitably muscled body, meticulously groomed and enhanced by
a carefully applied mixture of oil and fine sand—a body that in itself was a marker of
social distinction and a source of erotic appeal to both men and women (Golden 1998;
Scanlon 2002; Christesen 2012). The gymnasium served thus both as a kind of
school and as a social meeting place, or even a pickup venue. It is unclear to what
degree boys and youths were separated from adults there: in the Classical period,
such separation seems often have been quite carefully enforced; but in earlier times
the arrangements may have been more haphazard, though boys and adolescents
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Figure 2.4 Adolescent boys practice their athletic skills in the palaistra (wrestling school) under
the supervision of adult gym trainers. Athenian red-figure cup ca. 500—450 BCE, attributed to the
Antiphon painter (ARV? 340, 73; Florence, Museo Archeologico Etrusco: 9B38). Upper band
(a): one boy is preparing to wrap his fists in boxing-glove thongs; two are engaged in the pankra-
tion, with a trainer (paidotribes) refereeing. Lower band (b): two boys are wrestling, supervised by
another paidotribes, one (perhaps a slave?) is preparing the ground with a pickax, probably for long
jumping, while another boy is donning his boxing thongs. (From E. Gerhard Awuserlesene griechische
Vasenbilder, Berlin 1840-1843, vol. 4, plate cclxxiii Figure 1.)

were often attended by a chaperone/tutor (paidagigos, as depicted in the school
scenes in Figure 2.5; Miller 2004).

Girls and women in most Greek cities did not participate in athletics, though there
were exceptions (Golden 1998: 123-140): most notably Sparta, where they ran races
and trained in public—a practice that Athenians and others regarded as disgusting.
Elsewhere young girls’ choruses and other ritual performances (e.g., the “Little Bears”
celebrating Artemis at Brauron, in Attica) could involve running and vigorous dancing;
but for the most part women were expected to keep their bodies covered in public and
to move in more demure and self-contained ways (Christesen 2012; Calame 1997;
Scanlon 2002; Dillon 2002).

In relation to these various forms of elite training discussed thus far, it is hard to know
what to make of the “knightly education” (as Henri Marrou termed it) that we find
mentioned in the Homeric epics and elsewhere in Greek literary and artistic tradition,
notably in the context of Achilles, Jason, and other mythic heroes. The figure of Chiron
the noble centaur is especially prominent, receiving Achilles as a baby or child from
Peleus and/or Thetis, raising him in the wild, and teaching him not only how to hunt
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Figure 2.5 Scenes from a schoolroom: boys are instructed in the lyre (lura), pipes (anloi),
reading, reciting, and writing. Athenian red-figure kylix (cup) ca. 500480 BcE, signed by Douris
(ARV? 431, 48; Antikensammlung, Berlin inv. no. F2285). (Drawing from E. A. Freeman Schools
of Hellns, London 1922, Plates 1a and 1b.) Upper Band: Aulos lesson (double pipes), and writing
lesson, with folded writing tablet, as well as lyre and geometrical ruling square depicted above. The
figure to the right with a stick is probably the boy’s tutor/chaperone (paidagigos). Lower Band:
Lyre lesson and singing/poetry recitation lesson with teacher’s papyrus roll; above are depicted
more lyres and an ornamental manuscript basket. Again, the boy’s tutor sits close by.

but also many other kinds of military, artistic, medical, and ethical excellence (as he does
for other heroes, too). Xenophon (Cyzn. 1) lists over twenty heroes who were tutored by
Chiron (Marrou 1956: 7-13, Jeanmaire 1939: 290-291; Beck 1964, 1975: figs. 1-21;
Schnapp 1997: 437—-452). The heroic world is in many respects idealized and fantastic,
and there are several different-incompatible—pedagogical models that seem not to concur
with this one. In the Ilizad, for example, Phoenix, who resides in Peleus’ house as a
combination of guest-friend and retainer or dependent, has served as nurse and tutor to
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the baby Achilles, and now accompanies him on campaign to Troy (Iliad 9.432-635;
Achilles addresses him as “Dad” (9.607 atta)), while in the Odyssey Mentor (at times
impersonated by Athena), a respected older friend of Odysseus, supervises and escorts
Telemachus as he begins to make his way in the adult world, rather as a Roman uncle or
family friend ushers his young ward through the tirocinium fori or militine (Bonner
1977: 84-85). In both poems, Nestor, too, as father and revered elder statesman, gives
practical and moral instructions to his son (Antilochus, or Peisistratus), like the Roman
Cato (Plut., Cato 20; Bonner 1977: 10-14). Chiron is distinguished from these others
by reason both of the comprehensiveness of the “curriculum” that he covers, and because
he is clearly demarcated as a professional, a specialist in education, living separate from
the royal household.

In its range, as well as location and context, the training that Chiron provides resembles
that of an Indic Brahman to a warrior-king (kshatriya: see Chapter 1, pp. 19-21): pro-
longed association with an older, sanctified teacher in the wilds (forest, mountainside, or
cave), training in both spiritual and martial arts (including archery and riding, but not
writing), and a strong connection to the divine. Whether or not Bronze Age and/or
Archaic Greek rites of passage may lie in the background, it is tempting to see here a
mythic memory of an ancient Indo-Iranian (even Indo-European?) institution—while
these poetic and iconographical representations of the imaginary heroic past may in turn
have contributed to the continuation (or recurrence) of ephebic rituals and homophilic
older-younger pairings in later periods (Jeanmaire 1939: 290-291; Bremmer 1980;
Schnapp 1997: 437-457). By contrast, the family-based pedagogy represented by the
purely human figures of Phoenix, Mentor, and Nestor offers alternative models that are
probably more firmly rooted in the actual Greek practices of the time.

Organized age-group and adolescent performances of various kinds for boys and girls
are well documented for the Archaic and early Classical periods. The most striking and
distinctive manifestations of these are reported from Sparta and Crete, and scholars ever
since Plato, Xenophon, and Ephorus in the fourth century have tended to concentrate
excessively on these; but on the broader scale we can say that extensive—and forma-
tive—age-grouped training of a kind that we may term “pedagogical” was operative all
over Greece. But, as noted earlier, it can be disputed whether any of these institutions
amounted to an actual “rite of passage” in Arnold Van Gennep’s classic definition, and
also how much of an “educational” process was involved in each of them. The institu-
tions varied considerably in kind and in duration, with some rites involving a program
of training extended over several years, others occupying merely a few days of ceremo-
nial activity (Dover 1989; Hamilton 1989; Calame 1997; Padilla 1999; Dodd and
Faraone 2003).

Most of the “pedagogical” age groupings that we know about, i.e., those involving
extended periods of training and shared activities, were quite selective, distinguishing
their members more or less sharply from others to whom such a pedagogy was not
granted. Thus, they do not seem to have amounted to a universal initiation rite. Instead,
there were several different “rites of institution” (in the terminology of Bourdieu 1991)
through which select groups were trained, prepared, and hailed into membership of their
particular social classes and adult functions. Some of these institutional processes were
compulsory, others voluntary: some not quite either. Some were publicly administered
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(i.e., by the polis and its officials); others privately organized and funded, by families or
particular groups (Griffith 2001). Some were restricted to citizens; others were open to
a broader cross section of the community.

There are no direct allusions in Homer or Hesiod to institutionalized age groups or
rites of passage. But a number of formulae and contexts involving “youths” (kouroi or
neoi) are mentioned that suggest many of the distinctive features that are later encountered
among Archaic choruses and age-specific “herds” (agelaz), and we should perhaps
recognize these kouroi as occupying a specific category of elite “warriors-in-training”
(Jeanmaire 1939: 11-111; Brelich 1969). Kouroi may be chariot drivers for senior
warriors; they serve wine at banquets (/. 1.465, 470; 10.175; Od. 1.148, 3.339,
21.271); as a group they sing the paian to Apollo (Il 1.472-4); they engage in
competitive “speech” (muthoi) with one another; kouroi prothébai dance skillfully (Od.
8.262-3); youthful competitions in archery are mentioned in both poems (/. 23.850-83,
Od. 8.214-228, ct. Telemachus at Od. 21.118-135 and 13.364-365). Other Homeric
passages refer to formations of dancers (1. 18.561-605), and to other groups of young
women singing and playing together (e.g., those led by Nausicaa, Persephone): these
could be regarded as adolescent choruses, or merely as informal groups. In Hesiod’s
Theggony, Hecate is said to be kourotrophos (“nurse of young men”: Th. 429-452). On
the other hand, the word kowuros is also often used in Homer to mean simply “boy,” as it
is in Linear B and in Classical Greek; it is not heavily marked as having specific social or
ritual connotations.

Many Greek myths lend themselves to being read as adolescent rites of passage
(Sergent 1986; Padilla 1999), with the young hero or heroine facing deadly challenges,
overcoming (or in some cases succumbing to) these challenges, and “returning from
death/the underworld” into a new status (adult warrior/king, and/or marriage):
Theseus, Jason, Heracles, Hippolytus, Persephone, Atalanta, Iphigenia—the list is almost
endless. In this chapter, however, we consider only institutionalized groups and types of
training for the young that are clearly attested in non-fictionalized accounts. These fall
into four main categories: (a) choruses; (b) military commensality (mess halls, etc.=
syssition or andreion, including the ephébein); (c) drinking clubs (symposion and hetairein),
and (d) schools (didaskaleion). Other religious and craft associations (#hiasos or orgein)
seem not generally to have been organized by age nor to have involved systematic
instruction or training (Jones 1999; Parker 2005).

In general, eligibility for these age groupings was restricted to a minority of the
population (e.g., Hodkinson 1983; Kennell 1995: 115-142; Christesen 2012 for Sparta;
Cole 1984; Sourvinou-Inwood 1988 for Brauron). The process of institution thus
involved both inclusion and exclusion: as members of a collective “dance-company”
(choros), “herd” (ageld), “club” (hetairein, sussition), or “formation” (taxis), etc., the
young women or young men became homogenized and integrated as “equals” (homozos,
homélikes), sharing similar costume, hairstyle, performance techniques, and verbal codes,
while at the same time differentiating themselves from all others whose age, gender,
ethnicity, or social status barred them from membership. The place where the group met
(a shrine, stadium, grove, dining room, wilderness) was likewise reserved (if only
temporarily) for their exclusive use, with the help of ritual language (especially oaths,
songs, and purificatory slogans), special foods, objects, perfumes, and liquid offerings.
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Often, a more senior officer (“chorus-leader” or “supervisor”) was appointed to preside
over the group’s activities (Kennell 1995; Calame 1997).

Within each group, there might be individual competition, and in some cases a
“leader” was selected from among the young members, as in Alcman’s Maiden Songs
discussed later and in Herodotus’ account of Cyrus’ upbringing (Hdt. 1.114-116;
Cartledge 1981; Jones 1999: 223-227). There might be specific athletic, aesthetic,
sexual, gastronomic, or musical challenges to face, involving special prizes, a favored
position in the formation, or other marks of honor. The very exclusivity of the group—
its guarantee of privilege and its immunity from external intervention—made this internal
competition safer and less threatening, though still potentially full of tension and passion;
and the group’s collective distinction and success in competition against other groups
would reflect credit on all its members, even the less prominent. Thus, future habits of
hierarchy, mutual trust, and shared or alternating leadership were instilled and
institutionalized.

Along with athletics (discussed earlier), the most distinctive feature of Archaic Greek
pedagogy was perhaps its emphasis on song, poetry, and dance, which were all
conventionally regarded as sponsored by the Muses and not clearly separated from one
another either in theory or in practice (and hence collectively referred to as mousiké).
This “musical” emphasis came by the end of the fifth century to be subsumed increas-
ingly into, and to some degree replaced by, the study and practice of the “liberal arts”
in general and rhetoric in particular—a process memorably staged in the debate bet-
ween the old and new education in Aristophanes’ Clouds (421 BCE: see later text, page
48). As we noted earlier, it is not clear whether this focus on musical performance by
the young was already present in the Bronze Age, or whether, like athletics, it was a
particular development of the Archaic period itself. Minoans on Crete and Thera seem
to have paid more attention to musical activities than Mycenaean Greeks, and in the
Homeric and Hesiodic poems Achacans seem somewhat less involved in choruses,
musical acrobatics, singing, and ball games than Trojans, Phaeacians, or Cretans (or
than the Olympian gods).

In Homer, clite men and women are entertained at dinner by a professional singer
(ao0idos), such as Phemius or Demodocus, though the Shield of Achilles does depict two
musical scenes involving a larger number of performers: in one, a boy (pais) plays the
lyre and sings the “Linos-song” while maidens and youths (parthenikai kai éitheor)
harvesting the vintage “followed him with singing and shouting, and skipping with
their feet” (18.561-572); in the other, a dance floor (choros) contains formations of
young men and women, together with two acrobats (kubistétéres) (18.590-605). Here,
too, the musical direction appears to come from a professional soloist (singer-lyrist).
When withdrawn from the war, Achilles sings quietly of heroic exploits (kled andrin,
1lind 9.189-191) to himself and Patroclus; but none of the warrior-chieftains is found
singing in public. This distinction between professional expert performance (with or
without chorus) and informal solo recital persists throughout the Archaic period and
beyond. Every well-brought-up Greek man and woman was expected to be able to
recite from Homer, Hesiod, and Archilochus (and in later centuries, to sing the “three
of Stesichorus,” along with stanzas or snatches of other lyric and elegiac “classics,”
accompanied either by his or her own lyre playing or by someone else’s; to dance com-
petently both in a group and solo (Lawler 1964; Lonsdale 1993); and to possess basic
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skills as an instrumentalist, mainly on the lyre; perhaps also on the pipes (anloz).
(Figure 2.5 depicts boys receiving instruction in recitation and instrumental
performance.) But expert performance in public on the big concert lyre (cithara) or
pipes was usually a professional’s job.

Sometimes we encounter signs of a contradiction between martial and athletic
prowess, on the one hand, and music, on the other, as if these are regarded as alternative
priorities rather than a complementary pair. Thus mythical figures such as Paris or
Aegisthus are represented as being soft, licentious, and cowardly—and musicians—
while Heracles is shown killing his music teacher, Linus. More often, the two types of
activity are comfortably combined: shield dances, citizen choral competitions, and pipe
accompaniment to such activities as athletic training and rowing in a trireme (warship),
all indicate that music could be completely “manly”—and the lyre- and cithara-playing
god Apollo was as much a patron of musical performance as the Muses were. By the
sixth century, several of the individual areas of musical and poetic performance were
developing (like athletics) in increasingly specialized directions, involving separate
venues of performance and training: not only “singers” (poets), but also professional
rhapsodes, auletes, citharodists, choreographers, mimes, and magicians were competing
for fame and prizes (see Chapter 27). Thus, by the mid-fourth century, we find Aristotle
recommending that boys should only study the lyre or cithara enough to become dis-
criminating judges of the technique of others, and this preference for krisis (apprecia-
tion, discrimination, connoisseurship) over prdxis (practical skill, virtuosity) eventually
came to apply to mousiké in general, as it did also in the realm of athletics (Ford 2002).
Thus, the “history” of ancient Greek education is often narrated as a steady diachronic
progression, from the “performance culture” of the Homeric/Archaic age, with its
emphasis on bodily and musical achievement and self-presentation, to the intellectual
and verbal focus of the first true schools and the Classical development of rhetoric and
literary study—a progression, as Henri Marrou termed it, from the “noble warrior” to
“the scribe” (Marrou 1956: xiv). This narrative has a sound logic to it, but it runs the
risk of understating the continuities between the Archaic and Hellenistic periods and
the continuing expectations of accomplished self-presentation in the gymnasium or
school or courtroom and in oral (rather than written) performance that persisted
throughout antiquity.

As Plato argues in the Republic and the Laws, one of the chief social functions of
music and dance can be to build community and to shape the participants’ bodies,
minds, and emotions into a shared and “harmonious” set of behaviors and habits
(ethé or hexis), a process often facilitated through the mechanisms of religion, i.e.,
sacred songs and dances (Calame 1997; Lonsdale 1993; Christesen 2012). Group
performance of songs and dances (choros) in ancient Greece was ubiquitous, con-
ducted in honor of numerous different deities on all kinds of occasions (Kowalzig
2012). Choruses were usually gender specific, though their performances might
often be watched by the whole community, male and female. Three main age groups
for choruses were commonly distinguished: “children” under 13 (paides, often
undifferentiated in gender), “youths/maidens” aged from 13 to 17 or so (male nea-
nini, kouroi, ephéboi, meivakin, éitheoi; temale parthenoi, korai, neanides, nymphai),
and adult “men/women” (andres/gynaikes) (Calame 1997: 26-30; Brelich 1969).
As in the case of military training, the exact age divisions could vary, and might be
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based either on appearance or on date of birth. The Spartan gradations in Xenophon’s
day considered all those aged 7 to 18 as paides, 18 to 19 as paidiskos, and 20 to 29 as
hébontes (“young men”); later, additional subdivisions were introduced (Calame 1997:
158-159; Kennell 1995). But in most Greek communities, a general distinction bet-
ween “adolescents” (kouroi, ephéboi) and “young men” (neoi) usually persisted.

It is this middle category, adolescents around the age of puberty, that seems to involve
the most obviously “educational” process, though the “children,” too, were obviously
acquiring habits of obedience, conformity, and deportment that would have a lasting
impact. The normal size for choruses of young men or women was between eight and
fifteen members (Calame 1997: 21-25). An adult instructor and /or organizer (and cho-
reographer?) was usually in charge, a male for a male chorus, and either a male or a female
for a female chorus (Calame 1997: 66-72). In addition, within the group itself there was
usually a “chorus-leader” (chorégos, or in Sparta bouagor = lit. “ox-herd-leader”), who
might be slightly older than the others, or of higher social status, or selected on the basis
of looks and accomplishments (Cartledge 1981; Calame 1997: 43-73). The other mem-
bers were “equals” (homoioi, homélikes) and the chorus training, including melodies and
dance steps performed in unison, were designed to promote “like-mindedness”
(homonoia) and uniformity of appearance and deportment (Christesen 2012).

Of the particular “curriculum” that was followed within a choral group, apart from
the songs, races, and dances, etc., that would be publicly performed in the final cere-
mony, we have disappointingly little detailed knowledge. According to Plato, Aristotle,
and others from the fourth century and later, the curriculum should include reading and
writing, as well as study of the lyre and aulos, dance, and athletics. But we do not know
whether letters were, in fact, taught to choruses in the seventh and sixth centuries: songs
and dances would doubtless have been learned directly, without need of any script. In
some communities, at least by the fifth century, buildings of some kind—stadion,
palaistra, and gymnasion, even perhaps a schoolroom—would have existed separately
from the dance floor where the choruses met and trained; however, the distinction
between “school” and “chorus” may not have been always clear-cut (see later text).

Usually an adolescent chorus’ ritual activity would culminate in a public performance
in honor of their designated divinity, and this might mark the “passage” to adult status,
with attendant expectations of marriage (for females) and military service, civic duties,
etc. (for males). We possess substantial papyrus fragments of a couple of songs, originally
composed by the poet Alcman for a chorus of maidens (parthenos) to perform in seventh-
century Sparta: the singers compare themselves and their two leaders, Agido and
Hagesichora, to racehorses and praise the speed, hair, and beautiful voices of their own
group of ten as it competes with rival choruses (Alecman, frs. 1 and 2). The girls appear
to be dedicated to Artemis while also looking toward Aphrodite and imminent marriage.
Sappho’s female community on sixth-century Lesbos may have been similarly oriented
(Calame 1997, Stehle 1997; Williamson 1995). For young men’s choruses, the patron
deity was usually Apollo (under his cult title Karneios or Delphinios), Hermes, or
Dionysus; and for the first two of these, athletic performance might sometimes have
been an alternative to choral dance. Among both female and male choral groups, same-
sex romance and short- or longer-term pairings between chorus members seem to have
been widespread and generally approved (as with the military mess-hall groups discussed
later), though the proper degree of physical intimacy was not universally agreed upon.
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Likewise the degree to which such pairings should include more or less formal and
practical instruction as well as general mentoring and role modeling from an older to a
younger chorus member—of the kind famously described, for example, in Plato’s
Symposinm and Xenophon’s Constitution of the Lacedaemonians—might vary considerably
(Cartledge 1981; Halperin 1990, 2005; Davidson 2007; Williamson 1995; Hubbard
2003, and see below; and pp. 46—47).

Once they reached the age of puberty, Greek boys generally ceased to eat meals with
their mothers and the other women. (Greeks of the Classical period sometimes asserted
that aristocratic—and Persian—boys continued to spend too much time at home with
their mothers, and consequently developed cowardly and luxurious habits: for example,
Hdt. 1.136, Plato, Laws 694a—695e, [Aristotle | Ath. Pol. 35.2). In less well-off families,
presumably the boys usually ate and spent their time henceforth with their fathers and
fellow laborers or apprentices. But among the more affluent, men were often organized
into associations, either officially by the polis, or informally among themselves, for the
purpose of eating and drinking together on a regular basis. In some cities a commensal
institution existed specially for late-teenagers (“ephebes™), as an introductory stage in
their military service. The question of how formal and institutionalized these commensal
and ephebic training regimes may have been at different dates and in different Greek
city-states has been hotly debated (Jeanmaire 1939: 421-427, 540-558; Hodkinson
1983: 251-254; Murray 1990; Jones 1999: 284-287, 308-330, 316; Kennell 1995;
Pelekidis 1962; Vidal-Naquet 1986; Sinclair 1988: 55-61; and see Chapter 11).

The Spartan constitution (from at least the mid-sixth century onward) was peculiar
in requiring all Spartiate males to continue eating and sleeping together in common
mess halls (phiditia or syssitia) from adolescence through the age of thirty, even if
they were married. Boys were divided into several different age groups, and the
exceptional austerity and discipline of their physical training were famous (Kennell
1995: 115-142; Marrou 1956: 14-25), as were the homosexual pairings among the
teenagers, with the older one taking responsibility for teaching the younger one how
to become a proper Spartan man (Xen., Lac. Pol.; Plutarch, Lyc.). Less austere and
prolonged than the Spartan system, and thus perhaps a more typical example of Greek
practice, was the Cretan institution of the “men’s hall” (andreion), as it is described
by Ephorus and Aristotle (FGrHist 70 F 149 = Strabo 10.4.16-22; Ar. Pol.
2.5.1263b37-64al, 2.10.1271b20-72b23, ct. Eth. Nic. 1.8.1102a8-12). Here, boys
would first be selected as wine servers (standing while the full members reclined—like
Ganymede among the Olympian gods, or Sappho’s young brother Larichus at
Mpytilene: Sappho fr. 18); later, according to Ephorus, after a period of homosexual
courtship and initiation in the company of an older partner in the countryside
(perhaps illustrated in Figure 2.2), they would each return as “distinguished” (kleinoi)
members of the andreion. At this point, they would also get married in a mass cere-
mony: we are not told whether the brides had received a comparable ritual preparation.
In this traditional Cretan system, as described in the fourth century—so perhaps
anachronistically—an extensive educational curriculum of reading, writing, music,
dance, and athletics was provided in the early stages (sometimes involving inter-group
contests and even mock battles), with the focus subsequently shifting to military,
sympotic, and erotic activities. In earlier periods one may assume that the training was
less systematic and less focused on letters.
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In fourth-century Athens, an elaborate institution of ephebein (training for eighteen- to
twenty-year-olds) is attested as a special kind of military service: the adolescents swore
an oath of loyalty to the city; special officers were appointed (didaskaloi = “teachers,”
sophronistés = “supervisor,” kosmétés = “keeper-of-order”); they trained in light-armed
weaponry, were subjected to endurance tests in the countryside, and assigned guard
duties at border forts, before making their “passage” into full adulthood, i.¢., becoming
hoplites and voting citizens. The evidence consists primarily of twenty-eight Attic inscrip-
tions dated between 334 /3 and 322 /1 BcE (cf. Tod (1948) #204), together with [Ar.]
Ath. Pol. 42. But it is not clear how systematic the institution of ephebic military service
had been in earlier centuries at Athens, nor whether other cities had similar systems. By
the fourth century, certainly, the Spartan kryptein, Cretan kleinoi, and Athenian ephébein
each combined elements of a rite of passage with full-scale physical and military training,
and some scholars have argued that these all were continuations of traditional Archaic
(or even older) practices. But others have insisted that some of them might be specific
innovations of the fifth or even fourth century (Sinclair 1988: 55-61). By the third and
second century, certainly, the Athenian ephebeina had become little more than a prep
school for the wealthy (even including some non-Athenians), with gym and schoolrooms
(Marrou 1956: 105-112). At this late date, it was no longer expected of every male
citizen that he should be prepared at short notice to fight in the army; war was less
common and was conducted increasingly by mercenaries. But in the seventh through
fifth centuries, things had been very different: the city’s survival and prosperity depended
on the citizen army and navy, and a man’s reputation was intimately bound up with his
courage and military record. Youthful training was presumably designed accordingly.

The “higher education” of the male members of the Archaic Greek elite seems largely
to have been obtained at drinking parties and dinners (Reitzenstein 1893; Burnett 1983:
8-9, 31-32, 121-181; Schmitt-Pantel 1990, 1992; Murray 1990; Schnapp 1997: the
educational function of adolescent drinking is described at Plato Laws 1.645¢-650D,
2.6712-674, Xenophon Lac. Pol. 5, and [Ephorus] Strabo 10.4.16-22). Earlier, as
children in grammar school or at home, they would have learned to read and write, to
recite Homeric and Hesiodic poetry, and to manage rudimentary skills of drawing,
singing, and lyre playing (as described at Aristophanes, Clouds 959-1023, Aristotle, Pol.
7-8; see Figure 2.5); they might also have learned a little geometry and arithmetic. The
teachers would in most cases have been slaves or lower-class free professionals. As members
of choruses, boys and girls alike would have sung and danced both traditional and new
compositions, learning to move in formation and to present themselves elegantly and
attractively in public. But it was among their adolescent and adult “comrades, buddies”
(betairoi), exercising during the daytime in the gymnasium or on military duty, and later
in the afternoon/evening enjoying a shared dinner followed by wine drinking (symposion),
as they reclined around the mixing bowl (kratér) in a “men’s hall” (andrin) or dining
room of a private house, that adolescent boys learned the finer arts of sophisticated
conversation, literary and musical analysis, eulogy and personal ridicule, sexual seduction
and resistance, and stylish self-presentation. A man’s sympotic companions, together with
his extended family, were likely to form the nucleus of his lifelong associates and political
allies; and often they might train and fight alongside one another as well in the hoplite
phalanx or cavalry. Any gathering of a “men’s group” might therefore double as a military
and a social—and educational—occasion (Cartledge 1981; Murray 1990).
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Most sympotic groups (which, like choruses, seem normally to have included between
8 and 20 members) met in a private, non-civic space. The members were conventionally
considered (at least temporarily) to be “equals” and took turns in performing solo songs,
speeches, and other forms of entertainment. It is not clear whether women’s sympotic
groups also existed; a small amount of visual evidence seems to suggest this, though
scholarly opinions differ as to whether the participants depicted are citizen women or
courtesans (betairai). Some of the poems of Sappho have been interpreted as being
composed for sympotic performance (Williamson 1995; Parker 1993). But usually ritu-
alized wine drinking was regarded as a masculine privilege. The topics of sympotic song
and discussion tended to be affirmative of group solidarity, and they were often heavily
moralistic and prescriptive (as the surviving poetry of Alcaeus, Xenophanes, Theognis,
and others attests). Often there is an erotic current too, and sexual education went hand
in hand with other elements of adolescent socialization. Although some sympotic “clubs”
seem to have consisted entirely (like choruses) of age mates, others included a greater
mixture of generations: adults and more experienced adolescents would take the
conversational lead, while the younger novices were expected to remain largely silent and
modestly receptive of their elders’ wisdom and/or romantic attentions.

4. Literacy and Early Greek “Schools”—grammatistés,
kithavistés, paidotribés

It is hard to determine from the primary sources, whether literary or visual (mainly
Athenian vase paintings), at what date the first paid teachers in Greece began to operate
schools and how these early schools functioned (Grasberger 1864; Ziebarth 1914;
Marrou 1956: 9-40; Delorme 1960: 3-92; Beck 1964, 1975; Immerwahr 1964, 1973;
Harris 1989: 15-17, 56-62, 96-102). Did these early teachers follow the same model
as became standard from the fourth century onwards, with separate instruction in the
three main areas of writing (grammata, often including some basic mathematics and/
or drawing too), music (kitharistiké and aulétiké), and physical training (gymnastike)?
The archaeological evidence is scanty. A “school” did not always occupy a special
building of its own: letters, arithmetic, and geometry could be taught in any room large
enough to contain benches for the students, while music, dance and athletics could be
practiced in any gymnasion or palaistra, or on any flat piece of ground large enough for
a chorus to train on. Indeed, Greek has no regular word for “school” at this period:
students are said to go “to the teacher’s” (eis didaskalon), “to the writing-teacher’s” (ess
grammatiston), “to the lyre-teacher’s” (eis kithariston), “to the trainer’s” (eis
paidotribon), or else to the palaistra or gymnasion (e.g., Aristoph., Clouds 964, 973;
Xen., Lac. Pol. 2-3, Plato, Prot. 325e-326b). Thus, to some degree the question of
whether or not, for example, Sappho’s circle, or Pythagoras’ constituted a “school” is
moot—or should be rephrased to ask, “Was s/he a teacher?” (To which the answer
would have to be, in both cases, yes.).

It was perhaps the institution of cash payment and a fee-charging teacher that
specifically demarcated a “school” as such—a process that also assigned the teacher to a
social category distinctly inferior to that of the “chorus-master” ( chorégos, chorodidaskalos)
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or the “supervisor” (paidonomos) of a mess hall or the head of a thinsos or club, where
contributions were usually made in kind (or in some cases by the city itself). The negative
connotations of cash payment for teaching were in due course mobilized (by Plato and
others) against the traveling rhetoric-teachers (sophists), who offered more advanced
instruction in topics covered at the elementary levels by the grammatistés. Because they
charged money, rather than sharing in a familial or reciprocal charis-based relationship
with the adolescents who studied with them, they could be accused of a kind of
educational prostitution, “selling” wisdom to all comers. But over the next generation
or two (i.e., by the mid-fourth C.), such complaints largely evaporated, and the teaching
of rhetoric for pay became quite respectable. A few educational theorists of the fourth
century (notably Plato, Laws Book 7 and Aristotle in his Politics) proposed that the city
should subsidize schooling at all levels for all citizens; but there is no credible evidence
that such legislation was ever passed anywhere, even in the Hellenistic period, though
individual philanthropists did sometimes subsidize a local school (e.g., Polythrous, in
third C. Bct Teos: SIG 3. 578; Ziebarth 1914: 54-59; Harris 1989: 96-102).

By the late sixth century at least, some recognized schools and school buildings did
exist; and by the end of the fifth century, they were quite widespread, at least in urban
communities. Yet rather few literary or epigraphical texts before the fourth century refer
explicitly to schools or paid teachers. (The chief relevant texts are Hdt. 6. 27. 1; Thuc.
7. 29; Aristoph., Clouds 961-1100, Knights 987-996, 1238-1239; Plato Prot.
325e-326b, Charmides 159¢; Xen., Lak. Pol. 2. 1; Isocrates, Antid. 267.) Little
credibility can be attached to the stories concerning legislation for public education by
Solon (Plut., Selon) or Charondas of Catana (Diod. Sic. 12.12.4, 13.3—4.) Visual
representations of school scenes begin to appear after ca. 500 BCE, mainly on Athenian
red-figure vases (e.g., Figure 2.5), and these grow increasingly common during the
course of the fifth century (collected by Beck 1964: 320-346, 1975: #349-373;
Immerwahr 1964, 1973). A remarkably large number of fifth-century Athenian vase
paintings show women reading (as in Figure 2.6); sometimes these are labeled “Muses”
or “Sappho,” but sometimes they appear to represent contemporary wives, daughters,
and mothers, or hbetairai (Harris 1989: 106-108; Dillon 2014). Women are never
represented reading and writing with a professional teacher, however, as boys often are;
but music and dancing are a different matter (Beck 1975: #360-365, 391), though
again it is often unclear in such cases whether the singers are supposed to be Muses
(+ Apollo) or human chorus members (+ poet), and whether the dancers are “respect-
able” citizen girls or hetairai.

