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CREATING THE ANCIENT RHETORICAL
TRADITION

This book explores the history of rhetorical thought and examines the
gradual association of different aspects of rhetorical theory with two out-
standing fourth-century bce writers: Lysias and Isocrates. It highlights the
parallel development of the rhetorical tradition that became understood, on
the one hand, as a domain of style and persuasive speech, associated with the
figure of Lysias, and, on the other, as a kind of philosophical enterprise
which makes significant demands on moral and political education in
antiquity, epitomized in the work of Isocrates. There are two pivotal
moments in which the two rhetoricians were pitted against each other as
representatives of different modes of cultural discourse: Athens in the fourth
century bce, as memorably portrayed in Plato’s Phaedrus, and Rome in the
first century bce when Dionysius of Halicarnassus proposes to create from
the united Lysianic and Isocratean rhetoric the foundation for the ancient
rhetorical tradition.

laura viidebaum is an assistant professor in Classics at New York
University. Her research focuses primarily on ancient rhetoric and ancient
literary criticism, but she also has a long-standing interest in the way these
fields relate to ongoing philosophical discussions. Recently, she has received a
distinguished Humboldt fellowship to launch her new project on Aristotle’s
Rhetoric.
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INTRODUCTION

When Marju Lepajõe, a famous cultural historian and literary
critic in Estonia, was asked what she wished for the Estonian
people for the country’s centennial anniversary, she said simply
‘I wish that everyone would have style.’1 Style, not in the sense
of following the latest fashion outbreak, but as a cultivated
surface reflection of one’s deeper (examined) self. In this sense,
style is an intrinsic part of one’s self-manifestation and in order
to have style, she suggested, one has to spend time trying to
figure out who one really is and how to translate that deeper
internal understanding of oneself to the outside world. Socrates
had style and Marju Lepajõe herself, widely erudite and pains-
takingly careful about the words she used, certainly had lots of
style. People with style, one might add in passing, often acquire
cult status, and so did she (and of course, so did Socrates). Two
important topics emerge from what appears to have been
expressed as a very casual insight: first, style is undetachable
from thought, and secondly, style is something that can be
cultivated and learned, practised and improved upon.
One might say that connecting style with thought (and with

a deeper reflection of oneself ) is a commonplace.2 It is never-
theless true that many studies in rhetorical theory and practice
from antiquity onwards have focused either on the one or the
other side: Plato’s Phaedrus (266c–9d) reacts against an

1 Interviewed on 3 February 2015 for ‘Plekktrumm’: http://arhiiv.err.ee/vaata/plekk
trumm-marju-lepajoe/similar-177897 (last accessed 23 December 2019).

2 I am conscious here of the fact that my concept of style itself requires deeper
reflection, especially as far as the fascinating relationship between style and rhetoric
unfolds in the history of rhetoric. For present purposes, however, it suffices to think
of style as a study of ‘how to say’ things (as opposed to ‘what to say’), as suggested in
Ar. Rhet. III.1.2 1403b17 (ὡς δεῖ εἰπεῖν).

1
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apparently established practice among textbook writers and
teachers of rhetoric to conceive of good rhetoric primarily in
terms of appropriating preconfigured models, tropes and
arrangement. Aristotle is even more illuminating as an
example. For all its polemic engagement with rival conceptual-
izations of rhetoric, his Rhetoric makes a sustained effort to
bring together the content (i.e. the argument) with the presen-
tation (i.e. style). And yet the third book dedicated to style has
long been regarded as a dubious afterthought to his ‘real’
contribution to rhetoric – the enthymeme.3 The idea that
rhetoric is divided, or divisible, seems to go at least as far
back as the aforementioned authors and the debates that their
works contain. Hence, when contemplating studies that would
exemplify this insight, it does not seem to me too far-fetched
to suggest that Heinrich Lausberg’sHandbuch der literarischen
Rhetorik: eine Grundlegung der Literaturwissenschaften
(München, 1960) could be conceived of as an example of
rhetorical theory concerned strictly with style and ornamenta-
tion, developed to its fullest expression. Indeed, as an in-
valuable sourcebook for elements of style and rhetorical
composition, it is a compulsory reading for everyone interested
in concepts and applications of style and arrangement in
classical authors. It has less to say about the philosophical,
argumentative and educational aspects of rhetoric. And simi-
larly, it may be argued that Chaïm Perelman and Lucie
Olbrechts-Tyteca’s Traité de l’argumentation – la nouvelle
rhétorique (Paris, 1958), a fundamental contribution to argu-
mentation and logic, goes in the other direction of regarding
rhetoric as a theory of argumentation and logic (or logos),
obliterating the aspect of style from this conversation. The list
could easily be expanded (though there are surely exceptions to
this broad generalization),4 but the overall point is clear

3 Burnyeat (1996), 91: ‘Aristotle’s doctrine of the enthymeme is one of his greatest and
most original achievements.’

4 In academic circles, one would be hard pressed to find scholars working, for
example, on stylistics who would deny the intricate connection between these two
sides of rhetoric – style (expression) and thought (argument) or content and form.
Nevertheless, works on style – manuals, handbooks, reference works – do seem to

Introduction
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enough: even though style and thought seem so intricately
connected in our conceptualization and use of rhetoric, they
are not at all easy to combine in one work.
Scholars working on (the history of ) rhetoric, from

antiquity onwards, have recognized the difficulty of conceiving
rhetoric as a unified comprehensive set of theories, authors and
practices and have therefore often felt compelled to supply an
overarching narrative for the art that would create a sense of
continuity in thought and practice.5 Even though such sweep-
ing narratives have become very rare among Classicists, they
are a central focus of study for rhetoric scholars working
primarily in the English and Communication Studies depart-
ments in the US,6 where the rhetorical tradition and their
readings are often interpreted and viewed against the urgency
of contemporary academia in their respective fields.7 These
studies tend to be highly ambitious and provocative in their
outlook (e.g. to change existing narratives of rhetoric and de-
gravitate the field away from canonized authors), though they
seem to end up exercising little (if any) impact on mainstream
Classics. This may be due to the fact that their interpretations
sometimes exhibit lack of sophistication and understanding of
the ancient rhetorical context which they claim to make

operate with an underlying divide in mind between the person (developing an
argument) and the means of expressing herself (and the argument).

5 Attempts to offer classifications of the art and its practitioners are present in various
forms in all writers of ancient rhetoric. This approach is equally well represented in
groundbreaking works on rhetoric of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. See, for
example, Blass’ distinction between sophistic and practical oratory (sophistische und
praktische Beredsamkeit) (1887), 4. Kennedy’s outdated study of the art of persua-
sion recognizes the division into ‘practical and philosophic tradition’, but then
somewhat surprisingly defies his instincts and regards the history of rhetoric ultim-
ately as ‘the growth of a single, great, traditional theory to which many writers and
teachers contributed’ (1963, 9).

6 Even though it seems odd to mark such division along the (arbitrary) disciplinary
boundaries at universities, the isolation of the two groups from one another is very
much real and evident from the fact that they rarely (if at all) contribute to the same
edited volumes or participate in the same conferences. There are a few exceptions,
e.g. Poulakos and Depew (2004).

7 See, for example, O’Gorman’s (2006) review of Graff, Walzer, Atwill (2005), where
he considers the too lightweight engagement with contemporary academia and its
power and economic struggles relations a legitimate shortcoming of the otherwise
respectable volume.
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contributions to.8 Whatever the reasons for their mutual disre-
gard, the concept of ‘rhetorical tradition’ is something that a
good number of (American) rhetoric scholars are interested in
and, much in line with the way in which Classicists have been
prompted to rethink the use and influence of canons, traditions
and classics in their broadest and narrowest senses,9 so too the
rhetorical tradition has become a widely questioned and chal-
lenged concept in studies on the history of rhetoric.10 By now,
there is no doubt that the ‘rhetorical tradition’ is a contentious
topic and that even the assumption of the existence of some
monolithic tradition of rhetoric itself requires an explanation.
The title of this book, Creating the Ancient Rhetorical

Tradition, refers to a conscious and perhaps even somewhat
polemical engagement with this discourse, primarily in two
ways. First, when contemporary scholars of rhetoric dispute
the continuity or existence of a single ‘rhetorical tradition’ they
generally tend to assume that the ancient rhetorical tradition
was one unified single entity and that the ‘tradition’ of rhetoric
becomes questionable when traced as a discipline over time.11

By explicitly discussing the ‘ancient rhetorical tradition’, this
study parts from those approaches that think of tradition as a
continuity from the ancients to contemporary uses of rhetoric.
This is not to say that an idea of continuity is implicitly in the
background, but the explicit focus of this present book lies
elsewhere and thus it claims no particular insight into the

8 Gaines (2005), 64. See also Usher’s (1989) review of Vickers (1988).
9 Most helpful guide to date on the ‘classical tradition’ is Silk, Gildenhard, Barrow
(2014). See also Greenhalgh (1990), especially where he distinguishes classicism
from the ‘classical tradition’ (p. 10); and the various essays from the edited volume
by Porter (2006) with bibliography.

10 The edited volume by Graff, Walzer, Mailloux (2005) offers thought-provoking
though also not unproblematic material on this subject. For a brief overview of the
ways in which scholarship has dealt with the concept of rhetorical tradition in the
recent past, see Graff and Leff (2005) from this volume. Many contemporary
rhetoric scholars have responded to the challenge of rethinking the rhetorical
tradition by dividing it between two rather different pulls: one to theory and
another to education or teaching (e.g. Hauser 2004 seems to summarize the view
held by many).

11 This certainly seems to be the basic assumption of Halloran (1976), which is
sometimes regarded a foundational study for the emergence of ‘tradition’ criticisms
in rhetoric scholarship.
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subsequent post-classical development of the rhetorical trad-
ition. It is the unity of the ancient rhetorical tradition that is
itself under investigation. Secondly, unlike many other rhet-
oric scholars, ancient and modern, who maintain that continu-
ity and comprehensiveness in the field of ancient rhetoric
emerge through a set of theories or practices of rhetoric,
I will explore the possibility that the rhetorical tradition might
have been more reliant on the perception and role of individual
authors as guides to a particular way of approaching rhetoric.
Hence, the following chapters will take a closer look at two
critical moments that were crucial for establishing the over-
arching framework of the ancient rhetorical tradition, first as a
sketch of Lysias and Isocrates in Plato (fourth-century bce
Athens) and then further elaborated and fixed in the critical
works of Dionysius of Halicarnassus (first-century bce Rome).
The dissimilarity of all these four authors to one another is

obvious: Lysias counts among the most obscure of the wildly
prolific authors from the period and Isocrates, by contrast, is
an author who puts himself on every page he writes.12 Plato is
the most revered philosopher of all time, whereas Dionysius of
Halicarnassus has only recently received appreciation as an
author in his own right beyond being conceived simply as a
valuable compendium for poetry and criticism.13 Bringing
together those four authors in one study will inevitably put
pressure on the readers’ imagination, since dissimilarities
between the authors are in turn reflected in the ensuing dis-
similarities in the respective treatments of these authors. But
embracing the perceived asymmetry between our writers will
also help us comprehend the broad reach of rhetoric as a
discipline in the making. All these four very different authors
were contemplating the use and meaning of rhetoric as an

12 On problems with Lysias and his corpus, see the provocative (though still highly
valuable) contribution by Dover (1968). Isocrates is sometimes counted among the
earliest biographers (or autobiographers) – see Momigliano (1971), esp. 43–65;
Hägg (2012), 30–41.

13 This may be an exaggeration, though ‘Dionysius’ revival’ (or the need thereof ) is
discussed in the introductory pages of most recent contributions on this author. See,
for example, Luraghi (2003); de Jonge (2008); Wiater (2011); de Jonge and Hunter
(2018).
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object of study that could range from the technical and philo-
sophical to the literary, from visual to aural, from poetic to the
political. Hence, the breadth of authors represented in this
project will hopefully result in a more wide-ranging and inclu-
sive overview of the rhetorical tradition as it was first con-
ceived of in antiquity.

1 From Plato to Dionysius of Halicarnassus …

Plato’s Phaedrus famously starts with a discussion of Lysias,
the cleverest writer of the time (δεινότατος ὢν τῶν νῦν γράφειν,
228a2), and with an examination of his playful speech about
love. Whether or not the speech is actually by Lysias or
presents (more plausibly) a Platonic exercise in Lysianic
style,14 there is a suggestion running through the whole dia-
logue that Lysias’ speech is representative of a kind of rhetoric
that was practised and presumably popular at the time.15

Indeed, the dialogue ends with Socrates sending a message to
Lysias about what ‘true’ rhetoric ought to be about, in the
hope that the latter will reconsider his practice (καὶ σύ τε ἐλθὼν
φράζε Λυσίᾳ [. . .], 277b–8d).16 It is also worth pointing out that
in the course of the dialogue, many more rhetoricians and
speechwriters are mentioned and discussed, giving the reader
a sense of liveliness that may have surrounded the topic of
rhetoric at the time. But not only that, Plato characterizes and
categorizes the practitioners he mentions (266d–68a) and thus
offers a more structured approach to this buzzing field. By the
end of the dialogue, Phaedrus realizes that an important,
perhaps even crucial, player of the contemporary rhetorical
stage has been left out – Isocrates. The question about how to

14 The most recent commentator on the Phaedrus does not even consider the possibil-
ity that it could have been Lysias’ own composition – Yunis (2011), 3: ‘Plato, who
composed the speech attributed to Lysias in the dialogue . . .’. Hermeias of
Alexandria, the earliest ancient commentator on the Phaedrus (fifth century ce),
appears to have considered Lysias’ speech as authentic; see Bernard (1997), 37.

15 Cf. Yunis (2011), 8. I am very sympathetic to the discussion in Usher (2004) on the
popularity of Lysias.

16 Lysias is portrayed repeatedly throughout the dialogue as someone who needs to be
turned to philosophy. See also 257b.
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understand this sudden reference to Isocrates at the end of the
dialogue, after Socrates has set out the conditions for ‘true’
rhetoric, has puzzled readers since antiquity.17 Regardless of
Plato’s own specific views about Isocrates and his art that are
discussed at more length below, the mere fact that Isocrates is
evoked at this point in the dialogue seems to suggest that Plato
is making a statement about rhetoric more generally. In the
midst of the seemingly disparate practitioners of rhetoric,
Plato envisions the field as a dyad: rhetoric could either be
conceived of in the vein of Lysias or in that of Isocrates.
Phaedrus, by calling Isocrates Socrates’ companion (ἑταῖρος,

278e4), certainly seems to associate Isocrates with the true
(philosophical) art of rhetoric that Socrates had just outlined
previously. The fundamentally opposing views regarding phil-
osophy and its methods advocated by Plato and Isocrates
make any easy link between Isocrates and ‘true’ Platonic
rhetoric impossible. Hence, many have noticed that Socrates
remains only half enthusiastic about his friend Isocrates, and
thus interpret this entire paragraph as Plato’s ironical com-
mentary on Isocrates’ career and contributions to philoso-
phy.18 Interpreting Socrates’ words as negative irony seems
wholly dependent on later developments of philosophy and the
retrospective assessment of Isocrates as firmly belonging out-
side the history of this discipline. While Isocrates was surely his
rival in their competing claims to philosophy and education,
Plato’s dialogues reveal, however, the broad extent of different
views and educational context available for contemporary
Athenians, and of those, Isocrates’ school does seem to be
among the more benign forms of education and one that
stands closer to Plato than to many other contemporaries.
Hence, it may be well worth taking Socrates’ statement at
the end of the Phaedrus at face value. He does express a

17 See Cicero’s comments on this section in Orator 41–2, where the context suggests
that his interpretation of this last section of the dialogue might be regarded as
unorthodox (me autem qui Isocratem non diligunt una cum Socrate et cum Platone
errare patiantur).