Were all three “subjects” (letters, music, gymnastics) generally taught together in
school to a single age group, or did the youngest students begin with the grammatistés,
and only later progress to the kitharistés and paidotribést The evidence is not consistent.
One of the key passages (from Plato’s Protagoras) has been interpreted both ways ( Prot.
325e¢2-326b7; see too Plato, Laws 7. 809¢-810b; Marrou 1956: 116-117, 142-144;
Booth 1985). In the “old-style education” described in Aristophanes, Clouds 961-1100),
there is no mention of the grammatistés, but rather only of the kitharistés (964) and
paidotribés (97 3; also gymmnasion 1102). Perhaps this is because the youths are already
past the age of learning letters—yet they are still referred to as paides (963) (Dover 1968:
Iviii-Ixiii). A famous Attic cup (kulix) painted by Douris ca. 500 Bce (Figure 2.5)
represents boys in school: one is receiving correction of a writing exercise (on a wooden
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Figure 2.6 A women reads from a papyrus roll, in the presence of other women; apparently a
domestic scene. Red-figure hydria (water jar) ca. 450 BCE, painted “in the manner of the Niobid
Painter” (ARV? 611, 36; London, British Museum Vase E90, registration number 1885,
1213.18). (Photo courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.)

tablet), one apparently reciting a text (while his teacher follows from a papyrus book
roll), while two others receive anlos and lyre instruction; the boy’s tutor-chaperone
(paidagigos) sits close by. The scene is most naturally taken to indicate that letters and
music were taught at the same establishment and to children of the same ages; but even
here a sequential process is not impossible, if the illustrations are intended to show the
various stages in one boy’s education. Two of the teachers are bearded, two unbearded;
but the boy looks physically the same (hair, face, dress) in all four activities, except that
when playing the lyre he removes his cloak from his shoulders). The background is
further decorated with lyres, a book roll, a book basket, a measuring square, and a
writing tablet (Booth 1985).

Outside the larger towns and cities, there cannot always have been suitable buildings
and professional personnel available to provide formal instruction. Even small-town
schools must have been (at best) quite rudimentary, and the grammatistés and kitharistés
may often have been the same individual. Likewise, by no means did every community
boast a separate gymnasion or palaistra before the fourth or third century (Delorme
1960; W. A. Harris 1989: 15-17 presents a low assessment of levels of literacy and
schooling, especially among the rural populations of Greece in the Classical and
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Hellenistic periods; likewise Thomas 1992; both challenging the more optimistic picture
of Marrou 1956; Havelock 1982: 185-188; and others, mostly focused on Athens.)

Relative and absolute numbers for school attendance and literacy are almost
completely lacking. Herodotus (6.27.1) says that 119 out of 120 boys died in a school
in the capital city of Chios “as they were being taught letters”; and 60 boys on the
island of Astypalaia were allegedly killed by an enraged Olympic boxer (Pausanias
6.9.6-7). Both these events supposedly occurred during the 490s BCE, but the
numbers are not above suspicion (Harris 1989: 57-58). It is hard to see how 120 boys
could effectively be taught letters at the same time under one roof, given the normal
class size attested in other contexts and the usual practice of close attention from
teacher to individual student in copying and correcting letters, critiquing recitations,
and administering rewards and punishments. Perhaps these were several choral groups
assembled for basic instruction.

It is probable that by the end of the fifth century, if not before, even among the less
bookish Greek communities such as Sparta and Crete, rudimentary instruction in
letters was routinely provided to the children of the well-to-do, whether or not it was
continued past the elementary stage. Athens was particularly focused on writing, and
hundreds of sixth- and fifth-century inscriptions, carved on rocks by shepherds in the
Attic countryside, have been discovered in recent years by Merle Langdon (as yet,
unpublished); several of them specifically boast of their author’s skill at writing. But we
can only guess what proportion of poorer families in Greece sent their sons to school,
especially in the villages and countryside. In the small Boeotian town of Mycalessus
in 413 BCE, there was apparently more than one well-attended “boys’ school”
(didaskaleion paidén, Thuc. 7.29). But in contrast to Near Eastern practice (or the
Hellenistic and Roman periods), relatively few Archaic Greek abecedaria and school
exercises survive from any locations (Jeffery and Johnston 1990). Such writing as is
represented on vases, metal tablets, and potsherds indicates that the level of accuracy
and consistency (spelling, morphology, dialect) was quite low. “Correctness” of written
expression was apparently not a high priority—nor was calligraphy—in contrast to oral
recitation and performance skills, in which ignorance, clumsiness, or improper
pronunciation attracted ridicule and public disgrace.

There is no evidence for girls attending schools outside the home to learn letters
or music, though, as we noted earlier, domestic scenes of women reading and/or
playing musical instruments are popular in fifth-century Athenian art, and a certain
number of elite women clearly did attain a high level of literary and musical accom-
plishment (Immerwahr 1964, 1973; Beck 1975; Harris 1989; Dillon 2014; and see
Figure 2.6). In Attic tragedy, Phaedra can write (Eur., Hippolytus), but Iphigenia
apparently cannot (Eur., IT 584-585; cf. too Clytaemestra at IA 115-123, 891). In
some cases, performance in choral and cultic age groups may have contributed to
greater literacy; in others, instruction and practice took place within the home (as,
for example, for Ischomachus’ teenage wife in Xenophon’s Oeconomicus). Plato’s rec-
ommendation of full inclusion of girls in the educational system (Republic Book 5)
was eccentric, presumably inspired by Sparta’s example of girls’ choruses and female
athletic training in the gymnasion and palaistra (Cartledge 1981; Scanlon 2002).
Here again, however, we face the recurrent difficulty of distinguishing between
domestic and choral contexts for learning on the one hand, and a formal “school”
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program on the other. Teachers there certainly were for girls who wanted to read and
write, but about “schools” we are much less well informed.

5. Conclusion: The Origins of “Classical” Education

By this point, we have encountered many of the key components of the educational
curriculum that came to be established by the mid-fourth century BcE in Athens and
elsewhere as the “classical” Greek—and eventually Roman—model: a combination of
physical, verbal, and intellectual training, with an increasing focus on purity and
correctness of linguistic usage (Hellenismos, Latinitas) and oral speech making; close
attention to masculine deportment and self-presentation, particularly as institutional-
ized in the wrestling floor (palaistra) and exercise area (gymnasion)—or, for the Romans,
the bathhouse—and the development of a canon of prime texts that every educated
Greek and Roman should know and should be able to recite and discuss with some
degree of authority.

The great historian of Classical education, Henri Marrou, characterized the
development of all the higher cultures of the ancient world as passing “from” a warrior
culture to a scribal culture (Marrou 1956: xiv—xviii, 3-25, and passim). But, as we noted
in Chapter 1, this does not accurately describe the societies of ancient Mesopotamia and
Anatolia—in which the scribal culture was already highly developed by 2000 BCE or
earlier (see earlier text), but fairly separate from the activities of the ruling elites—nor
does it adequately describe the developments of classical or even Hellenistic Greece.
“Warrior” culture may indeed have been displaced onto mercenaries and centurions; but
Greek and Roman elites for the most part never became “scribes.” They used written as
well as spoken words; but most of them (despite the examples of, e.g., Thucydides and
Plato, Cicero and Seneca the Younger) sought to make their mark in the world as
speakers and performers, not writers. Their “live” performances were the key to their
social success or failure.

From origins that in the Bronze (Mycenaean) and early Iron Ages were probably not
much different from the practices of Minoan, Anatolian (Hittite, Luwian), or even
Iranian elites, the Greeks by the fifth century had developed and refined distinctive
athletic and musical trainings that offered access to somewhat broader segments of their
communities and that had collapsed the distinctions between a sedentary, indoor scribal
culture and the more public and physical regimes of politics, war, and male demonstrations
of personal prowess. Because there was no specialized class of expert scribes (as there was
throughout the cuneiform world of the Near East) nor of religious and ritual experts (as
there was in, e.g., India and many parts of the Levant and Mesopotamia; perhaps also in
Persia), a common and identifiably “Greek” regime was available to any (males) who had
the leisure and means to pursue it. (Probably if we had better evidence about Lydian
culture of the 7th—-6th centuries, we would find several features of this “Greek” regime
anticipated there.) By the later fifth century, in a process accelerated by the newly
professionalized teachers of rhetoric and political arts whom we call “sophists,” the
emphasis on music and dance (mowusiké) was somewhat diminished (certainly in Athens—
though about other regions, the evidence is too skimpy for us to judge), while oratory,
literacy, and verbal expertise in general (#hétoriké)—Dboth in performance and in aesthetic
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and critical appreciation (krisis)—loomed larger in the education of at least some of the
more ambitious and sophisticated young elites.

But the pace and prevalence of this process have often been exaggerated by modern
scholars. “Music” and athletics did not die out. In fact, choral groups continued to
perform all over Greece well into the Hellenistic period (Calame 1997; Wilson 2000;
Kowalzig 2012; LeVen 2014), and conversely, a relatively small proportion of Greek
men studied oratory to the highest levels in the manner prescribed by Protagoras,
Isocrates, Aristotle, Cicero, or Quintilian, though, of course, our surviving literary
sources tend to emphasize their number and social importance. The leisure arts of
athletics, horseback riding, hunting, and the symposium continued to be practiced, not
only by the less urbanized elites of, for example, Macedonia, Thessaly, and Sparta, but
also by many highly “educated” Athenians, Syracusans, Ionians, etc., in general. The
plays of Aristophanes (especially the Clouds and the Frogs) reveal vividly how wide and
varied the range of educational and aesthetic sophistication must have been among the
Athenian population at large: intellectuals in general (especially Socrates) and various
new musical, poetic, and rhetorical styles are constantly being ridiculed, yet some
members of the audience are expected to have purchased books containing the written
texts of their favorite poets and thinkers. And even while audiences flocked to the theater
to watch and listen to Euripides’ and Menander’s displays of verbal and critical subtlety,
the traditional “gymnastic” activities of physical and vocal self-presentation continued to
be crucial for a man’s advancement in almost all walks of life. “Manliness” was highly
prized, even when it had come to be measured (as in the rhetorical schools) in terms of
vigorous and rigorous argument, elegant verbal style, a strong voice, and dignified
performance /delivery (Greek hypokrisis; Latin actio).

In the course of this evolution of distinctively Greek educational methods and focus,
it appears that (at least in the areas of Greece for which we possess most information) the
learning of foreign languages and writing systems was not a priority. Whereas we can be
sure that a fair number of Bronze Age Greeks in Crete, Cyprus, the Levant, and western
Anatolia must have been conversant with cuneiform texts in one or more languages (see
earlier text) and/or with hieroglyphic Luwian texts too—along with the scribal systems
that taught these languages—by the late Archaic period, it looks as if the Greek language
and the use of the alphabet had grown further apart from those Near Eastern main-
streams, at least on the mainland. At the edges of the Greek world, things must have
been different; and especially with the rise of the multilingual and highly inter-connected
Achaemenid empire, translators certainly existed between Greek, Aramaic, Phoenician,
and even cuneiform Akkadian and Old Persian, as well as Luwian and Phrygian. Likewise
to the West: speakers/writers of Etruscan and other Italic languages were certainly mix-
ing with Greek speakers and Phoenicians in many parts of Sicily and Italy. Much of the
“new” wisdom that we find entering into Greek culture during the sixth and fifth cen-
turies (e.g., the ideas of several of the so-called “Presocratic” scientists and philosophers)
clearly came, by one means or another, from these neighboring cultures—possibly even
from as far away as India and Iran in some cases (Burkert 1992; West 1971; Kingsley
1995). But the surviving evidence is frustratingly small.

For most Greeks of the Classical period, however, education was a monolingual affair;
and the sense of a distinct and exclusive “Hellenic” identity was further reinforced by the
Persian invasions of the early fifth century. The imagined contrast between Greek
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toughness, inventiveness, and independence of spirit and “Asian” softness, conformism,
and servility became a cliché (McCoskey 2012), as was the notion that this contrast was
due both to nature (physis, including climate and geography) and to culture (#zomos,
including customs of training and performance for the young). Thus, the classical
education came to see itself as training its students to be both manly and free, and also
distinctively Greek (Gleason 1994)—and thus essentially different from the peoples of
the rest of the world. For this, expertise in handwriting was not important (so, not a
“scribal” culture); but control of one particular language (or for the Romans, two—both
Greek and Latin), used in a particular way, along with a particular type of body and voice,
were all required for the fullest development of a “free man.” Education in the “liberal
arts” was now becoming systematized and institutionalized.
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CHAPTER 3

Sophistic Method and Practice

David Wolfsdorf

1. Problems with the Sophists

The term “sophists” refers to certain Greeks active in the latter half of the fifth and early
fourth centuries BCE. Beyond this, the phrase is problematic. Much of the difficulty
relates to Plato’s influential appropriation of the term and criticisms of the men to whom
he applies it. Hence, in order to make headway in an inquiry into sophistic method and
practice, we need to engage with Plato’s treatment and attempt to transcend it.

Before turning to Plato, let us briefly note what I will call the “general sense” of the
word “sophist.” “Sophistés” derives from the noun “Sophia,” which means “knowledge,
wisdom, expertise, specialized skill or craft.” The suffix “-#4s” indicates a practitioner or
participant in a sphere of activity designated by the nominal root. A sophist is, therefore,
someone who engages in or practices wisdom, knowledge, expertise, or a specialized skill
or craft. As such, “sophist” has very broad application. It includes, among others, politi-
cians, poets, philosophers, craftsmen, soothsayers, and diviners. This is too broad to
permit a meaningful inquiry into sophistic method and practice.

By contrast, in Plato’s hands “sophist” acquires a narrow Athena-centric sense and
also, crucially, a pejorative one. The following conditions are essential to this Platonic
conception. The sophists are foreigners. They travel to Athens offering instruction or
cultivation in areté (excellence). But they are incapable of providing what they claim to.
Hence, the sophists are pseudo-practitioners of sophin. Furthermore, they offer their
instruction for fees. Their motive is to make money, and they target wealthy and naive
Athenian youths. In short, the sophists are unethical as well as incompetent.

The opening scene of Plato’s Protagoras—arguably the most important ancient text in
which the sophists are represented—well conveys this critical, indeed, hostile attitude.
An aristocratic Athenian youth Hippocrates approaches Socrates in great excitement
after learning that the famous Protagoras of Abdera has recently arrived in Athens and is
staying at the house of his wealthy patron Callias. Hippocrates claims that he will pay
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whatever he can to acquire Protagoras’ sophin. Socrates warns Hippocrates against
submitting his soul or mind to such men. He compares the sophist to an itinerant huck-
ster who touts his wares regardless of their value.

In Plato’s sense, the sophists are, then, not even a subset of the sophists in the general
sense. Moreover, as pseudo-wise men, Plato’s sophists either lack methods and practices
or employ duplicitous ones. Giving an account of such sophistic method and practice
would be analogous to giving an account of either blundering or stealing. Indeed,
Aristotle’s logical treatise Sophistic Refutations is devoted to exposing and clarifying
argumentative fallacies.

Since neither Plato’s nor the general sense of “sophist” encourages an account of sophistic
method and practice, it is questionable whether there is an alternative approach. The follow-
ing discussion offers a sort of middle course by suggesting alterations to Plato’s sense of
“sophist” that in turn yield a subset of sophists in the general sense. What is ultimately
important here, however, is not to decisively lay claim to a revamped use of “sophist”; it is
to clarify why and how Plato appropriated and distorted the term as he did, to consider to
what extent those he branded “sophists” were guilty of his charges, and to situate their
actual contributions within the cultural and intellectual currents of their day. By this means,
we may offer a sensible account of sophistic method and practice.

2. Plato’s Sophists

Let us begin with the principal figures Plato identifies as sophists. For now I will call them
“Plato’s sophists.” In Protagoras, Protagoras of Abdera (¢. 490- 420), Hippias of Elis
(¢. 470-400), and Prodicus of Ceos (¢. 460-390) are the sophists Hippocrates and Socrates
encounter when they arrive at Callias” house. In addition, scholars consistently include
Gorgias of Leontini (¢. 483-375) and Thrasymachus of Chalcedon (¢. 459—400) among
prominent sophists Plato features in his dialogues, specifically in Gorgias and Republic,
book 1. In Plato’s corpus, Thrasymachus is, in fact, nowhere called a “sophist.” However,
he satisfies Plato’s conditions for being one. A significant part of Plato’s Gorgias is devoted
to a discussion of rhetoric, Gorgias’ special so-called craft (zechné). Within the discussion,
Socrates initially, carefully distinguishes sophistry from rhetoric (464b—465d). He maintains
that both are debased forms of politics in that they seek to please rather than to improve
citizens. Rhetoric is a debased form of legislation; sophistry, a debased form of judicial
administration. According to this passage, Gorgias is not a sophist. On the other hand, later
in the dialogue, Socrates overturns his earlier distinction and asserts that rhetoricians are
sophists (520a-b). Moreover, in several other dialogues, Gorgias is mentioned, in passing,
among others as a sophist. Finally, Gorgias also satisfies Plato’s conditions for being a soph-
ist. Consequently, I will include Gorgias among Plato’s sophists and return to the relation
between rhetoric and sophistry later.

Plato’s view that the sophists were foreigners in Athens is misleading. When they were
in Athens, Plato’s sophists were foreigners. But none of them spent most or even much
of their lives in Athens. Protagoras, who was an associate of Pericles and Callias, probably
spent the most time in Athens of any of Plato’s sophists. We know of at least two visits
he made. We know of only one visit Gorgias made to Athens. He seems to have been
particularly active in Sicily. Given Elis’ alliance with Sparta during the Peloponnesian
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War, it is unlikely that Hippias spent much time in Athens in the last decades of the fifth
century. Plato, of course, focused on the sophists in Athens because he was especially
concerned with their influence on the young men of his city-state. Generally speaking,
however, Plato’s sophists traveled throughout the Greek Mediterranean, wherever
opportunities existed, and they were welcomed.

Plato’s sophists sought fees and were paid. As such, they were itinerant professionals—
at least, they engaged in itinerant professionalism. But itinerant professionalism had a long
history in the Greek world, extending as far back as the epic-singer Demodocus in Homer’s
Ilind. Between the eighth and fifth centuries BCE, there were itinerants professionals of
Greek and non-Greek origin working throughout the Mediterranean; for example, in the
fields of poetry, music, painting, and sculpture; architecture and engineering, medicine,
athletics, soldiery, soothsaying and divination; and in crafts of all kinds: ceramics, masonry,
metallurgy, and smithery. Such figures traveled to courts, city-states, and festivals. They
were paid or otherwise remunerated for their labor, works, and compositions; for public
performances, readings, or displays, as well as for private instruction.

Plato’s sophists were not even especially distinctive insofar as the activities for which
they were paid principally involved speech or writing in prose form. For example, the
historian Herodotus was paid for public readings; Stesimbrotus of Thasos was paid for
lectures on Homer’s poetry; and there is evidence that the philosopher Zeno of Elea
was paid for instruction.

I assume that cultivating areté or making (young) men good or better was one among
several of Plato’s sophists” objectives. Such a good-making objective is compatible with
other objectives, for example, making money, entertaining or giving pleasure, fostering
diplomacy, and self-aggrandizement or self-perfection. Furthermore, the concept of a
good-making objective need not be construed narrowly as an ethical or moral one. When
he uses the term “areté,” to mean “excellence” or “goodness,” Plato specifically means
“human” excellence or the goodness “of a man.” But according to traditional Greek
views, physical health, beauty, or strength are also constitutive of the excellence or
goodness of a human or man, as are so-called external and relational goods such as
wealth, political power, social status, and glory.

Plato himself is principally interested in the cultivation of the psyché. Accordingly, he
focuses on his sophists as cultivators of the psyché. Certainly, Plato’s sophists did—
once again, among other things—contribute to the cultivation of the psyché. But Plato’s
distorting influence operates here too. The theoretical dichotomy of body (séma) and
psyché was achieved in the latter half of the fifth century. Socrates seems to have been a
key figure in the process, and Plato and his philosophical heirs concretize this distinction.
The word “psyché,” which they employ and which may be rendered as “soul” or “mind,”
can cover the animating or vital force of a living being, its emotionality, motivation, and
character, as well as its intellect and cognitive capacities. It is unclear, however, whether
all of Plato’s sophists subscribed to the distinction between body and psyché so conceived
or employed the term “psyche” to refer to the substance, faculty, or complex of faculties
responsible for all of the psychological or living functions just enumerated. Furthermore,
even when their activity did involve cultivation of the psyché, Plato’s sophists still might
not have viewed this as their goal. For example, some might have viewed their goal as
facilitating the attainment of political power or honor, in which case cultivation of the
psyché would be instrumental.
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Translators of Plato often render the word “aréte” not as “excellence,” but as “virtue,”
meaning “ethical or moral virtue.” In doing so, however, they obscure something
momentous: the distinctiveness of Socrates’ claim that ethical virtue constitutes the value
of'a human being. Furthermore, Socrates maintains that ethical virtue is knowledge of a
certain kind, namely, knowledge of good and bad. It is precisely this that Socrates and
Plato conceive as sophin. Consequently, in denying that the sophists possess sophia, Plato
and Socrates are precisely denying that they possess ethical knowledge. Of course,
Socrates himself lacks sophia. But in contrast to the sophists, as Plato portrays them,
Socrates is made to acknowledge this lack, indeed, to highlight it.

Now, if human or manly cultivation solely consisted in the acquisition of ethical
knowledge or ethical virtue, Plato might have some grounds for disqualifying his sophists
as cultivators of the psyché. But, momentous as Socrates’ conception of sophia and cultiva-
tion is, why should we accept such a narrow view? Setting aside the controversial claim
that ethical virtue is a kind of knowledge, there are various ways of cultivating humans and
citizens aside from improving their virtue. The smooth functioning of societies requires
from their members more than ethical virtue, however crucially it requires that.

Contra Plato, I assume, then, that incompetence or lack of integrity is not a distinctive
feature of his sophists. In this respect, Plato’s sophists do not difter from other philosophers,
cultivators, educators, specialists, or consultants. Rather, it is Socrates’ and Plato’s concep-
tion of “sophia” as ethical virtue, conceived as ethical knowledge, their view of themselves
as “philosophoi,” lovers of sophia, and of their intellectual activity as “philosophin,” the desire
for and pursuit of sophia, that is anomalous. Later I will consider the extent to which Plato’s
sophists were, in fact, concerned with ethics. Presently, granting that they possessed sophia,
at least in a sense that does not entail ethical virtue or knowledge, the modified Platonic
sense of “sophist” refers to a set of late fifth- and early fourth-century Greek men who
engaged in itinerant professionalism and whose activity principally involved speech and
writing in prose form, one of whose objectives was to impart areté to (young) men or to
make them good or better.

Because of their success and, of course, the negative impression it made on Plato, we
have more information regarding Plato’s sophists than others. Hence, I will continue to
focus on the method and practice of these men and hereafter simply refer to them as
“sophists.” In the next section, I discuss the wide range of their activity and, more
briefly, the roles of rhetoric and ethics within that activity. Toward the end of the
discussion, I briefly touch on some lesser-known sophists and their works.

3. The Sophists’ Activities

It is helpful to distinguish what I will call “kinds” of sophistic activity from contents of
sophistic activity. Among kinds, we may distinguish three: first, presentations, performances,
or displays to audiences; second, composition and dissemination of written works; and
third, private instruction. These kinds may be conceived more succinctly as public oral,
public written, and private activities. One might also distinguish public from private written
works, at least, written works for general audiences and written works for specialized audi-
ences. But I will stick with the trifold distinction. One may also distinguish sub-kinds of
public oral activity. For example, it is one thing to give a presentation at a Hellenic festival
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such as the Olympic games or a state-sponsored civic occasion such as a military funeral; it
is another to present before a smaller and narrower assembly of guests at the home of a
patron or in an athletic training ground, that is, a gymnasium or palaistra.

In a number of his dialogues, Plato portrays the sophists presenting or having just
presented in private homes and gymnasia. It appears that a question- and-answer period
typically followed such presentations. These events could serve as advertisements for or
preliminary to private instruction, but they could also be ends in themselves. We also
know that the sophists presented on a larger scale. For example, Gorgias once delivered
Athens’ annual funeral oration to honor military victims and at least once a speech at the
Olympic games. Hippias also presented at Olympia, perhaps on multiple occasions.

The practice of presenting or performing at civic or Hellenic events appears closely
related to ambassadorial service. Indeed, most of the sophists served as ambassadors.
Consider Hippias’ claims in Plato’s Hippias Major: “Whenever Elis needs to conduct any
affairs with other city-states, she always comes to me first out of all the citizens and
chooses me as an ambassador” (281a). Compare also Socrates’ response: “That man
Gorgias, the sophist from Leontini, arrived here from his home as an ambassador on
public business, since he was the ablest of the men of Leontini at conducting communal
affairs, and he seemed to speak excellently in public; yet also, in private, by giving dem-
onstrations and associating with the young men, he made and received a great deal of
money from our city. Or take that friend of ours Prodicus—he often went to other places
on public business; and the climax was when he recently arrived from Ceos on public
business: he spoke in the Council and ... <gave> private demonstrations ...” (282a—c).

In addition, we have several testimonies regarding other political and diplomatic
activities of the sophists. In a speech at the Olympic games in 408 BCE, Gorgias exhorted
the Greek city-states to pursue concord (homonoia) and to collaborate against the threat
of the barbarians. Around 413, Thrasymachus composed a speech, delivered to the
citizens of Larisa, encouraging resistance against the Macedonian King Archelaus. And
in 443, at the request of the Athenian statesman Pericles, Protagoras apparently
composed laws for the Athenian-led Panhellenic colony of Thurii.

Evidently, the goals of the various kinds and sub-kinds of sophistic activity differ, even
when they are complementary or overlapping. Moreover, event-type or activity-kind
and -content are clearly interrelated. The sophists responded to the varied interests of
their audiences, patrons, and clients. Versatility and polymathy would, thus, be among
the keys to sophistic success. For example, testimonies suggest that Gorgias could
extemporize on any subject presented to him. Likewise, in Plato’s Hippias Minor,
Hippias explains: “I travel to the solemn assembly of the Greeks at Olympia ... and pre-
sent myself at the sanctuary as both a speaker, on whatever subject anyone wishes from
those that I have prepared for demonstration, and as ready to answer whatever anyone
wishes to ask me” (363c).

Hippias, in particular, was famed for his polymathy. His skills and competencies
apparently extended beyond the verbal and intellectual. Consistent with his high, per-
haps supreme estimation of the virtue of self-sufficiency (autarkein), Hippias is said to
have once presented himself at the Olympic games with metal, ceramic, textile, and
leather works he had crafted himself (HpM: 368b—d). Hippias also speaks of his various
poetic compositions: epic, tragic, and dithyrambic. In addition, we have independent
testimony that Hippias composed elegiac verses for a monument dedicated at Olympia
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commemorating a chorus of boys drowned at sea (Pausanias, 5.25.4). In light of this,
the activity of the sophists was not even limited to writing and speech in prose.

The content of the sophists’ writings was also highly diverse. For example, an ancient
catalog of Protagoras’ works includes, among other things: On Wrestling, On Mathematics,
On the State, On Ambition, On the Original State of Things, On What is in Hades, and
Opposing Arguments (also known as On Truth). Put succinctly, albeit anachronistically,
the range of subjects here appears to include philosophy of mathematics, political theory,
ethics, cosmology or social anthropology, eschatology, and epistemology.

Now, one must treat ancient catalogs carefully, at least for three reasons. A title may
not refer to an authentic work or to any work at all. One work may pass under multiple
names. And the basic content of works cannot straightforwardly be inferred from the
titles. On Wrestling is a good example of this last problem. One might think that
Protagoras’ text was a manual on wrestling. (In fact, in Plato’s dialogue Lysis, Socrates
describes the character Mikkos, the trainer and owner of the wrestling school where the
dialogue is set, as a sophist 204a.) But comments on Protagoras’ text in Plato’s Sophist
suggest otherwise. Two characters in this dialogue, the Eleatic philosopher and
Theaetetus, are discussing the areas in which sophistic instruction enables students to
become good debaters or speakers: “(E): Those things that concern technical skills both
in general and specifically, and which are needed for arguing against any actual practi-
tioner ... (T): I take it you mean Protagoras’ work on wrestling and other technical
skills” (232d). Presumably, then, Protagoras’ text was not a how-to manual on wrestling,
but a manual on or perhaps demonstration of speaking effectively about wrestling and
other technical skills.

I have already noted Hippias’ polymathy. He appears to have been particularly noted
for astronomical and mathematical studies. For example, at Callias’ house in Plato’s
Protayoras, Socrates observes: “Various people were sitting around Hippias on benches.
They appeared to be asking questions concerns natural science and astronomy, while
he, sitting on his chair, clarified and explained each of the things they asked about”
(315¢). In his Commentary on Book 1 of Euclid’s Elements, Proclus mentions Hippias’
contribution to the solution to the geometrical problem of trisecting a rectilinear
angle, using a curve called the “quadratrix” (Friedlein 272.3-10).

One of Hippias® works is referred to as Collection (Synagogé). Bruno Snell and others
have compellingly argued that this text is the earliest example of doxography. That is,
Hippias’ Collection consisted of a collection of Hippias® predecessors; opinions on subjects
in natural science or philosophy. Clement of Alexandria appears to preserve its opening
words: “Of these things, some may have been said by Orpheus, some by Musaeus briefly
in various places, some by Hesiod and Homer, some by other poets, others in prose works
of Greek and non-Greek writers; but by putting together the most significant and kindred
items, I will compose a discourse that is both new and varied” (Strom. 6.15).

Hippias also appears to have composed historical and chronological works. One of
these consisted of a list of Olympic victors. In Plato’s Hippias Major, Hippias explains
that when he travels to Sparta, the Lacedaimonians desire to hear him speak about the
genealogies of heroes and men and how city-states were founded in ancient times, “in a
word, all ancient history” (285¢). In addition to indicating Hippias’ interest or compe-
tence in history of certain kinds, this passage also corroborates the point that the sophists
tailored their presentations to their audiences.
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In a celebrated scene of Plato’s Protagoras, Socrates and Protagoras offer competing
interpretations of a poem, Simonides’ ode to Scopas. The discussion is initially
motivated by Protagoras’ claim that the ability to discuss poetry is the central
constituent of a man’s education. Whether or not the historical Protagoras thought
this, commentary on and explication of celebrated works within the Greek poetic
tradition figured prominently within sophistic activity. This practice was continuous
with the centrality of poetry in primary Greek education and culture broadly. Such
commentary and explication was diverse, including semantic, linguistic, and stylistic
points, as well as interpretation of broader content. For example, Protagoras is known
to have distinguished different kinds of speech-act, including commands and prayers.
Aristotle, who reports this, also informs us that Protagoras applied some of these
distinctions in a criticism of Homer’s diction (Poetics 1456b).

Prodicus was especially famed for his contribution to the study of what the Greeks
called “correctness of words” (orthotés onomatin). Testimonies indicate that he offered
introductory and advanced lectures on the subject, charging distinct fees for each. Once
again, this exemplifies the interrelation of activity type, activity content, and activity
objective. In one parodic passage of Protagoras, Plato alludes to Prodicus’ interest in
semantic distinctions by having the character Prodicus rattle off subtle distinctions bet-
ween near synonyms. I myself have argued that Prodicus was not interested in clarifying
subtle distinctions in meaning according to common usage. Rather, he was interested in
reforming linguistic usage to correspond to distinctions between natural kinds. For
example, Galen reports that Prodicus, in his work On Human Nature, distinguished two
kinds of phlegm and applied distinct terms to each (nat. fac. 2.9).

Generally speaking, the sophists’ intellectual interests correspond to those of the so-
called Presocratics and other intellectuals of the late Archaic and early Classical periods.
Protagoras’ epistemological work On Truth appears to be a critical response to
Parmenides’ On Being. Gorgias’ On Non-Being is also a response to Parmenides.
Arguably, Protagoras’ On Mathematicsinvolved criticism of the Eleatics or Pythagoreans.
Hippias’ astronomical work is continuous with earlier philosophical explanations of the
cosmos, in addition to contributing to the increasing development of astronomy as a
specialized discipline. As Galen’s report indicates, Prodicus’ On Human Nature is like-
wise continuous with earlier philosophical explanations of human physiology, while also
contributing to the, already to some degree autonomous, discipline of medical theory.
In composing or at least presenting work on the foundations of city-states, Hippias’
contribution continues the tradition of historical writing, in particular, traditions of
local and regional history and geography. Hippias’ doxographical work was original,
but later developed into an important philosophical and medical genre, especially by
Aristotle and the Peripatetic school.

The sophists’ contributions are comparable, for example, to those of their contempo-
rary Democritus of Abdera (¢. 460-370), who is invariably classified as a Presocratic
philosopher and never as a sophist. In his Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers,
Diogenes Laertius’ catalog of Democritus’ works includes, among others: On Those in
Hades, On Manly Excellence, On Contentment, On the Cosmos, On the Planets, On the
Nature of Man, On Geometry, On Poetry, On Homer, Medical Regimen, and On Fighting
in Armor. As such, I do not hesitate to identify the sophists as philosophers. Indeed,
some of the ancients did as well. Protagoras is included among philosophers in Diogenes
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Laertius’ Lives, and the entry for Prodicus in Suda describes him as both “a natural
philosopher and a sophist” (DK 84 Al).

I have yet to discuss Gorgias and Thrasymachus’ writings and thus to comment on the
relation between sophistic activity and rhetoric. The sophists are often treated primarily
as teachers of rhetoric. Most of them undoubtedly made important contributions to this
domain, at least in some sense of the word “rhetoric.” I have already mentioned some of
Protagoras’ and Prodicus’ contributions to literary and linguistic theory. Other works by
Protagoras, for example, On Wrestling, The Art of Controversy, Instruction Book, and
Lawsuit about a Fee—assuming these were at least authentic, if not all distinct works—
were evidently rhetorical in some sense. But Gorgias and Thrasymachus stand out among
the sophists for their contributions to the art of public speaking. At least, with the
exception of Gorgias® On Non-Being, the only works of Gorgias’ and Thrasymachus’ of
which we have knowledge are orations or speeches.

In recent decades, however, numerous scholars have compellingly argued that the
sophists’ contributions to rhetoric have been misunderstood: for the most part, the
sophists did not create theories of rhetoric or communication. Rather, for the most
part, they developed styles of public speaking, which served later figures such as Aristotle
and Anaximenes as grounds for theorizing. As such, the so-called rhetorical manuals
(vhétorikai technai) typically associated with the sophists in great measure consisted of
speeches, which students could memorize, study, and emulate. The only qualification
I wish to make to this thesis—and the reason I have qualified my claims by repeating
the phrase “for the most part”—is that the view that the early works were only
performance texts is probably too extreme. Some technai could have contained some
commentary on the authors’ objectives or theoretical views, limited though these might
be. Moreover, even if they lacked such commentary or explanation, private instruction
in public speaking must have consisted of something more than handing the student a
collection of speeches, telling him to memorize and study the content and then create
his own speech. Given what we know of the contemporary Greek intellectual turn to
theorize and given the competition for students, these manuals and the living teaching
of expertise in speech could not simply have been a kind of exemplary epideixis. A
teacher who is also something of a salesman must provide his audience with a rationale
for his own excellence and distinctiveness.

For convenience, it may be helpful stipulatively to distinguish “rhetoric” as referring
to the theory of public speaking from “oratory” as referring to the skill or practice of
public speaking, whether or not theoretically informed. Undeniably, teaching oratory
was one of the sophists’ principal occupations. For example, in Plato’s Protagoras
Protagoras explains that if Hippocrates becomes his student, one of the main things he
will learn is to become effective as a public speaker (319a). After all, most wealthy Greek
youth aspired to political power; and given the political and social conditions of the
ancient Greek world, oratorical competence was essential to that end. In their professional
capacities, the sophists were responding to market demands. Although there evidently
was demand for all of the other subjects they offered, effective oratory was the central
skill their private clients sought.

Finally, to what extent were the sophists cultivators of ethical virtue? Evidence indicates
that they were cultivators of ethical virtue to some extent. Protagoras’ On Ambition and
On the State appear to be ethical or ethical-political works. Of course, they might be
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exemplary speeches on those subjects intended for oratorical training. But Protagoras’
creation of laws for Thurii indicates that he had substantive political views. The Great
(political) Speech that Plato gives the character Protagoras in Protagoras must in various
ways correspond to views of the historical Protagoras. There is also an intriguing ancient
testimony that most of Plato’s Republic was based on Protagoras’ views.

Hippias seems to have composed an ethical work entitled Neoptolemus. Plato has him
describe it in Hippias Major: “Just now I have made a great impression in Sparta speaking
about the activities a young man must pursue. I have a discourse on the subject ... My
setting and the starting point ... are something like this. After Troy was taken, the tale is
told that Neoptolemus asked Nestor what sort of activities are noble ... After that, the
speaker is Nestor, who teaches him a very great many noble customs. I presented this
discourse there and expect to present it here the day after tomorrow in Phidostratus’
schoolroom” (286a-b).

Hippias® Neoptolemus is comparable to the most celebrated of the sophists’ ethical
works, Prodicus’ Choice of Heracles, which Xenophon paraphrases in his Memorabilia.
In his work, Prodicus presented the mythological hero Heracles as a young man at a
crossroads poised to choose a path of life. Feminine figures representing Excellence (areté)
and Depravity advertised their respective courses. Depravity tries to lure Heracles with the
promise of sensual pleasures. But Excellence responds with the claim that a life of civic
responsibility and duty offers distinct pleasures of its own: “The young enjoy the praises
of their elders. The old are glad to be honored by the young. They recall their past deeds
with pleasure, and they take pleasure in doing their present deeds well” (Mem. 1.2.23).

Insofar as they composed and disseminated ethically didactic works, the sophists’
contributions in this domain might be thought similar to those in the art of public
speaking. That is, they might have contained relatively little abstract or principled
justification and explanation and instead have been basically exhortatory and directive.
In short, such works might not have been predominantly a-theoretical. If so, then Plato’s
criticism of the sophists’ lack of sophia, even in the sense of ethical sophia, could be
understood more deeply as follows. For Plato, ethical knowledge requires the ability to
justify and explain one’s position. For instance, central to such justification and explana-
tion is the ability to define one’s ethical terms. Plato’s criticism of the sophists’ lack of
sophia and incapacity to make men good would, then, be explicable, if not defensible,
according to this peculiar sense of “arezé.”

This rather speculative interpretation of the sophists’ ethical works is, however, open
to doubt. There is reason to believe that at least some of the sophists’ ethical compo-
sitions were relatively theoretical. The strongest evidence for this claim comes from
two anonymous works, widely agreed to have been composed in the late fifth or early
fourth century and invariably included in collections on the sophists: the Double
Arguments (Dissos Logoi) and Anonymus Iamblichi. Passages constituting the latter
have been preserved in a chapter of the neo-Platonist Iamblichus’ Exhortation to
Philosophy. Their content concerns the means by which a young man may achieve
success in his pursuit of “wisdom, courage, eloquence, or excellence (arezé)” (1.1).
Significantly for our present point, the content is presented as a continuous argument.
That is, the text does not merely exhort its reader to a certain end by certain means,
but attempts to justify the grounds for adopting certain means to attain desired ends,
invoking substantive ethical and political principles along the way.
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Philosophical argumentation is even more conspicuous in the Double Arguments.
This work, remarkably different in form from the Anonymus Iamblichi, primarily consists
of pairs of pro- and contra-arguments for various ethical, political, and indeed metaeth-
ical theses. The first three pairs concern the relation between opposed evaluative or
normative properties. For instance, the first engages the question whether “the good
and the bad are one thing ... or whether they are distinct” (8.1). Later sections consist
of opposing arguments regarding whether wisdom and excellence are teachable and
whether political offices should be assigned by lot. The remaining fragments contain
accounts of the value of oratorical skill and mnemonic ability, respectively.

Assuming that the form and content of these anonymous texts was not atypical, I suggest
the following as a more plausible general statement regarding the sophists’ ethical compo-
sitions. These works were quite diverse, both in form and content. Some were basically
exhortatory or simply contained characterizations of paradigmatic virtuous and vicious
figures. But others were more theoretical and argumentative. Once again, such variety in
form and content is explicable by the authors’ diverse audiences and occasions for
composition, as well as their personal styles, distinct talents, and interests.

In sum, the practices or activities of the five celebrated sophists, who are central to
several Platonic dialogues, can be relatively well clarified, in terms of both their var-
ious kinds and their extremely heterogeneous content. If “method” entails an explicit
theory or theoretical conception informing practice, then to a large extent these
sophists do not appear to have been methodical. If, instead, by “method” we merely
mean “a manner of approaching a subject,” then one may, as I have, surely speak of
the various manners in which they approach their diverse subjects. Finally, if we wish
to speak of sophistic method and practice generally, I have cautiously suggested that
sophistic activity of the late fifth and early fourth centuries may be distinguished by
the prominence, not origin, of engagement in itinerant professionalism, using prose
forms, tailored to the local interests of citizens, public and private, of diverse city-
states throughout the Greek world, and with numerous overlapping aims: ambassadorial
and diplomatic, entertaining, self-aggrandizing and self-perfecting, money making,
and variously educational. The existence of this phenomenon is perhaps best explained
as a function of several coincident factors: preexisting patterns and practices of itin-
erant professionalism; the ongoing development of Greek philosophy; the increasing
sophistication of prose forms in tandem with their positive reception and growing
stature; and emerging and widening markets for oratorical skills and other capabilities
materially as well as symbolically efficacious in political and more broadly civic spheres.

Finally, it deserves repeating that the preceding discussion has focused on five men
who were particularly successful and celebrated within the sophistic movement. One
consequence of their prominence is that they play significant roles in several of
Plato’s dialogues. Another is that we have a relatively substantial amount of non-
Platonic fragmentary and testimonial evidence regarding their lives and works. Given
the great range of these works—topically, formally, and contextually—it is fair to say
that these sophists well represent the diversity of sophistic interests and activities
generally. In contrast, while it is possible to mention numerous other figures of the
period who arguably qualify as sophists, in the revamped sense of this term, many of
these men are little more than names to us. Nonetheless, I will conclude by
mentioning a few of them.
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We know of some other sophists in various connections with the five celebrated
sophists. For example, Antimoerus of Mende is characterized in Plato’s Protagoras as
“Protagoras’ star pupil, who is studying professionally to become a sophist” (315a).
Unfortunately, this is the only surviving reference to Antimoerus.

We know a little more about Polus of Acragas, who was a student of Gorgias and
who also plays a prominent role in Plato’s Gorgias. The limited information we have
suggests that Polus specialized in the art of speaking, and we know of at least one text
he composed. Generally, Polus’ work seems to have been a mixture of rhetoric and
oratory. For example, in Plato’s Phaedrus Socrates asks Phaedrus: “What should we
say of the whole gallery of terms Polus established—speaking with reduplication,
speaking in maxims, speaking in images—and of the terms Licymnius gave him as a
present to help him explain good diction” (267b). This passage suggests that Polus
coined several rhetorical terms and, no doubt, illustrated their use with examples in
some of his work.

The figure Licymnius of Chios, who is mentioned in the preceding Phaedrus
passage, was also a teacher of Polus. Hence, it is possible he was a sophist too. We
know from Aristotle’s Rbetoric that he composed a rhetorical or oratorical text, for
Aristotle criticizes some of the rhetorical terms he coined as “pointless and silly”
(1414b15). We also know that Licymnius composed dithyrambic poems.

Lycophron, whose city-state of origin is unknown, was another student of Gorgias’.
His contribution is somewhat better known. Aristotle refers to him as a sophist. As a
student of Gorgias’, it is likely that Lycophron taught at least oratory. However,
Aristotle’s use of “sophist” is broader than Plato’s; so it is unclear whether Lycophron
engaged in itinerant professionalism. Several fragments survive, all in Aristotle. The
breadth of their content shows that Lycophron was alive to various intellectual currents
of his day. Hence, it is possible that he was itinerant to some extent, if not in a
professional capacity. One fragment mentions a composition in praise of the lyre. Such
odes or parodies constitute well-established genres of Greek lyric poetry. Recall that
Hippias of Elis also composed poems. Thus, Licymnius’, Hippias’, and Lycophron’s
poetic contributions illustrate another point of continuity between forms of traditional
Greek sophia and the sophistic movement.

Other fragments indicate that Lycophron had substantive philosophical interests. In a
discussion of the metaphysical relation of participation, Aristotle mentions that
Lycophron characterized the relation between knowledge and the soul as one of
participation. In the context of another metaphysical discussion, in this case concerning
predication and the unity of being, a topic stemming from Parmenides’ thought and
central to fifth- and fourth-century philosophy, Aristotle notes that Lycophron avoided
the use of the copula. Finally, several fragments refer to Lycophron’s political views. One
seems to support a democratic ideology: “The nobility of good birth is obscure, and its
grandeur is a matter of words” (DK83B4). Another, cited in Aristotle’s Politics, charac-
terizes law as a convention that serves as a “guarantor of mutual rights” (DK83B3).

On the basis of the fragments and testimonies, it is questionable why in their
seminal collection Diels and Kranz classify Lycophron among the sophists rather than
philosophers. But, as we have discussed, the same question may be reasonably posed
of many of the figures they so classify, including Protagoras, Hippias, Prodicus,
Gorgias, and Thrasymachus.
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On this note, I turn to one final problem case: Antiphon. An Antiphon of Athens is
today and was in the Classical period widely treated as a sophist. It is controversial—in
fact, the controversy extends back into late antiquity—whether he is identical to
Antiphon of Athens of the deme Rhamnus. The basic difficulty in identifying the two
is that Antiphon of Rhamnus was an anti-democratic politician who led the oligarchic
regime of the Four Hundred in 411, whereas content from a fragment of Antiphon
the sophist supports egalitarianism.

Antiphon of Rhamnus was a major orator, indeed, the first of the canonical ten Attic
orators. He established a school in Athens, and a number of his speeches have survived.
These models for instruction are assembled under the title Tetralogies.

Antiphon the sophist was the author of several treatises: On Truth, On Concord,
The Politician, and On the Interpretation of Dreams. We have numerous fragments
and testimonies of the first two, little of the last two. On Truth, which was composed
in two books, covered numerous philosophical topics: in epistemology, metaphysics,
ethics, cosmology, and biology. On Concord was an ethical and political treatise
concerned with the topic of the title, concord (homonoia), both among citizens and
among family members. The longest surviving fragment, for instance, discusses the
difficulties and values of marriage and children.

Assume Antiphon of Rhamnus and Antiphon the sophist are one and the same
person. In that case, Antiphon is another fifth-century polymath who taught oratory
and perhaps a range of other subjects. But whether or not Antiphon the sophist is
Antiphon the orator, neither seems to have been an itinerant figure, even though at
least one was professionally engaged. Indeed, both are Athenians. Hence, the
identification of at least one Antiphon as a sophist would require that we drop itinerancy
as a condition of sophistry. That would leave professionalism of some degree as the
differentiating condition between all of the figures discussed in this chapter and men
such as Socrates, Plato, and, so far as we know, most of the so-called Presocratic philos-
ophers. The distinction between an intellectual or philosophical life engaged in profes-
sionalism of some degree and a wholly nonprofessional one is culturally and historically
significant, to be sure. Moreover, we recognize a similar distinction today between
professionals and amateurs. But it at least deserves noting that if this economic criterion
were applied in the terminological distinction between “sophist” and something else,
say, “philosopher,” then Leibniz and Spinoza would count as philosophers and Kant,
Hegel, and the rest of us would qualify as sophists.
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CHAPTER 4

Socrates as Educator

David K. O°Connor

Socrates (469-399 BCE) was a celebrity in Athens and the wider Greek world, who was
executed for “introducing new divinities and corrupting the young,” as the indictment
said. The charges of “introducing” and “corrupting” are grave testimony that Socrates
was an educator. If Socrates had merely held unpopular opinions, about the gods and
the natural world, and even about ethics and politics, but had kept them to himself, an
Athenian jury would not have condemned him. But he always refused to call himself a
teacher, so there was also something elusive about how he influenced his associates.
Different associates seemed to take Socrates’ ideas and suggestions in different direc-
tions, so the education he produced was more one of provocation and inspiration than
of doctrine, a different influence for everyone touched by him.

By far our three most important sources for Socrates are Aristophanes’ comedy
Clouds (produced in 423 BcE), the dialogues of Plato, and the Socratic writings of
Xenophon (both written in the four decades following Socrates’ death). Socrates’
personal quirks and charisma were so well known that Aristophanes, the great comic
dramatist of the day, could make effective use of them in his hilarious caricature of
Socrates in the Clouds. Scholars hold contrary opinions about how much Aristophanes’
caricature reflects the “true” Socrates—though comic exaggeration would not be effec-
tive unless it played on features popularly perceived to be really present in the person
caricatured. Aristophanes’ comedy playfully anticipated, and perhaps influenced, the
deadly serious charges brought against Socrates a quarter century later. After Socrates’
execution, a literary genre of what Aristotle called “Socratic discourses” sprang up, car-
ried forward by his admirers, among them Xenophon and Plato, whose works are all
that survive intact of these Socratic discourses. It is a slippery business to get hold of the
“true” Socrates from the works of these admirers, as slippery as to try to peek behind
the caricature of a critic like Aristophanes. Plato and Xenophon use Socrates as a
character to reflect on Socrates’ philosophical significance, but not primarily to give a
historical account of him. To reconstruct what Socrates really looked like from his
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image in these distorting mirrors, whether in Aristophanes’ comic caricature or in the
idealizations of Socrates” admirers, is inescapably speculative. But all of our sources do
converge on seeing Socrates as a distinctive sort of educator.

Aristophanes portrayed Socrates as the arrogantly aloof head of a school that attracted
two kinds of students: effete speculators on natural phenomena, the atheistic absent-
minded professors of their day, and aggressive young men motivated by political ambi-
tion. A vulgar and overextended father, Strepsiades, comes to the school with hopes of
learning argumentative skills that will help him escape his debts. Lacking the mental
agility to pick up the quick wit and verbal cleverness he sought, he brings his son,
Pheidippides, to the school as a substitute, only to have his son corrupted when he
learns disreputable opinions and picks up a sneering contempt for his own father. So in
the Clouds, Socrates is a babbler about nature and the gods, an usurper of the respect
of sons for their fathers, and a purveyor of verbal trickery. Plato and Xenophon both
make many specific allusions to Aristophanes’ portrait of Socrates in the Clouds, though
they would have been small boys when the play was produced, and so must have known
the play from reading rather than viewing. Plato and Xenophon probably came to know
Socrates himself when they were still teenagers and Socrates was in his fifties. In broad
terms, their portraits of Socrates are consistent with Aristophanes’ caricature, while
contesting the comic exaggerations. Their writings concede that Socrates was some sort
of educator, with an informal group of close associates and a wider social circle influ-
enced by him, though he was not the head of anything as formal as a school; he was
involved with natural science, but with a different orientation from the pretentious
atheism portrayed by Aristophanes; and he 4id attract young men of political ambition,
though he did not cater to their ambitions in the way Aristophanes suggested. These
three themes, suggested by the responses of Plato and Xenophon to Aristophanes, will
be the focus of my account of Socrates as an educator: the distinctive character of
Socrates’ influence on his associates, his reorientation of natural science, and his educa-
tion of political ambition.

Socrates competed in an intellectual milieu obsessed with new and controversial
techniques for achieving verbal facility, represented most famously by the sophist rheto-
ricians Gorgias and Protagoras. Socrates too was famous for his distinctive verbal facility,
and all three of our primary witnesses converge on presenting Socrates as possessing a
characteristic way of conducting conversations, especially by brief question-and-answer
exchanges. Many scholars ancient and modern have tried to make something systematic
out of this characteristic conversation style, especially as presented in Plato’s dialogues,
constructing elaborate theories, psychological, epistemological, metaphysical, alleged
to underlie and justify Socrates’ varied practices. With some other contemporary
scholars, I am skeptical about such systematic reconstructions of #he Socratic “method.”
Socrates was certainly a participant in a larger cultural discussion about techniques of
argument and logic, and Plato especially often puts Socrates on one side of a polemical
dichotomy with a competitor: dialectic versus disputation, philosophy versus rhetoric or
sophistry, conversation versus speechmaking. But to identify the essence of Socrates
with a particular method, let alone with the professor’s game now called “the Socratic
method,” puts the center of gravity of his attraction to his associates in quite the wrong
place. For Socrates’ pull was not primarily formal, and the example of his dialectical skill
is inseparable from the content of the commitments he fostered.
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1. Imitation and Socratic Education

It can be misleading to call Socrates’ distinctive influence “education” at all, because with
Socrates it seems always to have been an intensely personal influence. There is an air of
paradox about describing someone as an educator who was notorious for insisting he was
not a teacher. The best short statement of how Socratic education worked without making
Socrates a teacher comes from Xenophon (Memorabilin 1.2.2-3): Socrates “made his asso-
ciates desire virtue and gave them hope that, if they took care for themselves, they would
become noble and good. And though he never professed to be a teacher of this noble
goodness, he made his associates hope by imitating him to become so, since he was himself
manifestly of this sort.” Socrates educated primarily by being an object of imitation and
emulation, and only secondarily through precept or doctrine. Xenophon emphasizes that
Socrates influenced his associates by the example of his actions even more than by what he
said (Memorabilin 1.2.17-18, 1.3.1, and 1.5.6). This emulation could be comical and
superficial, imitations by fans and acolytes who put on the superficial style without the
underlying substance. Such are the pale and unmanly “students” haunting Socrates’ school
in the Clouds. Aristophanes made fun of a rather different sort of imitator a year later in the
Birds (produced in 422 BCE), coining the comic verb “socratize” to describe odd people
in Athens who “wear long hair, go hungry and wild, socratize—and carry sticks!” Socrates’
charisma produces followers who “socratize” by being harsh, unkempt, and a bit of a spec-
tacle. In the public mind, to be a Socratic meant to affect Socrates’ shabby clothes and
argumentative conversation, and to adopt an ascetic lifestyle.

For admirers to imitate a celebrity’s style of dress and speech is nothing unusual, nor
for students to start to look and sound like their favorite teachers. But such superficial
imitation counts more as flattery than education, no matter how sincere. Xenophon and
Plato both present the imitation Socrates provoked as going deeper. Xenophon was
especially interested in how Socrates” admirers tried to imitate the great man’s self-
sufficiency and self-control. Indeed, Xenophon makes Socrates’ preternatural self-
sufficiency the central fact of his personality, subordinating even Socrates’ wisdom to it.
As he makes Socrates say, “To need nothing is divine; and as the divine is best, what is
closest to the divine is closest to the best” (Memorabilin 1.6.10). For Xenophon, every
imitation of this Socratic self-sufficiency was partial or imperfect, and so for him the
question of how Socrates educated his admirers cannot be separated from the question
of how he differed from them, as we will see in Xenophon’s discussion of Socrates and
natural science.

Like Xenophon, Plato draws a portrait of Socrates as personal influence and shin-
ing exemplar, not as pedagogue. But he goes much farther in the direction of theo-
rizing and mythologizing the imitation of Socrates, and in his typical fashion, he ties
Socrates’ influence to his erotic charisma. The key texts on this topic are the Meno
and the Phaedrus, with their accounts of what is known as the Theory of Recollection.
In a famous passage of the Meno, Socrates demonstrates that an untaught slave boy
can be brought to understand basic geometrical truths without explicitly being told
those truths. The knowledge of such truths, Socrates suggests, can be elicited from
the slave boy because he already had the knowledge; all he needs is to be questioned
in the right way, Socrates’ way, to be provoked to recollect these truths. Socrates
denies that such questioning should be called “teaching,” since it is really just
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reminding. He then provides a myth to explain how this knowledge could already be
present in us: our souls pre-existed, and must have learned before they entered our
bodies, which is when they forgot the knowledge. Whatever one thinks of this myth,
the dialogue does present a powerful picture of how learning can be an experience
quite distinct from being taught a doctrine from the outside, as it were. Socrates
seems to elicit from his interlocutors things they already know, things that are already
their own rather than a teacher’s. This is Plato’s version of the personal dimension of
Socrates as educator.

In the Phaedrus, Plato developed this theory and myth of recollection within a com-
plex account of the erotic nature of philosophy too large to consider here. But the key
aspect of this account presents the lover as driven by the urge to educate his beloved in
a most particular way: the lover tries to make the beloved a more perfect imitation of a
divine exemplar of virtue that the lover also himself imitates. Rather like the soul in the
Meno, the lover had immediate vision of these divine exemplars in a mythical preexis-
tence, and the beloved’s beauty is what provokes the experience of recollection of these
exemplars. This recollection is provoked because the beloved’s beauty, imperfect as it
may be, points toward an ideal beauty. Without the recollection provoked by the
beloved, the lover would not have cognitive access to the original on which he models
himself: recollection is the form of cognition. Further, the beloved is also formed by
imitation. In an extraordinary image implicitly following the myth of Echo and
Narcissus, Socrates suggests that the lover, seeing the beauty of the beloved, reflects or
echoes back this beauty to the beloved, so that the beloved has access to his own beauty
only through the lover. But the lover is an idealizing mirror, reflecting an image of what
the beloved can be, rather than what he merely is. We might say that the lover and
beloved both give each other an aspirational image of themselves, something to know
themselves by and to live up to.

Plato and Xenophon filled their writings with imitators of Socrates. But what
strikes the reader of these two complex authors is the multiplicity of Socrates’
admiring imitators. Socrates did not found a Socratic school, but conveyed something
more like a Socratic style of philosophy. This distinctive style could coexist with a
wide variety of doctrinal commitments, and the later polemics among the Hellenistic
schools were often debates about their competing claims to be the true heirs of
Socrates. Especially the Stoics and the Skeptics saw themselves as working out com-
mitments and lines of thought they found in the Socratic portraits of Plato and
Xenophon. These schools stabilized the legacy of Socrates in a way the playful texts
of Plato and Xenophon did not.

Socrates was not a “teacher,” Xenophon and Plato agreed, if this means
someone who transmitted a doctrine; but he was an educator, if we mean by this
someone who attracts talented young people who feel the draw of his personal
influence, and who find themselves in his example. Personal influence can be but
poorly institutionalized, and charisma is transmitted through channels that do
not fit well into a history of education narrowly conceived. As Max Weber
insisted, stable institutions require the “routinization of charisma,” the turning
of the wild legacy of charismatic founders into orderly bureaucracies. In an
important sense, Socrates is part of the prehistory of philosophical education, or
even of its counter-history.

»
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2. How Literate Was Socratic Education?

Socrates was famous for his conversations, and that must be the focus of an account of
Socrates as educator. But to focus only on Socrates as a part of an “oral culture” would
be a distortion. Though our evidence for how Socrates educated with written texts is
meager, Xenophon’s testimony that common reading was a characteristic activity of the
Socratic circle is extremely important and should not be overlooked when thinking
about Socrates’ place in the history of education.

Xenophon writes that a professional sophist named Antiphon once tried to recruit
Socrates’ associates to become his own fee-paying students. “At least you’re honest,
Socrates,” he said, “because you charge for your company exactly what it’s worth:
nothing!” Socrates responded by pointing out that teachers who take payment from stu-
dents spend their time with whoever pays the fee, while he is free to converse with
whomever he wants (Memorabilin 1.6.5; see also 1.3.5). Socrates makes this comparison
more pointed by suggesting that accepting pay for wisdom, as Antiphon claims to do, is
much like accepting pay for one’s youthful beauty: the latter are called “prostitutes,” and
the former, the fee-taking teachers, are called “sophists” (Memorabilia 1.6.13). One
should accept companions in wisdom in the same spirit as one accepts a lover.

This retort emphasizes the deeply personal aspect of Socrates’ influence, so deeply
personal that it can be compared to intimate friendship and erotic love. Of course, the
intense friendship of Socrates’ relationships is a prominent theme in Xenophon and
Plato. “As one man enjoys a good horse or a dog or a fighting cock,” Socrates says,
“I for my part, Antiphon, enjoy even more a good friend” (Memorabilia 1.6.14,
echoing Plato, Lysis 211d-e). So it is especially striking that Xenophon illustrates this
intimacy within the Socratic circle by the practice of common reading. “The treasures
that the wise men of the past have left written in their books,” says Socrates, “I open
and go through in common with my friends; and if we see anything good, we pick it
out, and we believe it a great profit if we prove useful to one another” (Memorabilin
1.6.14). There is nothing else in this passage that would have prompted Xenophon to
introduce the topic of common reading, and the parallel passage in Plato makes no
mention of it. But Xenophon thought it important enough that he made the study of
books central to his most extended account of Socrates’ personal influence with a
particular “student,” in the account (in Memorabilia Book 4) of Socrates’ relation-
ship with an attractive young man named Euthydemus. (Alcibiades lists this
Euthydemus in Plato’s Symposium among the young men who, like Alcibiades him-
self, became infatuated with Socrates.) Euthydemus is ambitious to acquire wisdom,
and he has become a great book collector (and one presumes a reader, too) with that
end in view. Socrates compliments Euthydemus on his collection of books of “those
who are said to be wise men”: “I admire you, since you do not choose to possess trea-
sures of silver and gold over those of wisdom” (Memorabilin 4.2.8-9). Xenophon
implicitly reminds us here of the Antiphon passage, where Socrates reported that his
erotic intercourse with his associates involved picking out the “treasures” from the
books of the wise men of the past. (These are the only two passages in the Memorabilin
where the word occurs.) We do not here see Socrates reading these books along with
his new young friend, but together the two “common reading” passages are a tanta-
lizing glimpse inside an otherwise closed room.
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The closest Plato comes to showing us a scene of common reading is in his Phaedrus.
Socrates and the title character read and analyze at some length a text written by the
most prominent speechwriter of the day, Lysias. This scene is integrated in ways too
complicated to take up here with later discussions in the dialogue about the nature of
writing, and about the relative virtues of conversation and reading. There is also a long
scene in the Protagoraswhere Socrates and Protagoras, with some interjections by others,
give competing close readings of a well-known poem by Simonides. Certainly these
scenes show us Socrates working with details of a text, but they do not depict what
Socrates describes in Xenophon. In both Phaedrus and Protagoras, Socrates stands in a
polemical relationship to the text, not an open relationship looking for its treasures. If
we had such scenes of literary treasure-seeking, we would have more clues to answer the
questions at the heart of what kind of literate educator Socrates may have been: how
Socrates would have led a close reading of a text by a “wise man of the past,” picking out
some “treasures” himself and being delighted when his friends picked out others; what
would have counted as a treasure, and whether a text would have been treated as a
literary whole, or just as a mine of independent jewels; and many other such questions.

It is tempting to look at passages where Xenophon and Plato themselves are writing in
intimate relationship with some other text—from Homer or Hesiod, say, or in Xenophon’s
case from Plato—to infer their own practices of reading, and then to consider whether
these implied practices are part of a Socratic literary heritage. But, of course, this would
be to pile fantasy on speculation, and the temptation must be resisted. The literate
Socratic education is reported to us, but hidden from us. But even this is enough to
correct any tendency to think of the Socratic circle as simply an “oral culture.”

3. The Socratic Sound

Let us turn, then, from this murky Socrates the reader to the famous Socrates, Socrates
the talker. Socrates was famous for requiring his conversation partners to give short
answers to questions, to clarify their key terms, and to give answers that expressed their
own beliefs and commitments. He also was famous for using humble, earthy examples
to illustrate general principles. But Socrates would not have been a famous conversa-
tionalist merely because he did these things. He also conveyed an attitude of moral
seriousness, without falling into a hectoring earnestness. There is almost always an
element of playfulness and cheerfulness in Socrates’ seriousness. Socrates may be often
ironic, but he is rarely sarcastic.