18 Many hold this view. See, for example, Yunis (2011), 22–3 and 243–6 with
further bibliography.
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sentiment of hope in Isocrates’ treatment of rhetoric and
claims famously that ‘there is some philosophy in this man’s
mind’.19 Unlike the exaggerated evaluations of previous rhet-
oricians and speechwriters, the qualification (‘there is some
philosophy’) in the statement suggests that this might be
Plato’s first positive assessment of a contemporary writer and
teacher. Isocrates is surely not perfect (i.e. he is not the con-
summate philosopher by any means), but there is something
valuable in his teaching and work, something that sets him at a
higher level than other practitioners of rhetoric. In other
words, this final section of the dialogue shows Socrates com-
paring Isocrates’ work favorably with all other teaching avail-
able at the time in Athens. Most specifically, however, the
comparison is drawn between the Lysianic and Isocratean
conceptions of rhetoric, and in this sense Plato’s Socrates is
not only creating competing notions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ rhet-
oric, but he associates these conceptualizations with concrete
figures – Lysias and Isocrates.
Plato’s Phaedrus was a widely read and influential contribu-

tion to the subsequent development of rhetorical and critical
thought.20 His assessment of Lysias and Isocrates, but in
particular of Lysianic style, in this dialogue paved the way
for various critical engagements with Plato’s own style.
Dionysius of Halicarnassus clearly had this last section of the
dialogue in mind when he wrote his critical essays on Lysias
and Isocrates as part of his study of the ancient orators. When
he tries to explain the differences between Lysias and Isocrates,
Dionysius proposes that the latter is more impressive with
grand subjects, perhaps because ‘there is some grandeur in
his nature’,21 thus expressing a very similar assessment to that
found in Plato’s Phaedrus (‘there is some philosophy’).22

19 ἔνεστί τις φιλοσοφία τῇ τοῦ ἀνδρὸς διανοίᾳ (279b1–2).
20 See Yunis (2011), 25–30 with further bibliography. Excellent discussions of specific

moments in the reception of Phaedrus are Trapp (1990) and Hunter (2012), 151–84.
21 Isocrates 3.7: τάχα μὲν γὰρ καὶ τῇ φύσει μεγαλόφρων τις ὤν.
22 Dionysius has a complicated relationship to Plato and some of his more outrageous

assessments of the philosopher have certainly deprived him of benevolent scholarly
attention. A helpful discussion of Dionysius’ treatment of Plato (and Plato’s style in
particular) is Hunter (2011), chap. 4.
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Dionysius has, however, other plans with this material and
his work on Lysias and Isocrates paved the way for expound-
ing his educational program and practice in the Roman envir-
onment.23 His observations on both writers have exercised a
long-lasting impact, first, on the way these two authors have
been received and read in the subsequent rhetorical and critical
tradition, and, second, on the way rhetorical criticism itself has
been practised in antiquity and beyond.24 Even in most recent
times, views on Lysias’ importance as the leading figure of
simple Attic style and the breakdown of the particular charac-
teristics of his writerly skills go back to Dionysius’ essay on the
orator.25 His contribution to Isocratean scholarship has been,
similarly to his impact on the reception of Lysias, crucial for
subsequent perceptions of Isocrates as a prose author with
significant claims to political philosophy.26 In fact, anyone
planning to take a serious interest in philosophy amidst their
rhetoric studies, ought to make Isocrates their frequent com-
panion and source of philosophical education (Isocrates 4.4).
Even though, as will be shown, Isocrates appears always to
have had his loyal followers, Dionysius’ aim to raise him from
mere stylistic study to (what might be called) philosophical
rhetoric was instrumental to conceptualizing Isocrates’ pos-
ition as central to the history of rhetoric and political thought.
In Dionysius’ essays, then, Lysias and Isocrates have become
the pillars of the rhetorical tradition.

23 Hidber (1996) is the locus classicus for showing how Dionysius of Halicarnassus’
critical essays (and the introduction to Ancient orators in particular) functioned as a
literary-political manifesto.

24 In this context, see for example de Jonge (2005) on Dionysius’ technique
of ‘metathesis’.

25 See, for example, the introductions to the editions of Lysias’ speeches, such as
Carey (1989), 6: ‘All modern judgements on Lysias’ style take as their starting-point
the perceptive essay of Dionysius of Halicarnassus in his collection On the Ancient
Orators’; Avezzù (1991), 9–10; Edwards (1999), esp. 6-8; Todd (2000), 7–8.
Dionysius is the predominant dialogue partner also in Usher’s (1999, 54–118)
discussion of Lysias’ rhetorical technique.

26 While his dependence on Isocratean thought has informed many recent studies of
Dionysius’ writings (e.g. Wiater 2011), Dionysius’ influence on Isocratean scholar-
ship appears to be a far less examined territory.

From Plato to Dionysius of Halicarnassus . . .
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But who were Lysias and Isocrates? And why would these
two figures, of all important rhetoricians and orators of the
ancient world, come to play such a central role in the develop-
ment of the rhetorical tradition?

2 … and from Lysias to Isocrates

Lysias, the famous speechwriter and one of our major sources
for the socio-cultural history of the fourth century bce,27 is
nowadays relatively rarely talked about as an artist and rhet-
orician in his own right. Plato’s Phaedrus suggests that his
contemporaries might have considered him not only a speech-
writer for the law courts, but more like an intellectual whose
entertaining skill in narrative and argumentation gained him
many admirers.28 Indeed, the ancient reception of Lysias sug-
gests that his works were particularly appreciated as models
for rhetorical writings and he appears to have played an
important role in the literary-critical tradition from ancient
to modern times. However, since Dover’s provocative and
groundbreaking work on Lysias (published in 1968), there
has been very little work done on Lysias as a literary or
rhetorical figure.29 The first two chapters of this book aim to
pay closer attention to the influence of Lysias’ work on ancient
notions of style and rhetoric, and to the perception and por-
trayal of Lysias amidst his contemporaries. By tracing the

27 As has been long noted, Lysias’ speeches provide an invaluable perspective on the
lives of Athenian citizens, and not only of the wealthiest and most powerful. For a
brief overview of Lysias’ importance as a historical source, see the brief introduc-
tion (with further bibliography) of Todd (2007), 1–5. The relevance of Attic orators
for history is illuminatingly discussed by Todd (1990). Recent work on Lysias seems
to verge towards historical scholarship, and this tendency is illustrated in the
literary overview of Lysias scholarship (between 1905–2000) in Weissenberger
(2003).

28 In his analysis of Lysias’ rhetorical technique, Usher (1999), 116 argues that it was
indeed his creativity in non-argumentative sections of the speech, and in particular
in his narratives, that made his speeches stand out among previous and
contemporary writers.

29 Despite the dissenting responses to Dover’s unsettling claims about Lysias and his
corpus (especially vocally expressed in Usher (1976)), this work seems to have
remained a difficult presence in Lysianic scholarship. Exceptions include (among
others) Lateiner (1981), Carey (1994).
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Lysianic tradition from the early fourth until the first century
bce, we will follow the rise and fall of the appreciation of
Lysias’ talent and explore the background to later Roman
interest in his writing. A pervasive thread in the ancient recep-
tion of Lysias is to be found in the fascination for his effective
and enchanting style of writing, so much so that he becomes
the primary representative of the kind of rhetoric that is con-
cerned with stylistic features and their alluring associations
with persuasion.
Ever since Isocrates entered the canon of (ten) Attic

orators,30 he has been granted a secure position in the history
of rhetoric, accompanied, however, almost always by a certain
unease about the ‘real’ place of his works in ancient literary
and philosophical writing.31 It seems that, at least partly, this
unease stems from the dual character of Isocrates’ writing: his
discourses are on the one hand deeply concerned with public
life and rhetoric; on the other, however, they play down the
importance of oral culture and propagate openly the idea of
philosophy and institutionalized education, thus undermining
the value of speechwriting as a means to achieve the latter.32

Isocrates, who opened his school in Athens around the 390s
bce and, as it appears, was probably the first to establish his
own institutionalized school, called his teaching ‘philoso-
phy’.33 The last three chapters of the first part of this book

30 It is plausible that such cataloguing might have taken place in the latter half of the
first century bce, i.e. contemporaneously to Dionysius’ writing of his essays on the
orators. For a helpful discussion, see Worthington (1994) and O’Sullivan (1997).

31 For a summary of different ways scholars have attempted to categorize and think
about Isocrates’ work, see Too (1995), 13–35.

32 It is very plausible that Isocrates never performed his speeches. Despite the fact that
his work strongly advocates written style as a sign of culture and education, his
writings are nevertheless cast in the fictitious form of oral presentation. See, for
example, Usener (1994), 18 with further bibliography.

33 Numerous scholars have discussed Isocrates’ usage of the term and his rivalry with
Plato (and, later on, with Aristotle) over the right to claim the notion ‘philosophy’
for his work. One of the most thorough discussions on this topic is Eucken (1983).
The standard conclusion drawn in the scholarship is expressed by Nightingale
(1995), 13–59 who claims that Plato won the combat over the correct application
of philosophy, which has in turn determined the subsequent reception (and relative
neglect) of Isocrates. I will offer here a more nuanced picture of the rivalry between
Plato and Isocrates and suggest that the latter continued to have followers who also
took seriously his notion of philosophy.

. . . and from Lysias to Isocrates
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take a closer look at the construction of Isocratean rhetoric-
philosophy, both as he conceived it in his own works and how
his work and contributions were perceived by his contempor-
aries and in later reception. The main focus of this inquiry is to
establish Isocrates’ own perspective on rhetoric and philoso-
phy and, then, to contextualize his contributions to rhetorical
thought.
Isocrates was undoubtedly an influential figure in fourth-

century bce Athens and, as will emerge from this study, he was
considered a respected rival by Plato and famous for promot-
ing an all-round education in areas essential to the practical
demands of human life. His emphasis on writing as the best
way to cultivate education or paideia (παιδεία) explains the
painstakingly polished style of his writings, and this aspect
appears to have divided his followers into two groups: those
who followed Isocrates’ stylistic/formalist practices in writing
(a group about which we have very limited information), and
those who were inspired by his insights into the workings of
education and culture. It is this latter trend that became, in
certain moments in history, a particularly dominant way to
conceptualize the moral and political demands of rhetoric and
practical philosophy.
But what about Demosthenes? By focusing on Lysias and

Isocrates, are we not missing out the most influential orator of
the ancient world, Demosthenes, the one who becomes con-
ceived in later rhetorical theory as the consummate orator?34

Even though Demosthenes will prove a useful comparative
figure for the following analyses on Lysias and Isocrates, there
are two main reasons why his influence on the development of
rhetorical tradition will be treated as secondary. First and
foremost, Demosthenes was a famous Athenian politician
and was not associated with rhetorical education, philosophers
or the sophists. His rivalries with other contemporary polit-
icians (especially with Aeschines) are well recorded and these
constitute invaluable sources for the political circumstances of

34 E.g. Cic. Brut. 35, D. H. Is. 20, Quin. Inst. Or. 10.1.76.
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fourth-century bce Athens. In fact, he does not seem to be
associated with the theoretical or educational side of rhetoric
until somewhat later.35 Peripatetic philosophers after Aristotle
may have played a part in the construction of the image of
Demosthenes as a hard-working and cultivated (rather than
naturally talented) orator,36 but neither Plato, nor Aristotle –

those involved in sketching the outlines of the rhetorical trad-
ition – mention Demosthenes or associate him with anything
other than politics.37 Later, Demosthenes will be associated
with the development of symbouleutic theory,38 but in the late
fifth- and early fourth-century contexts – when thinking about
rhetoric as a separate field first arises – distinctions between
deliberative and judicial rhetoric were very difficult to draw.39

In other words, while Demosthenes receives an important
place in the subsequent history of rhetoric, the central
moments of conceptualizing the field seem to occur a gener-
ation earlier through the dyad of Lysias and Isocrates.
Secondly, the circumstances under which Demosthenes

appears to be added to rhetorical theory in the first century
bce, and indeed conceived as the paragon example of success-
ful rhetoric, seem to be politically motivated. Even though he
is already singled out in Ps. Demetrius as an example of

35 Cooper (2000), 224. Demosthenes’ rise to prominence in rhetorical theory under-
pins most contributions in Martin (2018b), including Martin (2018a) and Wooten
(2018) with bibliography.

36 The various Peripatetic attitudes to Demosthenes are persuasively explored in
Cooper (2000).

37 Isocrates, unsurprisingly, makes no mention of Demosthenes. Aristotle’s Rhetoric
refers to Demosthenes three times, but scholarship seems unusually uniform in
regarding only one of the three mentions to refer to the famous politician (II.24
1401b32; the fallacy introduced shows Demosthenes in a negative light). In other
cases, he seems to have a namesake in mind. On Aristotle’s Rhetoric, see Cope
(1867), 45–6 and Trevett (1996), 371–2 with bibliography. On the mainstream of
Demosthenes’ afterlife as strictly a political business, see Canfora (2018). It seems
that Demosthenes’ writerly style, presumably influenced by Isocrates, had already
aroused attention during his lifetime (see Canfora (2018)), but this does not seem to
have been picked up in literary scholarship until somewhat later.

38 Demosthenes becomes for example an important rhetorical influence for
Hermogenes who does seem to regard Demosthenes as a practitioner and a theorist.
On Hermogenes’ relationship to Demosthenes, see Rutherford (1998).

39 See, for example, Harris (2013).
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‘forceful’ style (245),40 his real recognition as a genius of
rhetoric comes first with Cicero and, subsequently, in the
essays of Dionysius of Halicarnassus.41 Cicero’s admiration
for Demosthenes is clearly tinged by his felt affinity with
Demosthenes as a politician and orator. In Cicero’s concep-
tion, Demosthenes is not the man for the masses, but rather a
sophisticated educator of the Athenian people, and Cicero
finds close affinity with Demosthenes in his own mission in
the Roman political scene of the time.42 Furthermore, in
Cicero’s Orator, Demosthenes is not associated with any par-
ticular innovation, but rather conceived as an orator-politician
who excels in all three styles: the plain, the middle, the grand
(69). Similarly to Cicero, Dionysius of Halicarnassus views
Demosthenes as the consummate orator who is not to be
associated with any style in particular, but who vacillates
between different existing styles like Proteus, who can assume
any shape he wants (Demosthenes 8.2–3).43 In other words,
Demosthenes is cast among the first-century bce critics as the
perfect practitioner of rhetoric, moving between existing cat-
egories of style and modifying his speeches so as to surprise
and arouse admiration for his rhetorical competence.
However, he does not seem to be conceived as contributing
to the development of the overarching structure of rhetoric. At
least not primarily and, as such, a closer analysis of
Demosthenes’ participation in the development of the ancient
rhetorical tradition will have to await another study.

40 This is not, however, a category reserved only for Demosthenes. Ps. Demetrius also
discusses examples drawn from Aeschines or Lysias (259) under the ‘now so
fashionable’ deinotes (245). On Ps. Demetrius and Demosthenes, see Cooper
(2000), 229–34.

41 Ps. Plutarch’s Life of Demosthenes records the critical reception of Demosthenes
among the Peripatetics and also suggests that while beloved by the masses,
Demosthenes was less popular among the elite. This might explain why
Demosthenes has not been recorded in rhetorical theory until Ps. Demetrius and
was not given more prominence until, eventually, Cicero.

42 A good recent overview of Cicero’s treatment of Demosthenes is Canfora (2018)
with bibliography.

43 See also Wooten (2018).
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3 Creating the Ancient Rhetorical Tradition

The parallel lives of the two rhetorical traditions, the ‘Lysianic’
and the ‘Isocratean’ conceptualizations of rhetoric, that both
gained impetus in the fourth century bce are, for the first time,
brought together by the Augustan critic and historian
Dionysius of Halicarnassus. Dionysius arrives in Rome at
the end of the civil war (30/29 bce) and his prolific career
overlaps with the first decades of Augustus’ reign.44 This
means that the cultural and political revolutions of Rome have
left an imprint on Dionysius’ writings, in history as well as in
criticism and rhetoric.45 Dionysius considered himself primar-
ily a historian,46 but his critical work has been an invaluable
source for our understanding of ancient literary criticism (in
theory and practice), theories of language and verse, contem-
porary debates in style, and so on. He plays such an important
role in all these fields of inquiry that his actual arguments and
positions are sometimes overlooked in search for the sources
that he discusses.47 This has probably affected especially the
fate of Dionysius’ critical work On Composition of Words,
which has now received meticulous analysis and appreciation
in its own right in the work of de Jonge (2008). Dionysius’
critical essays on ancient orators have, however, found fewer
admirers in contemporary scholarship. With the exception of
his Demosthenes,48 there is no recent extensive study dedicated
to understanding Dionysius’ attitude to and treatment of

44 D. H. Ant. Rom. 1.7.2: ἐγὼ καταπλεύσας εἰς Ἰταλίαν ἅμα τῷ καταλυθῆναι τὸν ἐμφύλιον
πόλεμον ὑπὸ τοῦ Σεβαστοῦ Καίσαρος ἑβδόμης καὶ ὀγδοηκοστῆς καὶ ἑκατοστῆς
ὀλυμπιάδος μεσούσης [. . .]. See Hidber (1996), 1–4.

45 De Jonge (2008), 1–48 provides a useful overview of Dionysius’ intellectual con-
tacts in Rome. Wallace-Hadrill (2008) is a persuasive account of Rome’s
cultural revolution.