Whether or not Socrates’ way of conversing and questioning should receive the formal
label of a “method,” he did establish a peculiar “sound” for philosophy, a sound people
could imitate. The men who spent time with Socrates and who picked up this style of
conversation and argument are the closest thing Socrates had to “students.” These
examination techniques, amounting to a distinctive conversational style, were not
something Socrates taught by precept, but they certainly were learned by imitation.
Spending time with Socrates meant undergoing such examination oneself, but it seems
also to have made people desire to conduct such examinations of others. Plato gives
some playful examples of the students imitating the master. For example, in his Gozgias,
Socrates’ devoted friend Chaerephon engages in some Socratic sparring with Gorgias’
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pupil Polus before the main bout commences between Socrates and Gorgias (448a); and
in the Republic, when Polemarchus, with fresh wounds from being refuted himself by
Socrates, interjects himself into Socrates’ long argument with Thrasymachus, who in
turn is defended by his follower Clitophon (340a). Xenophon’s most extended account
of someone imitating Socrates’ examination techniques is the disconcerting case of the
young Alcibiades, confuting the famous statesman Pericles, his legal guardian, about
one’s duty to obey the law (Memorabilin 1.2.40-46). In all of these cases, it appears
that the education of undergoing Socratic examination also was an education in wanting
to inflict such examination. Plato lets us in on this rather ignoble motive for learning
the Socratic sound in his Lysis, when one boy, embarrassed after Socrates has refuted
him, immediately asks Socrates to refute his friend, too (Lysis 211a—c). Embarrassment
loves company.

In Plato’s Apology, Socrates concedes that young men are inspired by his example to
examine their elders’ claims to knowledge, since exposing their elders’ pretensions “is
not unpleasant,” as he says with ironic understatement. Socrates warns the Athenians
that his example will live on after he is executed, and that his imitators, when they
expose the Athenians’ pretension and ignorance, will be much harsher than he had been
himself. Plato gives us an entertaining example at the beginning of the Symposium of
how abrasive Socrates’ imitators could become, even with their friends. The dialogue is
narrated by a certain Apollodorus, a smitten devotee of Socrates. This emotionally
volatile man—he cannot control his weeping and wailing at Socrates’ death scene in the
Phaedo—chides a friend who wants to hear an old story about Socrates at a drinking
party: “Before I started spending all my time hanging on every word and deed of
Socrates, I was an accursed wretch—just like you are now.” When Apollodorus says his
friend is an “accursed wretch,” he uses a term of contempt, kakodaimon, much more at
home in the comic insults of Aristophanes’ lowlife characters than in the cultivated wit
of Socratic conversation; it is too crude a word for Socrates ever to use it against his
interlocutors in Plato. His friend has heard this tone from Apollodorus before, and
playfully returns the insult, saying that for such a tender soul, who thinks everyone
except Socrates is miserable, Apollodorus is a bit of a savage madman in his moral criti-
cism. In this little scene, Plato has given us his version of the Aristophanic notion of
how Socrates’ devotees tried to “socratize” and sound like the master.

This contrast between the Socratic imitator’s harsh sarcasm and the more urbane
irony of Socrates’ own conversation is evidenced again later in the Symposium, in a
scene precisely of education. Socrates first examines the views on love of his host, the
tragedian Agathon, displaying his characteristic playful irony, then tells the tale of how
once upon a time he learned all he now knows about the topic from the examination
he was put through by a woman named Diotima. In Socrates’ telling, Diotima refuted
in Socrates much the same views Socrates has just refuted in Agathon, but her tone is
much closer to the harsh Apollodorus than to the urbane Socrates. Where Socrates
uses irony to hide and soften his superiority over Agathon, Diotima hardly checks her
frustrations with the younger Socrates, and frankly doubts his understanding.

In Xenophon, too, Socrates is usually urbane and suggestive rather than directly criti-
cal and hectoring. He brings his interlocutor to the point of seeing his own limitations,
rather than casting them in his teeth. Xenophon shows the subtle indirection and care
of Socrates’ approach to educating a promising young man most extensively in the
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fourth book of his Memorabilia, in an extended account of how Socrates examined
Euthydemus. Curiously, the harshest language Socrates uses in Xenophon’s writings is
in the one refuting examination that Xenophon reports Socrates had with, of all people,
Xenophon himself. Socrates warns Xenophon in no uncertain terms about the dangers
of beautiful boys, and calls him a “wretch” and a “fool” (Memorabilin 1.3.11, 13). But
Xenophon reports that Xenophon laughed oft the warnings, and expressed the hope to
run into as many dangers of that sort as he could. Xenophon reports his own laughter
at this unusually earnest Socrates, and so preserves the playful urbanity more typical of
Socratic conversation.

Such passages reveal the complexity of how Socrates educated his associates in the
practices of examination. The Socratic sound of philosophy, the sound of moral exami-
nation, was susceptible of being imitated in a brassy, strident voice characterized more
by harsh sarcasm than gentle irony. After all, philosophers after Socrates have found it
not unpleasant to point out the flaw in their neighbor’s eye. But admirers like Xenophon,
and of course Plato, learned a more seductive sound, with plenty of the enchanting
woodwind piping that Alcibiades (in Plato’s Symposium) had compared to Socrates’
uncanny conversation. They learned from Socrates a moral seriousness that does not
flatten into the droning sounds of moral earnestness. It should be counted a signal
achievement, then, of Socrates as an educator, that he taught Xenophon and Plato how
to write their Socratic books, books that capture this extraordinary integration of the
serious and the playful that Socrates exemplified. But it is a substantial achievement,
too, that he helped so many others find a sound still morally impressive, if less tuneful,
a less perfect but still recognizable riff on the Socratic sound. It is primarily through
being the exemplar of this conversational style that Socrates established philosophy’s
tradition of moral critique.

4. Socratic Natural Science

Many contemporary scholars reject as a total fabrication Aristophanes’ portrait of
Socrates as a natural philosopher or a teacher of natural science. It is true that Plato
and Xenophon denied that Socrates pursued natural science in the manner of his
philosophical predecessors. But they also portrayed him as having an expert acquain-
tance with the main theories of his day. Furthermore, the cosmological interests
ascribed to Socrates in the Clouds are corroborated by Socrates’ account of his
intellectual autobiography in Plato’s Phaedo. Equally striking are the interlocutors in
that dialogue. Why would the foreigners from distant Thebes, Simmias, and Cebes,
whose primary interests seem to be in nature rather than in ethics or politics, be among
that small group of friends present at Socrates’ death? Assuming that Plato did not
fabricate the list of friends present at Socrates’ death, they must have had a reason for
being interested in Socrates, and the simplest reason is that he had interesting ideas
about natural science.

Plato and especially Xenophon presented Socrates’ attitude to natural science as the
antithesis to the atheistic naturalism of the Clouds. Their Socrates criticizes materialist
explanations of the cosmos, and insists that a better explanation must appeal to mind
and divine purposes. The Phaedo is Plato’s portrait of the Socratic reorientation of
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natural science; the Timaeus is the first fruits of such a reorientation, with the crucial
center being the denial of divine envy. As Plato developed the Socratic idea, the
cosmos is imperfect, but it is not tragic. Xenophon focused more on the good moral
effects of Socrates’ emphasis on providence on his companions. One of these com-
panions, Aristodemus, who also appears in Plato’s Symposium, denies that the gods
have any concern for human beings, and so concludes that humans need have no con-
cern for the gods (Memorabilia 1.4.11). Socrates tries to wean Aristodemus from this
neglect of the divine by arguing for the existence of general providence (Memorabilia
1.4.2-14), with a particular emphasis on the design of human bodily and psychic
capacities. Socrates’ commitment to a providential account of the cosmos seems to
have been a primary impetus for the Stoics’ development of their own providential
cosmology. Indeed, through the Stoics, Socrates’ emphasis on providence may have
had a formative influence in natural philosophy on a par with the more celebrated and
better documented Socratic turn in ethics and politics.

But from the narrower perspective of Socrates as an educator, the question is not
so much about whether Socrates had distinctive views on natural science. We are
more interested in evidence about how these views were conveyed to his associates.
Xenophon makes clear that Socrates recommended a more limited, less technical
education than the one he himself had obtained. Here the key text is Memorabilia
4.7.1-8, which explicitly considers what education Socrates recommended to his
companions in natural science and mathematics. Xenophon focuses on how Socrates
provided his associates with whatever knowledge was “appropriate for noble
goodness” (Memorabilin 4.7.1). Socrates “taught them up to what point the prop-
erly educated man should be familiar with any particular subject” (Memorabilia
4.7.2), but his own knowledge often exceeded this limit. For example, Socrates
recommended that his associates learn enough geometry and astronomy for prac-
tical uses like land measurement and night navigation, but discouraged them from
pursuing the more abstruse and speculative parts of these sciences. Xenophon has
Socrates explain this limitation twice in virtually identical words, once for geometry
and once for astronomy (Memorabilia 4.7.3 and 5): “Such studies are capable of
using up an entire human life and preventing many other useful kinds of learning.”
But in both cases Xenophon also tells the reader that despite this advice, Socrates
himself was familiar with the more theoretical parts of the sciences. Similarly,
Socrates turned his associates away from imitating Anaxagoras and becoming
concerned with heavenly phenomena (Memorabilia 4.7.6), yet the immediately
following critique of Anaxagorean theories shows that Socrates himself was
quite familiar with speculation on such subjects (Memorabilia 4.7.7). Socrates pur-
sued a theoretical interest that transcended the practical interest he recommended
to his associates.

There need be nothing surprising about this distinction between how much science
and mathematics Socrates thought worth learning himself and how much he urged
his friends to learn. With men like Simmias and Cebes, Socrates knew enough to be
an interesting conversation partner, and may have educated them into a providential
cosmology. But most of his “students” did not have those interests, and perhaps not
those talents. The curriculum he recommended to them was part of a general educa-
tion, not a graduate education.
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5. DPolitics and the Education of Desire

We have seen how Socrates was an educator more by being an object of imitation than by
instruction, and we have looked at how he educated others in reading, speaking, and in
natural science. The final and most difficult topic is how Socrates was an educator in politics.
Let us start with a passage (Republic 6, 494b) in which Plato helps us to see the general
problem of such education. After Socrates has sung the praises of philosophers for many
pages, Adeimantus raises a powerful objection. Those who take up philosophy, he says,
become in politics either useless or vicious. Surprisingly, Socrates concedes the point. Why
is it so difficult for (training in) philosophy to be politically useful? Because, says Socrates,
“the very same features that define the philosophic nature are, when wrongly brought up,
also in a way the cause of its being banished from the practice of philosophy.” The same
natural endowments that are the necessary prerequisites for philosophy also incline one to
tyranny. The potential tyrant is also the potential philosopher. We would expect to find
Socrates associating with young men of a tyrannical temperament to exactly the extent we
would expect to find him consorting with those with a talent for philosophy.

This uncomfortable fact calls for a delicate educational strategy. The educator cannot
simply extirpate dangerous ambitions; that would be to pull out the philosophical wheat with
the tyrannical tares. Ultimately, of course, one must redirect the energy of such ambitions.
But first one must see to it that the energy is there. That is, before redirecting ambition, one
must nurture it. The Republic as a whole is something of an example, though an ambiguous
one, of this nurturing and inflation of desire. Socrates attracts Glaucon to philosophy by
giving him absolute control over a city, albeit a city in speech. This way of reading Glaucon,
as the potential philosopher and so as the potential tyrant, is supported by Xenophon’s
account of Glaucon. He reports that from a very young age Glaucon had big political ambi-
tions, and Socrates intervened to try to control them. But to get enough of a hearing from
the headstrong young man, Socrates was not above flattering him, and suggesting that his
real ambition was to rule, not just his home city, but all the Greeks and barbarians ( Memorabilin
3.6.2-3). After Glaucon trusts Socrates’ respect for his ambition, Socrates can start the long
process of redirection. So redirection happens only once the educator has endeared himself
to the ambitious man by recognizing his ambition, and even by articulating it more boldly
and clearly than the man had himself.

Perhaps the most transparent example Plato offers of Socrates” inflation and redirec-
tion of political ambition comes in the Lysis. Socrates speaks with beautiful young Lysis
to illustrate how to interest a beloved without merely flattering him (206b—c). The
seduction takes place in two stages. First, Socrates must elicit and stimulate Lysis’
ambitions, and then he must present himself as the indispensable means to satistying
them. To oversimplify a very complicated dialogue, the second stage consists in mak-
ing Lysis see that he requires more knowledge to pursue his ambitions successfully,
with a fairly vague indication that Socrates can somehow be the source of this
knowledge. Socrates opens up the boy’s imagination to unlimited power, justified by
knowledge. “Your father,” says Socrates, “isn’t waiting for you to come of age to turn
everything over to you; but come the day he thinks you reason better than he does,
he’ll turn over to you himself and his affairs and possessions.” Lysis is interested, and
Socrates expands the desire. How about your neighbor? Won’t he turn himself over to
you, when he sees you have the knowledge? And why stop there? The Athenians, too,
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can be yours. And even the barbarians: “By Zeus, what about the Great King of Persia?
Would he turn all of his affairs over to us, rather than to himself or his son, to the
extent that we seemed to him more wise?” At this point, the vision of greatness is
almost too much for the boy, and he bursts out, “He’d have to!”

Socrates draws the inspiring conclusion: “Then this is the way it is, my friend Lysis: in
those areas where we become good reasoners, everyone, Greeks and barbarians, men
and women, will turn things over to us. There we will do whatever we wish, nobody
will want to get in our way, and we will be free ourselves, and rule over others” (Lysis
209¢-210b).

We can see in this passage how Socrates expands the horizons of Lysis’ ambition:
from taking over in his own household from his father, to leading his own city, to the
imperial fantasy of control over barbarians. Lysis warms to Socrates’ suggestion that
power grows as knowledge does. Thus, Socrates has given a striking illustration to how
he attracts students of this most dangerous but rewarding kind: exciting Lysis’ interest
in power is essential to exciting his interest in further philosophizing. Finally, the end of
this passage gives us a nice statement of how Lysis understands the ambition that
Socrates excites: “We will be free ourselves, and rule over others.” Throughout, Socrates
is actively arousing Lysis, even if we are to assume that these desires were already
somehow latent in the young man.

This pattern of the education of political desire occurs regularly in Plato and
Xenophon. Plato gives us Socrates’ education of the title characters of the Alcibindes 1
and the Theages, and Xenophon gives us Euthydemus in Memorabilia Book 4. It is also
striking that all these cases are explicitly linked to Socrates’ erotic art (Alcibiades 103a;
Theages 128b; Memorabilin 4.1.2). Now, if Socrates simply inserted such dangerous
ambitions into innocent young men, he could hardly escape the charge of being reck-
less. To poison a man in order then to effect his purgation and chastening is clearly a
morally dubious venture. Plato and Xenophon present these high ambitions as already
latent in these young men, but when Socrates is so bold as to make these desires
explicit and articulate, a dangerous threshold has been crossed. For once desire has
been given so much voice and power, has been nurtured so lovingly, it may be a disaster
if the educator cannot complete the second stage and redirect the desire to more whole-
some objects.

The case of Alcibiades is especially interesting. Alcibiades at first maintains his distance
from the ambitions that Socrates ascribes to him. “Whether or not I have it in mind to
achieve absolute power in the city, you have, it seems, already decided, and even if I deny
it I will be no closer to persuading you,” he says rather coyly. But he then concedes, at
least for the sake of argument, that he does in fact harbor such extreme ambitions. “If I
do have these things especially in mind,” he says, “how is it that through you they will
happen but without you they will not? What do you have to say?” (Alcibiades 1
105d-106a). He has switched the topic from whether he has tyrannical ambitions, to
what Socrates might do to help him achieve these ambitions. As one can see from this
response, Alcibiades is not particularly uncomfortable about accepting, indeed embracing
Socrates’ description of his ambitions. He simply pleads no contest and proceeds to ask
what Socrates can do for him, if he does happen to have such ambitions.

Because we know that Alcibiades came to disaster, we are likely to shiver a bit when we see
Socrates give the young man’s dark desires so much light that they may start to grow. Did
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Plato have concerns about the prudence of Socrates’ educational strategy? In an intriguing
passage (112e-113c), Socrates insists Alcibiades acknowledge as his own whatever he is
forced to concede in the dialectic; he cannot evade the conclusions by simply pretending they
are just things Socrates has said. Socrates clinches his point by quoting to Alcibiades a line
from Euripides’ Hippolytus (352): “These things come from yourself, not from me.” This
seemingly ofthand tag in fact reveals a rich analogy between the play and the dialogue. In the
play, Phaedra has been cursed by Aphrodite with a passionate erotic attraction for her stepson,
the pure Hippolytus. She is terribly distraught, and her nurse interrogates her to find out
why. After considerable resistance, she says enough that the nurse can guess her hidden
desire. When the nurse blurts out the awful truth, Phaedra responds with the quoted tag,
“These things come from yourself, not from me.” The nurse at first reacts with horror, but
then comforts Phaedra with the thought that such things happen all the time, and that after
all no one does such evil willingly. Finally, in a well-intentioned but disastrous attempt to help
Phaedra, the nurse reveals Phaedra’s disordered eros to Hippolytus.

What parallels are thus suggested with the dialogue? Alcibiades’ tyrannical ambition,
coyly evaded by his “If you say so” responses, now appears as a symptom of an unac-
knowledged and disordered eros. Socrates appears as the well-intentioned nurse who
undertakes a cure that requires exposure and public acknowledgment of a shameful
desire perhaps better left hidden. Euripides’ nurse then looks like a parody of Socrates,
deploying his characteristic thesis that “no one does evil willingly” to apologize for and
even to legitimate Phaedra’s desire. One need not take any of this to imply that Plato has
presented Socrates as an incompetent healer who makes his patients worse. But he has
acknowledged the dangers of Socrates’ education of political desire.

Socrates respects, seeks out, and to some extent even flatters and solicits very bold
political ambitions, up to and including fantasies of despotic empire realized most fully
in the ancient Greek political world only by the Great King of the Persian Empire. This
solicitude is based on Socrates’ view that philosophy and tyranny spring from the same
psychic soil. Socrates seems to find these ambitious longings especially interesting; but
even if he did not, the sort of men who have them are the potential philosophers, so he
can attract the men he wants only by starting out from these longings. This is a quite
specific and perhaps surprising place for philosophy to begin its educational project.

The movement from latency to manifestation and then to redirection is fraught
with danger; but it seems to have been truly Socratic. Plato and Xenophon present
Socrates himself as almost uniformly cheerful and optimistic about the impact of his
conversations with ambitious men. But they make no attempt to hide, and indeed
rather emphasize, how many of these conversations did not produce virtue or even
reform in the interlocutor. Plato especially presents Socrates engaged in high-spirited
and apparently hopeful examinations of various uplifting moral topics with a veritable
rogues gallery: of courage with Nicias, whose superstition and timidity doomed the
Sicilian Expedition; of piety with Euthyphro, a know-it-all prophet; of temperance
with Charmides, fated to become part of a murderous political cabal; of love with
Alcibiades, a shameless if charismatic profligate; and of virtue with Meno, whom
Xenophon reveals to have been a duplicitous and greedy mercenary. Plato could surely
have chosen other interlocutors if he wished simply to celebrate Socrates’ effectiveness as
a good example, or as an exhorter to virtue. Plato and Xenophon, perhaps, did not
share Socrates’ own optimism about moral education.
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CHAPTER 5

Spartan Education

Anton Powell

1. Overview: From Classical Sparta to Roman Times.
Ancient Sources—and Modern Approaches

Spartan education may be painful for us to contemplate. The hardships and beatings
(not to mention the pederasty) imposed by adults on children and on adolescents are
repellent to modern sensibilities. We may become more uneasy still if we realize that in
several ways the Spartan approach to education was remarkably modern. Unlike other
Greek city-states, Sparta insisted that the upbringing of future citizens should be cen-
tralized, kept under the close control of the state authorities. Education was judged far
too important to be left, as it was elsewhere in Greece, to the decisions of individual
parents, who might diverge widely from each other and produce an ill-trained, incom-
patible variety of sons. In other Greek cities, even those boys with the time and resources
needed for an extended education, the sons of the rich, were regularly entrusted to
paidagayoi, slaves, who—whatever their technical knowledge—could hardly be expected
to have insight into the values their young charges would need to learn, the values of
leisured and powerful citizens.

Sparta, like an advanced modern state, saw education as a political matter, and the
person in charge of it was to be a citizen, po/ites, known for his political correctness. Also
somewhat like modern Western policy was Sparta’s practice of giving girls a limited but
conspicuous share in the physical, outdoor education undergone by boys. This, like other
aspects of Spartan femininity, scandalized other Greeks. More radical still, in ancient
terms, was the fact that Spartan girls were encouraged to criticize, in public, the boys’
performance as trainee citizens (Plutarch, Life of Lykourgos 14). Girls, that is, were trusted
to embody the values of the community; they were assumed to have been well educated
as to what those values were. And they were being taught early in life to exercise a certain
authority over men, in a sphere which other Greeks saw as exclusively masculine.
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Images of Spartan education have been used in recent centuries as pedagogy in their own
right. Radically militaristic and patriotic regimes, as in Prussia, and then Germany, from the
eighteenth century to 1945 (Roche 2013), and in the aristocratic public schools of England
and Scotland, employed stories of brave little Spartans to inspire boys (Harley 1934; Powell
2015). In our own times, images of Spartan girls and women have been used even in schol-
arship to promote assertiveness and career-mindedness in girls and young women of the
United States. Pomeroy’s useful study of Spartan women (2002) is written very much in
that spirit. Spartan education, in short, remains what it was in antiquity: a highly charged
matter politically, and therefore susceptible to intense bias.

Reliable Spartan detail continues to be elusive. We cannot be sure, for example, that the
term ag0g¢ was, as scholars long thought, Sparta’s standard word for the local education
system of the classical period: see now Ducat 2006: 69-71. The division of Spartan boys
into age classes has been much studied but remains problematic (Tazelaar 1967; Lupi
2000; Ducat 2006: 71-77). But general comments by Greek writers of the classical period
allow us to build a useful picture of Spartan education. By comparing that picture with
what is known of Sparta’s politics, we can begin to understand how Sparta’s unusual
treatment of the young made sense as a contribution to perceived local needs. It is on that
question that the present chapter will largely concentrate.

Scholarship about education in Sparta has changed greatly in recent decades. For long,
the commonest approach to the subject involved putting extensive trust in the Life of
Lykourgos (“Lycurgus,” mythical reformer of Sparta), written by the moralizing Greek
biographer Plutarch soon after 100 ck. It is from Plutarch, for example, that we derive the
familiar images of Spartan babies dipped in wine to test their prospective health (ch. 16),
and of a Spartan boy suffering in silence rather than confessing, while a stolen fox cub
fatally gnawed his belly (ch. 18). This Lifzis, on the face of'it, the easiest to use of all sources
for Spartan education, because it contains more information in one place than any other
text. Unfortunately, Plutarch was writing (in the Roman era) not only with a moralizing
agenda to stress Greek virtues but also centuries after the period at which Spartan education
was thought to have achieved most (the period of Sparta’s hegemony, approximately
speaking, between 500 and 371 BcE). Thus, for example, Plutarch argues that Lykourgos
was too humane to have required young Spartans to kill unfree laborers, belots, simply for
being powerfully built or for being out at night (ch. 28). Modern scholars, however, are
increasingly reluctant to concede that a lawgiver Lykourgos ever existed. As for humanity
in the Spartan system, scholars now tend to note rather the account of the generally trusted
Thucydides, who recounted a systematic massacre of 2,000 of the most impressive helots
by the Spartan authorities of his own time (Thuc. 4.80, describing events of the 420s BCE).

Recent scholarship understandably insists that Spartan education almost certainly
changed greatly over the six centuries separating (for example) the battle of Thermopylai
(480) and the era of Plutarch. Historians properly no longer assume that Spartan
arrangements were “timeless,” as the Spartans themselves liked to suggest. Methods of
education are likely to have changed to reflect perceived needs of different periods. But
Plutarch is still allowed to have value for our subject. He preserves literary evidence from
earlier times: for example, he reports (ch.18) the testimony of Aristotle from the fourth
century BCE, that Sparta’s government formally declared war every year on the city’s
own helots, so that killing them would be religiously permissible. Also, Plutarch was an
eyewitness of aspects of Spartan education in his own day. He reports that he had seen
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“many” Spartan youths “dying” under the lash during the famous whipping contest
at the shrine of Orthia (ch. 28). Some modern scholars have found it incredible that
Sparta should kill its own young in this way, and have sought to “gentle” Plutarch and
Sparta—by translating the key word in the Greek (apothneskontas) ambiguously as
“expiring.” But this word is the standard, clear, Greek term for “dying,” and by reading
the passage of Plutarch we can see that the word fits best if given its normal sense.
According to Plutarch, boys were indeed dying. And when we look (see the following
text) at the circumstances, the particular period, in which Plutarch was writing, we may
understand why this sacrifice might have a certain logic in Spartan eyes.

Our information on education at Sparta concerns two main periods. The classical
period, roughly the fifth and early fourth centuries, is our main concern in this chapter.
For this period, the most promising single source concerning education is the
Constitution of the Lakedaimonians by Xenophon. He wrote as a partisan of Sparta, usu-
ally to praise or defend Spartan methods, but sometimes (ch. 14) as a disappointed
enthusiast. Most of this short work was written when Sparta’s power was at its height,
and as explanation of that power, Xenophon put forward the superbly efficient—in his
view—nature of the city’s education system. Xenophon’s work is supplemented from
scattered but precious contemporary references elsewhere, and especially from com-
ments in Thucydides, Plato, and Aristotle. Plato was almost certainly inspired by Sparta’s
rigorously planned education to conceive his own two theoretical schemes of exact and
exacting training for the young. In his Republic, education for rulers is imagined as far
more philosophical that it was at Sparta. In his Laws, Plato conceives a more regimented
and repetitive indoctrination than even Sparta had (Powell 1994). Aristotle, on the
other hand, reacts with some passion in his Politics against the ideas of his former
teacher Plato on this subject—as we shall see. For Aristotle, Spartan education was
emphatically not fit to be used as a model (Politics 1334a-b). Although even he grimly
admits, honestly and against his own bias, that the Spartan system of teaching had one
important merit (as will be discussed later). The intensity with which Aristotle criticizes
Spartan education is itself revealing: evidently, the reputation of Sparta’s educational
system remained deeply alluring when he was writing, many years after the fall of
Sparta’s military and political hegemony in 371-370. We might therefore suspect that
before Spartan supremacy collapsed, the appeal of its educational system was greater still.

The Spartans themselves have left no surviving literature from the classical period, on
their education system—or on anything else. That absence, which Spartans themselves
would probably have regarded as a positive achievement rather than as a failure on their
part, itself reflects on the nature of their educational system. Words, as we shall see, were
to be minimized. In consequence, anyone today seeking to reconstruct Spartan educational
methods at that period is bound to range widely in the search for evidence, a process which
requires wariness in studying the particular viewpoint, bias, of each of the ancient writers
we use. In the most thorough and sophisticated study to date of Spartan education in the
classical period, Ducat (2006) necessarily considers in great detail the chronologically scat-
tered, and ideologically varied, ancient sources on which we depend. Much promising
research remains to be done, particularly in exploring the various reflections of Sparta in
the works of Plato and Aristotle. For that research to be done effectively, scholars would
need to specialize in both the philosophical content of those two writers and in the politics
and ideology of Sparta. Such a combination of specialisms has seldom been attempted.
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For Spartan education after the classical period, two periods are of particular interest.
A little is known of remarkable, but short-lived, attempts in the late third century BCE to
restore the rigorous training of the local young. These reforms were part of revolutionary
attempts by Spartan kings Agis IV (reigned ca. 244-241) and Kleomenes III (reigned ca.
235-222) to restore Spartan glory and hegemony. Kennell has helpfully studied the
educational aspects of this upheaval, and especially Kleomenes’ role in it. For Kennell,
Kleomenes was probably aided in his educational reconstruction by a Stoic philosopher
from a distant city of the Black Sea region, Sphairos of Borysthenes. However, not only
were Kleomenes’ reforms followed by the devastating military defeat and depopulation of
Sparta by Macedon (at Sellasia in 222), but the restored education system was deliberately
abolished by the Achaean League in 188 only to be reconstructed decades later (Cartledge
and Spawforth 2002: 198), when living memories of the old system were largely extinct.

If we could establish how far the system of teaching used at Sparta in the Roman
period, from the mid-second century BCE onward, was genuinely informed by know-
ledge of the city’s classical past, we might have more confidence in using evidence from
the Roman period, as a means of reconstructing educational practice in each of these
widely separated periods. Chief among our sources for the later education system are
Plutarch’s Life of Lykourgos, and inscriptions found in Laconia from the Imperial period
(in effect from 31 BCE until the fourth century cg). The predominant tendency in
modern scholarship is to suspect that the peculiar educational virtues of which Spartans
boasted in the Roman period seriously distort, as well as partially reflect, classical realities
(Cartledge and Spawforth, ch.14).

Sparta of the Roman period, including its educational system, is now frequently com-
pared by scholars to a modern theme park, proudly exaggerating supposed local qualities
and peculiar practices of olden days, indeed claiming real continuity with them. The
theme-park image is helpful. But we have already seen, from the case of the youths who
died under the whip, that this was no Disneyland. Spartan education under the Roman
empire will be discussed briefly later. For classical, as for Roman, Sparta, to understand
what was really done in the name of schooling, we need to observe the political pressures
to which i each period Spartan education needed to respond. And those pressures
changed drastically, from one period to another.

2. Classical Sparta: Imposing a Character on the Young

Modern theorists of education sometimes distinguish between divergent, classic, modes
of instruction by citing two related Latin terms. Latin educere, to “draw out,” is aligned
with that approach to education which seeks to develop a young person’s own aptitudes.
Latin educare, on the other hand, is taken to mean “to form,” with the stress not on the
individual’s inherent qualities but on a given body of knowledge, or type of behavior,
which is to be émposed. It may seem that any practicable system of education is likely to
include both procedures. So if, for example, a child shows an aptitude for beating up his
or her peers, teachers are likely both to repress the aptitude in some circumstances by
imposing peaceful behavior (¢educare) and to channel it (educere) in other circumstances
toward warfare or aggressive sport. But societies may differ widely in how far they incline
toward one or the other approach.
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In the classical period, Sparta seems to have laid an extreme emphasis on the imposition
of required behavior, whereas Athens was more freewheeling. Thucydides reports (or
constructs) an elaborate set of contrasts drawn, by the Athenian politician Perikles on a
solemn occasion of state in 431 /0, between his own city and its enemy Sparta. At Athens,
Perikles claims, citizens achieve both courage and versatility from their inherent resources,
whereas at Sparta soldierly competence is the result of much painful practice (Thuc.
2.39, 41). The contrast is likely to be overdrawn: Athenian youths, for example, had
their own form of imposed military training, no doubt quite rigorous. Perikles here is
tending to stereotype, to polarize, the two Greek cultures which had so long challenged
each other for hegemony over Greece. But thinking in stereotypes, however undesirable
in many modern circumstances, is not always deluded. In the Greek case, Sparta sought
to stereotype itself not only in the concept but in the act. One revealing local name for
its citizens was oz homoioi, “the similars” (e.g., Xen. Const. Lak. 10.7;13.1). In modern
cultures, the concept of uniformity in a population is likely to be used pejoratively. Thus,
when in 2007, as president of France, Nicolas Sarkozy described his nation’s judges as
resembling each other like peas in a pod (“comme des petits pois”), the stereotype was
meant to insult. (“The same color, the same shape, and the same lack of flavor,” he
explained.) In Sparta, on the other hand, “similarity”—among citizens—was an ideal.
Perikles’ stereotyping remark was no doubt somewhat realistic. But since Spartans
referred to similarity as their ideal, by coining the stereotyping term for themselves, it is
highly likely that they were admitting implicitly that similarity was—as usual where ideals
are expressed—something to be striven after, perhaps even elusive, rather than something
which came easily. Thus, the perceived need to achieve similarity may in itself imply a
heavy hand in matters of education. The young could not be allowed to go their own
way, to grow up different.