46 D. H. Ant. Rom. 1.1.2, where he describes his historical work as μνημεῖα τῆς
ἑαυτῶν ψυχῆς.

47 These and other dangers in Dionysius scholarship are discussed in de Jonge (2008),
3–9.

48 Even in the case of van Wyk Cronjé (1986), which is a comprehensive examination
of the difficult composition history of Dionysius’ Demosthenes, there is little discus-
sion of his engagement with Demosthenes and its relationship to the former’s ideas
of rhetoric and education.
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ancient orators,49 or to the particular role of Lysias and
Isocrates in his conception of rhetoric.
The second part of the book hopes to address this lacuna in

the scholarship and explores the possibility of regarding
Dionysius of Halicarnassus not only as another critic partici-
pating in the development of the rhetorical tradition, but
indeed as someone with whom the ancient rhetorical tradition
as a whole is conceived as a finished product, ready to be
passed on to his contemporaries and future students. I will
hence reject the generally accepted view of Bonner (1939), who
considered Dionysius’ essays on Lysias and Isocrates (the first
two essays of the volume On the Ancient Orators) as his
preliminary and somewhat inept attempts in rhetorical criti-
cism that were to be surpassed in thought and technique by his
later works. Instead, the last two chapters of the book
(Chapters 7 and 8), in many ways the culmination of this
current project, argue that these two essays, dedicated to
Lysias and Isocrates respectively, actually manifest
Dionysius’ fundamental commitments to rhetorical theory
that were expanded and further developed in his later works.
Moreover, it will be argued that Dionysius’ observations of the
two writers, though influenced by the previous strand of
thinkers (and Plato’s Phaedrus in particular), were innovative
at the time when he wrote his essays (the first century bce) and
have remained groundbreaking in the scholarship and practice
of ancient rhetoric ever since. In other words, Dionysius of
Halicarnassus emerges from this book as a teacher of rhetoric,
whose associations of ancient rhetorical thinking with Lysias
and Isocrates mark a crucial moment in the creation of the
rhetorical tradition.

49 The closest to this is Hidber’s (1996) extremely valuable edition, translation and
commentary on the introductory essay of Dionysius’ Ancient Orators. Bonner
(1939) remains the most influential treatment of Dionysius’ critical essays and, as
such, an important dialogue partner for my interpretation of Dionysius’ thought.
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part i

LYSIAS, ISOCRATES AND PLATO: ANCIENT
RHETORIC IN ATHENS
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1

LYSIAS IN ATHENS

Lysias is as prominent a figure in the Greek rhetorical tradition
and prose canon as he is a shadowy one. While surely among
the most widely read Greek authors, we do not really know
much about him and questions around the authorship of the
so-called Lysianic corpus have troubled critics since antiquity.
In fact, the large number of speeches that had been attributed
to him by the first century bce prompted Dionysius of
Halicarnassus to have a longer discussion of the methods of
testing Lysianic authorship (Lysias 10–12).1 Throughout
antiquity and until the mid-twentieth century, the absence of
solid biographical information and of any conclusive evidence
about the author did not prevent scholars from constructing
full-scale narratives about Lysias’ life and works, mostly based
on Lysias’ own speeches and possible reconstructed encounters
with other contemporary intellectuals.2 It was the ground-
breaking (and highly controversial) work by Kenneth Dover

1 Ps. Plutarch, Lives of Ten Orators 836a claims to know of 425 speeches circulating
under the name Lysias. He also reports there that Dionysius cut the number of
authentic speeches down to 233.

2 In the ancient biographical tradition, for example, Ps. Plutarch’s account offers
more biographical details, reported with higher certainty, than we see in
Dionysius. He reports, for example, the names of Lysias’ grandfather and great-
grandfather (Λυσίας υἱὸς ἦν Κεφάλου τοῦ Λυσανίου τοῦ Κεφάλου), claims with certainty
Lysias’ birth date (γενόμενος δ᾽ Ἀθήνησιν ἐπὶ Φιλοκλέους ἄρχοντος τοῦ μετὰ Φρασικλῆ
κατὰ τὸ δεύτερον ἔτος τῆς ὀγδοηκοστῆς ὀλυμπιάδος), that Lysias received excellent
education in Athens and later instruction in rhetoric from Tisias and Nicias (κἀκεῖ
διέμεινε παιδευόμενος παρὰ Τισίᾳ καὶ Νικίᾳ τοῖς Συρακουσίοις). For more detailed
discussion, see Schindel (1967), esp. 33–41; Todd (2007), 8 n. 29. Useful appraisal
of Ps. Plutarch’s mode of writing and its relationship to different source texts is
Pitcher (2005). Edwards (1998) persuasively argues for a more positive evaluation of
the whole Ps. Plutarchan project. Closer to contemporary times, Blass (1868)
constructs in his authoritative account of Greek orators a detailed bibliographical
account of Lysias’ life: ‘Ueber die Lebensumstände dieses Mannes haben wir
ziemlich reichhaltige Quellen’ (331).
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which brought about a change in Lysias studies.3 He argued
for a very different view of Lysias (and, as Usher noted,4

implicitly of all Attic orators) by questioning the ability of
the existing texts to point us towards the ‘actual’ speeches of
the historical Lysias. In his skepticism, Dover’s work was very
much in keeping with the contemporary preoccupations and
literary theories of the 1960s. Dover argues that the attribution
of works to Lysias and the building up of his corpus to the size
that Dionysius reports by the first century bce was a process
that had started already during the orator’s lifetime, and that
there was probably a particular boost for literary forgeries to
be passed off under Lysias’ name immediately after his death.5

In other words, through the examination of chronology, ideol-
ogy and artistry, Dover concluded that there is very little that
we can say with full confidence about Lysias and, in particular,
about Lysias’ authorship of the speeches in the corpus. The
many stages that go into the emergence of a text, from the
litigant to the speechwriter to the bookseller to publication,
processes that we generally ignore for the sake of simplicity,6

are all highly susceptible to modification and could easily cast
a shadow on any comfortable attribution of texts to an author
‘Lysias’ whom we actually know very little about.
There are problems with this view that have since been

highlighted by others. For example, Dover uses pervasively
the concept of a ‘consultant’ for the Greek translation of
λογόγραφος, which in itself clearly stands for someone writing
the speech (rather than an advisor); in subsequent criticism,
Lysias is regarded as the writer and author of these speeches,
and we see no hint in Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ treatment of
Lysias for a view of Lysias as a consultant and not a prose
artist.7 Dover’s challenge, which was met with significant

3 Dover (1968). 4 In his response to Dover’s Corpus Lysiacum, Usher (1976), 40.
5 Dover (1968), 23–7.
6 Or because we ‘have become accustomed to treat oratory as if it were philosophy,
history, poetry or technical literature’ (195–6).

7 Many more arguments have been brought against Dover’s thesis. It is worth
mentioning also Kennedy’s suggestion (1970, 497) that speeches were out there to
benefit the writer and so it was more likely that the speechwriter had a final say
about the published form. Usher (1976) evokes some anecdotes about speechwriting
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resistance upon its publication, has nevertheless been a pro-
ductive one and has since pushed scholars further to explore
the less visible elements of rhetorical practice.8

Lysias’ corpus has since been fruitfully examined as a his-
torical source for this extremely fascinating time period
(c.403–380 bce) for which it provides valuable and unique
information, thus offering a rare window into the actual lives
of Athenians.9 In this context, it has mattered less whether or
not the author of these speeches is Lysias or somebody else
trying to come off as Lysias, as long as the texts could be
relatively securely dated to the fourth century bce. This
approach would have been unusual for ancient critics, who
looked at the orators primarily (if not exclusively) as masters
of style and rhetoric.10 The earliest moment of Lysias’ recep-
tion in Plato’s Phaedrus, which in many ways (as will be
argued below) came to determine the orator’s name and recep-
tion for posterity, is a good example. This chapter will follow
the figure of Lysias and his image that emerges through his
own writings but in particular through his reception in the
works of others. In other words, we will not try to establish
historical information about the actual person Lysias who
lived and wrote in Athens of the fifth and fourth centuries

that similarly indicate that the traditional view of speechwriting was more common
in the ancient sources. In general, the most straightforward rejection of Dover’s
suggestion after the publication of Corpus Lysiacum was Usher (1976), which
should still be read alongside Dover’s book, as it brings many reasonable counter-
arguments against Dover’s composite authorship hypothesis. Todd provides a
useful recent assessment of Dover’s claims and the responses and criticisms made
against it (2007, 28–9). Todd is certainly more optimistic about the authenticity of
Lysias’ speeches than Dover, but he readily acknowledges that for him the question
of authenticity is secondary to the value of these speeches as historical documents.

8 A good example is the question of publication itself, for which see also
Worthington (1993). Rubinstein (2000) has undertaken to explore the idea of
consultation in classical Athens.

9 Stephen Todd has produced the most authoritative accounts of the Lysianic corpus
as a historically relevant and unique contribution to our knowledge of the fourth
century bce. See Todd (1993) and (2007), 1–5 and 26–32 with further discussion
and bibliography.

10 Todd (2007), 38 acknowledges this fact and offers a helpful – if necessarily very
brief – overview of the kind of commentary tradition that Lysias’ corpus has
received from antiquity to contemporary times. It has always been one dominated
by questions of style and rhetoric.
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bce, but rather examine the importance of the persona of
Lysias, how this name ‘Lysias’ became significant in rhetorical
studies, what kind of rhetorical tradition it was associated
with, and how understanding and treatment of Lysias and
his work changed from the fourth to the first century bce.
This is no arbitrary choice, for the mentioned time frame
captures the two crucial moments for the reception of Lysias
and his corpus: the fourth century bce that marks Lysias’
activity as a speechwriter in Athens, and the first century bce
when critics indicate that Lysias has become a chief represen-
tative of the tradition of rhetoric which is primarily concerned
with style. Dover had once demonstrated our inability to get
hold of the historical Lysias and to assess the authenticity of
his corpus, but this chapter moves further and looks at what is
left of τὸ Λυσιακόν (the ‘Lysianic’), taking therefore a closer
and more cautious look at the figure of ‘Lysias’ and his shadow
in his contemporary fourth century bce and later literary-
rhetorical culture. Hence, without an ambition to tell a story
of the practices and works of the historical person, this chapter
will aim to ask (and answer) what is at stake in evoking the
name (and author) Lysias.

1.1 Lysias …

Our primary evidence for Lysias’ life is limited to the following
sources: Lysias’ speech 12 (Against Eratosthenes) and Against
Hippotherses, Plato’s Phaedrus, Cleitophon and the Republic,
and Apollodorus’ Prosecution against Neaira (§§21–3).11

Lysias’ speech 12 and Against Hippotherses (fr. 70 Carey),
the latter of which survives in fragmentary form (we have
roughly the last 200 lines of this speech), are generally taken
to have been written by Lysias for his own court cases. The
tone and first-person address make it highly likely that speech

11 All references to the speeches of Lysias and to the extant fragments are based on
Carey (2007). Even though Prosecution against Neaira circulated among the
Demosthenic corpus, the speech was not written by him and was probably authored
instead by Apollodorus. For more extended discussions of Lysias’ biography, see
Dover (1968), 28–46; and Todd (2007), 1–17 with further bibliography.
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12 was delivered by Lysias himself; Against Hippotherses,
however, refers to Lysias in the third person which indicates
that it had been delivered by someone else on his behalf.12

Which of the speeches was first, is unclear and depends on how
we interpret the ambiguous and lacunous evidence of Lysias’
involvement in the restoration of democracy and – further –
whether and how we look at the broader context of his career
(including his possible literary ambitions).13

The two speeches tell us that Lysias was a son of Cephalus, a
wealthy Syracusan who moved to Athens at the invitation of
Pericles and lived there as a metic when Lysias was born (12.4:
οὑμὸς πατὴρ Κέφαλος ἐπείσθη μὲν ὑπὸ Περικλέους εἰς ταύτην τὴν
γῆν ἀφικέσθαι [. . .]).14 The family suffered greatly under the
Thirty (the main topic of both speeches), though probably
not losing all its fortune, for Lysias seems to have been able
to still give substantial support to the democrats after having
fled and been deprived of his family property (fr. 70, 163 ff.). It
is generally believed that after the Thirty Tyrants were over-
thrown in 403 bce, Lysias, in order to recover from financial

12 For the complicated issue of Lysias’ naturalization and the legal rights of metics or
an ἰσοτελής (e.g. could they have brought a charge at an official’s euthynai?), I refer
to Todd’s excellent discussion (2007), 12–17. Todd also points out an interesting
possibility: even if Lysias was prevented from delivering speech 12 in person, it is
conceivable that he might have written the piece as if it was (meant to be) delivered
and circulate it to show what he would have said on the occasion. Todd (2000), 114,
repeated in (2007), 13–14.

13 Todd (2007), against Loening (1981) and (1987), argues for an earlier composition
date for speech 12, but readily admits that this is a genuine question which is
difficult to answer satisfactorily. The question hangs largely on how to interpret
lines 195–6 in fr. 70 which talk about building walls – is it building or rebuilding the
walls? Both Indelli (2000), 203 and Medda (2003), 181–8 argue for the later
rebuilding, which would mean that the terminus post quem of Against
Hippotherses is 394 bce. The relative chronology of the two speeches does not play
a crucial role in the following discussion, though it seems possible that the question
of legal genre is more crucial to the discussion than Loening suggests. It is probable
that Lysias could not, or would not want to, pursue a public trial to recover his
property, especially as he has been branding himself as someone happy to invest in
the democratic cause. Also, this reading would not render 12.3 (ἐγὼ μὲν οὖν [. . .] οὔτ᾽
ἐμαυτοῦ πώποτε οὔτε ἀλλότρια πράγματα πράξας νῦν ἠνάγκασμαι ὑπὸ τῶν γεγενημένων
τούτου κατηγορεῖν [. . .]) problematic.

14 Aside from speech 12, Dover (1968), 40–1 shows that Against Hippotherses was
probably an important source for later biographical accounts of Lysias’ life and
provided the information that could not be obtained from speech 12 and Plato. On
this fragmentary speech (and P.Oxy 1606) see the recent edition by Medda (2003).
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difficulties, launched his career as a speechwriter.15 Thus,
speech 12 Against Eratosthenes on the murder of his brother
Polemarchus appears to be the earliest speech in the corpus,
and certainly one of the outstanding moments to determine his
writerly success. This speech is also one of our best sources for
the events that took place in Athens under the Thirty, and the
speech itself displays very strong democratic and anti-
oligarchical language. We have no independent evidence of
Lysias’ political views, and it is very probable that this ideo-
logical language can be explained by the fact that at the time
when the speech was delivered it was common to appeal to
democratic values and governance in order to secure the
benevolence of juries.16 Nevertheless, the fact that speech
12 exhibits these democratic sympathies in such vehement
fashion and that these pro-democratic emotions come from
one of the wealthiest metics in Athens might have played an
important role for the subsequent image of ‘Lysias’.17

Furthermore, it is conceivable that the political implication
of Lysias’ pro-democratic self-fashioning is also reflected in the
reception of ‘Lysias’ in Plato and other philosophers.
The biographical tradition complicates the picture signifi-

cantly inmultipleways.Dionysius ofHalicarnassus is the author
of the earliest, and most reliable, biography. He adds that at the
age of fifteen Lysias left Athens with his brother Polemarchus to
join the colonists at the founding of Thurii in Magna Graecia
(D. H. Lysias 1.2), but returned to Athens in 412/11 after being
exiled for pro-Athenian activity (‘Atticism’, ἀττικισμός, 1.3).
From this data, Dionysius adduces the birth date for Lysias to
around 459/8 and death to around 379/8 or 378/7. Ps. Plutarch’s

15 E.g. Shuckburgh (1979), 12; Carey (1989), 2–3; Edwards (1999), 2; Todd (2007), 13.
16 Dover (1968), 47–56 on the impossibility to conclude anything about Lysias’ own

personal politics.
17 The pro-democratic image is enhanced also by his Hippotherses where he draws

attention to his benefactions towards the democratic counter-revolutionaries, and
I wonder whether we might potentially add here also the spurious speech On His
Personal Benefactions (frag. sp. LII), which is cited three times by Harpocration.
Todd (2007), 6 is cautious and suggests that the latter might simply be an alterna-
tive title for the speech Hippotherses, but – whether this is true or not – it neverthe-
less draws further attention to Lysias’ democratic outlook/commitments.
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account of Lysias’ life is dependent on Dionysius’ and supple-
mented by information derived fromLysias’ speeches and other
material. The most relevant, if also most problematic, addition
is the association of Lysias with the teaching of Tisias and
Nicias. The latter is an unknown name in Sicily, probably a
textual corruption,18 but Tisias is – of course – famously linked
to the early beginnings of rhetoric. The ancient tradition after
Dionysius, who does not mention Lysias’ possible connections
to the Sicilian rhetoricians,19 continues to make references to
the association of Lysias with rhetorical teaching (cf. Cicero
Brutus 48).
The main complications added by the biographical tradition

are twofold: first, there are some chronological challenges that
emerge with dating Lysias’ birth to as early as 459/8, a trad-
ition that seems to start with Dionysius and is followed by all
other ancient sources.20 This early date is somewhat difficult to
reconcile with the information we have about Lysias’ life from
Apollodorus,21 but it also poses difficulties for the dramatic
date of Plato’s Phaedrus.22 I would like to reiterate at this
point that the question of the dramatic date is not in itself a
problem, in as far as we are not trying to establish an actual or
historical moment where Lysias would have met Phaedrus.
There are plenty of historical inaccuracies, deliberate or not,
in Plato’s work to make it clear that Plato’s attitude to his
characters was not driven by aims for historical accuracy but
rather by artistic and philosophical ambition.23 His envisioned
character meetings were fictional and thus do not require us to

18 Roisman et al. (2015), 125.
19 ‘Tisias and Nicias’ in D. H. Lysias 1 is Usener’s emendation based on Ps.-Plutarch.
20 For a full-scale discussion of all challenges, see Todd (2007), 5–17.
21 Information about Lysias in his Against Neaira, dated to the 340s, suggests that if

an earlier birth date is to be accepted, Lysias’ mother would have lived to a very
advanced age and Lysias was keeping a mistress in his late seventies. Not impos-
sible, but quite unlikely. Dover (1968), 34–8; Todd (2007), 10.

22 Dover (1968), 28–46; Nails (2002), 190–4, and 314.
23 Ancient sources have presented Plato’s inaccuracies in anecdotal form. See, for

example, Athenaeus 11.505d reporting Gorgias’ response to Plato’s Gorgias or
Diog. Laert. 3.35 about Socrates’ own reaction to Plato’s reading out loud his
Lysis. See Riginos (1976), esp. 93–4 and 55. On Plato’s playful use of historical
characters, see Blondell (2002), 31–7.
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conclude anything about an actual historical encounter.24

More important is the way in which Plato’s imagined dramatic
date contributes to the overall representation of the character
in view. In our case, a dramatic date before 415 bce (Dover’s
418–16 bce is an attractive proposal) would simply mean that
Lysias spent quite some time in Athens between then and 403
bce when he allegedly took up speechwriting without
engaging with rhetoric or at least without leaving for posterity
evidence of any such potential (rhetorical or otherwise) activ-
ity. And as such, it turns out that the question whether the
dialogue is envisioned to take place in the early or late 410s is
not in itself a major one.
The second, and arguably more problematic, question

emerges from the representation of Lysias’ rhetorical teaching
and practice in that dialogue. The ancient evidence (the bio-
graphical tradition seems here in agreement with, or perhaps
even dependent on, Plato’s Phaedrus 228a2) presents Lysias as
having engaged in rhetorical activity (either through studying
or teaching) much earlier than the proposed start of his speech-
writing career.25 Even though it is often acknowledged in
modern scholarship, the biographical tradition is not a reliable
source and, with the absence of any independent evidence,
Lysias’ possible pre-403 rhetorical activity is generally brushed
aside.26 While it is indeed rather unlikely (and definitely not
alluded to in the Phaedrus) that Lysias would have authored a
technical handbook, Lysias’ overall characterization in the
dialogue seems to make more sense if we consider the possibil-
ity of Lysias having had a sort of intellectual or rhetorical
following before his speechwriting career started soon after

24 Even though Plato’s characters are all (with the possible exceptions only of Callicles
and Diotima) actual historical people. Blondell (2002), 31; Nails (2002), 307–8;
Graham (2007); Yunis (2011), 8.

25 Suda λ 858 (Lys.) attributes a technical handbook to Lysias. Yunis (2011), 8 takes
this reference to rhetorical activity in the Phaedrus as support for the dramatic date
of the dialogue as not much earlier than 403 bce, thus not giving much weight to the
possibility of Lysias having had a successful career in rhetoric before taking
up speechwriting.

26 Todd (2007), 12 explains away the identification of Lysias with an established
contemporary writer as his ‘back-projection’ from the time of writing.
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the restoration of democracy in 403 bce.27 An independent
source that seems to corroborate this view is Apollodorus’
Against Neaira, where Lysias is referred to as a sophist
(σοφιστής, §21).28 Whether or not we should accept this detail
about Lysias’ possible rhetorical activity in Athens before 403
bce, it is clear that the closer the dramatic date is to 403 bce,
the more time Lysias has had to gain reputation in Athens and
thus to deserve the wholehearted praise of Phaedrus as one of
the ‘most clever contemporary writers’ (δεινότατος ὢν τῶν νῦν
γράφειν, 228a2).

1.2 … and the Corpus Lysiacum

Let us move on from Lysias’ life to his output. Estimating by
the number of speeches attributed to Lysias by the first century
bce, he was either extremely prolific (especially given his ‘late’
start) and/or highly regarded enough to be used as a ‘mark of
quality’ to raise the literary status of speeches written by
others. In fact, the number of items (425) attributed to him
in antiquity makes him by far the most productive speech-
writer; the number of speeches that are attributed by Ps.
Plutarch to other Ten orators, for instance, never exceeds
75.29 In comparison with the 233 speeches that Dionysius
accepted as genuine in the first century bce, our modern
editions present 34 or 35 speeches, plus fragments which in

27 Accepting the tradition of Lysias as somehow active in the rhetorical scene of the
day also gives Plato another playful inconsistency in his presentation of Lysias.
Namely, in the beginning of the dialogue Lysias is portrayed as an entertainer and
borderline teacher of rhetoric, while in the later part of the dialogue reference is
made to his logographic activity (257c5). Is he both? At any rate, Plato’s Phaedrus
seems to be the first place where Lysias’ rhetoric is discussed as extending to two
different genres, the playful display discourse and the court speech.

28 So does Cicero’s Brutus (48), though this is certainly not independent from Plato’s
Phaedrus.

29 Ps. Plutarch Lives of Ten Orators 836a attributes to Lysias 425 speeches (φέρονται δ᾽
αὐτοῦ λόγοι τετρακόσιοι εἰκοσιπέντε), though immediately after that acknowledges
that both Dionysius and Caecilius regard only 233 as authentic (τούτων γνησίους
φασὶν οἱ περὶ Διονύσιον καὶ Καικίλιον εἶναι διακοσίους τριάκοντα καὶ τρεῖς). Dionysius in
his Lysias claims more vaguely that Lysias has written ‘no less than two hundred
speeches’ (17.7: διακοσίων οὐκ ἐλάττους δικανικοὺς γράψας λόγους). Todd (2007), 18.
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the most recent OCT edition amount to 145.30 All of the
preserved speeches are contained in Codex Palatinus Graecus
88, now by scholars unanimously designated as MS X, which
dates to the late twelfth or early thirteenth century.31 X, the
archetype of the majority of our medieval manuscripts, was
organized largely by legal action,32 and was very probably
based on an anthology, which also contained orations by other
Attic orators.33

A brief look at the entire corpus Lysiacum, which I take here
to encompass all titles attributed to Lysias in antiquity, reveals
Lysias as an author competent in a variety of rhetorical genres
and legal proceedings. This tradition should be treated, how-
ever, with caution and no doubt some attributions go back to
biographical details that have been attached to Lysias’ life and
were later accepted as facts about his literary output.34 In
antiquity, Lysias was credited with:35

1 Display (epideictic) speeches, e.g. Ἐπιτάφιος (speech 2),
Ὀλυμπιακός (fragmentary, speech 33), Ἐρωτικός (speech 35).
Given the importance of Plato’s Phaedrus for the reception of
Lysias, most references to this category of epideictic speeches
primarily discuss, or depend on, the Ἐρωτικός.

30 As Todd (2007), 18 notices, the distinction between fragments and speeches is not
always very clear-cut: speech 35, for instance, is the Lysianic speech from the
Phaedrus (probably written by Plato and not Lysias), and speech 32 is really a
fragment from Dionysius’ essay Lysias.

31 Sosower (1987) discusses the medieval and Renaissance manuscript tradition of
Codex Palatinus Graecus 88. Some of the problems of this work are briefly
highlighted in MacDowell (1988).

32 Carey (2007), ix. Cf. also Dover (1968), 10.
33 Sosower (1987), 4 labels it the hyperarchetype Ω. Carey (2007), x proposes that this

anthology could either have been composed in the fourth century ce (‘at a time
when the range of reading in general was narrowing’), or, alternatively, that ‘it was
made earlier but initially had limited influence on the readership’, and concludes
that both hypotheses are plausible and consistent with the evidence of the
papyrus fragments.

34 This is probably a parallel development to the treatment of ancient poets, whose
works were frequently used to reconstruct details about their personal lives. The
central work on this subject is Lefkowitz (2012).

35 In the following classification I will review items that have been associated with or
attributed to Lysias in antiquity, which will shed light on the ancient perception of
his versatility as a writer. This is why speeches whose authenticity has been doubted
(e.g. the Ἐρωτικός from the Phaedrus which has been moved to the corpus by
modern editors who, however, generally dispute its authenticity) are on this list.
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2 Dionysius preserves an example of a public or deliberative speech,
Περὶ τοῦ μὴ καταλῦσαι τὴν πάτριον πολιτείαν Ἀθήνησι (fragmentary,
speech 34). It is difficult to imagine, however, how or in what
circumstances this speech could have been delivered by Lysias.

3 Various sources suggest that Lysias authored letters and other
writings of private content.36 Dionysius of Halicarnassus
announces rather unexpectedly that he is not interested in
Lysias’ letters, amatory discourses or the other works, because
he wrote them for amusement (μετὰ παιδιᾶς).37 This is surprising
indeed, especially since Dionysius was not interested in the legal
argumentation but in Lysianic style and one would think that
having access to variety of genres would have given Dionysius
an even better and broader overview of Lysias’ art. This conun-
drum will be taken up with the closer examination of Dionysius’
criticism below.

4 Both Ps. Plutarch (836b) and the Suda suggest that Lysias wrote a
handbook or technical treatise on rhetoric. This, along with
Lysias’ possible rhetorical activity, will be discussed below.

5 The most important group of Lysias’ writings are his private
courtroom speeches, which, within the boundary of private
speeches, encompass a whole host of writings for different legal
procedures. For the present purpose it is not necessary to divide
these speeches further according to their underlying legal issues; it
suffices to acknowledge that even within the category of private
speeches Lysias seems to have been regarded as a competent writer
on, for instance, cases regarding public/personal offense, murder
or examinations for the holders of public offices.38

36 E.g. D. H. Lysias 1.5: πλείστους δὲ γράψας λόγους εἰς δικαστήριά τε καὶ βουλὰς καὶ
πρὸς ἐκκλησίας εὐθέτους, πρὸς δὲ τούτοις πανηγυρικούς, ἐρωτικούς, ἐπιστολικούς [. . .].
Cf. Ps. Plutarch 836b: εἰσὶ δ᾽ αὐτῷ καί τέχναι ῥητορικαὶ πεποιημέναι καὶ δημηγορίαι,
Ἐπιστολαί τε καὶ ἐγκώμια, καὶ ἐπιτάφιοι καὶ Ἐρωτικοὶ καὶ Σωκράτους Ἀπολογία
ἐστοχασμένη τῶν δικαστῶν. δοκεῖ δὲ κατὰ τὴν λέξιν εὔκολος εἶναι, δυσμίμητος ὤν. The
entry on Lysias in the Suda (λ 858 Adler): Λυσίας· . . . ἔγραψε δὲ καὶ τέχνας ῥητορικὰς
καὶ δημηγορίας, ἐγκώμιά τε καὶ ἐπιταφίους καὶ ἐπιστολὰς ζʹ [. . .]. Carey (2007), 533–8
collects references to Lysias’ letters.

37 D. H. Lysias 3.7. Blass (1887), 374–5 counts Lysias’ speech in the Phaedrus in this
category along with speech 8 (Κατηγορία πρὸς τοὺς συνουσιαστὰς κακολογιῶν) and
some titles from Harpocration that indicate intimate content. In the context of the
Phaedrus, however, Lysias’ speech seems to function more as a display of rhetorical
skill than as a private confession of love, and for this reason I count the Ἐρωτικός
within the first category of display speeches.

38 Blass (1887), 357–75 divides all existing evidence of Lysias’ intellectual output
(including spurious fragments and letters) into four broad categories (λόγοι
ἐπιδεικτικοί, λόγοι δημηγορικοί, λόγοι δικανικοί and ἐπιστολαί/ἐρωτικοί), and divides
the ‘law court speeches’ (λόγοι δικανικοί) further into two broader sections (λόγοι
δικανικοὶ δημόσιοι and λόγοι δικανικοὶ ἰδιωτικοί) with a further twelve and fifteen

. . . and the Corpus Lysiacum

29

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


As this list demonstrates, Lysias’ speeches attest to a variety
of rhetorical genres and legal procedures and, for this reason, it
has been pointed out that Lysias’ surviving work shows a
broader range of litigation than what we see in any other
orator or speechwriter of the time.39 This aspect of Lysias’
writings is often overlooked in modern scholarship, where
Lysias is mostly regarded as a writer of forensic speeches.40

There are two main reasons for this: first, the fact that, with the
exception of Ἐπιτάφιος and Ἐρωτικός (both regarded as dubious
by modern scholars), the majority of the Lysianic corpus that
has come down to us consists of private speeches. The second
reason, which is possibly directly related to the first, is that
Lysias’ fame in the first century bce seems to have rested
primarily on his forensic speeches and our prime witness for
this view is Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who is not particularly
interested in the legal procedures of the various private
speeches (which would show Lysias’ capability in different
legal contexts) but focuses mainly on the literary quality and
style of Lysias’ writing.41 More specifically, Dionysius is inter-
ested in a very particular kind of style, and he finds the prime
examples for this ‘simple and effective’ rhetoric in Lysias’
private speeches. However, the ancient tradition (other than
Dionysius) shows a close awareness of, and interest in, legal
procedures. The Alexandrian edition of Lysias, for example,
was organized broadly based on the underlying legal issue.42

The corpus Lysiacum brings together rhetorical writing at a
rather large scale – from court speeches for a variety of jurid-
ical matters to epideictic speeches and a personal speech
(speech 12) that allegedly gives us a sense of Lysias’ own voice

different divisions each. Constructing such detailed categorizations, while helpful,
is not the aim of this chapter.

39 Cf. Todd (2007), 3–4.
40 See, for instance, Usher’s discussion (1976, 32) where he claims: ‘While primarily a

forensic speechwriter, Lysias was famous enough as an epideictic orator to have
commanded an audience at Olympia in 388/7 [. . .]’.

41 As in keeping with ancient scholarship on the orators. D. H. Lysias 16.2: [. . .] τό τε
δικανικὸν καὶ τὸ συμβουλευτικὸν καὶ τὸ καλούμενον ἐπιδεικτικὸν ἢ πανηγυρικόν, ἐν ἅπασι
μὲν τούτοις ἐστὶν ὁ ἀνὴρ λόγου ἄξιος, μάλιστα δὲ ἐν τοῖς δικανικοῖς ἀγῶσι.

42 Carey (2007), viii.
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early in his career. Despite the large variety of texts that
constitute the corpus at the moment, we should also remember
that we do not even have 10 per cent of the corpus that was
available for ancient critics. In fact, none of the speeches cited
and discussed by Dionysius of Halicarnassus, the most prom-
inent critic of Lysias’ rhetoric, have come to us through the
manuscript tradition. From all this we can infer that Lysias
was an important writer of the late fifth and fourth centuries
bce, even though we would be also justified to wonder how
much we would know about Lysias and his work had there not
been one text in particular that did much to immortalize his
figure to the history of rhetoric – Plato’s Phaedrus.
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2

REFLECTIONS ON LYSIAS AND LYSIANIC
RHETORIC IN THE FOURTH CENTURY BCE

The only explicit reference to Lysias in the corpus of ancient
orators is made in Apollodorus’ speech Against Neaira, which
had long been included in the Demosthenic corpus.1 This
speech, dating from around the 340s, mentions Lysias in a
brief passage in connection with an argument about the back-
ground of Neaira who is accused of not being a citizen of
Athens, but acting as if she was in legal marriage with an
Athenian citizen. Sections §§21–3 make some personal, but
not denigrating, remarks about Lysias: he is introduced as a
sophist (Λυσίας ὁ σοφιστής, §21) who has a concubine
Metaneira (from the same background as Neaira), whom
Lysias wanted to initiate into the Eleusinian mysteries.
According to this speech, Lysias hosted both Metaneira and
Neaira at his friend’s place rather than in his home, because he
did not want to embarrass his wife and family by the presence
of the two concubines in his home. It is generally accepted that
the mention of Lysias in this passage refers to the famous
speechwriter Lysias,2 and this passage is usually included
among sources for Lysias’ biography. As already mentioned
above, it is interesting that Lysias is called here a sophist with
the assumption that it will be clear to everyone who was
meant. The resonance of this word in this context is not
entirely clear. Perhaps referring to Lysias as a speechwriter
or logographos (λογογράφος) would have been dangerous given
the fact that the very speech was written by Apollodorus and
delivered jointly by his brother-in-law as the main accuser and

1 I follow the text printed in Carey (1992). For a historical discussion of and commen-
tary on the speech, see Wolpert and Kapparis (2011), 187–226.