Today’s students of Sparta, and of Athens, may be struck by a certain official-looking
arrogance in the self-presentation of each state. When claiming preeminence in the
classical period, each vaunted its own past, including what we should see as its remote
and legendary past. Athenians boasted of their autochthony, of having lived forever in
the same land, from which they drew comfort and confidence as to the human qualities
which had achieved such stability. Sparta had no such myth to sustain morale: quite the
opposite. And this difference may lie at the root of the difference between the educational
systems of the two states. Spartan official story, inculcated in the local youth and widely
believed elsewhere in Greece, held that the population of Sparta was the product of inva-
sion from the north some time after the end of the Trojan War. In the mid-fifth century,
Sparta apparently claimed that its mother-city was Doris (Thuc. 1.107.1-2), in central
Greece, outside the Peloponnese and north-west of the Isthmos of Corinth. Young
Spartans, unlike young Athenians, could not rely on inheriting local virtues going back
to the beginning of the race, and thus presumably secure for the future. Spartan qualities
had to be imposed, vigorously.

The fact that Doris was by the fifth century a weak and vulnerable statelet may itself have
caused Spartans to reflect on the fragility of cultures. But there were reasons far closer to
home to induce fear of catastrophic change. According to our two best sources of the fifth
century, Herodotos and Thucydides, Sparta had suffered extraordinarily bad internal
contlict, stasis (Herod. 1.65.2; Thuc. 1.18.1). That idea was very likely propagated by
Spartans themselves, as part of a general discourse that Sparta was exceptional—a theme
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that runs explicitly and prominently through Xenophon’s pro-Spartan aforementioned
treatise. Sparta, it might be thought, had once been exceptionally bad in its szasis; now, in
the classical period, Sparta was uniquely stable and obedient to its own officials, thanks to
the revolutionary changes imposed by its lawgiver Lykourgos. But for how long had this
divinely sanctioned Lykourgan system, including the educational system, lasted?

Plutarch, significantly, has to admit at the start of the Life of Lykourgos that his own
sources were deeply contradictory and inconclusive as to the lawgiver’s date (ch.1): on
this, he writes memorably, “history is all over the place” (peplanemenes tes historias).
Xenophon, so often a virtual spokesman for Sparta, seems deliberately vague about
Lykourgos’ date (Const. Lak. 10.8). Modern scholars are themselves divided. De Ste.
Croix (1972, 89-91) influentially suggested that the austere, militaristic reforms attrib-
uted to Lykourgos lay as far back as the 7th century. More recently, other specialists have
found evidence that Spartans were still living a most un-Lykourgan life of luxury for
some citizens, and thus of poverty and resentment for others, as late as the last third of
the 6th century (van Wees forthcoming; cf. Powell 1998), that is, barely half a century
before the supposed moral triumph of the Lykourgan system at the battle of Thermopylai
(480). Spartans of the classical period claimed officially that their system was reassuringly
ancient: Thucydides was probably drawing on Spartan sources for his statement that the
system had existed for “slightly more than four hundred years, approximately” (1.18.1);
Xenophon guardedly reports that Lykourgos may have lived earlier still (Const. Lak.10.8).
But in crucial matters of state, Spartans knew how to lie, even to themselves. The
respectful Xenophon tells that two major military defeats were each reported by a Spartan
commander, with deliberate mendacity and to bis own men, as victories (Hellenica
1.6.36-7; 4.3.13-14). If Sparta’s revolution into discipline, officially so ancient, was in
reality remembered (or even suspected) at Sparta as having been all too recent, here was
another reason for the Spartan community, its political and educational arrangements, to
be structured by fear. The closer were the bad old days, the greater the chance that they
might return. And then, as a further source of fear, there were the helots.

The fact that there could e a system of training for Spartan children and young
people, one that allowed them the time and strength to be educated together for many
years rather than being used as child labor from an early age, depended on the helots.
These unfree laborers, Greek-speaking residents of Laconia (Sparta’s homeland) and
Messenia (to the west), far outnumbered the citizen population of Sparta. When, in 479
at the battle of Plataiai, Sparta sent out something approaching its full population of
citizen soldiers, we hear that the latter were accompanied by seven times as many helots
(Herod. 9.10-11; 28-29). Some eighty yvears later, when the citizen population of
Sparta had shrunk, Xenophon—who knew Sparta from the inside—wrote (Hellenica
3.3.5) of the Spartan citizens being outnumbered, on a typical day in their own market-
place, approximatelyl00:1 by non-Spartans (many of whom would be perioikoi, free
non-Spartans who lived in scattered communities of Laconia and Messenia). Relations
between free and unfree were poisonous: Xenophon represents a dissident at this period
as claiming that the unfree would happily “cat the Spartans raw” (Hellenica 3.3.6).
Here, then, was a further source of enduring fear for the citizen population. Yet, it was
the productivity, rents in the form of food, clothing, and other physical products and
services supplied by local non-Spartans and above all by the helots, which made it pos-
sible for young Spartans to spend their time in the (initially) unproductive activity of
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education. That is something which scholars have long understood. They have also
understood that fear of helot insurrection may have imposed on Sparta the austere
training of the young, the sober, and militarized lifestyle of adults, for which Sparta is
still famous. The classic statement of this is by de Ste. Croix, who wrote of Sparta, like
Fafner in Germanic myth, being forced to turn itself into a dragon and to live a nasty
life in a cave, in order to guard the treasure which the helots represented (1972: 91).
But, there was another and—to scholars—a less obvious way in which the overwhelming
numbers of the helots might seem to require a system of collective education for the
children of citizens.

For adults determined to preserve caste, a hereditary system of social superiority,
children can be alarmingly adaptable. Left to run free, the young not only tend to
socialize with almost any available child of similar age, but their speech and behavior
quickly tend to assimilate to those of their neighbors. Among children, perhaps more
than among adults, to be different is to invite persecution; put another way, persecu-
tion, bullying, is a mechanism whereby children impose a certain homogeneity and
unity upon their own group. (The evolutionary value of this can readily be guessed: a
group living near subsistence level may need to understand, predict, and like its own
members rather well simply to survive. It may therefore be that the well-meant, and
entirely proper, efforts of modern pedagogy to repress bullying at school are contrary
to one of the deepest human survival mechanisms.) A brief historical vignette from
twentieth-century Ireland may demonstrate rather well the mentality which helped to
produce the Spartan education system. The children of a senior British diplomat were
living during the 1940s deep in the countryside of the Irish Free State. Trained at
home to speak upper-class British, they would return from their play outside speaking
Gaclic-influenced English. Their mother would react with distress to such phrases as
“There is a terrible hunger on me.” This assimilation to “the local children” was
unbearable. Normally, an upper-class British family would react by sending its children
away to a boarding school where they would meet only their peers. But in this case, the
family was itself of Irish Catholic descent and wished to stay intact in its home.
Interviewed 60 years later, former children of the family discussed the question whether
being torn thus between two worlds was “hard on us.” And one replied simply, “There
were two us-es”—the British self and the Irish self (Source: BBC 4 television program
of December 16, 2012: “Storyville: The Other Irish Travellers”). Spartans, we may
think, could tolerate no such division of identities, of loyalties. For the helots were
their enemies.

The Irish case was an isolated one: there were very few children of British diplomats
in Ireland at the time. But in Spartan territory, the whole citizen population of Spartiates
would be faced with the fact that the default playmates for its children were—little
helots. The latter, unless demography was carefully managed, would be everywhere,
and their influence with them. That perhaps, is one potent reason why Sparta insisted
that its children be pulled into a single, carefully policed educational group, excluding
almost all noncitizens. Only in this way could young Spartans be taught to see them-
selves as the norm and helots as the outsiders; otherwise it might be the helots who
normalized them, into a very different form of homoiotes.

The similarity between Spartan education and that of the classic British boarding school
has often been commented on (Harley 1934; Powell forthcoming): each system was
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created to protect caste. However, caste might be short of talent. So Sparta admitted to
its citizen-school—to raise standards—a minority of promising boys from an out-group,
thereafter known as mothakes. Similarly, the British public schools systematically admitted
a small minority of “scholarship boys.” Lysandros, the overthrower of the Athenian
empire, was an example of the first category; George Orwell an example of the second.
The results of admitting such exceptional outsiders were mixed. Lysandros came to be
suspected of planning the overthrow of Sparta’s divinely sanctioned hereditary kingship.
Orwell would later write, of British public school (that is, highly exclusive) education,
that its most enduring lesson was—snobbery. Put less judgmentally, his point was that
such schools, by inducing a permanent sense of superiority as compared with the mass of
the population, also produced a sense that the group of ex-public schoolboys was
something very special, something which shared certain desirable qualities. Similarly with
the Spartan homoioi. They too were a group created to resist one form of assimilation
(with the helots) by substituting another form of assimilation (with the children of other
citizens). And such differentiation might work best if the cultural gap between the cher-
ished group and the shunned group was made artificially wide.

The point on which Aristotle conceded that the Spartans “might be praised” for their
form of education was that it was keenly controlled by the state, and provided for all
young citizens together (Politics 1337a). Not to have gone through this state system of
training excluded a boy from future citizenship—except, it seems, in the case of Sparta’s
two kings (Cartledge 1987, 23-24). (As heir apparent to the hereditary diarchy, a prince
did not qualify for the education system of the citizenry, a fact which may have contrib-
uted to the extraordinarily high rate of Spartan royalty killed, exiled, or direly threatened
during the classical period: kings were a painful anomaly among the “similars.”)
A fundamental lesson of Spartan education is likely to have been that helots were con-
temptible; the young should not want to assimilate with them. Although Plutarch
(Lykourgos 28) is our only source for the practice, we should take seriously his report that
young Spartans were shown, as a moral lesson, helots who had been deliberately made
very drunk and who were then compelled, while incapacitated, to dance and sing ridic-
ulously. Spartan citizens, young and old, were themselves accomplished, indeed compet-
itive, dancers. Festivals such as the gymnopaidiai (lit. “naked play-and-dance,” or even
“naked education”) involved long, elaborate, strenuous forms of dance by the very
young (Ducat 2006, 265-274). Collective song and dance, for which the Greek word
is choros, was a specialism of Sparta. Around 500 BCE, the poet Pratinas of Phleious
described the typical Spartan as “like a cicada—always ready for a choros.” Training in
choros was, of course, a form of imposed similarity, similarity of a technically superior kind
within the elite group, aimed in part to demonstrate—to others and to itself—the elegant
superiority of that group. The spectacle of drunken helots improvising clumsily their
own form of dance would complement that lesson. The concept of superiority involves
more than one term, and the Spartan education demonstrated both terms of a social
comparison, visually. Such a lesson would be unforgettable.

Drunken dancing by helots taught a further lesson to the young, corresponding to
another of the fears which structured Spartan society. The austerity on which classical Sparta
prided itself was a reaction against the image of a bygone Sparta, a Sparta riven and weak-
ened by internal dissension, disobedience to authority, and provocative aristocratic luxury.
That luxury had been symbolized, in bygone Sparta as in other Greek cities, above all by the
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symposion. Literally, the term meant simply “drinking together.” In practice, it frequently
meant a premeditated, orchestrated orgy for wealthy men, with compulsory heavy drinking
of wine and planned displays of wild sex. Given that cities across the Greek world were tena-
ciously attached to such exclusive fun, Sparta’s rejection of it was probably inspired not by
moral or religious disapproval but by something even more potent: symposia had become
for Sparta a security issue. Such orgies probably aroused a passionate sense of exclusion in
the majority of citizens who could not afford them. It thus contributed to anti-aristocratic
feeling, in an age (roughly, the sixth century) when aristocracies were overthrown in
numerous Greek cities and replaced by a form of dictatorship, tyrannis. But at Sparta,
revolution of this kind would be exceptionally dangerous, because it would give the massive
helot population a chance to rise in revolt. Accordingly, the symposion was banned at Sparta,
and pointedly replaced by a more sober form of gathering named syssizion: “eating together”
thus replaced “drinking together.” And we hear from Plato that all drunkenness was out-
lawed in classical Sparta: even a citizen, even at a festival, was liable to be lawfully beaten up
if caught drunk (Laws 637a-b). By displaying to the young, as part of their education, the
lurching of drunken helots, Sparta imparted the message that—contrary to the general
Greck view—there was nothing elegant or socially elevated about being drunk. The young
were taught to see intoxication as hopelessly vulgar.

The young were included from time to time at the syssizion, for the sake of what
Victorians called “moral education.” That chilling phrase is usually left vague, and for
good reason. Like most ideals, it is—for historians—best understood by its opposite:
by the immorality which authority feared. For contemporaries, on the other hand,
spelling out such immorality might prove perversely attractive to the rebellious young,
in short counterproductive. (We have already seen the extreme way in which drunkenness
had to be caricatured.) At the syssition, the young were taught, by watching and imi-
tating the adults, not to eat to excess; the syssizion was famous for its austere food—
though in diet Sparta was not always as austere as it liked to advertise (Hodkinson
2009 makes a thorough study of the gifts of attractive food made to syssitia by their
wealthier members). The drinking of wine was also limited at the syssétzon: the institu-
tion, as we have already suggested, was designed to be in vital ways the opposite of a
symposion. The inclusion, at these intimate evening gatherings, of the young along with
adults, some of whom were elderly, was meant to prevent social fracture between the
generations. In other Greek cities, men tended to socialize with members of their own
age group, in a way familiar in modern societies. A predictable result was that people
of different ages generated—as they do today—widely different cultures. Classical
Sparta, already facing the twin threats of violent division between rich and poorer
citizens, and also between citizens and helots, evidently decided that generation gaps—
widened, then as now, by shifting tastes in music—were too dangerous to permit. Not
only were the generations to be integrated through the syssizion and by public partici-
patory festivals, including dancing and singing together; at the syssizion the common
culture—conversation, knowledge, ideas, ideals—was controlled by the oldest mem-
bers, the most conservative group of all (Xen., Const. Lak. 5.5, cf. Plato, Laws 659d).

Xenophon in the early fourth century saw adult Spartans as uniquely suspicious of their
own young (Const. Lak. 3 1-2). A century earlier, the poet Simonides (quoted at Plut.,
Agesilaos 1) described Sparta as “man-taming”; older men did the taming, and the beasts
to be tamed were evidently the young. The official in overall charge of education was
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known as paidonomos, “boy-herd” (Xen., Const. Lak. 2.2). Our best sources from the
classical period, Thucydides, Xenophon, Plato, and Aristotle, impressively concur in that
they all describe Spartan education with words from the root pon-, meaning toil and
suffering. Perikles, as reported by Thucydides, speaks of young Spartans suffering as they
were taught andreion: manly, military courage (2.39.1, 4; compare 1.84.3). Contemporary
authors refer to the role of the whip in Spartan education (Xen., Const. Lak. 2; Anabasis
4.6.15, Plato, Laws 633b), and Plato complains that Sparta educated its young “not by
persuasion but by violence” (Rep. 548b). All this testifies to the severity of what Spartan
children were required to perform, in order to avoid a whipping. And that whipping could
be administered to any boy by any adult citizen who happened to witness bad behavior:
little Spartans were to be observed by authority at all times (Xen., Const. Lak. 2.10-11).
Attempts to evade the required discipline were no doubt common, and the Spartans
seem to have had a technical term for such: 7haidiourgein (literally, “to take the work
easy”) is mentioned by Xenophon four times ( Const. Lak. 2.2;4.4;5.2; 14.4). At times,
beating was made unavoidable. Xenophon describes a ritual contest at the shrine of the
goddess Orthia: boys were required to snatch cheeses which were “defended” by other
young people who met the boys’ attempts with a hail of whipping (Const. Lak. 2.9).
Evidently success and glory went only to those boys who braved the most battering.
Sparta shows an ingenious economy in its practices. This ritual of beating served to teach
boys to persevere among painful distraction, as on a battlefield. But it also taught, as
Xenophon saw, that the enjoyment of lasting prestige might come from short-term pain,
again as in the case of war. In removing many of the physical delights, and even ordinary
comforts, of life, Spartan ingenuity was bound to offer potent compensation. Moral
status substituted for physical pleasures. And if that seems, by our standards, extreme and
unsympathetic, we should perhaps reflect on how much physical indulgence and comfort
modern athletes have willingly denied themselves, not only in today’s world, but in the
early twentieth century when top sportsmen were often paid poorly, or not at all.
Other hardships imposed on Spartan children were, according to Xenophon (Const.
Lak. 2.3-5), being obliged to walk barefoot, to wear no more than one cloak even in
winter, and to be kept so hungry as to be obliged to steal. (A boy caught stealing could
expect a beating, to teach him to steal more discreetly next time.) How long did these
privations last? Xenophon lets his readers think that they may have been a permanent
condition for the young. But we may wonder; it would certainly have suited Xenophon’s
pro-Spartan leanings to make other Greeks, Sparta’s (real or potential) enemies, believe
that Spartans were even harder men than they were in reality. It was not in Sparta’s
interest to produce male citizens stunted by lack of food in childhood. Indeed, Xenophon
himself stresses that Sparta succeeded in producing tall, strong men (Const. Lak. 1.10)
and also fed its girls unusually well, by Greek standards (Const. Lak. 1.3), to prepare
them for childbearing and the production of strong offspring. Making a visually impres-
sive display on the battlefield was a Spartan specialism; and a culture which killed helots
for being too big and strong is likely to have promoted, rather than hindered, its own
production of well-built citizen warriors. The privations which Xenophon records seem
likely to belong to short periods, with a special purpose. What might that have been?
The form of military campaign in which Sparta proudly advertised its excellence was,
collective marching to battle and fighting in phalanx. Much of Spartan education was a
preparation, moral or physical, for that. Did Sparta ever use guerrilla methods? If it did,
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this is unlikely to have been advertised, and so may have been inaccessible to our sources—
especially if the opponents in any such guerrilla warfare were helots. Spartans, like the
helots, attacked their enemies on principle when the latter were weak or distracted. To
admit to fighting systematically against helots would be to admit to a weakness of their
own, near the heart of Sparta’s home territory. Spartans seem to have convinced
Thucydides that they were not used to guerrilla warfare (4.41.3; contrast 4.9.1; 53.3).
But for runaway helots, who could not hope to match the training or the heavy arms of
Spartans on the battlefield, guerrilla, or indeed in our terms “terrorism,” was an obvious
recourse, against an enemy which practiced a state terrorism of its own. Sparta’s training
of children to withstand cold, hunger, and walking barefoot (that is, almost silently) may
have been meant—in part—to equip them, as young men, to perform counter-insurgency
as special forces while living off hostile terrain near helot villages.

Several ancient writers, Plato, Aristotle, and Plutarch among them, and many modern
scholars have been interested in a Spartan practice known as krypeeia, literally “the secret
thing.” Plato (Laws 633b—c) writes of it involving the young (apparently), wandering the
countryside, barefoot, at night. No bedding was allowed. Plato’s Spartan character in the
Laws, “Megillos,” describes it enthusiastically as “fantastically polyponos [stressful in many
ways] for making people tough.” Plutarch (Lykourgos 28), writing half a millennium later
but citing Aristotle, writes that the institution had involved carefully chosen young men
(“those apparently most intelligent”) roaming the countryside, with daggers, short rations,
and nothing else, killing any helot they caught on the roads at night, and the strongest
helots in the fields. (Presumably, daylight was needed to identify the latter.) Some scholars,
especially in the French anthropological tradition of Structuralism, have seen this as chiefly
a rite de passagethat is a temporary separation of young men from their home communities
and an inversion of civilized norms, designed to toughen, instruct, and test them before
reintegrating them into the community. (Such practices are indeed attested from many
societies: in the modern West, a few years of compulsory military service, or of education at
some college far from home, might be seen as mild examples.) Jean Ducat (2006, ch. 9),
with a thorough review of the ancient sources, stresses the uncivilized privations undergone
by the young men during the kryptein, and argues that this suggests the inversion of norms
characteristic of rites de passages. Other scholars, while not discarding the anthropological,
ritual, explanation (Cartledge 1987, 30-32), have stressed the element of systematic state
terror: the killing of potential leaders among the helots, and the possible enforcement of a
curfew upon them. We should additionally notice a certain symmetry, between the most
physically impressive of the helots, killed, and the most impressively cunning of young
Spartiates, those sent to do the killing. We seem to be dealing with a low-intensity, enduring,
war, and it may well have been in large measure as a preparation for this that Spartan
education involved the training of boys in how to survive in miserably tough conditions.

Aristotle, attempting to deflate the potent reputation of Spartan’s educational system,
stated that it made the young “beast-like” (Pol. 1338b). He claimed that Spartan education
was structured to produce one quality only, physical courage. However, on this subject the
picture of Sparta transmitted by Xenophon may be more convincing. He claims that Spartan
boys were successfully trained to be models of #:dos in public (Const. Lak. 2.2; 3.4): this
quality, familiar and important in modern times, lacks a name in English. It means the mod-
est willingness to defer to the moral opinions of others, to be influenced into conformism
by the consideration “What would people think?!” Public facts about Spartan behavior



Spartan Education 101

suggest that Xenophon was right. The death rate, in battle, of Spartan commanders is
strikingly higher than that of the other Greek city we know best, Athens. And that, rather
than being the product of “animal courage,” is more likely the result of sensitivity about
moral reputation. Any Spartans who had shirked battle, run away, were liable to be stigma-
tized as “those who had trembled (#resantes).” Once was evidently enough: such men were
treated at Sparta as a spectacle, humiliated permanently in ingenious ways, publicly—where
the young would see and take to heart (Xen., Const. Lak.9). Better to fight against the odds
in the hope of a good reputation than to risk slow social death. In the decades of Sparta’s
empire in Greece, 404-371 BCE, her commanders also won a reputation for their offensive
indiscipline as administrators, once abroad where few or no other Spartans could see. It was
evidently fear of what other Spartans thought that tended to control Spartiate behavior: we
can see education playing out in the behavior of Spartan adults. So also in the way Spartan
generals, when in command of non-Spartan Greeks, became notorious for their use of the
stick against free men from other cities (Hornblower 2002). The opinion of non-Spartans
evidently did not concern them greatly; and in seeking to discipline others by hitting, they
were acting out the model they had learned in childhood.

Did young Spartans learn to read and write? The question has been asked seriously in
modern times, though generally answered in the same way: with a positive (Cartledge
1978; Boring 1979). A few inscribed stones survive from classical Sparta. Written messages
were sent to Sparta by commanders in the field. One of these, intercepted and trium-
phantly read out by the Athenians, stated, “The ships are lost. Mindaros [ Spartan admiral-
in-chief] is dead. The men are starving. We don’t know what to do” (Xen., Hellenica
1.1.23). Wartime reports may anyway tend to be very short. Written in difficult conditions,
always vulnerable to enemy interception, and in Sparta’s case crudely coded on material
wrapped around a stick (skytalg) of which only the authorities had a counterpart of matching
size, reports discouraged wordiness. But Spartans was anyway known for the brevity of its
speech, whence the word—ancient and modern—*“laconic.” Priding themselves, as so
often, on being different from other Greeks, Sparta rejected lengthy rhetoric. We hear that
ambassadors from one Greek state (Samos) who made a long speech at Sparta, were
proudly told, “We don’t remember what you said at the beginning, and the rest we simply
don’t understand.” (Herod. 3.46.1-2) Actions were what mattered, not speech making.
Books were a heap of words, Indeed, they might import subversive ideas and fashions from
elsewhere, threatening the homogeneity of the homozoi. Worse still: books lasted. (Readable
fragments of Greek books, that is text on papyrus, are still being discovered, 2000 years or
more after being written). Sparta was a culture given to lying about its own past. It was
easier to change the official line about the past if there were no books to preserve earlier
orthodoxy. Not only has classical Sparta left us no books, but we hear of very few texts
written by Spartans of the period. The disgraced former king Pausanias is said to have
written a text, some time around 390, but significantly he was at the time in exile, and
convicted of pro-democratic, pro-Athenian, tendencies.

Laconic sayings, on the other hand, are recorded in countless examples from antiquity,
mostly of doubtful authenticity, but claiming to reflect a trenchant Spartan intelligence.
Collections of these sayings survive in the Plutarchan corpus, including the “Sayings of
Spartan Women” (Moralin 240c—242d). This was Sparta’s own form of rhetoric, to which
the young were exposed in the syssitia as well as, doubtless, in their childhood age groups.
Indeed, laconisms were particularly well adapted to education of the Spartan style. They



102 Anton Powell

were designed to be intelligent, but also unanswerable. Such is the reply, recorded by
Thucydides (4.40.2), of a Spartan soldier mocked because his group had surrendered,
rather than voluntarily dying, when trapped and overwhelmed by Athenian missiles on the
isle of Sphakteria in 425. To the taunt that the brave Spartans on that occasion had all died,
he replied, “An arrow would be very precious ifit could pick out the brave.” Unanswerable
rhetoric was the opposite of the formal speech for which Athenian politicians, and sophists,
were known: their speeches were designed to be part of an exchange, a dialogue, suitable
for a large audience which might judge between rival arguments. In short, long speeches
were a device fit for democracy. Spartan aphorisms, on the other hand, were the language
of control, the instrument of the master or the officer who intended not to be answered,
but to be obeyed—without discussion. They were designed to lead to action, not to more
words. So, for example, the Spartan rebuke to the Samian ambassadors meant, “Speak
briefly.” The laconic dispatch quoted earlier concerning Mindaros and his lost ships meant,
“Send help!”. And the famous words of a Spartan mother, sending her son to war: “[ Come
back] with this [shield], or on it,” meant “Fight bravely; die if necessary” on pain of
rejection (Figueira 2010: 276 for references). Thucydides describes the Spartan army in
action as consisting mainly of “officers over officers.” Spartan education and its preferred
style of speech were likewise structured around command and action. For young Spartans
at school, laconisms may have been the verbal counterpart of the whip.

3. The Education of Girls

Our information about the upbringing, the teaching, given to girls at Sparta is even more
fragmentary than in the case of boys. But what our sources do tell us about girls points
strongly in a single direction. Girls, it seems, received an education that was more consid-
ered, more collective (rather than familial), and more resembling the upbringing of boys
than was the case in other Greek cities. The motives behind this Spartan difference were far
from feminist. They seem to reflect, once more, the fears of a small community knowing
itself to be under threat, but also driven by grand ambitions. With girls, as with boys, Sparta
assumed that reality was plastic: Spartans of both sexes were not born, they were made.

Once more, ideological enthusiasm in our ancient source material is to be suspected,
starting with the Spartans themselves whose viewpoint (if we are lucky) lies at the root
of material in Xenophon and other contemporaries. Modern enthusiasms too are at work
in our literature, if not in ourselves.

Sparta’s special attention to girls began early, according to Xenophon, whose valuable
work, the Constitution of the Lakedaimonians, is structured—here as in other matters—by
the theme of the uniqueness of his chosen city. Girls at Sparta, he suggests in a passage
now somewhat garbled (1.3), received more food than the meager portion given them
elsewhere. (Studies of girls’ levels of poor nutrition—and high mortality—in the modern
Third World suggest the importance of the topic Xenophon here identifies.) The reason
he implies for this Spartan practice is that well-fed girls would become strong mothers,
productive of strong children (1.4). Another Athenian partisan of Sparta, Kritias (writing
in the late fifth century), reports similarly (frag. 32). Spartans would be acutely aware that
their citizen population, and thus the size of their vital army, declined drastically during
the classical period: eugenic thinking was unavoidable. But probably also at work (more
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acceptably to modern thinking) was the influence of mothers. The informal influence of
women at Sparta seems to have been unusually high, as we shall see. It may well have been
female solidarity as well as the needs of a precarious community which impelled mothers
to place an unusual value on their daughters, and to accept (or demand?), as the girls grew
up, a more prominent role for them in society than did Greek mothers elsewhere. And
for empowering girls and women, by making female education to last longer as well as to
embrace a wider sphere than elsewhere in Greece, there may have been something else at
work. Xenophon (Const. Lak. 1.6) and Plutarch (Lykourgos 15) both hint emphatically
that the age of females at marriage was higher at Sparta than elsewhere. If this was true, it
might be capital: by giving young women more time in society before they turned (in
most cases) to child rearing, it might mean that the gap in age and experience—and thus
in moral force—between spouses was less than elsewhere.

Xenophon writes: most Greek cities want girls to sit quietly and work wool; at Sparta,
on the other hand, females, like males, take part in physical training arranged by the
community. The preceding context, to do with wool working and girls, suggests that his
remark about physical training may apply also to girls. But he goes on: contests of
running and of strength are provided for “females just as for adult men (andrasin),” and
this rather suggests that his attention is moving to young adult women (1.3—4).
Important as this physical training no doubt was for health, its political aspect may have
been even more significant. For the physical contests here mentioned took place outside
the home, that is, in what other Greeks saw—and enforced—as the male sphere.
Elsewhere in Greece the use of the veil for women was extensive, as an influential recent
study has shown (Llewellyn-Jones 2003). Women and girls, where their level of wealth
allowed, were discouraged from leaving the house, and those who did go out might
take—Tlike the tortoise—a symbolic house with them, in the form of a veil and envelop-
ing dress. Greeks elsewhere reacted, in ways still recognizable, to the female “thigh-
barers” of Sparta. The Athenian comic poet Aristophanes portrayed—in fantasy—a
married Spartan women (the character “Lampito” in the Lysistrata, of 411 BCE) as
possessing a well-exercised body of glorious beauty. Such evidence of male glee at Spartan
female practice is important as evidence. It is not in itself proof of what happened at
Sparta. But, given the unashamed fascination at Athens and elsewhere with female
nudity, silence concerning Spartan women’s bodies would have been almost conclusive.
There is no such silence: Spartan women’s “immodesty” was a favorite theme.

The collective training of girls at sport is likely to have been quite frequent, since
Xenophon describes it as happening—according to the rules of Lykourgos—*“not less for
the female than for the male.” This participation of very young females in the public
sphere most likely both reflects a greater mixing of the adult sexes than was normal else-
where and also prepared the women of the future for such. Plato attributes to Socrates a
comment that Spartan women, as well as men, took pride in their education (Protagoras
342d). He does not specify what that education consisted of, but there is little doubt
that Spartan girls, by having unusual access to male spheres of competence, acquired
some political and moral instruction relevant to the men’s world. This on its own would
make credible, for the classical period, Plutarch’s later picture of Spartan girls formally
criticizing—that is, being allowed and encouraged to do so—the performance of young
men in public roles (Lykourgos 14). Aristotle, as part of his hostile comment on Sparta,
states that in the years of Spartan empire many decisions (he means administrative, if not
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political) were taken by women; such was the influence of the latter, that, in his view,
Sparta amounted to a “gynecocracy” ( Politics 1269b). Hostile exaggeration this may be,
but by reflecting on women’s access to the male sphere, and on their morale, it does
reflect also on how they had been educated. As girls, clearly they had not “sat quietly.”
Plato, in his Republic, argued that girls and boys should be educated alike and together,
and later, as adults, should rule together. In this he was very likely inspired by Spartan prac-
tice. And, rather like twentieth-century Marxists complaining that their inspirational
models, such as the Soviet Union or Cuba, did not “go far enough” in their revolutionary
logic, so Plato in the Laws criticized Sparta for falling short in female education: Sparta, he
lamented, had not taught its girls to fight in war (806a—b). This claim is almost certainly
correct. Greek art and literature were somewhat obsessed with the idea of female warriors:
the fantasy of armed Amazons is commonplace. If Sparta had ever employed armed
women, Greek writers would have reacted unforgettably. Instead we hear that, when
Spartan territory was invaded (in 370,/69) by the Theban army which had just overthrown
in battle the Spartan empire, the women of Sparta created more noise and confusion than
the enemy. So Aristotle (Politics 1269b); and even the pro-Spartan Xenophon admits
something similar (Hellenica 6.5.28). This reported behavior was remarkable for two rea-
sons: first because militarism was so much in the air at Sparta, but also because women in
other cities commonly did resist bravely and to good effect, with improvised weapons and
suitable noise, when an enemy was at—or within—their gates (Powell 2004). Why did the
Spartans provide for girls an education which involved physically confronting each other,
morally confronting the boys, but not—unlike the boys—countenancing battle?
Specialization is rightly seen as a defining quality of modern industrialized civilization,
and a key to its efficiency. But to understand Sparta’s unique success in classical Greece, we
should perhaps accept that Spartans too had some understanding of the principle. Perikles
(as reported by Thucydides: above and 2.41.1) contrasted Athenian versatility with Sparta’s
narrow and intense practice of military procedures, claiming that the former quality was no
less effective. Xenophon makes a similar contrast, though drawing an opposite moral:
Spartans were “the only true specialists in soldiering”; others were “mere improvisers”
(Const. Lak. 13.5; ct. 11.7-8). Aristotle, explaining Sparta’s loss of empire, writes that the
Spartans ruled so long as they were the only power to train intensively for soldiering. But
once others adopted similar training, Sparta lost its dominance through lacking other
necessary qualities: in other words, through being overspecialized (Politics 1338b). The
question of specialism was very much in the air, and Sparta was seen—for good or ill—as
the classic case of it. And in education? We recall Xenophon’s report that Spartan girls were
not trained to make clothes as in other cities. Spartans, he says, thought that female slaves
were the right people for such work (Const. Lak. 1.4). There, already, we see a distinctive
idea of specialization. In not training girls for any direct military role, Spartans were partly
led (before 370,/69, and the Theban invasion) by the thought that no enemies were likely
to penetrate into the homeland of Laconia, where women could see, let alone face, them.
But more importantly Sparta was applying one of the most enduring and widespread of all
notions of specialism: that women should specialize in child rearing. And if—however
privately—Spartans did contemplate the possibility of military catastrophe, they might
reckon that women were more important than men as potential contributors to the
breeding of a replacement population, more in need of keeping safe from battle. Greeks
were far closer than ourselves to the brute facts of agriculture (and Spartans were far more
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willing than other Greeks to sacrifice monogamy to eugenics). Every Greek knew how
productively female animals could breed if exposed to a minimal number of males. In that
vital respect, the human female might seem more precious than the male.