2 E.g. Dover (1968), 36–8.
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himself,3 and a reference to another speechwriter might have
made the jury suspicious. On the other hand, Lysias could not
have been called a rhetor (ῥήτωρ) or orator either, because as
far as we know he only delivered two speeches (if any) and
could not participate in current politics. If we take Plato’s
Phaedrus at face value and Lysias did indeed engage in a
variety of rhetorical activity (instruction of sorts together with
speechwriting), it may make more sense to call him a sophist
and also assume the audience’s familiarity with him (cf.
Phaedrus’ perception of Lysias in Plato’s dialogue).
It is noteworthy that the titles of speeches attributed to

Lysias in antiquity mention many fifth- and fourth-century
bce intellectuals and public figures, thus suggesting that
he was involved (or was perceived as someone who could
have been involved) in writing speeches (either prosecution or
defense speeches) for them. Among the list the most famous
is probably Lysias’ alleged defense speech for Socrates,4

which will be discussed in more depth below. But there are
also speeches mentioning Xenophon (speech 117, fr 259),
Demosthenes (speech 37, fr 79–84), Nicias (speech 111,
fr. 244), Isocrates (speech 75, fr. 178–9), Sophocles (speech
125, fr 269), Aeschines the Socratic,5 and many more public
figures of fourth-century bce Athens. Many of these titles are
very possibly suspect, but it is nevertheless curious that Lysias
seems to have been associated with writing speeches either in
favor of or against famous public figures. The speech allegedly
written by Lysias against Demosthenes’ guardianship (i.e. a
prosecution speech of Demosthenes?) is a case in point: the
title Against Demosthenes’ Guardianship (κατὰ Δημοσθένους
ἐπιτροπῆς) evokes the famous guardianship (ἐπιτροπή)
speeches of Demosthenes, which became fundamental for

3 Carey (1992), 1-2; Wolpert and Kapparis (2011), 187–188.
4 The notorious apology for Socrates is collected in Carey (2007) as speech 127,
fragments 271a–6.

5 There is also one later source that comments on Lysias’ enmity with Aeschines.
Diogenes Laertius tells us in his treatment of Aeschines the Socratic that there was a
confrontation between Lysias and Aeschines: Lysias had apparently written a
speech called Περὶ συκοφαντίας against Aeschines, who according to Diogenes imi-
tated the style of Gorgias (DL 2.63).
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launching Demosthenes’ political career.6 On chronological
grounds of course Lysias’ authorship of a speech relating to
Demosthenes is impossible, since Lysias probably died around
380 bce (379/8 bce according to Dionysius) and Demosthenes
was born in 384 bce. Yet, the fact that Lysias was perceived to
have written a speech in relation to that particular, and rather
personal, event in Demosthenes’ life may tell us something
about the image of Lysias as a speechwriter.7 Namely that
Lysias was associated with cases that mixed the highly per-
sonal with the highly political (e.g. Demosthenes’ first trial on
his private matter about inheritance also launched his political
career; Socrates’ private trial also brought philosophy to court
and immortalized the philosopher). In the case of
Demosthenes’ guardianship speech, since it could not have
been written by Lysias for delivery in the actual trial, two
solutions present themselves: either this fragment is a genuine
speech by Demosthenes’ opponents (or the speechwriter they
hired) wrongly attributed to Lysias, or a rhetorical exercise
from a later period depicting an encounter between Lysias and
Demosthenes. In both cases, attaching the speech to the
Lysianic corpus manifests the biographical interests of later
scholarship in finding links between famous ancient person-
ages about whom they no longer possessed affirmative bio-
graphical information. Be that as it may, the extant speeches,
fragments and titles have shaped our perception of Lysias as
an author: he is depicted as a speechwriter who is most closely
associated with private and personal cases, and it is worthwhile
to explore whether this association was already made in the
earliest reception of his works.
If (as our sources suggest) Lysias’ perceived talent in speech-

writing did not lie in specialization in any particular kind of
legal procedure or in any specific genre of rhetoric (forensic,

6 Worthington (2013), 26. A good detailed overview of Demosthenes’ guardianship
speeches can be found in MacDowell (2009), 30–58.

7 I think that fr. 82 (Carey) of Lysias 37, a reference by Harpocration in which both
Lysias’ speech and another preserved speech by Demosthenes are mentioned side by
side, might confirm that it was indeed the famous Demosthenes that was associated
with Lysias’ speech.
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epideictic, deliberative), it is probable that his reputation had
something to do with his approach to certain themes or par-
ticular elements he used in composing his speeches. By merely
looking at the corpus (including fragments), we will find little
evidence to say anything more specific about this possibility. It
is striking, however, that the Corpus, admittedly consisting of
authentic and non-authentic speeches by ‘Lysias’, shows a
great number of defense speeches,8 and this is a genre that
Usher has found to give most room for character portrayals.9

Indeed, among Lysias’ extant speeches, some of his most vivid
and well-known characters are developed in defense
speeches.10 This attempt to deduce characterization as the
prime characteristic of Lysias’ speeches and the reason for
his logographic fame is however based on a circular argument:
from the content of the Corpus as we have it now suggestions
are made about the particular abilities of ‘Lysias’, which are
then taken to have preceded the Corpus and to have actually
determined the focus of the existing corpus. Hence, while this
discussion has not brought us closer to the early reception of,
and reactions to, Lysias’ career and writings, this closer scru-
tiny of the various items of the Lysianic corpus seems to
confirm that at the later stages of his reception when his
speeches were collected more systematically by scholars and
editors in Alexandria and Rome, Lysias’ fame does become
associated with his success at characterization.
Valuable sources for the earliest reception of Lysias’ career

and work are Plato’s dialogues, which, however, have their
own particular focus and agenda and thus cannot be taken as
genuine historical records of Lysias’ contemporary reception.
Yet, before turning to Plato’s treatment of Lysias, I would like
to briefly explore one of the most curious titles in the Lysianic

8 Fragments of Lysias that seem to be defense cases are: speech 14 (?fr. 31), 24 (fr.
54–5), 29 (fr. 65–7), 35 (fr. 75–7), 42 (fr. 98), 50 (fr. 106–7), 57 (fr. 117–19), 60
(fr. 121), 76 (fr. 180–5), 77 (fr. 186), 80 (fr. 189–90), 91 (fr. 204), 94 (fr. 206–7), 108
(fr. 240), 111 (fr. 244), 115 (fr. 257), 116 (fr. 258), 124 (fr. 233), 127 (fr. 271-–6), 135
(fr. 286-–7), 137 (fr. 294–6), 141 (fr. 303).

9 Usher (1965).
10 I am thinking here, for example, of Euphiletos from Lysias 1 and the invalid from

Lysias 24, but the list could easily be continued.
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corpus, The Apology for Socrates. This title stands out because
it brings together two famous personages (Lysias and Socrates)
around a watershed event of the early fourth century bce, an
event which shows Lysias at the beginning and Socrates at the
end of his career. The Lysias–Socrates encounter, whether
imagined or not, gives us an interesting insight into the devel-
opment of Lysias’ reception and all three versions of the story
that circulated in antiquity are thus worth a closer look.
The story about the defense speech that Lysias had allegedly

written and presented to Socrates is first attested in Cicero (De
oratore 1.54, 231) and is subsequently elaborated by other
authors.11 It should be noted that the story and its (re)inter-
pretations are primarily focused on Socrates’ refusal of Lysias’
defense speech on the grounds that it is not suitable for him. In
all extant versions of the anecdote, this is clearly the main
focus of interest. In Cicero’s De oratore, Socrates is said to
have read Lysias’ speech not unwillingly (non invitus) and
commended the speech as ‘skillfully written’ (commode scrip-
tam esse), but rejected it eventually on the grounds that it was
not manly (virilis) and stout (fortis) enough, just as he would
not wear comfortable Sicyonian boots for the same reason. In
other words, Lysias’ speech was perceived by Socrates as not
duly representing his character.
Diogenes Laertius’ version of the story emphasizes the rejec-

tion of Lysias’ speech by Socrates on similar grounds: Lysias’
speech does not fit him (οὐ ἁρμόττων), as would neither beauti-
ful clothes nor shoes (οὐ γὰρ καὶ ἱμάτια καλὰ καὶ ὑποδήματα εἴη
ἂν ἐμοὶ ἀνάρμοστα). Hunter has already shown how the men-
tion of clothes and garment can be seen as parallel to the
rhetorical embellishments of Lysias’ speech.12 However, given
that Lysias had been praised by Dionysius in the first century
bce for his ability to depict character (ἠθοποιία), in these later
reworkings of this anecdote it must have been a deliberate

11 It is mentioned subsequently in Quintilian (Institutio 2.15.31, 11.1.11), Valerius
Maximus (6.4.ex2), [Plut.] (X orat. 836b), Diogenes Laertius (2.40), Stobaeus
(3.7.56), and by the scholiasts of Aelius Aristides’ Panathenaicus (as collected in
Carey 2007). This discussion is heavily indebted to Hunter (2012), chap. 3.

12 Hunter (2012), 109–12.
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point, and somewhat of an embarrassment for Lysias, that
Socrates rejects the speech because of Lysias’ failure to depict
a fitting character. There must have been calculated irony in
sharing or transmitting these anecdotes about Socrates/Lysias
while at the same time recommending Lysias as a model for
characterization. As Cicero’s passage suggests, had Socrates
accepted Lysias’ speech, he would not have lost the trial, for
the speech, which probably showed Lysias at its best, was
perfectly fitted to the expectations of the courtroom.13

Socrates rejected, then, not only the rhetoric of the courtroom,
but precisely this kind of rhetoric that operates with character
manipulation which Lysias was so famous for.
The connection between rhetoric and character in Lysias’

speech is expressed even more strongly in the version of
Valerius Maximus, where the story is narrated to exemplify
the importance of gravitas among illustrious men, who have
preferred death over life without gravitas.14 The lack of grav-
itas appears to be also the criticism of Lysias’ speech by
Socrates, who after hearing Lysias responded by saying that
nam ego, si adduci possem ut eam in ultima Scythiae solitudine
perorarem, tum me ipse morte multandum concederem (‘If
I could be persuaded to deliver it in the farthest wilderness of
Scythia, I should admit myself that I deserved death’).
Moreover, Valerius Maximus concludes that spiritum con-
tempsit ne careret gravitate, maluitque Socrates exstingui quam
Lysias superesse (‘he despised life lest it be without gravity and
preferred extinction as Socrates to survival as Lysias’).15 The
claim here is that accepting Lysias’ speech would commit
Socrates to the kind of personality and character that is
depicted in that kind of speech. This, however, is regarded to
be in contrast with everything that Socrates came to represent,
so that he would at any moment choose death over such a life.
In sum, whatever the individual nuances of these different

13 This is precisely Quintilian’s point in the two passages where he discusses
the anecdote.

14 Valerius Maximus 6.4.ext.2.
15 I follow here Shackleton Bailey’s (2000) edition and translation.
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interpretations of the anecdote, all these stories make a clear
association between Lysias’ skill and success as a speechwriter
with a particular talent for creating persuasive characters, and
Socrates’ refusal to profit from this skill, as it would not
portray his character truthfully. This sheds some light on the
perception of Lysias ‘the author’ in the later stages of his
reception, and as will be discussed below, will find support in
the way in which ‘the Lysianic’ is understood in Plato’s
Phaedrus.

2.1 Plato’s Lysias

Plato is the first critic of Lysias and his Phaedrus is before
Dionysius of Halicarnassus the most valuable engagement
with, and record of, Lysias as a writer and intellectual. In the
following pages, we will explore the extent to which our cur-
rent, and presumably also the ancient, reception of Lysias is
directly indebted to Plato’s dialogues, and what that means for
Lysias’ Nachleben and the rhetorical tradition more generally.
The suggestion that Plato is directly related to the reception

of Lysias might sound at first instance surprising. Sure, they
are both interested in rhetoric, but from completely different
angles and with different aims. What links the two? On the one
hand, their intellectual environment: they both move in (the
same) high circles of Athenian elite and thus share a similar
background. On the other, literary and possibly also political
feud: the praise of Lysias as the most accomplished contem-
porary writer followed by heavy critique indicates, among
other things, a sense of rivalry between the writers. Politically
speaking, Lysias’ speech 12 associates him strongly with pro-
democratic sentiments and tries to play down his own elite
status as much as possible (by emphasizing instead the
struggles of the metic community). Plato’s references to
Lysias consistently associate him with the political and intel-
lectual circle that is cohabited by Plato: the anti-democratic
elite. In the end, Lysias’ character seems to serve for Plato two
different, but interconnected, functions. As a generic character
he stands for speechwriters and pseudo-intellectuals (or rather,
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anti-intellectuals) in Athens more generally. This way Lysias
becomes the representative of a kind of rhetoric that Plato
finds particularly difficult and reprehensible. As a particular
character, Plato is using Lysias to map out the field of rhetoric
through its practitioners and their interrelationships in
contemporary Athens.
Lysias is mentioned several times in Plato’s dialogues. The

most extensive focus on Lysias is in the Phaedrus, but before
embarking on a closer analysis of the representation of Lysias
in this dialogue, let us briefly take a look at other dialogues
which feature, in a more or less significant way, Lysias. Aside
from the Phaedrus, Lysias is mentioned in two other dialogues:
three times in the either spurious, dubious or incomplete dia-
logue Cleitophon, twice in the opening section (406a2, 406a6)
and once in the concluding passage (410e4), and once at the
beginning of the Republic (328b4).
Cleitophon, which appears to present an explicit attack on

Socrates and his philosophical method, is a puzzling dialogue.
The authenticity of the dialogue was not questioned in
antiquity,16 though scholarship from the nineteenth century
onwards has been very critical of the dialogue and suspicious
of its authenticity. The most important issue for scholarship
has been the content of the dialogue and the fact that it lacks
Socrates’ response at the end, which would address the accus-
ations made by Cleitophon.17 However, a closer look at the
dialogue reveals that it has a coherent and finished structure,
thus casting doubts on the notion that the dialogue was left
unfinished and/or abandoned.18 Furthermore, Slings argues
that the Cleitophon belongs to a separate dialogue genre that

16 Slings (1999), 11 traces back the hypothesis that the dialogue is not authentic
to Ficino.

17 For a more thorough discussion of all possible pro and contra arguments on the
question of authenticity, see Slings (1999), 227–34. Slings notes (12) that the
suggestions of the nineteenth-century scholars were ‘connected with the supposition
that the Cleitophon was originally intended as a prooemium to the Republic’, but
that Plato had apparently changed his mind halfway through and made use either
of the alleged dialogue Thrasymachus or of the Euthydemus instead.

18 Rowe (2000), 303–7 notes, for example, that the Cleitophon reads like a commen-
tary on the Republic and might have been an attempt of the older Academy to
critically engage with Plato’s political thought.
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he calls the ‘short dialogue’.19 Most of Plato’s shorter dia-
logues are included in this category (many of which have also
been considered spurious), and it has its own characteristic
features with which the Cleitophon seems to conform.20 For
the purposes of the current discussion, it is not totally irrele-
vant whether Plato was the author of the dialogue, especially if
there is a sense of a rivalry between Plato and Lysias, literary
and/or political, that emerges from looking at the way Plato
portrays Lysias in his work. Having said that, however, my
reading of the relevance of Lysias in the dialogue is not overly
dependent on the authorship of Plato; as long as the dialogue
can be safely placed in the context of the Academy (and the
fourth century bce), something that has not really been
doubted in scholarship thus far, my argument could be read
independently from disputes about the authenticity of the
Cleitophon.
One of the most important characteristics of short dialogues

is that they go straight to the core of the problem that forms
the central discussion in the dialogue, thus making every little
detail and character mentioned even more relevant to the
underlying issue. From this perspective, then, the fact that
Plato introduced a conversation with Lysias as the starting
point for the discussion in the short Cleitophon is significant.
In fact, Lysias features (or is mentioned in passing) at the
beginning of three of Plato’s dialogues (Phaedrus, Republic,
Cleitophon) and disappears from the body of the work (except
for the Phaedrus where Lysias is mentioned again at the end of
the dialogue).21 Let us take a closer look at the Cleitophon to

19 Slings takes his cue fromMüller (1975), even though there is a significant difference
between Slings and Müller: when Müller introduced and discussed the term ‘short
dialogue’ (Kurzdialog) he argued that they ought to be rejected on the whole as not
genuinely Platonic. Slings uses the term and agrees with the generic category of
‘short dialogue’, but does not follow Müller’s position about the unauthenticity of
the genre.