Spartan education did, however, envisage that girls and women could make an important
indirect contribution to soldiering. By arranging for girls to understand confrontational
outdoor activity, and to pass judgment on male performance in that area, Sparta was pre-
paring women to be bearers of militaristic morality. Young women were formed so as not
to offer men any vision of a seductive domestic alternative to battle. A crudely direct anec-
dote, on the familiar theme of the pitilessly militaristic Spartan mother, makes the point. An
imaginary mother is confronted by her Spartan sons, who have survived battle by running
away. Far from welcoming them, she lifts her dress, bares her genitals, and says in effect,
“Don’t think that you can get back in here!” (Plutarch, Moralia 241b). The ancient litera-
ture on the Spartan female as austere cajoler of males is extensive and revealing, even though
overwhelmingly post-classical in its surviving forms: it has been well explored in a recent
study (Figueira 2010). As educators of Spartan boys and men, women may well have played
a crucial role. Occasionally, and revealingly, that role may have gone wrong. It is conceivable
that the Spartan women who “created more noise and confusion than the enemy” when the
Theban army approached were enacting a version, however misplaced, of what they had
been taught to do as girls: taunting males for their perceived inadequacies in the field.

4. Spartan Education: A Struggle between “Male”
and “Female” Influences?

The image of the unyieldingly militarist mother may well reflect what Spartans wanted
to achieve, and claimed to have achieved. But Sparta, structured by fear, could not con-
fidently take for granted that girls, women, could always be so molded. Just as men, for
all their rigorous education, might “tremble” and run from battle, so recalcitrant
women might also prove a problem—Dby being persistently tender and indulgent to
boys and men. Or, since Spartan women were criticized for their indulgence in luxuries,
it might be feared that by demanding expensive items they might make men in turn too
interested in acquisition. Aristotle, in indignantly claiming that Spartan men were in
effect “ruled by women,” explains his idea by reference to men’s sexual desires. Warrior
men, he argues, tend to be highly sexed. (Similar things have been reported in recent
times about international athletes, of both sexes.) Warriors may either be notably homo-
sexual, like (Aristotle says) the Celts, or they may be strongly heterosexual, like (he
implies) the Spartans. And their need for access to certain women’s bodies, Aristotle
seems to mean, made Spartan men too disposed to do what those women wanted
(Politics 1269b). From an educational, Spartan, point of view, women’s influence might
be dangerous. Every known Greek society was deeply divided on gender lines. The
standard Greek terms for military courage reflect this: andreion, andrein, “manliness.”
But it is unusual to have clear evidence that female influence in the military sphere was
actually feared. In Sparta’s case, we do have such evidence. Xenophon states that Spartan
soldiers wore cloaks of red because Lykourgos thought that form of dress to be (not, “the
most virile,” or some such phrase, but) “least like the dress of women” ( Const. Lak. 11.3).
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All this may help to explain why it was community policy at Sparta to encourage
teenage boys to form homoerotic partnerships with older males. Xenophon, defending
Sparta to other Greeks, admits that it was the opinion of “Lykourgos” that men should
pair oft with boys whose character they admired, and that this amounted to “an excellent
form of education.” He adds that the lawgiver (i.c., Spartan practice) was strongly
opposed to obvious lust for a boy’s body, and that at Sparta actual copulation within
such couples was as much taboo as incest. But, he admits, “I am not surprised that some
people do not believe this” (Const. Lak. 2.13-14). Much detail survives of such partner-
ships (Cartledge 1981 is the classic study). Xenophon himself, in a separate text, recorded
the passionate love between the son of king Agesilaos and another Spartiate ( Hellenica
5.4.25, 33); he also commended that king for resisting the intense passion he felt for a
youth (Agesilnos 5.4-7). Agesilaos is recorded as having been, in his younger days, the
junior partner of a loving relationship with the (no doubt already) eminent Lysandros.
The quantity of such references bears out Xenophon’s general report concerning the
existence of these relationships, openly recognized. Their educational value was reflected
in a Spartan technical term: the elder party was known as the “inspirer” (eispnélas) of the
younger. Here was a way of transmitting male values, of replacing or weakening—for a
time, at least—heterosexual relationships which might have brought with them the risk,
in Spartan eyes, of too great a feminine influence.

5. Military Training for Boys?

While sources from the classical period are in clear agreement that Spartan boys were
trained to endure pain and hardships, to be obedient, and to be competitive in matters of
courage, all of which training would have military usefulness in their adult lives, we read no
obvious detail from classical times of boys’ being taught military procedures. Practice for
boys in mock hoplite battles, or in handling weapons: did such things actually happen? If
they did, which sources would we positively expect to have mentioned them? For the
classical period there is only Xenophon, especially in his Constitution of the Lakedaimonians,
and he says nothing clear on the point. But a similar shortage of surviving detail about
military training applies to Spartan adults. Hodkinson rightly emphasizes this: as part of his
general argument that Sparta was more like other poless than has usually been thought, he
suggests that for Sparta it was training in fitness through the gymnasium and the hunt
which formed the main preparation for soldiering (2006, 134-140; 2009, 448—449).
However, important if undetailed testimony about Spartan adult military training is
found in classical sources. Perikles, as presented by Thucydides, speaks of the secrecy
which Sparta enforced concerning its military training (2.39.1). Aristotle writes that the
Spartans “used to excel [in gymnastic and military contests] not because they exercised
their young men in the gymnasium, but only because they trained and their adversaries
did not” (Politics 1338Db). In the light of Perikles’ remark about enforced secrecy, one
should ask whether Sparta in general regarded certain information about its own military
training as an “operational matter,” that is, something to be withheld from outsiders on
principle. If so, Xenophon as a partisan of Sparta might be expected to be unforth-
coming, if not dishonest, on this subject. Hoplite training may have been seen as a grand
version of the kryptein, something secret in its essence, potentially targeting this time not
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the helots but every Greek state other than Sparta. Spartan propaganda may have sought
to intimidate by stressing rather those off-putting aspects of education which other states
would never bear to imitate. (Xenophon boasts that Spartan practices are praised by all,
but no city imitates them: Const. Lak. 10.8.) Military maneuvers which could be imitated
more easily were not to be divulged. (There is an anecdote that king Agesilaos in the
370s was criticized at Sparta for attacking Boiotia too often and thereby “teaching the
Thebans how to fight.”) Xenophon states of one Spartan form of coordinated fighting
(taxis) on a confused battlefield, that it was hard to learn, “except for those brought up
(pepaidenmenois) under the laws of Lykourgos’”(Const. Lak. 11.7). The implicit mes-
sage here, for other Greeks, may be one of mystification and deterrence: “You haven’t
had, and your city will never have, that kind of childhood. So you shouldn’t try this
maneuver yourselves, even if you knew what exactly it was. (And I’m not telling you.)”
Xenophon may mean here the military potential, the training in general bodily and
mental qualities, of a Spartan childhood, or he may be withholding details of actual
rehearsal of battle by children or youths. For us to assume that Spartan boys were not
taught elements of hoplite fighting would be dangerous.

The picture we have of Spartan education is very largely a picture of what made
Sparta different, of what was done distinctively for some of the time. It is not a full
record. A society cannot spend all its time preparing for war, or let its precious future
soldiers grow up consistently hungry, or abandon conversation which was open-ended
and unpolished, improvised and democratic, in favor of laconic aphorism. One leading
specialist, Stephen Hodkinson, has recently argued strongly that Sparta was a far more
normal Greek society than our sources readily let us see. Jean Ducat, in his invaluable
account of Spartan education, has concluded that much Spartan education must have
been conducted privately, at parental expense and with divergent methods—rather
like other Greek cities, in fact. However, the closer we come to seeing Sparta as a
normal Greek state, the further we are from being able to answer the question which
Xenophon (and no doubt countless other Greeks) put: How was it that this community,
with one of the smallest populations, could come to dominate Greece, militarily and
morally? (Const. Lak. 1.1). We might equally ask, How did little Sparta attain the
morale needed to undertake a formal invasion of the Persian empire, as king Agesilaos
did in the mid-390s, with just thirty Spartan officers as his general staff? Spartan edu-
cation must have contained some extraordinary features, to account for Sparta’s
extraordinary success.

Appendix: Spartan Education under the Roman Empire

It is ironic that education at Sparta under Roman rule should be treated as an
appendix, since it is increasingly clear from new scholarly work on inscriptions, as well
as literary texts, that there survives more evidence on this subject, at least by way of
formal, superficial, detail, than on the Spartan upbringing of the classical period.
Particularly helpful recent studies of Hellenistic and Roman Sparta are Cartledge and
Spawforth (2002) and Kennell (1995). But if scholars have usually preferred to study
the earlier period, it is because education then contributed to making Sparta the
superpower of the Greek world, whereas in the Roman period Sparta was little more
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than a cherished provincial centre of high culture and of tourism. This difference of
status is itself key to understanding why Roman Sparta yields so much more
information than its classical ancestor. Classical Sparta’s internal political arrange-
ments were, as Thucydides comments, krypton, largely kept secret—to deprive enemies
of exploitable information. Sparta then was unique and notorious for having periodic
xenélasini, systematic expulsions of outsiders. Roman Sparta tended to the opposite
extreme, welcoming visitors who brought income for the local tourist industry but
also, perhaps more importantly, contributed to local pride, to the idea that Sparta was
still “special.” Picturesque aspects of the education system were proudly shown off to
outsiders, as evidence of Spartan adherence to a unique tradition. The name
“Lykourgos” was everywhere.

What helped to generate the almost obsessive insistence in Roman Sparta that (to
simplify) nothing much had changed since earlier centuries was the uncomfortable
awareness that things had changed profoundly. Spartan education of the classical period
had been, in large part, a preparation for war, against other Greek states and against local
helots. Under Rome, Sparta—like every other part of the empire—was forbidden to
fight wars, except remote wars at Rome’s bidding and as part of Rome’s army. Nor was
there, so far as we know, the sort of large-scale and lethal action against a local unfree
population for which the young had been prepared in the classical period. On occasion,
Sparta was called on to live up to its boasts and to supply troops for Rome’s foreign wars.
But Spartan boys could no longer expect to have to march out one day to tame
Peloponnesian neighbors or to cut down Athenian crops. If they were still trained to be
brave, and their womenfolk to take pride in their courage, the suffering to be faced
would be of a different kind.

The contest in being whipped, in which Plutarch saw youths dying in the early second
century CE, still had a religious setting, at Orthia’s temple. If it was more lethal than any
whipping of the classical period, that may be because Sparta, now in a peaceful setting
sheltered by Rome, no longer felt so threatened by a crisis of citizen numbers. Boys had
become expendable. Indeed, their supreme suffering might be considered an investment
for the community, a spectacular source of tourist income (and of respect, including
collective self-respect) in an age where lethal public shows (albeit of a very different kind)
were widespread, under Roman influence.

Festivals with dancing continued (or were revived): the Gymmopaidiai, it only
because its name suggested “naked children,” probably continued to require training
in dance and song for the very young. How far the clipped and militaristic style of
“laconic” speech was still taught to the young is unclear. Its rationale, we recall, had
involved contempt for wordy speeches, and even wordier books, all of which were to
be seen as contemptible distractions from the cult of violent action. Most violent
action, in the form of war, being inaccessible, Roman Sparta was instead fully, indeed
eminently, part of the word industry with which educated Greece sought to impress its
Roman masters. Spartans were now (and had been since Hellenistic times) writers of
books, philosophers, orators on the international market (Cartledge and Spawforth
2002, ch. 13). The decline, at Sparta, of contempt for books, and for outsiders, can be
measured in a single custom. In Hellenistic times, if not later, senior Spartan officials
read to the young a text on the Spartan constitution written by Dikaiarkhos of Messene.
Several crucial values of education in the classical period were negated in that one
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custom. That the young should be taught from a book would have been bad enough,
for those brought up in the austere, classical system. But that an authority for Sparta’s
famous local constitutional secrets, her krypton, should be an outsider would have
been unthinkable. Spartan education, once a local peculiarity and still a local fetish,
was now under international influence.

Sparta’s educational practices, formerly the gift—and the reflex—of helot labor,
became quite largely the gift of Rome. Sparta’s exceptional thriving as a provincial
magnet arose from the happy fact that Sparta had, unlike most Greeks, taken the side
of the founding emperor Octavian in his war against Mark Antony. Octavian’s wife,
Livia, had both ancestral and personal connections with Sparta. The new Princeps
came to Sparta, was feted there, and apparently entertained in a reconstruction of a
classical syssition. (One thinks of an American president visiting a “traditional” Irish
village.) Sparta’s political and financial position, now deeply privileged from Roman
favor, would last for centuries. Spartan grandees adopted partly Roman names,
reflecting the moment, never to be forgotten, when their city had backed the correct,
Caesarian, faction of Rome. Sparta’s most powerful citizen of that time, ally of
Octavian, took the name “Caius Iulius Eurycles”; a century later we hear of a Spartan
named Caius Iulius Agesilaus. One notices the hybrid language; while partially
Spartan nomenclature survived (“Agesilaos” had been the name of one of classical
Sparta’s best-known kings), the Roman nomenclature, indeed the possession of
Roman citizenship by a Spartan elite, was advertised. Spartan young people continued
to be given some symbolic elements of a traditional education—but not oo tradi-
tional, not too independent minded—because that was expected to meet with Roman
approval. One of many reasons why Spartan syssitia, in traditional form, no longer
existed to instruct the young was that the syssitdon had been conceived to teach
restraint in the behavior of the rich, whereas the form of local polity approved by
Rome for the Greek world was firmly oligarchic. Sparta’s hereditary rich flaunt their
wealth and status on inscriptions of the Roman era to an extent unknown in the
classical period (Lafond forthcoming).

Spartan boys in the Roman period played supposedly traditional team games: the
sphaireis (“ball-players”) are mentioned on numerous inscriptions. Here was a reflec-
tion of team games of ball which existed in the Sparta of Xenophon’s day (Const. Lak.
9.5), and which contrasted then, as later, with the individualist athletics of the great
inter-Greek festivals of sport such as at Olympia (at which classical Sparta also excelled).
The collectivism of the homoioi was still casting its shadow. Spartan youths celebrating
Artemis Orthia from the time of Hadrian onward used in their inscriptions an artificial
dialect, one which exaggerated traditional Spartan linguistic features, and which scholars
have described as “hyper-Doricising.” They might wish to reassure themselves that they
still possessed a distinct local tradition. And tourists from afar might be convinced by
these exaggerated eccentricities that they were getting “the real deal.” Again we think
of faux-antique language (“Ye Olde Tea Shoppe”) of modern tourist traps, as in some
English towns.

The upbringing of Spartan girls also seems in Roman times to have reflected, albeit
in distorted form, that of the classical period. Romans, such as the poet Propertius
(3.14), fantasized about Spartan girls training with weapons, something which, as we
have seen, the education of the classical period suggested (to some) but did not
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involve. A real Spartan girl seems to have been brought to Rome to enact an exaggeration
of classical practice, by taking part in a wrestling match against a Roman senator.
Wealthy Spartan women of the Roman period advertised their status as patrons of
religion. That too may in part have been a survival from classical times. In the late
third century BCE, some 150 years after the “gynecocracy” of which Aristotle com-
plained, Spartan queens and princesses had seemingly reached an extraordinary posi-
tion of influence. Social traditions are not easily extinguished, and it may be that later
still, in Roman times, Spartan woman—fortified by the example of powerful Roman
matronae of the imperial elite—retained an unusual degree of assertiveness and
influence. If so, that in turn will have had an influence over the upbringing of girls in
wealthy Spartan families. But, with the passing of local wars, the need for Spartan girls
and women to be taught to fortify and cajole their men into warlike behavior had
gone forever.
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CHAPTER 6

Athens

David M. Pritchard

1. Traditional Education

Typically, the later fifth-century comedy Clouds by Aristophanes is taken as evidence that
the young of classical Athens had abandoned the palaistra (“wrestling school”) and the
gumnasion (“athletics field”) for the “new education” of the sophists (961-1054).
Certainly these intellectuals offered classes in disciplines which ranged from astronomy
and cosmology to, for example, hoplomakhia or weapons training (e.g., Ar. Nub. 359—
360; Pl. Phd. 108d-113c). The most popular of their classes were in public speaking
(Joyal, McDougall, and Yardley 2009: 59-87). However, a wide range of surviving
literature, including a close reading of this comedy of Aristophanes, suggests otherwise:
although the later fifth century witnessed a big expansion in what young Athenians
could study, physical education manifestly remained a major discipline of the education
of paides or boys (e.g., Aeschin. 1.10; Ar. Ran. 727-730; Pl. La. 184e). This branch of
what Aristophanes calls the arkbaia paidein or old education (Nub. 961) was taught by
the paidotribes or athletics teacher (e.g., Ar. Nub. 973; Eq. 490-492, 1238-1239; Pl
La. 184e). His lessons were not one on one but for groups of students (e.g., Isoc.
15.183-185; Pritchard 2013: 49-50). It is a historical irony that while the sophists
argued for the superiority of what they taught over the arkbaia paideia, they were the
first to describe this traditional education systematically (Pritchard 2013: 47, 108-109).

Athletics teachers are most frequently represented in classical texts or on red-figure pots
giving lessons in the “heavy” events of Greek athletics: wrestling, boxing, and the pankration
(e.g., Ar. Eq.490-492,1238-1239; Beck 1975). This comes as no surprise, as each of these
events was technically demanding and many athletics teachers owned their own wrestling
schools, while some, when they were young, had been famous Panhellenic victors in these
events. But the so-called track and field events required athletes to be no less proficient in
“the moves devised competition” (Isoc. 15.183). Thus, on pots and in literature, we also
find athletics teachers training groups in these non-contact sports. In his Statesmen Plato, for
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example, outlines how there are in Athens “very many” supervised “training sessions for
groups” where instructions and ponos (“toils”) take place not just for wrestling but also “for
the sake of competition in the foot race or some other event” (294d-294e¢). Red-figure pots
often show a paidotribes supervising not only running and javelin throwing but also discus
throwing and the long jump (Beck 1975; Nicholson 2005: 245 n. 25, 246 n. 38). These
lessons of a paidotribés were the only opportunity for Athenian boys and young men to learn
and to practice the events of local and Panhellenic games (Pritchard 2013: 46-53).

Gummnastiké or physical education was one of the three disciplines of traditional male
education in classical Athens. The other widely agreed disciplines were mousiké or
music and grammata or letters (e.g., Pl. Ale. I118d; Prt. 312b, 325¢, 326¢), to which
were occasionally added lessons in singing and dancing dithyrambs (e.g., Aeschin.
1.9-11; Ar. Ran. 727-730; Pl. Leg. 654a—654Db, 672c; Pritchard 2004). The discipline of
music was the preserve of a kitharistes or kithara teacher, who taught students how to
play the kithara, which was a bit like a lyre, and to sing poems (e.g., Ar. Nub. 962-972;
PL. Prt. 326a-b), while that of letters was overseen by a grammatistés or letter teacher.
He instructed students in literacy and probably also numeracy and made them memorize
and recite passages of Homer and other epic poets (e.g., Pl. Prz. 325e-326a).

As classes in each of these three main disciplines were taken concurrently, students
travelled from one didaskaleion or school room to another throughout the day (e.g.,
Ar. Nub. 963-964), probably spending only a few hours at each (Beck 1964: 81-83;
Golden 1990: 62-63). This schooling of boys was a predominantly private affair in
classical Athens (e.g., Arist. Pol.1337a22-1337a33; Xen. Cyr~. 1.2.2). Admittedly, laws
were passed to regulate school hours, class sizes, and the minimum age of pupils (Aeschin.
1.9-11). But the democracy did not license teachers, determine the curricula for their
lessons, nor subsidize their wages. Thus, it was fathers who decided what disciplines their
boys should study, who the good teachers were, and how long they should be at school.

For the classical Athenians, the solitary goal of education was not the teaching of
practical skills but the forming of boys into agathoi andres or virtuous men (e.g., Eur.
Supp. 911-917; Pl. Pre. 325d-325¢; Meno 94b). Precise ways in which each of the
traditional education’s disciplines contributed to this moral end are postulated by
Protagoras in the Platonic dialogue bearing his name (325a-326c¢). The physical
education of the paidotribes, he suggests, guarantees that a lack of fitness will not cause
a young man to be the coward on the battlefield (326b-326¢). Protagoras isolates the
source of moral education which is provided by the lessons in mousike not in the content
of lyric poetry but in the practicing of scales and rhythms on the kithara (326a-326b).
Yet Protagoras believes that Athenian boys received the lion’s share of their instruction
in morality sitting in the classes of the grammatistes (325e-326a):

When the boys understand their letters and are on the point of comprehending the written
word, the teachers set before them on the benches poems of good poets to read, and they
are compelled to learn by rote these works, which contain many admonitions and numerous
descriptions, eulogies and commendations of virtuous men of long ago, so that the boy out
of a sense of jealousy imitates them and yearns to be this sort of man himself.

A wide range of authors agreed that the learning of Homer and other epic poets by
heart served as instruction for boys in morality (e.g., Aeschin. 3.135; Ar. Ran. 1038-
1039; Xen. Sym. 3.5-6). Aristophanes for one made the educational content of Homer’s
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poetry its warrior heroes, when he had the dead Aeschylus claim in Frogs (1040-1042):
“In imitation of him my purpose was to represent in poetry the many excellences (polias
aretas) of Patrocluses, lion-hearted Teucers in order to induce the citizen to become a
rival of these men whenever he heard the trumpet of war.” Clearly the classical Athenians
believed that the learning of epic poetry by heart was the chief means of instructing
boys in morality. Within traditional education, this poetry was encountered and studied
only in the lessons of a grammatistes.

2. Participation

Before considering participation in this traditional education, we must first clarify the nature
of social classes in classical Athens. Sometimes the Athenians divided themselves up on the
basis of military roles, income bands, occupations, or places of residence (Vartsos 1978). But
the distinction which they used much more often than others and which demarcated the
most important social cleavage was between hoz plousioi (“the wealthy”) and hoi penetes (“the
poor”). The wealthy led lives of skhole or leisure and so did not have to work for a living (e.g.,
Ar. Plur. 281; Vesp. 552-557; Men. Dys. 293-295). It also enabled them to pursue pastimes
which were simply too expensive and time consuming for the poor (Pritchard 2013: 3-6).
Thus, groups of wealthy friends regularly came together for a sumposion or drinking party
(e.g., Ar. Vesp. 1216-1217,1219-1222, 1250; Murray 1990: 149-150). This class’s mem-
bers stood out for their wearing of distinctive clothes, their undertaking of public services
such as sponsorships of a chorus or warship, and their paying of the eisphora or emergency
tax on property for war (e.g., Ar. Eg. 923-926; Ran. 1062-1065; Dem. 4.7; 10.37; 27.66;
Lys. 22.13). Politicians too were drawn from their ranks (Pritchard 2013: 5-6). The wealthy
numbered around 5 percent of the whole body of Athenians (Pritchard 2010: 13 n. 66). The
Athenians classified the rest of the citizen body, ranging from the truly destitute to those
sitting just below the elite, as the poor (Pritchard 2013: 7-9). What the members of
this social class had in common was a lack of skholé¢ and hence a need to work for a living (e.g.,
Ar. Pax. 632; Vesp. 611; Plut. 281; Lys. 24.16).

The classical Athenians understood that a family’s resources dictated the number of
disciplines a pais (“boy”) could take up and the length of his schooling. This inequality
of educational opportunity is again expressed clearly by the Platonic Protagoras, who
explains that the three disciplines of traditional education “are done by the most able,
and those who are best able are the wealthiest (hoi plousiotatos). Their sons begin
regularly attending the schools of teachers at the earliest stage of their youth and stop
doing so at the latest point” (Pl. Prz. 326¢; ct. Ap. 23c). In the same vein, Xenophon
acknowledged how education depended on money (Cyn. 2.1); Aristophanes made
out that education beyond the three disciplines of the “old education” was the
preserve of kaloi te k’agathoi, that is, wealthy gentlemen (Nub. 101, 797-798); and
Pseudo-Xenophon maintained that poverty caused poor Athenians to be ignorant and
uneducated (1.5; cf. Ar. Vesp. 1174-1175, 1183).

An obvious way in which wealth impacted on education was that a family had to have
enough cash to cover the fees of three teachers, which together could be expensive (Beck
1964: 130; Golden 2008: 36). To be educated in letters, music, and athletics, a boy also
needed to be free of other daytime obligations, as he would be attending classes in two



Athens 115

or more disciplines each day (e.g., Isae. 9.28). Critically, such skholz was only guaranteed
for the boys of wealthy families: most poor citizens could not atford enough household
slaves, as Aristotle explains (Pol. 1323a5-1323a), and so needed their children to help
with the running of farms or businesses (Golden 1990: 34-36). The negative impact of
such child labor on the education of poor boys was fully appreciated by contemporaries
(e.g., Isoc. 14.48; Xen. Cyr. 8.3.37-39).

In his discussion of how young Athenians were kept under control in the era of Solon
and Cleisthenes, for example, Isocrates assumed that some of them took up employment
instead of education (7.43-45). Their forebears, he writes, “used to turn to farming and
commerce those with inferior resources,” but “compelled those in possession of sufficient
funds to while time away with horsemanship, athletic exercises, hunting and philosophy”
(7.45). Admittedly this pamphlet is notorious for the historical fabrications which
Isocrates used to try to convince the Athenians that a restriction of their democracy
would be no more than a return to the beneficial regime of their ancestors. But the
dichotomy which it drew between the different educational opportunities of those with
and without wealth was not due to this conservative political agenda, because similar
distinctions were made by authors who wrote for audiences of poor Athenians. Lysias, for
example, noted how a wealthy boy went to the city to be educated, while poverty forced
another to be a shepherd (20.11-12). And Demosthenes contrasted the full education
which he enjoyed as wealthy boy with the impoverished childhood of Aeschines, who had
to work in his father’s letter school where he performed menial tasks which were otherwise
done by slaves (18.256-267).

3. Athletics and Music

Some ancient historians argue that poor Athenians participated in athletic agones or
games. Harry Pleket for one has long argued that while the wealthy originally monopolized
Grecek athletics, from the early fifth century athletes of hoplite status increasingly entered
athletic contests (e.g., Pleket 1992). By contrast, David Young suggests there were always
good numbers of poor athletes before and after the early fifth century (1984: 107-163).
Nick Fisher maintains that involvement of poor Athenians in local athletic games even
reached down to Athenians of sub-hoplite status (Fisher 2011). The extent of athletic
participation which these ancient historians advocate presupposes that large numbers of
non-elite families sent boys to the regular lessons of the paidotribes, for his lessons alone
provided the training which athletic competitors required (see section 1 above).

Yet this education of poor boys in this discipline was very far from likely (Golden
2008: 23-31; Kyle 2007: 87-88, 205-216; Pritchard 2013: 34-83). The limited means
of poor families and their reliance on child labor would have made it difficult to send
their sons to lessons in letters and athletics. Nor is it likely that they would have had
their boys give up the moral lessons of the grammatistesin favor of athletics. The classical
Athenians believed that an athlete could only win or even perform creditably at games if
he had devoted a lot of his time to such training (e.g., Aeschin. 3.179-180; Ar. Ran.
1093-1094; Isoc. 16.32-33; PL. Leg. 807c). Those of the city’s boys and young men
who lacked access to the lessons of a paidotribés would have performed poorly in such
agones. Hence they would have been greatly disheartened about entering a race or bout in
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the first place. What literary evidence we have confirms this picture: schooling in
gumnastike and mousike and participation in athletic agones were predominant or
possibly even exclusive preserves of the wealthy in classical Athens.

This limited direct experience of athletics and music among poor Athenians is reflected
clearly in a scene of Aristophanes’ Wasps where Bdelycleon struggles to teach his father,
Philocleon, how to be a wealthy symposiast (1122-1264). The humor of this scene
depends on the unexpected difference in the social classes of father and son: as a poor
citizen Philocleon is naturally wary of the wealthy and their exclusive pursuits, such as
the sumposion and is ill equipped to assimilate the lessons of his wealthy son. Bdelycleon
initially finds it very difficult to persuade his father to exchange his embades (“felt
slippers”) and #ribon (“coarse cloak”), which are the standard attire of poor citizens
(Ar. Vesp 33, 115-117; Plut. 842-843; Isacus 5.11), for imported shoes and gown and
to ape “the walk of the wealthy” (1122-1173).

Next Bdelycleon asks his father whether he knows any “posh stories” suitable for
relating to “well educated and clever men” (1174-1175). He quickly learns that
Philocleon does not and so suggests that he speak perhaps of an embassy in which he
may have participated (1183-1187). However, as only wealthy citizens with their
overseas guest friends could be ambassadors (e.g., Ach. 607-611; Ar. 1570-1571; Dem.
19.237-238), the best Philocleon can do is to bring up his service as a rower on an
expedition to Paros (Ar. Vesp 1188-1189). Instead of this, Bdelycleon encourages him
to talk about a famous sportsman (1190-1194): “You need to say, for example, that
although he was grey and old, Ephoudion continued to fight well in the pankration with
his very strong sides, hands and flank and his very fine torso (thorak’ ariston).” Philocleon
interrupts his son here (1194-1195): “Stop! Stop! You’re speaking nonsense. How
could he fight in the pankration wearing a suit of armour (thorak’ ekhon)?” Philocleon’s
confusing of the two established meanings of #thorax reveals his unfamiliarity with “jock
talk” and suggests that he spent no time as a boy with a paidotribes or as a competitor at
games (Golden 1998: 160).

Undeterred, Bdelycleon tells his father he will have to relate “a very manly exploit of
his youth” (1197-1199), and, in response to Philocleon’s inability to do even this
(1200-1201), suggests he talk about “how once you chased a wild boar or a hare, or
you ran a torch race, after you have worked out your most dashing youthful exploit”
(1202-1205). His father’s experience of such things again seems unlikely. Hunting was
clearly an exclusive pursuit of the wealthy (e.g., Men. Dys. 39—44), while joining a tribal
team of torch racers—before the reform of the ephebein in 335—would have been pos-
sible for only a small minority of Athenian youths (Pritchard 2013: 76-80, 214-216).
Thus, it is a surprise to find Philocleon relating what seems an anecdote about athletics
before, that is, we realize that he is talking about something quite different (1205-
1207): “Well I certainly know my most impetuous and youthful deed of early years:
while still a boy, the runner Phayllus I overtook (heilon), pursuing (diokon) him for
slander, by two votes.” The joke here rests on two more double entendres: aired (aorist
form, heilon) and dioks are commonly used in discussions of sporting and legal contests.
Therefore, while Philocleon, at first, seems to be recalling a race against a famous
Olympic victor of a previous generation, Phayllus of Croton (cf. Ar. Ach. 214; Paus.
10.9.2), his last three words dash this impression: this addict of the jury courts has been
reminiscing about a legal prosecution all along. His lack of athletic nous is revealed
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again when, the demonstrations of his son notwithstanding, he botches reclining on a
symposium couch gumnastikos or athletically (1208-1213).