20 E.g. Slings discusses length, lack of individual characterization, lack of pedimental
structure, etc.

21 An excellent discussion of the role of ‘first words’ in interpreting Plato’s dialogues is
Burnyeat (1998).
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see what kind of role Lysias might have on setting up the
framework and central question of the dialogue.
Mentioning Lysias at the beginning of the dialogue seems to

suggest some kind of engagement with rhetoric, speechwriting
or an intellectual environment where these two are discussed
and/or practised.22 Slings goes further and points out that the
dialogue has a clear structure that seems in line with the
conventions of courtroom speeches.23 Indeed, the dialogue is
essentially a long speech, incorporating dialogical (or pseudo-
dialogical) elements, about Socrates’ virtues and shortcomings
as a teacher. It is certainly relevant that the discussion that
Cleitophon had with Lysias concerned Socratic teaching in
particular and did not appear to have reflected on education
in a more abstract sense (e.g. trying to answer questions such
as ‘whether virtue is teachable?’). The object of criticism is not,
therefore, philosophy and its usefulness, but rather Socrates’
teaching methodology – how to best educate and bring pupils
to one’s preferred subject. We see here, then, how Lysias – in
conversation with Cleitophon – has prompted a fundamental
critique of Socratic teaching, clearly questioning Socrates’
protreptic method and its ability to do real philosophy.
Socrates is regarded as an inspiration in the beginning, but
afterwards as an obstacle to his students’ pursuit of philoso-
phy. I believe that this is not a trivial question – Socrates’
character and his teaching methods seem to have been hotly
debated in antiquity as they are today.24 The Cleitophon,

22 According to Geffcken (1933), this dialogue is essentially a rhetorical speech.
Geffcken argues, pace Friedrich Schleiermacher (1836, 347–9), that it was not
written by Plato but is the work of the fourth-century rhetorician and dramatist
Theodectes who reacted with this piece against the Platonic Socrates (and not
against Socrates himself ). Orwin (1987) advances an interesting view of the
Cleitophon as a response to Socrates’ speeches in the Apology, arguing that in this
dialogue Cleitophon proposes a defense speech against the accusations of Socrates
to justify (the conduct of ) Athens. Some of Orwin’s conclusions are similar to those
advanced in this chapter, especially when he proposes (129) a third possibility for
interpreting Socrates’ ambiguity with regard to the question of ‘justice’: Socrates is
willing to say what justice is but unable to say it to Cleitophon.

23 Slings (1999), 14 calls it a κατηγορία in a passing note on the structure of
the dialogue.

24 The importance of Plato’s character-creation is effectively pointed out in Press
(1993b).
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therefore, whether or not an authentic work by Plato, evokes a
very crucial concern about the Platonic dialogues and Socratic
teaching methodology in particular. In this sense, it is not
unimportant that it was precisely Lysias who seems to have
brought up the question about Socrates’ teaching in the
first place.
There are two further points that I would like to briefly

mention in relation to the Cleitophon: first, our knowledge of
Cleitophon and his association with Lysias, and second, the
interpretation of Socrates’ silence at the end of the dialogue
and how this might feed into the general picture of Lysias in
Plato. To start with the second point, the fact that Cleitophon
casts a rather unexpected and perhaps embarrassing light on
Socrates’ philosophical activities seems to be agreed on by
most commentators.25 If Socrates’ silence at the end of the
dialogue is taken as an acknowledgement or confirmation of a
problem in Socratic teaching, the Cleitophon depicts a prob-
lematic defeat of Socrates by an eloquent interlocutor and the
dialogue could be compared in this respect with some passages
of the Euthydemus or the Gorgias. What strikes us about these
comparisons is that in those dialogues (i.e. in Euthydemus and
Gorgias) Socrates puts forward explicit criticisms of his inter-
locutors throughout the work and we are invited to take the
side of Socrates who, even if ridiculed within the dramatic
context of the dialogue, still has the upper hand in the overall
argumentative structure of the dialogue. In Cleitophon, how-
ever, Socrates’ explicit criticism of, and response to, his oppon-
ents is absent. To answer the second question, then, the
dialogue certainly evokes crucial questions about Socratic
method and Lysias is clearly associated with Athenian intel-
lectuals who are overtly critical of Socrates.
The first point about Cleitophon and his character might help

shed further light on the question. From the way Cleitophon is

25 Schleiermacher (1836), 347 argues that it cannot be a Platonic dialogue precisely
because of this embarrassing conclusion; Slings (1999), 18 claims that Socrates ‘has
been beaten at his own game’. Rowe (2000) proposes a convincing reading of the
Cleitophon as seriously challenging the philosophical method presented in the
Republic.
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characterized in the dialogue, we understand that this is a man
who is impatient to find out the right answers and, hoping to
reach a state of clear knowledge, frequents several different
philosophical schools and listens to many different philosophers
who teach – we are led to assume – different things. Indeed,
Cleitophon describes himself at the end of the dialogue as
ἀπορῶν (410c9), but this should not surprise us by that point,
not after we have followed his restless and eclectic switching
between philosophical schools and arguments. In a sense, as
much as the dialogue appears on the surface to focus on
Socrates’ confusing protreptics, it actually gives the reader a
close-up of an individual (Cleitophon) who is so enthused by
and imbued in protreptic writings that he is unable to recognize
philosophical thinking proper when he is confronted with it (e.g.
in the Republic where he is unable to follow the discussion).26

Plato’s Socrates remains silent at the end of the dialogue,
according to this reading, because Cleitophon’s criticisms
grossly misrepresent Socrates’ philosophical method to the
extent that they have simply no shared ground upon which to
build a constructive discussion. What should Socrates possibly
reply to Cleitophon’s claims of having been an ardent ‘fan’ of
Socrates who he thought produced (praise?) songs (ὑμνεῖν) just
like a god on a tragic stage (407b1: ὥσπερ ἐπὶ μηχανῆς τραγικῆς
θεός)?27 Most importantly, Cleitophon has no patience for this

26 I hope to demonstrate this reading, and Plato’s criticisms of the protreptic genre, in
a forthcoming article on Plato’s protreptics in more depth.

27 I follow Slings’ text, which has ὑμνοῖς (as an optative in distributive temporal clause)
instead of ὕμνεις (1999, 273). I have to say though that nothing in Cleitophon’s
portrayal of Socrates makes much sense. If he is indeed referring, as Slings suggests,
to the famous scene in Aristophanes’ Clouds (vv. 218–21), ‘where Socrates “enters”
the stage in a basket hanging on a μηχανή and behaves (and is treated) like a deity’,
why mention the tragic stage? Slings suggests that Cleitophon might be referring to
Socrates’ speeches as too lengthy, but this does not square well with the comparison
to the tragic god, for it is not necessarily obvious that gods in tragedy are perceived
as embarking on extended expositions. In fact, the tragic context might suggest an
interpretation of a Socrates who instead of allowing discussion to follow its natural
course emerges as if out of nowhere, stops serious (philosophical) contemplation
and gives orders about how to go about solving the situation and, implicitly, about
how to live one’s life. Yet, by the end of the dialogue we realize that this is exactly
what Cleitophon is longing for – clear answers and concrete practical advice that
Socrates, according to him, is unable to offer. In whatever way we try to make sense
of this, then, Cleitophon’s comparison is confusing in the extreme. Useful
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kind of Socratic teaching: he makes use of the Socratic
question–answer method, thus showing himself to be superfi-
cially aware of it, but he uses this not for the purposes of
exploring the truth together with his interlocutors (and hence
becoming more knowledgeable together with them), but rather
to challenge them impatiently when they fail to give him a
satisfactory definition.28 When summarizing Socrates’ views
on justice (410a8–b2), Cleitophon dismisses him as merely con-
tradicting himself or being, at best, ambiguous and undecided.
This is a clear reference to Republic 1, but Cleitophon’s conclu-
sion hardly represents what Socrates has to say about justice in
this dialogue. We should note that the Republic is the only other
dialogue by Plato where both Cleitophon and Lysias are men-
tioned as participating, even if not contributing (and this is
important!), to the philosophical discussion.29 Lysias is a silent
listener in the Republic (never directly exposed to a Socratic
inquiry), but vocal among his associates about the shortcomings
of Socrates’ views. There is a sense of insincerity in both Lysias’
and Cleitophon’s behavior that is directly alluded to in the
beginning of the dialogue by Socrates’ direct confrontation with
Cleitophon. Even though present, they expressed their criticisms
of Socrates’ views behind his back without aiming to engage in
a serious and open discussion of the topic. And looking at what
else we know of Cleitophon, this is very suggestive. Apparently
Cleitophon was a well-known figure in Athens, particularly

comments on the staging of the Aristophanic scene are in Dover (1968a), 124–7 (at
vv. 213–26).

28 This is not to deny that Cleitophon’s challenge about the (non)approachability of
Socratic teaching might also be a genuine one. This is what Slings (1999) has in
mind when he argues that Cleitophon is ‘obviously the hero, not the villain, of the
dialogue’, and that the aim of the Cleitophon is ‘to deride protreptic Socratic
literature, not to suggest that the statements found in that literature are non-
sense’ (49).

29 Republic 1 328b. Cleitophon tries to contribute to the discussion at 340a–b, but
seems not to have understood the arguments and his suggestion is rejected immedi-
ately. This passage suggests rather unequivocally that Cleitophon is not depicted
particularly charitably in Republic 1, and it is unclear why Slings pushes for reading
the character in a favorable light (or like a potential victim of bad influences, 55–6)
both in the Republic 1 and in the Cleitophon.
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notorious for his ‘flip-flopping political attitudes’.30 He seems to
have had consistently oligarchic views and paved the way
towards the oligarchy of the Four Hundred in 411.31

Associating Lysias, the staunch proponent of democracy (or
so it appears from his speech 12), with Cleitophon could be
potentially damaging to both, but perhaps especially to Lysias,
one of the richest metics in Athens who seems to have gone
through a great deal to present himself as suffering along with
the demos in the oligarchic coups. Plato took meticulous care in
crafting the characters of his dialogues and we can therefore
assume that none of the people mentioned in his works are there
by accident.32 So too for Cleitophon: it is certainly not acciden-
tal that Lysias’ name is dropped at the beginning of the
Cleitophon and that it was a conversation between Cleitophon
and Lysias that triggers this dialogue. This may seem a very
subtle reading of the short dialogue for modern readers, but for
the immediate audience of the dialogue it may have suggested
more readily that Plato’s choice to bring together these two
characters would cast problematic light on both Lysias’ political
as well as intellectual allies.
Another scene portraying Lysias together with an admirer

and potential student is referred to at the beginning of the
Phaedrus. There, the whole discussion about rhetoric is
prompted by Phaedrus’ admiration for the speeches of Lysias
(δεινότατος ὢν τῶν νῦν γράφειν, 228a1–2), and for one speech in
particular that he had heard delivered in Epicrates’ house.
Phaedrus says that he had been sitting the whole morning
indoors with Lysias and needs to take a walk outside the city
to freshen up (227a2–5). Whoever else was present in Epicrates’
house with Phaedrus and Lysias we do not know, but the lack of
references to a larger group suggests that we may plausibly
suppose their encounter to have been a kind of ‘private lesson’
by Lysias. Phaedrus’ learning process is laid out in hypothetical
terms by Socrates in 228a–b and is subsequently confirmed by

30 Nails (2002), 102. 31 See Ostwald (1986), 475 and 478.
32 A great discussion of the multilayeredness of Plato’s characterization is Blondell

(2002), esp. chaps. 1 and 2.
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Phaedrus: he had indeed received instruction from Lysias and
had hoped to use Socrates to rehearse Lysias’ speech (228c6–7,
228d1–4, 228e4–6). Lysias is never portrayed as eloquent with
the crowds in Plato (perhaps due to his metic status), but is
frequently referred to in a one-to-one instruction setting (cf.
Cleitophon and he never says a word in the Republic). As such,
he stands in contrast to Socrates, who is often portrayed by
Plato in conversation with a larger group of Athenians. The
Phaedrus is in this sense a fascinating exception, especially given
its focus on rhetoric, a topic that is tackled in the Gorgias in
front of a large and contentious crowd. Socrates’ quest for
knowledge is transparent and open for everybody to join,
whereas Lysias’ skill will be learned and transmitted behind
closed doors. It is a paradox indeed that despite all the pro-
democratic rhetoric in speech 12, Plato chooses to characterize
Lysias as an elite writer and instructor, inaccessible to the demos
and uncomfortable in the public spotlight.33

The association of Lysias with Epicrates is a case in point.
Much like Cleitophon, Epicrates was a rather controversial
figure, well known for his wealth and influence, but notorious
for questionable political behavior. Epicrates fought in 403 on
the side of democracy (Demosthenes 19.277), like Lysias, but
was later associated with corruption and taking bribes.34 In
fact, alongside other sources, a speech by Lysias reveals that a
certain Epicrates had a history of giving bribes (Against
Epicrates 27.1–9). If this is indeed the same Epicrates men-
tioned in the beginning of the Phaedrus as Lysias’ host,35 then
the (later) reader of the Platonic dialogue might be surprised
to find the two depicted as associates.36 The image is made

33 It is perhaps worth reiterating that this suggestion only applies to the image of
Lysias created in Plato’s dialogues and has no ambition to say anything about the
historical Lysias, his political orientation, friends or rhetorical teaching practices.

34 Nails (2002), 139. Pausanias 3.9.8, for example, associates Epicrates with taking
bribes from Persians and stirring up war in Greece against Spartans.

35 As suggested by Nails (2002), 140. It is interesting that this appears to be the same
Epicrates we encounter as the addressee of Demosthenes’ Erotikos (more on
this below).

36 It is interesting too that Lysias associates Epicrates’ wealth with war (27.10),
suggesting that the latter has made a large fortune during war time, at the expense
(we might think) of other people’s suffering.
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worse by mentioning Morychus, a well-known personage who
was mocked in comedy for his gluttony and high living.37 The
environment where Lysias stayed while in Athens was one
dominated by wealth, abuse of power and political influence.
In sum, we see in this first scene of the Phaedrus that Lysias is
associated with morally (if not politically) dubious characters
and this characterization offers another dimension to the
introductory part of the dialogue, and one that challenges
the overt praise with which Lysias is brought to the conversa-
tion by Phaedrus. The most clever Lysias (δεινότατος, 228a1)
might acquire here another dimension: the clever and
dangerous.38

But what exactly was Lysias doing in Epicrates’ house?
Phaedrus says that he ‘spent a long time there [with Lysias],
sitting down from early morning’ (227a3–4: συχνὸν γὰρ ἐκεῖ
διέτριψα χρόνον καθήμενος ἐξ ἑωθινοῦ) and needs now to freshen
up. This description seems to suggest a longer exchange than
simply attending a speech performance. Also, it seems that
Phaedrus made up the whole audience. Socrates seems to
suggest that Lysias offered some sort of exegetical practice
after having delivered the speech. The word Socrates uses
immediately afterward to sum up Phaedrus’ stay, διατριβή
(227b6), is ambiguous and could suggest either a study or
simply ‘time spent’. In fact, Socrates himself finds it relevant
to inquire what kind of gathering it was, only to reply to his
own question immediately with a suggestion that it must have
been ‘a feast of speeches that Lysias offered’ (227b6–7: ἢ δῆλον
ὅτι τῶν λόγων ὑμᾶς Λυσίας εἱστία). Are these kinds of erotic
display speeches the kind that Lysias was in the habit of
composing and sharing with his admirers? Let us bear in mind
the fact that the dramatic date of the dialogue suggests a time
well before the oligarchic coup and thus the eventual start of
Lysias’ speechwriting career. By the time the Phaedrus is

37 Nails (2002), 208; Yunis (2011), 86. See comic references to Morychos in
Aristophanes Acharnians 887, Peace 1008–9, Wasps 506.

38 Negative connotations of δεινός seem present also in Pl. Euthyphr. 3c, Theaet. 176d,
Euthyd. 304d.
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composed, the reader would of course associate Lysias with his
courtroom speeches and so an interesting anticlimax is built up
at the beginning of the dialogue, where Phaedrus exposes the
topic of Lysias’ speech: not at all a court speech for a famous
personage or witty portrayal of an Athenian litigant, but rather
a sophistic argument to win over a lover! In the very beginning
of the dialogue, in other words, Plato turns the image of Lysias
upside-down: we are not confronted with a staunch democrat
and a courtroom speechwriter, but instead with an elitist intel-
lectual who spends time with wealthy and morally questionable
characters, producing and performing discourses that appear to
have very little serious content to them.39

It is important to draw out another, arguably the most
important, line of argument in Plato’s portrayal of Lysias –

Lysias as an incapable practitioner of his own art. As we saw,
the Cleitophon and the Republic depict Lysias as the silent
character in group discussions who is not interested in philoso-
phy (Republic), even though he seems eager to criticize in
private the methods of the kind of philosophical examination
conducted by Socrates (Cleitophon). The Phaedrus goes further
and later on in the dialogue suggests more explicitly that
Lysias does not have the mind for philosophy (279a3–b2).40

39 It is of course conceivable that the historical Lysias was engaged in a range of
activities, including erotic epideixeis, and that we should not regard Plato’s focus of
attention as subversive or ironical any more than it is simply emphasizing one
aspect of Lysias’ professional career. But it nevertheless remains curious that of all
the different rhetorical contexts that Lysias might have been engaged with, Plato
chose to emphasize this one: Lysias as an elitist speechwriter and rhetorician-
entertainer (rather than, say, populist democrat). Furthermore, Plato’s portrayal
also entails explicitly contradictory elements about Lysias’ life, namely the fact that
he started his writing and/or teaching career well before 403 (as usually listed in his
biography) and the political undertones of such portrayal seem explicit enough to
suggest a more critical commentary from Plato.