Aspects of this scene’s treatment of athletics and music occur in other classical texts.
In the famous parabasis of Frogs, for example, Aristophanes links athletics, music, and
political leadership with the wealthy (727-730), while wrestling schools for Euripides
belong to the “well born man” (E/ 528). Alternatively, Athenian authors group athletics
with other activities, such as hunting and philosophy, which were clear preserves of
wealthy Athenians (e.g., Isoc. 7.45).

4. Letters

Poor families did not send their boys to the classes of an athletics teacher or a music
teacher. But it has long been argued that they most certainly did send them to the
classes of a grammatistes (e.g., Beck 1964: 79-80, 83, 94, 111; Golden 1990: 63-64).
This discipline—it is argued—would have been “more strictly useful” for the poor’s
participation in politics and business (Beck 1964: 83). However, as the role of writing
in Athenian democracy has become extremely controversial, this assessment of this dis-
cipline’s usefulness is no longer secure. This means that working out which Athenian
boys went to the lessons in grammata requires us to reconsider the case for widespread
literacy in classical Athens.

One argument in support of it is that this skill was a basic requirement for participation
in politics. In this vein, an older handbook on Greek education suggests that the
institution of ostracism “presupposes the widespread knowledge of writing among the
citizen body and therefore the existence of schools for its introduction” (Beck 1964:
77). This argument has several problems. First, although the capacity to scratch out the
name of another person shows some writing capacity, it does not demonstrate the highly
developed ability to read and write confidently. Second, Athenians who lacked even a
limited skill in writing could still take part in these institutional expulsions; for they
could always ask an educated fellow to incise a potsherd for them (e.g., Plut. Arist.
7.5-6). David Phillips, finally, has shown how literate Athenian craftsmen produced for
each ostracism batches of pottery sherds which were inscribed with the names of
potential candidates for expulsion, providing another source of ostraka for functionally
illiterate citizens (Phillips 1990: 134-37).

Others have posed the requirement of literacy for politics in more general terms. Josiah
Ober suggests (1989: 158): “In order to function as a citizen, and certainly in order to
carry out the responsibilities of many of the magistracies, the Athenian citizen needed
a basic command of letters.” Politicians, certainly, were expected to have a confident
grasp of public finances, which depended on their close scrutiny of the public accounts
of financial boards (e.g., Arist. Rbet.1.4.7-1.4.8; Xen. Mem. 3.6.5-3.6.6). As boys and
young men, they would have honed their public speaking by studying with the sophists
(see Section 1). Instruction in this discipline covered the commonplaces of forensic and
deliberative oratory and more controversially anti-logical argumentation, which helped
a speaker to argue either side of a case with equal force (e.g., Pl. Euthd. 275d-277¢).
In these lessons, students were required to copy model speeches and parts of handbooks
on oratory (Ford 2001). To do so, they needed to be able to read and to write



118 David M. Pritchard

confidently. Thus, wealthy parents, who were eager for their sons to be famous leaders
one day, would have made sure that their sons were well schooled by a grammatistes.

Poor Athenians would have perceived literacy as useful for taking part in politics. For
example, a hoplite or naval petty officer would have found it more convenient to search
himself for his name on a public list of conscripts than to rely on another’s literacy. And
a magistrate would have been a lot more relaxed during his public audit if he was able
to consult his accounts without the help of a hupogrammatens or undersecretary. Yet
this skill was simply not a requirement for participation in politics (Thomas 1989:
61-64;1992: 3). Jurors, councilors, and assembly goers did not have to be literate. The
agones or debates of the law courts, the council, and the assembly were conducted
orally, with documents and testimonies relevant to them read out by secretaries (e.g.,
[Arist.] Ath. Pol.54.5). In addition the decisions of the council and assembly, along with
the instructions of magistrates, were made known through public announcements (e.g.,
62.2). The Athenians, finally, made it possible for those who were functionally literate
to be magistrates by providing every board of them with a secretary or hupogrammateus
(e.g., Dem. 18.261; 19.200, 249; Antiph. 6.49; Lys. 30.29). Thus, the operation of the
Athenian democracy did not depend in any way on widespread literacy.

Proponents of widespread literacy have also presented some ancient passages which sup-
posedly show how most citizens could read and write (e.g., Beck 1964: 83; Golden 1990:
64; Thomas 1992: 155). The first of these two passages allowing such an interpretation
comes from the Lawsof Plato (689d). In this dialogue, the Athenian speaker argues that only
those harmonizing their emotions and reasoning ability will be judged wise in his ideal city,
“even if, as the saying goes, they know neither letters nor how to swim (mete grammata mete
nein epistontai).” This aphorism is usually interpreted as evidence that the Athenians thought
a lack of literacy was very strange. A similar conclusion is drawn from the opening scene of
Knights by Aristophanes where the Sausage Seller, objecting to the unlikely prediction of his
political leadership of the city, explains (188-189): “My good fellow I do not even know
music, except letters (oude mousiken epistamai plen grammaton), and these I actually do very
badly.” This character, of course, is not an average Athenian but a criminally inclined and
underemployed individual from a deprived background (296297, 1242, 1397-1401).
Thus, it is argued that if such a marginal individual could read and write, the majority of
Athenians who were certainly much better off must have been able to do so as well.

A problem with this argument is its assumption that the phrase epistasthai grammata
(“to know one’s letters”) refers to nothing less than the capacity to read and to write
confidently. This assumption pays too scant regard to the fact that different levels of
literacy exist, ranging from the ability to sign one’s own name and the sounding out of
words syllable by syllable to the highly developed skills of reading and writing without
conscious effort (Thomas 1992: 8-9). In addition, two other passages by Plato and
Aristophanes suggest that “to know one’s letters” must be placed much lower down this
scale of literary than the advocates of widespread literacy assume. We have already noted
what Plato’s Protagoras says about how a grammatistes gets his students to read
(325¢-326a): “... when the pupils understand letters (grammata mathosi) and are on the
point of comprehending the written word (sunésein ta gegrammena), just as when they
are about to understand the spoken word, the teachers set before them on the benches
poems of good poets to read (anagignoskein) ...” What is striking here is the distinction
drawn between learning and understanding the alphabet (manthanein grammata) and



Athens 119

the act of reading itself (sunienai ta gegrammena, anagignoskein). As manthanein is
semantically very close to epistasthai, the phrase epistasthai grammata most probably
refers—as the phrase manthanein grammata certainly does—to a pre-reading familiarity
with the alphabet.

This new interpretation of “to know one’s letters” is backed up by a fuller
consideration of the educational attainment of Aristophanes’ Sausage Seller. Toward
the end of Knights, an exchange between him and Paphlagon makes plain his complete
lack of schooling (1235-1238):

PAPHLAGON: When you were a boy the establishment of which teacher (ess tinos
didaskalon) did you attend?

SAUSAGE SELLER: I was trained with knuckles in the swine-singeing yards.

PAPHLAGON: At the school of the athletics teacher (en paidotribon) what wrestling
technique did you learn?

SAUSAGE-SELLER:  How to swear falsely and to steal while saying the opposite.

As the generic term didaskalos can describe a music teacher just as easily as a letter
teacher (e.g., Pl. Prt. 325d, 326c¢), these witty responses of the Sausage Seller suggest
that he lacked schooling not just in athletics but also in mousike and grammata (Joyal,
McDougall, and Yardley 2009: 52-53). It would have been hard for any Athenian—
not to mention an impoverished seller of small goods—to have acquired any compe-
tency in reading and writing without formal schooling (Kleijjwegt 1991: 78). Thus, the
Sausage Seller’s earlier claim about knowing letters (188-189) denotes not an ability to
read and write but a pre-reading knowledge of the alphabet. In view of what the phrase
epistasthai grammata means, ancient historians have been mistaken in using these two
passages as evidence for widespread literacy in classical Athens.

It is archaecology which provides the evidence that literacy was not confined to wealthy
Athenians. Small finds from the American excavations of the Athenian agora or civic center
as well as finely painted Attic pottery suggest that many poor residents were reasonably
literate. This presupposes that the classrooms of the letter teacher also included good
numbers of poor boys. The agora excavators have unearthed and inventoried over 3000
sherds of pottery with incised or painted texts, ranging in date from the early Archaic
period to the eighth century of our era. More than 800 of these pieces whose preserved
texts are long enough to determine their original functions were cataloged by Mabel Lang.

The largest group in Lang’s catalog are ownership marks for pots (1976: 23-51).
Admittedly, 60 percent of these marks do not demonstrate any significant level of literacy:
they are no more than an abbreviated name or a complete name in the nominative case.
Nonetheless, 20 percent of them have names in the genitive or dative cases, while more
than 6 percent consist of short sentences. Classical-period examples of the latter consist
of the verb esmi (“1 am/belong to”) plus the owner’s name in the genitive case, to which
is often added the adverb dikaids or rightly (e.g., nos. F 131-132, 139, 154). These
simple sentences and names in oblique cases demonstrate a level of writing skill that is
higher than a simple knowledge of the alphabet or the ability to write one’s own name.
The large number of these marks may point to a widespread capacity to write a personal
name. But the archaeological context of nearly every piece is too ambiguous or insuffi-
ciently documented to determine the social backgrounds of those incising these pots.
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Consequently, on the basis of ownership marks, it is not possible to say in which sections
of the Attic population this skill in writing existed.

Yet, enough is known of the archacological context of two pots with ownership
marks to show that the ability to write one’s own name existed among the city’s
craftsmen. A black-glaze base of a cup from the second quarter of the fifth century
which has the name Simon in the genitive case most probably came from the workshop
and home of a cobbler (no. F 86). Similarly, a black-glaze drinking cup of the fourth
century, which was found in the house of a family of marble workers, was incised with
the name Menon (no. F 164; Pritchard 1999: 14-21).

The functions of several other types of marks in Lang’s catalog also point to the socio-
economic identity of those who made them. The largest group providing this information
is the records of capacity, weight, date, and contents which were originally inscribed
onto ceramic containers (Lang 1976: 55-81). Of these, it is the capacity marks which
exemplify most clearly the variations possible in this class of commercial notations.
Among capacity indications of the Classical period, the simplest consists of tally marks
alone (e.g., nos. Ha 3—4). More sophisticated texts display the first letter of the name of
a standard measure followed by tally marks or numerals (e.g., nos. Ha 5-7, Ha 9-12).
The most complex of capacity notations have complete words. For example, one black-
glaze olphe of the fifth century has meetrio, which is a misspelling of the name of a
middle-sized measure, while a jug predictably bears the name &bos (nos. Ha 1, 8). Other
types of commercial notations also have full words and phrases. For example, two
amphorae record dates by means of the preposition ¢pz and the name of a late fourth-
century eponymous archon in the genitive case (nos. Hc 1-2), while a fifth-century
wine amphora bears the painted label okbos, meaning ordinary wine (no. Hd 1). Several
other pieces classified by Lang as numerical notations are of a commercial nature as well
(21-23). Most notable among the Classical-period objects is a tag recording the batch
size of some ceramic product, which gives the word keramos and numerals (no. E5).

Other archacological evidence confirms that a good number of Athenian craftsmen were
similarly literate. In the so-called house of Mikion and Menon, a bone stylus which bears the
inscription bo Mikion epoiese (“Mikion made [me]”) was found on a fifth-century floor (inv.
no. BI 818; Pritchard 1999: 17). Whether this tool was made by a marble worker living and
working in this house or a different craftsman, this inscription points to a reasonably high
level of literacy. Certainly some painters of Attic pots possessed no more than a pre-reading
knowledge of the alphabet, because they could only include gibberish words and phrases in
their paintings. But others were literate enough to paint in the names of characters in
mythological scenes or an inscription next to an image of a handsome boy describing him as
beautiful (Vickers and Gill 1994: 163-164). Other pots reveal a higher level of skill in
writing on the part of their painters. Around 1 percent of surviving pots have inscriptions
recording that a certain craftsman painted (egraphsen) the scene and that another
manufactured (epozesen) the actual pot (100, 154-171). More impressive still are the book
scrolls in paintings of the classes of a letter teacher on pots, on which sometimes appear
actual lines of epic poetry (Immerwahr 1964; 1973).

As wealthy Athenians avoided any direct contact with the world of business, these
inscribed or painted objects could only have been the work of poor craftsmen and
retailers. Consequently, these pieces prove that literacy existed far below Athens’s upper
class. Indeed, the obvious utility of these skills for business would have been a powerful
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motivation for poor businessmen to send their sons to the classes of a grammatistes
(Arist. Pol. 1338a15-1338al9).

Archaeology thus confirms that many poor citizens had quite high levels of literacy
and so must have as boys attended the classes of a grammatistes. On closer inspection,
it appears that attending such classes was not prohibitively expensive nor something
which stopped paides from helping out with the farms or the businesses of their fam-
ilies. The school fees which letter teachers charged were most probably very low. Third-
century inscriptions from Miletus and Teos indicate that they received between 1 and
2 drachmas per day (SEG 43.381; SIG I® 577; ct. Dem. 19.249), which was no more
than the wage of a skilled laborer. What figures we have for class sizes suggest that
classes were normally large, consisting of several dozen or more students (e.g., Hdt.
6.27; Paus. 6.9.6). In these circumstances, school fees were far from prohibitive
(cf. Theophr. Char. 30.14). Moreover, as classes in each discipline of traditional educa-
tion lasted no more than a few hours (see Section 1), poor boys who only attended the
classes of a grammatistes had plenty of time out of school when they could help to
secure the livelihood of their families.

It is striking that the complex poetry of Homer was introduced to Athenian boys very
carly in the course of their studies at the letter school. We have seen that the Platonic
Protagoras describes that pupils received copies of epic poetry to read and to memorize
when they had just mastered the alphabet and were about to begin reading. Nevertheless,
they were initially using copies of Homer simply as a mnemonic aid and hence required
only “phonetic” literacy, which is the ability to decode texts syllable by syllable and to
pronounce them orally (Thomas 1992: 9, 92). Letter-school students seem not to have
been made to complete the time-consuming tasks of learning to read and to write
confidently before being introduced to Homeric poetry. Consequently, even a pupil
whose family’s difficult economic circumstances prevented him from completing his
studies with a grammatistzs would have been assured of encountering passages of Homer
during his student days.

The fact that their sons would learn by heart stories of the heroes would have been
another major motivation for Athenian fathers to send their sons to the classes of a
grammatistes. Indeed, for those humble Athenians who were not in the world of business,
it might have been the only motivation. The solitary goal of education in the literature of
classical Athens was the moral improvement of young males, while the chief means to
achieve this was universally understood to be the memorization and the recall of epic poetry
(see Section 1). Consequently, the fact that boys would be given an extended introduction
to the poetry of Homer made the letter school appear to poor fathers the surest and the
easiest of ways to guarantee the rectitude of their sons. We can say with some certainty that
the classes of the letter teachers did contain good numbers of Athenian boys from poor
backgrounds.
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CHAPTER 7

Hellenistic and Roman Philosophy

Gretchen Reydams-Schils

The manner in which Plato in his Phaedrus set the terms of the debate about the relation
between rhetoric and philosophical truth became tremendously influential in subsequent
discussions in antiquity about how to be most effective in teaching philosophy. How
could one best harness persuasion for this goal? The challenge is at least twofold. First,
how can one make pupils amenable to the often counterintuitive as well as counter-cultural
content of philosophy (a process for which the term psychagogy, literally “the leading of
souls,” became standard also in the secondary literature on this topic). Lucretius, for
instance, in his didactic poem De rerum natura, uses the image of honeying the rim of
a cup with bitter medicine to describe his own method of making his work more palatable
(1.935-950). The second challenge pertains to having philosophical truth transform
key aspects of society as a whole, so that it would also inform governance, judicial
proceedings, and political debates.

In order to accomplish these goals, philosophy in antiquity had to define itself vis-a-vis
other rival forms of learning, especially the study of literature and the practice of rhetoric,
claim its space in the educational curriculum, and define its own educational practices.
The three primary philosophical schools in the Hellenistic period, the Academics as the
successors of Plato, the Stoics, and the Epicureans put great efforts into constituting their
group identity (Dorandi 2008; Hadot 2005: 25-61). With Aristotle and Theophrastus,
philosophical treatises oz other forms of cultural expressions, such as poetry and rhetoric,
came to occupy a more prominent role, but the Peripatetic tradition appears to have been
rather dispersed in the Hellenistic period.

We know that the Epicureans aimed at condensing their views in key statements that
could serve as continuous reminders and be always “at hand” for specific challenges.
The tetrapharmakos, or “four-fold remedy,” is a perfect example of this practice, with
clearly therapeutic overtones: “God presents no fear, death no worries. And while good
is readily attainable, evil is readily endurable” (Philodemus, Against the Sophists 4.9-14,
trans. Long and Sedley 1987: 25]).

A Companion to Ancient Education, First Edition. Edited by W. Martin Bloomer.
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The Stoics, for their part, were known for retrieving other cultural expressions for their
purposes. They would, for instance, devise etymologies of names of the gods as transmitted
in myths and poetry that would harmonize this material with their own philosophical views
(see in the following text, under Cornutus). Chrysippus in particular would mine literature
for examples that would underscore his claims, as, for instance, in his retrieval of the character
Medea for his analysis of the passions (Gill 1983). Occasionally we can glimpse traces of a
pedagogical rivalry between the different schools. Thus, Chrysippus cautions against using
the method of arguing both sides of an issue, a practice attested in particular for the Academy
under Arcesilaus and Carneades. He allows for this approach only for the sake of disproving
claims that run counter to Stoic doctrine, in order to strengthen pupils’ convictions so that
they may “live consistently in accordance with these” (Plutarch, Stozc. Rep. 1035F-1036A).
Or, when Chrysippus denounces any permanent attachment to a philosophical school as a
life of pleasure, he is likely to be targeting the Epicureans (Plutarch, Stoic. Rep. 1033C).
Finally, given their view that the three branches of philosophy, ethics, physics, and logic,
mutually imply one another, there was a debate about the proper pedagogical sequence and
the relative importance of all three subjects (Long and Sedley 1987: 26).

1. Cicero on the Relation between Philosophy
and Rhetoric

The configuration of Plato’s Phaedrusis clearly on Cicero’s mind in his De oratore (55 BCE),
in which he gives pride of place to Aristotle and Isocrates. The setting for the discussion
explicitly refers to Plato’s dialogue, while transposing it onto Roman reality (Gorler 1988),
and Cicero continues to use the Phaedrus as a foil all the way up to his Orator (39-42),
written almost ten years later (46 BCe). The character Crassus attempts to describe an
“ideal orator,” someone who has sound morals (probitas) and will not abuse his power of
speech, who combines in one person wisdom—by which he appears to mean primarily a
philosophically grounded knowledge of ethics and politics—and eloquence, and who ded-
icates himself to public life (cf. also De inventione 1.1-5). In an account of the relation
between philosophy and oratory ( De oratore 3.56-73) that could well represent an original
contribution by Cicero (Mankin 2011: 38), at least in some of'its aspects, it is the statesman
of old, exemplified by Pericles, who carries the first prize, followed by teachers who com-
bine lessons in conduct (vivendi) with lessons in oratory (dicends). A clear pedagogical
hierarchy emerges from Cicero’s account, which is also present in his overview of his own
education (Brutus 3044t.; Corbeill 2002): after a boy has been thoroughly trained in the
liberal arts, he first and foremost needs the core insights from philosophy on ethical mat-
ters. In the course of the period in which Cicero writes his three major works on oratory
(De oratore, Brutus, Orator), he increasingly comes to embrace the value of dialectic and
physics as well (as in Brutus 152 and especially Orator 113-119), but he consistently
expresses reservations about an exclusive dedication to philosophy and the theoretical life
(see the following text). Second are the philosophical treatises on rhetoric, of some but
limited use because they can be too technical and removed from actual practice. Third are
the Greek professional teachers of rhetoric, with Isocrates occupying the first rank, because
they still have genuine insights to offer. Last of all rank Latin professional teachers of rhet-
oric, who are deemed pretty useless if not downright harmful (though Cicero himself did
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study with Lucius Aelius, and for important nuances, see Bloomer 2011: 37-52). (Hence
the characters Antonius and Crassus in the De oratore and Cicero in his own name in his
Orator resist being seen as experts in the technical aspects of oratory.) Instead of relying
primarily on such teachers, budding orators can learn much more from men of practice and
should choose role models to emulate—a recommendation that is reflected in the very
manner in which Cicero staged his De oratore, in which he has younger orators plying
éminences grises with questions.

In his philosophical works too, Cicero admits that the Peripatetics represent the most
useful strand of philosophy for training in rhetoric (Fin. 5.10, Griffin 1989: 9-10). He
aligns Aristotle, who started out as a member of Plato’s Academy himself, with the so-called
skeptical Academy and Philo for reason of their stress on the ability to argue both sides of a
case (De oratore 3.67-68, 80, 107, Brutus 119-120, but as attributed to Brutus; Orator 46,
Tusc. 2.9), which is an essential skill for an orator (De oratore 1.158; 2.215). It is worth
recalling here to what extent Cicero’s preference for this later Academy, as represented by
Arcesilaus and especially Carneades, might have been anchored in his aspirations as an
orator. We can see other glimpses of the manner in which he establishes such connections,
as when he famously compares the ideal orator to a Platonic form (Orator 7-10, 101) or
posits the importance of the appropriate (prepon, decorum) for both ethics and oratory
(Orator 70-72).

2. Cicero on Philosophical Education

In his De finibus (5.1-8), Cicero depicts an attractive scene of Romans who are attending
philosophical lectures in Athens, go to the ancient site of Plato’s Academy, and try to
recreate the philosophical activity of days gone by. His close friend Atticus earned his
cognomen in those days because of his enthusiasm for philosophy and Epicurean doc-
trine in particular (Fin. 5.4). As we can tell from Cicero’s description of his own training
(Brutus 304-316), by his time one could find eminent teachers of philosophy in Rome
itself, ever since the Stoic Panactius had attached himself to the household of Scipio
Africanus the Younger, but for the Roman elite a finishing course in Athens was consid-
ered essential. This stance, however, did not always entail a deep commitment to such
studies. As in the later Epictetus’ days, we also notice Romans trying to pick up whatever
bits of intellectual refinement they can gather as they are passing through on travels that
have other purposes as well (e.g., Epictetus, Diss. 1.11). Such appears to have been the
more limited exposure Cicero’s Antonius describes in the De oratore (1.82).

Cicero, for his part, claims a continuous interest in philosophy all throughout his career:
when he was politically active, his philosophical studies served as guidance, and when forced
into leisure, he never gave up thinking in terms of responsibility to the Roman respublica
(De natura deovum 1.6-7, Brutus 304-316). Hence, he displayed already that inextricable
connection between theory and action that would become so prominent in later Stoics (see
the following text), but with this essential difference that for him action entailed a very
specific form of political activity and duty to Republican Rome as he saw it. His reservations
about an exclusive study of philosophy in both his rhetorical and philosophical works always
return to this point, all the way up to the end of his life (cf. De oratore 3.56, 63, 86: critique
of Epicureans; De partitione oratoria 75-81 and De officiis 1.72-73).
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3. The Roman Imperial Era

The cultural rivalry between rhetoricians and philosophers did not abate in the first two
centuries CE, even though a Stoic such as Seneca clearly turned his rhetorical training to
his advantage, especially in his letters and consolations, in order to convey his views more
forcefully. This tension was acknowledged in Seneca’s comments about his father’s mis-
givings about philosophy (Ep. 108.22), the exchanges between Marcus Aurelius and his
rhetoric teacher Fronto, and the concerns of Epictetus ( Dsss. 3.23.33-38), who, like Seneca
(Ep. 40), warned that rhetorical flourishes should not cloud a philosopher’s expression.

In this period, Stoicism dominates Roman philosophy (Reydams-Schils 2010). Not all
the Stoics of the Roman imperial era taught philosophy or directed a philosophical school
(Gill 2003). There is evidence of teaching activity on the part of Cornutus and Musonius
Rufus, but not much information about its structure. Cornutus appears to have taught
topics pertaining to grammar as well as to philosophy. Epictetus directed a school in
Epirus. Other Stoics were engaged in a wide range of practices. Seneca progressively
devoted more time to philosophy as he grew older, addressed others who had interests and
concerns similar to his, and also wrote tragedies; Marcus Aurelius’s writings were addressed
to himself, and it is not clear whether he intended his reflections for a wider audience; and
Manilius” work belongs within the tradition of didactic poetry. Cleomedes’ astronomical
treatise on the heavens is a rare example of a Stoic technical treatise from this period, as is
the Elements of Ethics by a certain Hierocles.

Although the works of Seneca, Cornutus, Musonius Rufus, Epictetus, and Marcus
Aurelius engage the topic of education at the relatively advanced level of philosophy, they
also provide some insights into pre-philosophical education. The writings of Seneca and
especially Marcus Aurelius give us clues about how they themselves were educated. The
entire first book of Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations, for instance, consists of an overview of the
people who shaped him, including his teachers. Stoic philosophy itself, in turn, as we have
seen earlier, had its own curriculum, often conveniently divided into the three areas of logic,
the study of nature (or physics, as the ancients called it), and ethics, though in the work of
the authors examined here, ethics is the dominant strand of inquiry. Yet in the final analysis,
in the view of these later Stoics, philosophy cannot be reduced to a curriculum or even a
purely intellectual activity, but rather is meant to inform all human actions and to transform
so-called “ordinary” life from within existing social structures and responsibilities. The fol-
lowing discussion will examine these thinkers’ views regarding pre-philosophical education,
the three branches of philosophy, and the ultimate goal of philosophical education.

4. Pre-philosophical Education: Cornutus and Seneca

From the writings attributed to Cornutus, it appears that he devoted himself to studies
of grammar and rhetoric as well as philosophy. He taught, among others, the poets
Persius and Lucan. The topic of his sole preserved text, Introduction to Greek Theology,
sits right at the intersection of literary studies and philosophy. The work stands in a
tradition of allegorical interpretations of poetry (primarily but not exclusively Homer
and Hesiod’s) through etymologies of divine names, which, when interpreted correctly,
were believed to reveal the proper “philosophical” view of the gods.
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As the opening line and final paragraphs of this work indicate, it is intended as a textbook
to provide a young pupil (paidion) with the correct understanding of the nature of the
universe, or physics, necessary to reinterpret mythological accounts. The Stoics consid-
ered theology to be the highest branch of physics, and Panaetius and Posidonius are said
to have started their course of instruction with physics (Diogenes Laertius 7.41). The
handbook could have been meant to ease the transition from literary studies and rhetoric
to philosophy, and thus either to prepare the ground for a potential interest in “higher”
philosophical studies or to prevent the worst misconceptions. The correct view of the
gods would, it was assumed, yield the right attitude toward them: reverence with respect
for traditional practices, yet also genuine piety without superstition (Boys-Stones 2007).

According to Cornutus, there were “philosophers” even among the men “of old,” who,
moreover, had begun the tradition of clothing their insights in symbolic language. Both of
these points, however, were a matter of debate within the Stoic tradition, as reflected in one
of Seneca’s letters (Ep. 90). Though the Stoics agreed that the first generations of human
beings had more direct access to the truth, they differed in their views about the extent of
this knowledge and whether it was pre-philosophical. They also disagreed on when the
practice of “hiding” or losing (if one viewed this as a negative outcome) true meanings in
poetry, mythology, and other media, such as paintings and cult practices, had started. In
this context, Cornutus seems to present a strong endorsement of the allegorical method.

Cicero in his On the Nature of the Gods (1.40—41) had already criticized Chrysippus’s
use of etymologies. Seneca goes even further than Cicero in disapproving this mode of
interpretation, thereby also asserting his independence vis-a-vis his Stoic predecessors
(Ben. 1.3.2—4) and perhaps implicitly criticizing Cornutus, his contemporary.

Seneca’s famous Letter 88 on “liberal studies” (lberalia studia), which also mentions
the key Greek notion of “encyclical education” (egkuklios paidein, 23), builds on this
criticism within a larger assessment of the curriculum that normally preceded the study
of philosophy (for Zeno’s alleged rejection of this type of general education, see
Diogenes Laertius 7.32). Homer can be turned into a Stoic, Epicurean, Peripatetic, or
Academic, he complains, depending on who is interpreting him; if all of these doctrines
can be read into Homer, none is really present. Even if Homer was a philosopher, he
became so independently of his poetry.

In this letter, Seneca plays on the connection between artes liberales and lLiberae.
Traditionally, “free studies/arts” meant those forms of knowledge that are appropriate
for politically free men and do not aim at moneymaking or usefulness. (Seneca lumps
painting and sculpture, which promote luxury, together with wrestling and athletics and
ranks these activities lower than the “liberal arts,” 18-19). But the only study that makes
human beings truly free, he claims, is that which pursues wisdom and virtue, two notions
inextricably connected in Seneca’s mind.

Among the traditional liberal arts, he discusses grammar, literary studies, music,
arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy. (One can see traces here of the curriculum of the
so-called trivium and quadrivium, which goes back to Plato’s educational program in
his Republic, Hadot 2005.) According to Seneca, these forms of knowledge are helpful
only to the extent that they are pro-paideutic, in the sense of preparing the soul for the
reception of virtue (20), and that one limits one’s efforts to the strictly essential rather
than being carried away by a flood of useless tidbits of information (36—41). He
denounces such excessive interests as motivated by pleasure and thus intemperate.
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If the goal of philosophy is to instill virtue and to make us better human beings, as
Seneca holds here, then not even all of philosophy as included in the tradition will qualify
as “free.” There are plenty of thinkers, Seneca complains, who have either vied with
scholars of grammar and geometry in the pursuit of useless knowledge or who have
undermined the possibility of knowledge altogether (42—46). Ultimately, he holds, all
forms of knowledge that do not teach us how to live well (42—43) in the context of a uni-
verse that is rationally ordered, or prepare the ground for this outcome, are superfluous.

5. Philosophy: Logic, Physics, Ethics

In his letter on “liberal studies,” Seneca also alludes to the division of philosophy into
logic, physics, and ethics (24) central to the Stoics though not unique to them. But most
writings by the later Stoics tend to focus on ethics in action—on how to lead the good life
and face challenges. Yet this mode of philosophy by no means implies that knowledge of
the more technical and theoretical aspects of Stoicism was no longer available in this era or
that the later Stoics no longer cared about it. The technical aspects of Stoicism were still
present in doxographies, compilations of the views of different schools of thought and phi-
losophers, such as the work by Diogenes Laertius. Such compilations offer insights into the
circulation of Stoic works and ideas in all three areas of physics, logic, and ethics. In
addition, critics of the Stoics such as Plutarch, Galen, and Alexander of Aphrodisias reveal
that the debate about core Stoic tenets, and Chrysippus’ teachings in particular, was very
much alive in this period. Cleomedes’ exposition on astronomy, Manilius” didactic poem,
and Seneca’s own Naturales quaestiones attest to a continued interest in advanced Stoic
physics. In his other writings, Seneca also likes to demonstrate occasionally that he “has the
goods,” so to speak, including a decent knowledge of the Stoic tradition and key technical
distinctions in it and other currents of thought (as in Lezzers 94 and 95, on the use of gen-
eral doctrine and precepts, or Letter 58, on being, and Letter 65, on causality). But these
expositions may have been little more than finger exercises, just as a skilled orator may
occasionally reveal the tools of his trade, both to refresh his skills and establish his credibility.

The later Stoics had more than a mere awareness of doctrine, however. Apparently they
also still had access to extensive writings by their predecessors, notably Chrysippus.
According to the Vita Persiz (32.35-33.40 Clausen), Cornutus inherited from Persius’
library about 700 scrolls of Chrysippus’ works. And though such sessions are not recorded
in the extant evidence of Epictetus’ teachings, the expositions do mention that Epictetus’
approach partly relied on the writings of his Stoic predecessors, especially those of the
prolific and systematic Chrysippus. Epictetus thus practiced “commentary” as a pedagogical
method by reading philosophical works together with his pupils (sunanagndisis, as this was
called [Hadot 2005: 423]). Either the teacher would comment on the passages read or
students would be asked to do so (as mentioned in Diss. 1.10.7-13; 1.26; 4.9.6; this
would become the dominant mode of teaching in later Platonism).

Yet it is very striking that whenever Epictetus mentions this pedagogical method, he
more often than not sounds a cautionary note, claiming that it does one no good
whatsoever to be able to interpret and understand Chrysippus’ works, or those of other
thinkers for that matter, unless one can also put these insights into practice and show
how one has changed for the better as a result of one’s reading. According to Epictetus,
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merely interpreting philosophical expositions and showing off one’s erudition is no
different from the immersion of a scholar of literature in trivial details that are meant to
dazzle (Diss. 2.19.5-15; Ench. 49, Sellars 2007), and we already know how little Seneca
also values this kind of erudition. Presumably Epictetus would measure his own success
as a teacher by the actual moral progress of his pupils, not by their ability to parrot his
teachings, a point to which I will return in the following.

What holds for reading philosophical treatises in these later Stoic accounts also holds for
the study of logic and physics. Although logic and physics do belong within philosophy,
these branches of knowledge can create similar pitfalls as the other forms of knowledge to
which students would have been exposed earlier in their lives. There is a right and a wrong
way of engaging in these inquiries, these authors make clear; the wrong way entails study-
ing them for their own sake and indulging in technical details and prowess.

As the art of reasoning, and more specifically of demonstrations and syllogisms (for which
both Zeno and Chrysippus were famous, or notorious, depending on one’s perspective),
logic is indispensable to virtue: someone who is fundamentally confused in his thinking
about what the good is cannot be expected to live the virtuous life. For this reason, both
Musonius Rufus and Epictetus are very severe with students who wished to bypass logic
altogether, or to downplay its importance. When Epictetus once replied to his teacher
Musonius Rufus that making a mistake in a logical problem was not as bad as burning the
Capitol, and one of Epictetus’ students in turn said that it was not like killing one’s father,
both received the same reply: in logic, such sloppiness would in fact be the equivalent of
burning the Capitol or killing one’s father (Epictetus, Diss. 1.7.32-33; cf. also Ench. 52).

Musonius Rufus provides us a glimpse of how he used theses and demonstrations in his
teaching of ethics (1 Hense/Lutz), as in his example of the counterintuitive thesis that
pleasure is not a good. If we start, Musonius says, with the generally accepted premise
that the good is always choice worthy, and then add a second equally accepted one that
pleasure is not always choice worthy, the conclusion that pleasure cannot be considered a
good clearly follows. By this method, one moves from that which is more obvious to that
which is harder to grasp. Yet, Musonius points out, a teacher should use only as many
arguments and proofs as necessary to make the point, taking into account the pedagogical
needs of his pupils: the gifted ones will need fewer arguments, while those who are dull,
either because of a weaker disposition or a wrong upbringing, will need more evidence for
the point to register. The most convincing example, he claims, is a teacher who acts con-
sistently with his words (see also 5 Hense/Lutz, discussed later in this chapter). Here
Musonius agrees with Epictetus that theorizing, or drawing the right conclusions, is
easier than practice, that is, living according to these insights (Diss. 1.26.3—4).

Physics appears to play a minimal role in Musonius Rufus’ approach. Whereas Chrysippus
famously defined the goal of human life as living according to nature, which included the
nature both of individual human beings and of the universe (Diogenes Laertius 7.88),
Musonius Rufus does not draw much attention to the universal dimension (17 p. 89
Hense) but tends to focus on human nature as different from that of the animals and the
gods. Musonius does leave room for the notion of Zeus as the “ensouled law” (nomos
empsuchos 16 p. 87 Hense) and depicts humans as citizens in Zeus’ city (i.e., the universe)
(9 p. 42 Hense), but does not spell out the philosophical implications of this position.

Marcus Aurelius, in contrast, states emphatically that physics, like logic, is indispensable
for the pursuit of philosophy, because views that are not based on the correct science of
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nature cannot hold their own. He argues that in order to make progress one needs a
strong theoretical foundation and the self-confidence that results from the correct
knowledge applied to each particular case (10.9). Yet a prominent, and often debated,
feature of Marcus Aurelius’ writings is that he appears to leave open how exactly the uni-
verse is governed, tending instead to list alternatives, most often pitting the Stoic view of
Providence against the Epicurean randomness of colliding atoms with a disjunctive
“either ... or” structure. His strategy appears to be twofold. First, he holds that regardless
of one’s view of the universe, there are certain tenets about attitude and behavior to which
one should always cling. And in some cases, he uses an a fortiori approach: if an Epicurean
can manage to be content with his lot, how much more should a Stoic be so, given his or
her belief that a god has made everything good? By this approach, one could argue,
Marcus Aurelius puts physics in what he sees as its proper place, as subservient to ethics.

In On Benefits (7.1), Seneca does not leave any doubt that it is far more preferable to
have a few maxims of practical philosophy at hand that will make us better and happier
than a vast storehouse of recondite knowledge about nature and its hidden causes. But
it is in the preface to the third book of his Naturales quaestiones that he solves the riddle
of this quasi-skeptical approach to the study of nature. Physics and moral self-improvement
are meant to reinforce each other, and only the physics that serves this mutual relation is
worth pursuing. Understanding ourselves correctly implies understanding our place and
role in the universe, how we relate to the divine principle, and, in the universal community,
to other human beings.

In the final analysis, according to the later Stoics, it is not just logic or physics in the
philosophical curriculum that is subservient to the correct way of life. So, too, is talking
about rather than practicing ethics. As Musonius Rufus (5 Hense/Lutz) and Epictetus
claim, one can hold discussions and write as much as one wants about the good life, but
anyone with philosophical interests is ultimately judged by the same standard as a physician,
a sailor, or a musician: it is what one accomplishes that matters. Musonius Rufus and
Epictetus hereby also quietly subvert certain upper-class assumptions about the value of
philosophy, as exemplified in Seneca’s letter on the liberal arts discussed earlier (88).
(Musonius Rufus, after all, taught the slave Epictetus.) Paradoxically, Musonius Rufus and
Epictetus turn Seneca’s notion of freedom on its head: even though they agree with Seneca
that only virtue makes one truly free, they use the parallel of the arts and vocational training
to underscore that philosophy, too, has to prove itself in its results. Or, as Epictetus puts it:

The builder does not come and say: Listen to me lecturing on building. He gets his contract
for a house, builds it, and shows that he has the craft. You should act in the same sort of way:
Eat like a human being, drink like a human being, and so too, dress, and marry, and father
children, and play your roles as citizen; put up with abuse, and an inconsiderate brother,
father, son, neighbor, fellow-traveler. Show all this to us, so that we can see what you have
really learnt from the philosophers. (Diss. 3.21.1-6; trans. Long)

6. The Role of Philosophy, the Goal of Life

When Musonius Rufus locates the ideal relationship between teacher and pupil in an agrarian
setting and recommends farming or being a shepherd as the best way of life for a philoso-
pher, who should work with his own hands just like anybody else (11 Lutz/Hense), it
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becomes obvious that we are dealing with a very specific concept of philosophical education,
and one that sets itself in conscious opposition to the Platonic and Peripatetic traditions.
Musonius Rufus argues that if work is balanced with leisure for study and discussion, this
mode of interaction is the best because the teacher simultaneously sets an example by putting
his principles into action and displaying virtue in his way of life (cf. also Seneca, Ep. 6.6).

To understand what is behind Musonius Rufus’ recommendations, we need to see how
theory and practice relate to each other in Stoicism, and especially in the later accounts.
“Philosophy,” Musonius Rufus claims, “is nothing else than to search out by reason what
is right and proper, and by deeds to put it into practice” (14 end Lutz/Hense, cf. also 4,
on philosophy as the art of becoming a good human being).

What sets especially later Stoicism apart is the view that all theory, including what
we would call theory or philosophizing about ethics, must serve an ethics in action.
Theory and practice are inextricably intertwined, with an emphasis on practice. But
the latter is no longer confined to assuming a public role in a specific sociopolitical
context, as it had been for Cicero.

Small wonder, then, that the later Stoics put so much emphasis on training (meleté- askésis,
as in Musonius Rufus 6 Lutz/Hense) as the indispensable bridge between theoretical
insights and practice. This notion, which has connections with the Socratic and Cynic tradi-
tions, encompasses much more than Aristotle’s habituation, which is meant to shape the
lower, irrational aspects of the soul (as in NE 2). The Stoics, with the potential and debated
exception of Posidonius, do not accept irrational aspects of the soul as existing indepen-
dently from reason. Hence, training and habituation involve a human being’s entire dispo-
sition, including the process of learning to use one’s reason correctly. The Stoic notion of
the good has this feature in common with its Platonic and Peripatetic counterparts that it is
a radical departure from ordinary conceptions of happiness, and thus it is not easy to imple-
ment against prevailing practices, weaknesses in one’s own disposition, and bad habits.
Therefore, according to this view, pupils need all the help they can get to make these insights
sufficiently their own or to acquire the right “disposition” (ethos, as in Musonius Rufus 5
Lutz/Hense) for putting them into practice under all circumstances.

To this end, Musonius Rufus (6 Lutz/Hense) stipulates exercises for both body and soul
(also attributed to the Cynics, Diogenes Laertius 6.70), but holds that of the two, the care
of the soul is the most important. He establishes an explicit connection between the exer-
cises of the soul and demonstrations (1 Hense/Lutz): the training of the soul, he claims,
involves having ready at hand (procheirous) the demonstrations concerning true (as opposed
to apparent) good and evil, becoming accustomed (ethizesthai) to making the correct dis-
tinctions, and practicing (meletan) the avoidance of true evil and the pursuit of true good.

Here askésis, it has to be noted, has not yet acquired its later connotations of
“asceticism,” though frugality and the endurance of hardships are recommended for the
sake of self-control and temperance, which are essential if one does not want to be swept
off one’s feet by the pull of the wrong values (as in Musonius Rufus 18-20 Lutz/Hense).
For instance, Epictetus urges his students to “on occasion, when you are very thirsty,
take cold water into your mouth, and then spit it out, without telling anybody” ( Ench. 47).
But a good Stoic, as Seneca reminds us, is also capable of putting affluence and easier
conditions to good use (De vita beata 20.3-end).

For the later Stoics, ethics in action means showing one’s mettle in ordinary,
everyday life circumstances and in society among one’s given sociopolitical obligations.
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For this reason, students are not meant to form settled attachments to a school, as
increasingly happened, for instance, with the inner circles of the schools of Platonism.
The knowledge and training acquired through education has to be portable and to
become fully interiorized, “digested,” as it were (Epictetus, Diss. 3.21.1-3; Ench. 46;
Seneca, Ep. 2.2-4, 84, De Ben. 7.2.1). Thus, Seneca and Epictetus show their own
independence toward their Stoic predecessors and do not extol a Zeno, Cleanthes, or
Chrysippus above all others (Bénatouil 2009; Reydams-Schils 2011). “We Stoics,”
Seneca claims, “are not subjects of a despot: each of us lays claim to his own freedom”
(Ep. 33.4). If Chrysippus took the liberty to disagree with his teacher Cleanthes, “why,
then, following the example of Chrysippus himself, should not every man claim his
own freedom:” (Ep. 113.23).

Epictetus and Musonius Rufus also downplay their own importance as philosophers—
even though they do, on occasion, mention the benefits of studying under their guidance.
Students are told sternly not to show off their philosophical knowledge (e.g., Epictetus,
Diss. 1.26.9) and that external trappings, such as a certain dress code, do not make the
philosopher. Many of the accounts preserved in Epictetus’ Discourses explicitly address
the challenge of the transition from the school to everyday life. As they point out, it is
quite a bit easier to display the correct attitude and behavior among like-minded people
and peers than to hold on to what one has learned outside the school environment
(Epictetus, Diss. 2.16.20-21). And if Epictetus devotes so much attention to this topic,
it is precisely because his pupils are meant to return to their regular lives.

In the long run, and over the course of an entire lifetime, according to this view,
teachers are there only to point the way (as Seneca and Epictetus indicate Chrysippus
had done for them). It is self-education and monitoring one’s own progress as one goes
through different situations in life that are to do the bulk of the work. Modes of such
ongoing training include reading and excerpting philosophical works, refreshing one’s
memory of key tenets so as to have these ready at hand (as the etymology of “manual”
or Epictetus’ Encheiridion implies), engaging in conversations with others, witnessing
one’s conversations with oneself, contemplating the order of the universe, or writing.

Although Seneca is not a teacher in the same sense as Musonius Rufus and Epictetus,
he increasingly focuses on philosophical writings toward the end of his life and maps out
his own moral progress and challenges, along with summaries and advice for his
addressees and audience. Marcus Aurelius’ reflections, many of which were jotted down
during military campaigns, are the clearest example of writing as ongoing training, espe-
cially if originally intended primarily for himself and not for a broader audience. (Epictetus
attributed this kind of writing even to Socrates allegedly training himself in the art of
refutation, raising objections and coming up with counterarguments, Diss. 2.1.32-33,
2.6.26-27). In those reflections, we find the most powerful man in the then known
world, as measured by conventional standards, warning himself against completely iden-
tifying himself with his public role. “Make sure,” he tells himself, “that you are not
turned into a Caesar,” without leaving space for the self to continue groping for that
which truly matters. In the course of interpreting Homer and Virgil, being trained in
delivering speeches, and acquiring other forms of learning, all the way up to one’s
philosophical training, one should, according to the later Stoics, aim toward “a holy
disposition and acts that serve the common good” (6.30), as Marcus Aurelius succinctly
rendered the purpose of human life.
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CHAPTER 8

Learning to Read and Write

William A. Johnson

Understanding how the Greeks taught their children to read and to write will require
following the thread of two somewhat contrary narratives. First, there is the conceptual
system of how one goes about learning the art of being literate—often labeled with the
Latin term, ordo docendi (“the order of teaching”)—a fixed sequence by which the ele-
ments of reading and writing are introduced. But, second, it will be important to review
what we can see of the actual process of instruction, which, as real-world matters tend to
be, turns out to be a considerably messier affair, with an interestingly diverse range of
outcomes and goals.

1. Ordo Docendi

The conceptual series that grounded the learning process was a progressive movement
from small to larger units: letter, syllable, word, and sentence. The ancient approach to
learning the ABCs at first has a comforting familiarity about it. The letters are memo-
rized in order, at least sometimes helped by a chant or song (so in a later time: Jerome,
Ep. 107.4). Ancient writers mention tactile drills, such as following grooves of the letter
shapes in a piece or wood, or fingering letters made out of wood or ivory; using top and
bottom guidelines (Figure 8.1), or tracing letters lightly sketched on waxed tablets
(Plato, Prot. 326d, Quintilian 1.1.27, 5.14.31, 10.2.2, Seneca, Ep. 94.51; Muir 1984).
We find scattered in the archaeological record copious evidence of written alphabetic
exercises: students practicing their alphas, betas, and gammas wrote them on walls, on
wax and wooden tablets, on ostraca (broken bits of pottery: a common scrap writing
material in antiquity), and on papyrus (ancient paper). From the many surviving exer-
cises on ostraca and papyri, we also, however, find alphabetic drills that strike us as a bit
odd. Students were asked to practice a variety of what has been dubbed “the relentless
gymnastics of the alphabet” (Cribiore 2001: 164): writing the alphabet backwards as
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Figure 8.1 Wax tablet, schoolboy’s exercise. Approximately 2nd c. ct. The two lines at the top,
from the comic poet Menander, are written by the teacher as a model. Below, the student has
copied it letter by letter in a clumsy hand. Note that the first, somewhat faint letter of the teacher’s
model is omitted by the student in both copies, a sign of how little the student understood what
the lines read. (British Library Add. 34186. © The British Library Board.)

well as forwards; or skipping every second or third letter; or writing first letter, last letter,
second letter, second-to-last letter and so forth—analogous to asking our early learners
to puzzle out how to write azbycxdwevfugthsiviqkplomn.

From even these quick examples, three thematic points arise that will exercise us
repeatedly. First, from the ancient perspective, rather monotonous exercises are
simply the stuff of disciplined learning; no recourse to Sesame Street is to be envi-
sioned here, but rather an instructor with serious purpose and, if necessary, a stick.
Second, and more sympathetically, we must attune ourselves to educational goals
that differ from our own. Memory was more valued for its own sake, for example; the
task of reading was more challenging—as we will see later—and thus thorough prac-
tice in the basics was considered essential. Third, we must not assume facilely that
training pre-literate students to read Greek would or should match training in
modern Western languages. In this case, there is a discernible method to the seeming
madness of these alphabetic gymnastics. Greeks, of course, did not use Arabic
numerals, and instead, quite naturally, used the alphabet (with a couple of add-ons)
as their means for counting: alpha = 1, beta = 2, gamma = 3. Thus, the mental gym-
nastics here has to do not only with rote memorization but also with learning to use
letters to calculate: for a student to practice skipping one or two letters in writing the
alphabet is to practice counting by twos or threes—1, 3,5, 7,9 or 1, 4, 8—just as
any modern early learner might do. (This oversimplifies somewhat—counting in
Greek gets more complicated when you get past 10—but the point stands that
numeracy in Greek culture required firm, exact control over the location of letters in
the alphabetic sequence) (Cribiore 2001: 167).
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The next step in learning to read was to command the syllabaries—by which is meant
the systematic study of the possible syllables. In English terms, the equivalent would be
practicing by chant and writing ba be bi bo bu, ca ce ci co cu, da de di do du, etc.; followed
by bab, beb, bib, bob, bub, cac, cec, cic, coc, cuc, etc.; and so on. This too will strike modern
educators as tedious and odd, though historians of education will know that in English,
too, syllabaries were a standard part of learning to read up into the nineteenth century. In
Greek, use of syllabaries as an essential component in learning to read shows up as early
as we can see. An incised abcedarium with syllabary survives from Etruria from the late
seventh century BCE (see Johnson 2011: 452), shortly after the adaptation of the Greek
script for Etruscan, and not so long after the invention of the Greek alphabet itself (of
disputed date, but commonly assigned to the ninth century Bcg). The fifth-century BC
comedian Kallias wrote a curious play, the Alphabet Show, whose chorus were “women in
pairs that kept rhythm together and sang in the following way: “Beta alpha ba, Beta ei
[i.c. epsilon] be, Beta eta bg, beta iota bi, beta o [i.e. omicron] bo, beta u bu, beta 6
[i.e. omega] bd,” and again in a strophe that matches in its song and rhythm, “gamma alpha,
gamma ¢i, gamma cta, gamma iota, gamma o, gamma u, gamma 0,” and likewise for the
rest of the syllables one by one ....” (Athenacus, Deipnosoph. 10.453.d). This alludes com-
ically to the singsong chants employed by students in learning the syllabic combinations.
Actual examples make clear that in addition to biliteral combinations (&a, be, bé, bi, bo, bu,
bo), triliteral (such as bra, bre, etc., or bar, ber, etc.) and even quadriliteral exercises (&ras,
bres, etc.) came into play; the earliest example is a fourth-century BC ostrakon (I1G II?
2784; Johnson 2011: 446). The syllabary section of a schoolteacher’s handbook on
papyrus from the third century Bce (Guéraud 1938) starts with two-letter combinations,
followed by selected triliteral and quadriliteral syllables, encompassing several columns
and, no doubt, a great deal of time and effort on the part of the students.

Again, then, we see the characteristic movement from simple unit to the more
complex, with a steady focus on the rote, the systematic drill. Extant written attempts
by students transcribing syllabaries exhibit clumsy letter forms suggesting, as one
would expect, that syllabaries formed an early part of reading education (Cribiore
1996), and emphasis in the sources on thorough memorizing of the syllables is
common. Here are two illustrative remarks, the first Greek and the second Roman:
(1) Dionysius of Halicarnassus (first c¢. BCE): “When we are taught to read, first we
learn by heart the names of the letters, then their shapes and their values, then, in the
same way, the syllables and their effects, and finally words and their properties ....
And when we have acquired knowledge of these things, we begin to write and read,
syllable by syllable and slowly at first.” (de Comp. Verb. 25 fin., trans. Usher).
(2) Quintilian (first c¢. ce): “No short-cut is possible with regard to the syllables.
They must all be memorized thoroughly and there must be no putting off the most
difficult of them, as is commonly done, since that leads to an unpleasant surprise
when the student needs to spell the words” (Inst. Or. 1.1.30). We do not know how
long a student might work on the alphabet and syllabaries—our only direct evidence
is Plato’s recommendation of three years for a student to “learn the letters” (Laws
7.809¢)—Dbut that it was a fairly long time is certain.

This enthusiasm for what seem to us mind-numbing rote exercises must be set
alongside different goals and a different reading environment, as already remarked. In
the case of syllabaries, there are three ways by which we can understand these drills as
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foundational training, consistent with ancient perspectives and contexts (Johnson 2011:
457-460). (1) Systematic exercise in common alphabetic combinations. For the student
still hesitant in translating the alphabetic characters to sound, practice with syllabaries
allows quick repetition of the elements in an unchallenging context. Reading ba be bi bo
bu ca ce ci co cu da de di do du allows the student to drill rather than to sound out or think
through, and makes the translation of syllable to sound an automatic reflex. In many
ways, this procedure is analogous to practicing scales on a musical instrument, a tedious
drill that also continues to be recognized as foundational to mastery of an instrument.
(2) Phonological training and elocution. Rhetoric was an important part of education in
the ancient world—one of the twin goals (alongside philosophy) for higher elite
education—and an essential part of the practice with syllables was proper articulation,
the fostering of a clear, distinct manner of speaking appropriate to the educated class.
This was quintessential to public speaking, of course, but in a more general way the
trained ability to read aloud to one’s peers in an educated manner was important to
reading in Greece, as among elites in most pre-modern societies (Johnson 2010, esp.
26-31). There is ancient evidence that teachers over a wide range of time were focused
on this: Manuzius (c. 1500 ap) brings out what is already implicit in Quintilian (Insz.
Or. 1.5.6) when he says that schoolboys need to learn well the syllables so as not to com-
mit barbarisms in writing and speaking; specifically, he writes, the boy well trained in
syllables “will neither spell nor pronounce caelli caellorum, or allius allin allind with a
double -1- as many are accustomed to do, nor will he put two consonants where there
should be only one, nor one where there are two” (see Johnson 2011: 459). Jerome
(Ep. 107 .4, fourth c. cg) in advising on the early education of girls bluntly declares:
“The very sound of the letters, and thus also the first lesson in them, comes out differently
from the lips of an educated man, and that of a rustic.” (3) Reading by groups of letters.
A less obvious benefit of studying syllabaries is that it accustomed pre-literate readers to
seeing the shapes of the letter groups for each syllable. Greek literary texts were written
without word breaks, in a continuous stream of letters (known as scriptio continua; also
characteristic of Roman texts from the first century onward), which made learning to
read more challenging. In that context, thorough training in being able to see clearly
the contours of the syllables was an important first step in distinguishing the words
from one another. Moreover, in ancient Greek many of the syllables are morphemically
determining, that is, many of the one- or two-syllable groups are prefixes, suffixes, or
word roots that deliver meaning. For example, in the Greek word ape-grafe-to (“he had
something written out”), each element has meaning: ape- means “out”, with an augment
that indicates past tense, grafe- is the word root, meaning “write”, -to is the ending,
indicating that he had it done. The ability to pick out instantly the syllables—and often
thus also the morphemes—from the undifferentiated stream of letters was an essential
part of learning to read scriptio continua fluidly (Figure 8.2).

As one might expect, the next step in the ordo docendi is to study individual words.
Here, too, the exercise is systematically organized so as to move from simple to more
complex, beginning with monosyllabic words, then disyllabic, and working up to words
of four or five syllables (as we see in two extant school handbooks: Collart 1936; Géraud-
Jouguet 1938) (Figure 8.3). Multisyllabic words have the syllable divisions marked, from
which we infer that these lists can be used for further syllabary practice. Almost predict-
ably, there are aspects of these lists that strike us as odd. The one-syllable words contain
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Figure 8.2 Ancient Greek book roll. Note the undifferentiated stream of letters, without word
spaces. (© William A. Johnson.)
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Figure 8.3 A schoolmaster’s model book, here showing the word lists. Note the divisions
between syllables and the progression from words of two syllables to three, four, and five, followed
then by a passage from Euripides. The top of each column is lost. Cairo, Egyptian Museum inv.
65445. (Reprinted with permission from Gueraud-Jouguet 1936.)

not only common words like mus (mouse) and nous (mind) but 7dks (p®E), a word of
some obscurity that occurs once only, in the Odyssey, and ksar (E&p), a word otherwise
unknown (examples from P.Bour. 1=Collart, 1936). The monosyllabic lists contain also
an unusual number of words that are not entirely rare, but full of consonant clusters:
lungks (MNOYE, lynx), strangks (ctpdy€, drop), klangks (khayE, howl), klops (khadwy, thief),
knaks (kvag, itch). For multisyllabic words, too, there is a tendency toward words that
are uncommon or hard to pronounce, and also with a strong emphasis on mythological
and other proper names from literary sources. The emphasis on words difficult to
pronounce matches our earlier observation that elocution was an important consideration
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in learning to read. The tendency went to the extent of schoolmasters having their
students memorize and practice bizarre artificial words like knakszbich (xvaglPiy) and
zbuchthedon (CPoyONdov). (These are sometimes claimed as medical terms, following a
remark in Clement, but they are in any case otherwise unexampled consonantal
sequences for ancient Greek.) The importance of such pronunciation exercises is
remarked in literary sources as well: Clement of Alexandria speaks to this (Strom.
5.8.48-9) as does Quintilian (1.1.37), who calls these sequences by the Greek
chalinoi, “bridles”—exercises designed, that is, to tame and train the tongue. The
emphasis on proper names from high literature is also consistent with the world view
that is gradually becoming apparent to us: not only do such names familiarize the
student with cultural icons of the glorious Greek past, but, importantly, they signal
the goal of the system, which is designed as the first steps toward becoming truly
educated. Under elite tutelage, the study of words could be surprisingly involved:
Dionysius of Halicarnassus advises that before learning to read the student work with
word lists to learn “the parts of speech—I mean nouns, verbs, conjunctions, and the
properties of these—the shortening and lengthening of syllables, the high and low
pitch of accents, the genders, cases, numbers, moods, and countless other related
things” (Dem. 52, trans. after Ushner). This was not, that is, a system geared toward
functional literacy, or indeed literacy easily or quickly gained.

Logically, one might expect the next step to be exercises with clauses or very short
sentences. The latter is sometimes found: one surviving tablet preserves, for example,
“The learning of letters is the beginning of wisdom”; and single line verses from
Menander and brief moralistic aphorisms in prose seem to have become common, at
least from the second century onward. But often, whether instead or in addition, the
habit was to introduce snippets or even entire passages from authors like Homer or
Euripides, which were written in verse and in an antiquated Greek that was undoubtedly
very challenging for early students—much like introducing our emerging readers imme-
diately to Chaucer and Shakespeare. Papyrus evidence shows that word divisions would
be marked to help the young students, at least at first (recall that literary texts would
normally have no word separation). This immediate turn to high literature remains,
however, a remarkable circumstance, one that confounded earlier historians of education
(e.g., Marrou 1956: 153-154). In recent years, though, scholars have come to under-
stand that these longer maxims and short passages were more likely used for writing
exercises (Cribiore 1996), or for reading in the sense of material for pronunciation and
phrasing exercises. Christians may recall how opaque the Nicene Creed was when mem-
orized as a young child; for Jewish children the significance of the texts read and sung at
the annual Seder becomes understandable only gradually; and other religions have much
the same sorts of rote training for central but difficult texts. So, too, in Greece it appears
that children were practicing handwriting and elocution using verses that they could not
fully understand, but that nonetheless conveyed the sense of an impressive literary culture
inhabited by quintessentially Greek gods and heroes and historical figures of consequence.

This, then, was the conceptual system, and gua system it was remarkably stable over time
and place. As we have seen, critical elements of the ordo show up in the carliest sources we
can reasonably expect to have. By Hellenistic times if not before, the entirety of this
conceptual system was firmly in place, and this constituted the system adopted by Roman
educators as well. Indeed, we now know that the basic contour of the system—alphabet,
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syllabaries, word lists by syllable count, maxims and /or poetic passages—is characteristic of
Latin and Greek education through the Middle Ages, and of early modern education
throughout Europe from England to Russia (Johnson 2011); and this Western notion of
the ordo for early reading education came under the pressure of reform only in the early
nineteenth century. The following chart demonstrates the striking similarity of the con-
tents of the third-century BCE schoolmaster’s handbook we have cited before (Guéraud
1938) and Webster’s “ole blue-back,” the reading primer that sold 100 million copies and
dominated instruction in the United States up until the last century (from Johnson 2011):

Webster’s Ole Blue-Back, United States Schoolmaster’s Text from Egypt

(1783, rev. ed. 1831) (third c. BCE)

1. Alphabet. 1. [Alphabet] (in lacuna: cf. P. Bour. 1=Collart

1936)

2. Syllabaries: six biliteral lessons; five triliteral 2. Syllabaries: biliteral, triliteral, quadriliteral
lessons; one quadriliteral lesson. lessons.

3. Word lists: 1-syllable words, 2-syllable 3. Word lists: 1-syllable words, 2-syllable
words, 3-syllable words, 4-syllable words; words, 3-syllable words, 4-syllable words,
difficult or irregular monosyllables. 5-syllable words. These occur in successive

columns at the left with thematic word lists
interspersed at the right.

4. Moralistic reading materials. 4. Thematic word lists interspersed within the
syllabic word lists: names of months,
of divinities, of rivers (etc.).

5. Thematic word lists (grouped by category) 5. Poetic anthology, at first with the syllables
interspersed with simple reading matter, boundaries marked.
usually of a moralizing nature; lists of names.

6. Additional reading matter. 6. Mathematical exercise.

Older histories of education have left the story more or less so (Marrou 1956; Bonner
1977). But the emphasis on this skeletal sequence we call the ordo docendi obscures the
real-world situation in important ways, and it is to the many complexities teased out by
more recent scholarship that we now turn (esp. Cribiore 2001; Morgan 1998).

2. Elementary Schooling in Antiquity: Actuality
versus Model

We have lots of bits of evidence that add up to a reasonably coherent view of the ways
students actually learned to read and write, even if, as already remarked, these real-world
situations are considerably more messy than the tidy sequence that the ordo implies.
Chapter 9 will examine in some detail the institutional environments in which learning
took place, but we need here to register immediately some crucial differences in the very
notion of schooling. First is the importance of the home. Our elite literary sources tell us
about private tutors for the wealthy, and elite sources are echoed by letters surviving on
papyri in suggesting that students might attend a particular master, sometimes remote
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from home—and study with a master might include early education (see examples
collected in Joyal et al. 2009: 179-183). We also have evidence—though very scattered—
of occasional institutions, always in cities, that seem to resemble our notion of a “public
school” (Harris 1989: 130-133; Joyal et al. 2009: 134-140, 183-185). But it is a fair
assumption that for non-elite, learning to read and write often happened under the
tutelage of parents or others in the home or local community who knew something
about the learning of letters, and that this might well be less focused and sustained than
the literary education envisioned under the o74o. This observation raises the interesting
question of why non-elite might be interested in basic literacy, which we will tackle in a
moment; but the central point here is that much of the learning of letters was undoubtedly
in-house, using a “teacher” who was a family member or friend, who simply mimicked
whatever methods he or she had experienced as a child; that the procedure might be far
less than formal or thorough; and that the outcome might be limited.

Even for those lucky enough to study with a someone formally designated a teacher,
there is good evidence that the environment was considerably more chaotic than anything
many of