40 Though in 257b Socrates seems to entertain the possibility that Lysias could be
turned to philosophy. J. Howland (2004) argues that reading the Phaedrus and the
Republic together as commenting on the passionate and erotic nature of philoso-
phy, the former dialogue also portrays ‘Lysias as unerotic and therefore unphilo-
sophical’ (181). Howland then makes a bolder, and in many ways a rather
implausible, claim by suggesting that Plato’s Republic is on one level ‘meant to be
a Platonic response to [Lysias’] Against Eratosthenes’. There are many problems
with his argumentation, and perhaps the most obvious one is Howland’s lack of
attention to the differences in genre and context of works such as Lysias’ Against
Eratosthenes and Plato’s Republic.
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While Isocrates will grow out of his present activity (preoccu-
pation with speeches: εἰ περὶ αὐτούς τε τοὺς λόγους, οἷς νῦν
ἐπιχειρεῖ, πλέον ἢ παίδων διενέγκοι τῶν πώποτε ἁψαμένων
λόγων, 279a5–6) and ascend to follow his more divine philo-
sophical nature, as Socrates predicts, Lysias remains where he
is, writing speeches as he has always done.41 We will take a
closer look below at the role and portrayal of Isocrates in this
dialogue. For the time being, suffice it to say that there are
good reasons for taking the comparison sketched out in this
passage at face value and positioning Isocrates far higher in
Plato’s (or Socrates’) overall estimation of contemporary
rivals/teachers than has been hitherto considered.
Importantly, Lysias’ proclaimed inability does not only

affect Lysias’ philosophical prospects. Socrates’ analysis and
judgement of Lysias’ composition earlier in the dialogue
pointed out that the latter has performed below the standards
of his own (rhetorical) art. According to Socrates, Lysias’
speech was unnecessarily repetitive, failed to bring out a
diverse set of compelling arguments in favor of the main point
(235a3–6), and badly organized (e.g. the Midas epitaph in
264d). He grants Lysias his eloquent style (‘expressions are
clear and well-rounded and finely turned’, 234e5–6), but claims
that he could easily come up, on the spot, with an equally good
(or even better) speech as that of Lysias (235c4–5).42 The
much-praised composition of Lysias that so delighted
Phaedrus turns out to be an average example of the art at best.
Lysias’ speech will be scrutinized also at a later stage in the
dialogue: from 262c4 onwards Socrates analyzes the beginning
of Lysias’ speech and finds it lacking of the kind of structure

41 Lysias is also (negatively) compared in another passage of the Phaedrus to his
brother Polemarchus (257b) who has turned towards philosophy, whereas Lysias
has not.

42 Perhaps this is one of the reasons why Lysias’ oratory is relatively easy to imitate,
or – to put it differently – why it is possible for Plato to produce a ‘Lysianic’ speech:
there is no ‘deeper level’ of meaning in Lysias’ work that one might miss and hence
misrepresent in an imitation of his writing; as Phaedrus seems to suggest, it is
sufficient to come up with an unexpected twist to the topic to make a discourse
seem Lysianic.
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that he and Phaedrus had previously agreed should be
exhibited in a successful composition. Throughout the dia-
logue, then, Lysias is constantly exposed as underperforming
in an art that he is so famous for.
This tells us, of course, something about philosophy and

something about rhetoric. Perhaps most obviously, by
pointing to the impact of Lysias’ speech on both Phaedrus
and Socrates, the dialogue indicates the power of rhetoric to
force the listener to forget oneself and immerse oneself in the
story.43 And it also suggests, through Socrates’ clear-headed
analysis of Lysias’ speech, that philosophical training might be
a good way to resist the temptation and illogical persuasion
brought about by rhetoric. That much seems obvious. There
remains the question about what this means eventually to
Lysias, to his reputation and to his students. I propose that
Plato’s discussion of Lysias has two dimensions: the general
and the particular. On a general level, Plato’s Phaedrus marks
the beginning of sustained attempts by philosophers to system-
atize the field of rhetoric. By weaving into his narrative a
dizzying number of references to various contemporary and
ancient orators and rhetoricians Plato not only demonstrates
his competence in the field, but also offers a categorization of
the different contributions rhetoricians have made and how to
assess those. In the midst of the crowd of rhetoricians Plato
singles out Lysias and Isocrates, thus creating through them an
image of rhetoric as divisible into two larger categories. On a
particular or individual level, Plato’s portrayal of Lysias
comes to dominate the reception of Lysias and his writing.
As a metic who had few (if any) opportunities for public
appearance, and thus to leave a record of his persona in history
other than through his own works, Plato’s scathing analysis of
the incompetence of Lysias was going to leave a hostile trace in
the reception history of this writer. The fact that posterity was

43 The idea of forgetting and knowing oneself is central to the crucial distinctions
made in the dialogue between philosophy and rhetoric, between knowledge and
appearance. On self-knowledge as the unifying theme of the dialogue, see Griswold
(1986).
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not always very attentive to Plato’s sarcasm and seems to have
missed that point on occasion (though not, as will be argued
below, in the case of Dionysius of Halicarnassus), is another
story. It is also relevant to note that Plato’s Phaedrus effect-
ively gives us the only other speech by Lysias where the latter is
portrayed as speaking in his own voice, therefore offering a
competing account to Lysias’ speech 12.
It is clear, then, that Plato wrote the Phaedrus with a message

about rhetoric in mind: the outlines of the art of persuasion, in
all its messy contemporary context, are effectively drawn by two
characters who offer contrasting visions for the art – Lysias and
Isocrates.44 Indeed, the dialogue concludes with the request to
report the outcome of Socrates’ conversation with Phaedrus to
Lysias and Isocrates, as figures of particular importance to the
field of rhetoric.45 The two are pitched against each other
(279a3: δοκεῖ μοι ἀμείνων ἢ κατὰ τοὺς περὶ Λυσίαν εἶναι λόγους τὰ
τῆς φύσεως) and that comparison is by no means neutral:
Isocrates comes out from this juxtaposition as a stronger and
worthier representative of rhetoric.
We might indeed ask whether Plato was in fact fair in his

assessment of Lysias’ speech. Socrates appears naïve and/or
insensitive to quite a few important aspects of Lysias’ speech,
in particular to the possibility that some of what he and
Phaedrus have recognized as faults might instead have a spe-
cific (and well-calculated) function in the context of the
speech.46 For example, the lack of clear definition of love at
the beginning of the speech, a fault that brings Lysias’ speech
under renewed criticism (from 262c4 onwards), contributes to
deliberately keeping the ambivalence about the topic and is
therefore an important part of Lysias’ argumentative strategy
in the speech.47 Phaedrus himself showed where he thought the

44 This is not to make a claim about the main theme of the dialogue, which has vexed
scholars since antiquity. Hermias’ commentary on thePhaedrus (8.15–12.25) from the
fifth century ce seems to have been the first one expressing the problem of unity.

45 It is worth emphasizing that Plato does not claim to create a concept or discipline
himself (e.g. as proposed by Schiappa 1990 about coining the word rhetorike), but
rather aims to shape and fix the outlines of an already existing practice of rhetoric.

46 Ferrari (1987), 45–59. 47 Ferrari (1987), 50–2.
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real contribution of Lysias’ speech lies when he identified the
particular twist to a commonplace topic as the very standout
aspect of the speech (227c5–8). In other words, Lysias had set
out to have a different agenda and strategy in composing the
speech, so that Socrates’ criticisms that are founded on strong
commitments to philosophy and truth might strike the reader
as insensitive or simply wrong when applied to Lysias. As
Ferrari points out, Plato/Socrates’ criticisms of Lysias run
much deeper and eventually work towards a ‘whole-hearted
rejection of Lysias’ way of life’.48

Based on what has been said thus far, it does seem that
Lysias is represented in Plato’s dialogues as a rather particular
kind of intellectual, one that is often present in crucial contem-
porary philosophical debates, but never really allows his views
to be directly exposed, tested or challenged. This Platonic
Lysias is a representative of a kind of rhetorical practice that
aims to impress with persuasive tricks and amusing twists
and deliberately shuns pursuing truth and knowledge in
their own right. From Phaedrus’ adoring reaction we surmise
that a writer like Lysias, whose plain style was appealing to
the crowds but morally suspect, might have been an even
more dangerous adversary to Plato’s philosophical project
than many (or even most) of his rivals (Isocrates,
Antisthenes, or sophists who would follow the path of
Gorgias, Protagoras or Euthydemus) who may have been
willing to engage with Socrates’ questioning of their activity.
This is because Lysias’ style is alluring, simple and effective in
bringing about persuasion (Phaedrus is presented as a test
case of the appeal of Lysianic rhetoric), but his content is
driving the audience further from philosophy and, eventually,
from themselves.
Plato exercised a significant impact on the reception of

Lysias and his writing skills more generally. While his por-
trayal of Lysias as an ‘anti-intellectualist’ might have been his
own inventive take on Lysias and one that was perhaps not

48 Ferrari (1987), 55.
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that obvious to subsequent readers of the dialogue, the care-
fully constructed Lysianic speech of the dialogue reflects some
of the most distinctive stylistic elements of Lysias’ writing that
have remained steadily fixed in the later perception of the
writer. In particular, his Phaedrus seems to corroborate the
general view of Lysias as the master of character delineation
that was suggested above in analyzing other contemporary and
later sources. Comparing all three speeches of the Phaedrus,
we find the first, purportedly by Lysias, to stand out from the
others by the number of references to characters and charac-
terization in the speech. It is a paradox and at the same time a
testament to the Lysianic writerly skill (albeit filtered through
Plato) that this is perhaps also the only speech of the three that
can actually be understood and delivered outside of its original
context. The language of ‘Lysias’ is dominated by direct refer-
ences to the speaker and the listener of the speech,49 clearly
distinguishing the two roles in a way that we do not find in the
other two discourses. The one, listener, is passively presented
with the evidence and is expected to reach a decision by the
end of the speech whereas the speaker is persuading the other
to vote in his favor. By contrast, in his first (‘Lysianic’) speech
Socrates, after invoking the Muses,50 begins with a mythical
and a more general account of the situation at hand (237b3: ἦν

49 ‘Lysias’’ speech appears to have a structure of interchanging arguments based on a
general–specific distinction. The speech begins with specific references to the
speaker and listener (230e7: περὶ μὲν τῶν ἐμῶν πραγμάτων ἐπίστασαι [. . .]), followed
by a brief generalization of the lovers/non-lovers, then turning again to the actual
listener (231d7: εἰ μὲν ἐκ τῶν ἐρώντων τὸν βέλτιστον αἱροῖο, ἐξ ὀλίγων ἄν σοι ἡ ἔκλεξις εἴη:
εἰ δ᾽ ἐκ τῶν ἄλλων τὸν σαυτῷ ἐπιτηδειότατον, ἐκ πολλῶν), followed by a series of
arguments ad hominem (231e3: εἰ τοίνυν τὸν νόμον τὸν καθεστηκότα δέδοικας [. . .];
232b7: εἴ σοι δέος παρέστηκεν ἡγουμένῳ χαλεπὸν εἶναι φιλίαν συμμένειν [. . .]; 232d1:
πείσαντες μὲν οὖν ἀπεχθέσθαι σε τούτοις εἰς ἐρημίαν φίλων καθιστᾶσιν, ἐὰν δὲ τὸ σεαυτοῦ
σκοπῶν ἄμεινον ἐκείνων φρονῇς [. . .]), followed by a general account of physical
passion which is once again picked up by direct references to the speaker/listener
(233a6: καὶ μὲν δὴ βελτίονί σοι προσήκει γενέσθαι ἐμοὶ πειθομένῳ ἢ ἐραστῇ [. . .]). This
alternation between general and specific dominates the speech until the end, con-
cluding with a very direct personal appeal and request to ask further questions.

50 This in itself is a very significant break from the previous speech by ‘Lysias’: there
the excellence of the composition could not be attributed to anyone other than the
excellence of the writer.
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οὕτω δὴ παῖς, μᾶλλον δὲ μειρακίσκος, μάλα καλός [. . .]) and then
embarks on looking for a (abstract) definition of love (237c9–
d1). Contrary to that of ‘Lysias’, this speech is structured in
such a way that one would see no reason to emphasize charac-
ters or to draw attention to the speaker and the listener as
representing different sides of the discussion (e.g. a young
desired boy at the receiving end of the speech versus the older
man overcome by desire for the boy). Indeed, in this speech
both are included in the narrative as if representing the same
position of someone who is exploring the question of love.
They are depicted as pursuing the argument together. This
difference is crucial and becomes even more poignant with
the conclusion of the speech, where the argument is developed
into its most sinister results and reaches its climax in the
horrific claim that ‘just as the wolf loves the lamb, so the lover
adores his beloved’ (241d1: ὡς λύκοι ἄρνας ἀγαπῶσιν, ὣς παῖδα
φιλοῦσιν ἐρασταί). That kind of love will end up very badly for
the beloved (he will be eaten and dead) and probably no
ἐραστής would be willing (at least openly?) to subscribe to this
view. Thus, contrary to the first Lysianic speech, we are led to
assume that the speaker of the second speech can by no means
be an ἐραστής himself.
Not only is Socrates’ argumentation in his first speech more

abstract and general,51 his speech is also much more serious
than the first speech by ‘Lysias’. In fact, part of the attraction
of ‘Lysias’ speech is the relative ease with which one can see
that the speech is not meant to be taken seriously, and that the
speaker himself is clearly infatuated by the listener whom he
wants to persuade. This speech plays with the listener, who
probably realizes but accepts the pretense of the speaker to be
a non-lover, and with the reader, who might not accept but is
amused by the arguments and the particular twist in approach
to the topic presented in the speech. In other words, Plato’s
depiction of a ‘Lysianic’ speech in the Phaedrus lays particular
emphasis on what is later assumed to be the two particularly

51 This level of abstract argumentation is even more explicit in the ‘palinode’.
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Lysianic features in speeches:52 first, the emphasis on the
characters of the speech, which plays a central role in the
argumentation,53 and secondly the amusing playfulness or
superficiality of the speech, which is reached by not actually
pursuing the arguments in any serious and thorough way, but
by simply evoking different examples or commonplaces that
are loosely twisted to fit the point. In order for the speech to
pass among Plato’s readers as potentially Lysianic, it must
have exhibited some characteristic features of Lysias’ writerly
skills that were already acknowledged by Plato’s time.54 Thus,
Lysias’ reputation for character delineation and amusement
may well have been already established at least in some intel-
lectual circles of the fourth century bce. Be that as it may,
Plato’s portrayal of Lysias in the Phaedrus launched a trad-
ition in the interpretation of Lysias, and all subsequent associ-
ations of Lysias with the allure and playfulness of rhetoric
probably go back, in one form or another, to Plato’s dialogue.

2.2 After Plato

Plato’s possible rivalry with Lysias was picked up by at least
one ancient reader – Diogenes Laertius (henceforth DL), who
points out in a list of Plato’s innovations that Plato was the
first of the philosophers to speak against (ἀντεῖπε) Lysias and
to record the latter’s speech verbatim in the Phaedrus (3.25: Καὶ
πρῶτος τῶν φιλοσόφων ἀντεῖπε πρὸς τὸν λόγον τὸν Λυσίου τοῦ
Κεφάλου ἐκθέμενος αὐτὸν κατὰ λέξιν ἐν τῷ Φαίδρῳ).55 No other
orator or rhetorician is mentioned in a context of direct rivalry
with Plato, and it is remarkable that the importance of the

52 Usher (1976), 33, following the debates around Dover (1968), has tried to identify
the ‘Lysianic’ in Plato’s language use, but I find his conclusion unsatisfactory as it
gives us too narrow an understanding of Plato’s stylistic criticism of Lysias.

53 It is, I would argue, due to our reading of the character of this ‘Lysianic’ speech that
we do not take its argument seriously and consider the speaker as merely wanting to
persuade the boy to give him sexual gratification.

54 In fact, Diogenes Laertius (see below) certainly regarded the speech as a genuine
work by Lysias and the Phaedrus as depicting a confrontation between Plato
and Lysias.

55 For DL I follow the recent edition by Dorandi (2013).

After Plato

55

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


Phaedrus seems to lie for DL in the fact that it is the first to
challenge and analyze Lysias.56 It could of course be argued
that DL is simply thinking of the beginning of the dialogue
and is not really a reliable source for the contemporary recep-
tion of Lysias (be that in Plato or in other authors). However,
this is a valuable reminder that Plato’s Phaedrus had a very
crucial role to play in the reception of Lysias. Interestingly,
Lysias and his father Cephalus feature also in the list of works
reported for the next head of the Academy, Speusippus,57 even
though we cannot really say much more about the significance
of this.58 It is perhaps surprising that as far as we can tell
Lysias is not explicitly mentioned by Aristotle nor is he given
much attention to in the subsequent Peripatetic tradition.59

Aristotle’s possible stylistic allusions to Lysias do not enable
us to say much more about his engagement with Lysias.60

56 As Tarrant points out (2000), 127, however, we know from Proclus that a number
of Platonic works were once seen primarily as dialectical attacks on opponents, and
among those works Phaedrus was considered as a direct attack on Lysias.

57 In Dorandi’s (2013) edition of DL, the works of Speusippus are listed in 4.4.45–74.
Four works in the list seem relevant: Πρὸς Κέφαλον (52), Κέφαλος (53), Κλεινόμαχος ἢ
Λυσίας (54), Λυσίας (72).

58 Tarán (1981), 13 comments that ‘like Plato Speusippus was interested in the family
of the orator’, and Dillon (2003), 34 agrees that the titles suggest that Speusippus
was probably ‘dramatizing the well-known orator (whom he would have known)
and his father [. . .], but what these dialogues were about escapes us entirely’.

59 Carey (2007), vi suggests that Aristotle quotes directly from a speech later attrib-
uted to Lysias and refers to Lysias implicitly in three passages of the Rhetoric. The
direct quotation is found in Rhetoric 1367b17–18 and the three other passages
where Aristotle might be alluding to Lysias are: 1399b15 alluding to Lysias
34.11, 1411b1–3 alluding to Lysias 2.60, and 1420b2–3 alluding to Lysias 12.100.
Blass (1887), 386 reminds us that Aristotle’s omission of Lysias in his Rhetoric is
not that surprising as he tends to bring examples mainly from epideictic speeches.
From our previous examination of the Platonic material, however, I believe suffi-
cient evidence was evoked to suggest that Lysias at the time was not necessarily well
known only for his forensic speeches.

60 In 1420b2–3, which is the very last sentence of the Rhetoric, Aristotle discusses an
appropriate conclusion to a rhetorical speech and gives an example of an effective
asyndetical sentence: ‘εἴρηκα, ἀκηκόατε, ἔχετε, κρίνατε’, which is generally acknow-
ledged to allude to the last words of Lysias’ twelfth speech: ‘ἀκηκόατε, ἑοράκατε,
πεπόνθατε, ἔχετε· δικάζετε.’ (12.100). Cope (1877), 220–1 is confident (‘the illustra-
tion is doubtless a reminiscence’) that this quotation refers to the closing words of
Lysias’ twelfth speech. If this is so, then Aristotle’s choice of concluding his
treatment on rhetoric (which uses mainly examples from epideictic rhetoric) with
a paraphrase from Lysias’ forensic speech must have been felt as an acknowledge-
ment of the effectiveness of Lysias’ style.
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The only Peripatetic who seems to have taken more interest in
Lysias, or whom we at least know discussed Lysias explicitly in
his work(s), was Theophrastus. Unfortunately, however,
Theophrastus’ views on Lysias are completely lost save for
an out-of-context quotation in Dionysius’ essay Lysias, where
he quotes a passage from Theophrastus’ On style (fr. 692
Fortenbaugh) in order to then contest the latter’s views on
Lysias.61 Based on a speech that Dionysius did not consider
authentic, Theophrastus had apparently counted Lysias
among those who are overly keen on antitheses, balanced
structures and suchlike; a writer who strives for crude and
overdone wording and chases after poetic effect rather than
realism (fr. 692.2–3). As a response, Dionysius points out that
this speech is simply not written by Lysias. In any case, the
absence of any more serious engagement with Lysias in
Peripatetic sources seems to indicate that a considerable dif-
ference was felt to exist between Lysias and Isocrates: while
Lysias is not mentioned even once in the Rhetoric, Isocrates is
the most frequently quoted contemporary author in Aristotle’s
Rhetoric.62

Lysias is indeed more often compared to Isocrates and most
famously so in Plato’s Phaedrus, which is the only extant work
until Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ critical essays in the first
century bce where the two authors are explicitly compared.63

Perhaps there are further reasons than we know of for Plato to
play the two against each other in his dialogue. It is quite

Scholars have recognized two further allusions to Lysias: in 2.23.19 (1399b15–17)
Aristotle brings an example of enthymeme and, without acknowledging the author,
the verbal similarity suggests an allusion to Lysias 34. Book 3.7 (1411a32–1411b2)
seems to contain yet another allusion to Lysias, this time to his funeral oration
(2.60). See Carey (2007), vi.

61 For Theophrastus’ On style I follow Fortenbaugh’s edition (1992) and commentary
(2005).

62 Cf. Benoit (1990), 252. In fact, as far as I can tell, Isocrates is the second (only after
Socrates) most frequently mentioned author in the whole work.

63 There is an interesting connection mentioned in Ps. Plutarch X orat. 836c, where
Isocrates’ student Philiscus (Φιλίσκος ὁ Ἰσοκράτους μέν), also a friend of Lysias
(γνώριμος ἑταῖρος δὲ Λυσίου), had allegedly composed a poem to Lysias, which
should prove that Lysias was older than Isocrates. The poem itself says nothing
about the relationship between Lysias and Isocrates and it is unclear how this poem
could prove the relative chronology of Lysias and Isocrates.
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plausible, for instance, and has been tentatively suggested by
some scholars, that there was a personal rivalry between
them.64 Whitehead goes as far as to propose that Isocrates
abandoned his logographic activity due to the unsurpassable
success rate of Lysias,65 and even though it is impossible to
prove with any certainty, this view is quite appealing. Isocrates
remains very skeptical and negative throughout his career
towards speechwriters, and as far as our evidence from Plato
goes, Lysias seems certainly to have been among the most
accomplished speechwriters of his time. Todd points out two
sets of speeches in which Lysias might have written the defense
and Isocrates the accusation speeches: Isocrates’ Against
Euthunous (speech 21) and Lysias’ defense On behalf of
Euthunous against Nikias (speech 57–8, fr. 117–19); Isocrates’
accusation speech Trapezitikos and Lysias’ Trapezitikos
(speech 134, fr. 285), which has been argued to have been the
defense speech from the same trial.66 In both cases Lysias is
associated with the defense and Isocrates with the accusation
speech. We have also fragments from a speech allegedly writ-
ten by Lysias that seem to have been directed against
Isocrates – πρὸς Ἰσοκράτην αἰκίας (fr. 178–9 Carey, preserved
in Pollux 8.46 and Photius II.236). It is unclear who delivered

64 Trevett (1990); Whitehead (2004), 165–8; Todd (2007), 31–2. Cicero’s Brutus also
provides potentially relevant evidence: Cicero claims (Brutus 63) that according to
Aristotle Lysias was not very successful in teaching rhetoric and for this reason
took up ‘merely’ writing speeches for others. In this sense, there is a curious
similarity and contrast between Lysias and Isocrates: both arrived at their profes-
sion by a personal failure in another aspect of the discipline, Lysias in teaching or
theory of rhetoric, Isocrates in practice of rhetoric; they are thus exactly opposed in
their abilities and character. Further to Cicero’s claim, Blass (1887), 382 analyzes
Dionysius’s assessment of Lysias and argues that when Dionysius claims that
Lysias never repeats his introductions and is always innovative, this could be
associated with the fact that Lysias is not interested in the topoi or commonplaces
that one could/would use to structure the speech; his speeches seem to draw in most
cases from the underlying situations rather than from theory or textbook formulas.

65 Whitehead bases his hypothesis on [Plut.] X orat. 836a.
66 Trevett (1990) analyzes this evidence closely and goes against the commonly held

view according to which Lysias’ Trapezitikos was the mistake of a copyist, who
confused Isocrates and Lysias, hence suggesting that there actually was only one
Trapezitikos, that of Isocrates. Trevett examines the existing evidence and con-
cludes that it is highly plausible that there were two speeches: Isocrates’ accusation
speech and Lysias’ defense.
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this speech (and of course, Lysias’ authorship is anything but
certain), but it could still be used as evidence for the perceived
antagonism between the two, even if the historical accuracy of
this source is dubious.67 In other words, even thoughwe have no
other source for the two writers being played against each other
in their fourth-century bce reception, there is some evidence
that suggests that there might have been some antagonism
between the two,68 not least because, a point made in Plato’s
Phaedrus, they advocated completely different approaches
to rhetoric.
We have seen thus far a number of important aspects about

Lysias and what he came to mean for rhetoric. It is important
to acknowledge, first of all, that there is little evidence of
Lysias outside his own works and those of Plato, which
requires anyone reconstructing Lysias’ legacy to depend heav-
ily also on Plato’s philosophical dialogues. Since the influence
of the Phaedrus on the rhetorical tradition was enormous (as
will be demonstrated throughout this book), it is very difficult
to find independent evidence for Lysias’ importance for his
contemporary rhetorical and oratorical scene that does not
draw explicitly on either Lysias or Plato. The claim, for
example, that Lysias was very popular or even the best writer
of the time depends solely on the description of Lysias by
Phaedrus in the dialogue, and we have no other independent
evidence to back this up.69 It seems reasonable enough to
accept it, but we should always be careful about generalizing

67 A further, if rather spurious, link between Lysias and Isocrates is suggested in DL’s
list of works by Antisthenes. According to some manuscript readings, Antisthenes
was associated with a work called Ἰσογραφὴ ἢ Λυσίας καὶ Ἰσοκράτης (DL 6.15).
Importantly, however, Dorandi prints ἰσογράφη ἡδεσίας ἢ ἰσοκράτης between cruces
(2013), 415. Either way, if there ever existed such a work it is impossible to know
what this piece might have been about. Yet, if there is some validity in the title of
some of the manuscripts, then this might count as another source which brings
together Lysias and Isocrates on the topic of writing, perhaps regarding the two as
best representing contemporary writing culture in Athens.

68 It is true that their oratorical activity seems to overlap for a very short period, if we
assume that Isocrates engaged in his speechwriting activity prior to opening his
school in the 380s.

69 Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ later testimony seems to be wholly dependent on
Plato’s Phaedrus (see more below).
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such claims from our meagre outside evidence. In other words,
Plato’s early reception of Lysias left an immense mark on
Lysias’ future reception, simply through there being no other
surviving external evidence.
What is, then, the image that we get from this early recep-

tion of Lysias? Lysias’ own speech 12 clearly offers an attempt
to shape his image in pro-democratic and popular terms, either
to win benevolence from his audience (real or imagined) at the
post-Thirty euthunai trial against Eratosthenes, or to shape his
reputation as a democratic writer whose services could be
sought by those needing to shape up their court cases. Or both.
Plato’s reception clearly undermines this image and consist-
ently portrays him as enjoying the company of morally ques-
tionable political players. This interpretation resulted from a
rather meticulous and subtle reading of Plato’s characteriza-
tion and, as such, might have been missed by ancient readers
as it certainly has been missed by most modern scholars.70 But
Plato’s reception of Lysias overtly challenges Lysias’ reputa-
tion as the most accomplished writer of the day (as Phaedrus
claims in 228a) and offers as support a critical analysis of
Lysias’ technique, pointing out all rhetorical faux pas and
missed opportunities. Plato gets his hands dirty and demon-
strates here in detail how criticism ought to be conducted, and
it is in these passages that he has made an invaluable contribu-
tion to the rhetorical tradition. Equally important is the fact
that Plato does not only stop there, but also offers possible
improvements, here in the light of two additional speeches that
he constructs in the Phaedrus in order to overcome the errors
of Lysias. The latter becomes, eventually, a representative of a
kind of rhetoric that makes no claims for moral improvement
and invites itself to be assessed solely on the basis of style.
Plato’s Phaedrus uses, then, the figure of Lysias in two

separate but related ways: first, Plato makes suggestions about

70 An exception here is Nails (2002), 139 who notices that ‘Each time we meet Lysias
s.v. in a Platonic dialogue, he is mentioned in the company of other politically
inclined rhetoricians like himself, notably Thrasymachus s.v., but also Clitophon
s.v., whose political allegiances, like those of Epicrates, varied over time.’
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Lysias’ intellectual circle and alludes to the moral depravity of
the orator and, by implication, of the kind of rhetoric that he
promotes. This is, in essence, an ad hominem attack on Lysias.
An analysis of Socrates’ second speech in the Phaedrus, which
aims to correct the stylistic and structural mishaps of the first,
but retain the argumentative core, shows clearly the unaccept-
able moral dispositions that underpin Lysias’ rhetoric.
Socrates reacts in horror and is forced to deliver a palinode.
The conclusion seems to be that rhetoric ought not to be
conceived in a moral vacuum and Lysias has to be informed
of the implications and directed to a correct path (278c).
Secondly, Plato constructs Lysias as a representative of a kind
of rhetoric and singles him out from a wide array of writers
and rhetoricians mentioned in the dialogue. Lysias is high-
lighted from all the rest and the speech Plato writes on his
behalf becomes a generalizing, and hugely influential, account
of rhetoric as style.
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3

ISOCRATES AND HIS WORK ON RHETORIC
AND PHILOSOPHY

We now turn to Isocrates, a complex figure, whose reputation,
appreciation and position in the tradition of rhetoric and
philosophy are often debated. Focus of the following discus-
sion will primarily center on the way in which Isocrates frames
himself within this intellectual tradition and how he becomes
conceptualized as a representative of a philosophical-
rhetorical tradition that sees itself as separate from (though
not necessarily opposed to) the kind of rhetoric epitomized in
the figure of Lysias. Isocrates is an author and teacher of the
elite, a writer rather than performer, a philosopher rather
than entertainer.
Isocrates’ works contain a substantial amount of informa-

tion about his life. With hindsight we might say that the
decision to draw attention to his persona in his writings gave
him a privileged position to craft his own reception and repu-
tation in an almost unprecedented way.1 We learn about his
family background and education, about his struggles after the
Thirty,2 about his inability to pursue a political career,3 and,
last but not least, about his contributions to the Athenian
intellectual life of the time.4 These biographical snippets do
not, of course, necessarily tell us much about the historical
Isocrates,5 but they give us a sense of how Isocrates might have

1 An excellent and detailed overview of Isocrates’ life and work is provided in López
Cruces and Fuentes González (2000). For a brief overview of Isocrates’ biography,
see Laistner (1927), 11–15; Mirhady and Too (2000), 1–3. Halliwell (1990), 42–59
provides an insightful discussion of Isocrates’ own treatment of character in the
‘encomiastic biography’ of Evagoras in the Evagoras.

2 Antidosis 161–5. 3 To Philip 81–2, Panathenaicus 9–11.
4 Isocrates happily lists his students in Antidosis 93–101 who have later become (he
claims) respected men in the city.

5 The rhetoric of Isocrates’ self-characterization is the subject of Too (1995).

62

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


wanted his image to emerge from his works and support the
building blocks of his philosophy. The direct tone and first-
person address of many of his discourses also enhance his
image as a teacher and didactic philosopher, something that
will become an important element of his reception in post-
fourth-century bce rhetorical tradition. Furthermore,
Isocrates seems to have regarded his work as a comprehensive
whole and often refers back to, or comments on, his previous
writings, explicitly denying any significant change in the char-
acter of his work.6 We might say, then, that Isocrates had
developed a strong sense of ownership over his work and his
literary output is planned with extreme care, thus creating (and
controlling) the interpretative paradigms for its evaluation. In
order to put his thought in context and elucidate what kind of
contributions he expected to (and did) make, it is important to
unpack the way he talks about his work and to situate it within
his current intellectual landscape. This will also help us get a
better sense of Isocrates’ role and later prominence in rhet-
orical theory.
Even though few philosophers today would consider

Isocrates as their intellectual predecessor,7 he was quite prob-
ably among the first to open a school of philosophy in Athens,8

and portrays himself as proposing a radical alternative to the
philosophical thought of his time.9 That Isocrates conceived of
a philosophical enterprise very differently than (say) Plato did,
is clear from his writings and this topic has received increased
attention in recent scholarship.10 What exactly Isocrates meant
with philosophia and the kind of impact he expected to exert
with his work are still, however, hotly debated. In this context,

6 This view is extensively defended in Too (1995), 10–73 (esp. 34–5). It is worth
remembering that Isocrates had a very long life and so the stability of his thought
might strike us as particularly remarkable.

7 Yet few would perhaps be as dismissive as Marrou (1965), 131–3.
8 The foundation of the school is often dated to the 390s bce. Cf. Blass (1892), 17–18;
Kennedy (1980), 31. Ostwald and Lynch (1994) argue that Antisthenes’ school was
the first one founded in Athens, closely followed by Isocrates.

9 Isocrates as the only alternative to contemporary philosophical schools that
all traced themselves back to Socrates is discussed extensively in the following
chapter.

10 See e.g. Nightingale (1995), chap. 1; Halliwell (1997); Schiappa (1999).
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we should bear in mind two considerations: first, there was no
fixed philosophical discipline at the time he was writing and
the concept of philosophy itself was widely contested. As a
result, we should read Isocrates’ engagements with philosophy
and rhetoric with an open mind and realize that the philosoph-
ical context in which he was writing and teaching was more
fluid and dynamic than what we are used to today.11

The following discussion in this chapter is divided into three
larger subsections: the first part will focus on Isocrates’ take on
wisdom literature and looks at the way he fashions his own
discourse as a response to contemporary educational needs for
reform: to replace the poetic tradition with his own discourses.
The second section investigates Isocrates’ discussion of prose
writing, the training of writing skills as constituting a wider
formative principle of education, and the political goals of
such writing practices. The third section thematizes Isocrates’
approach to philosophy: how and under which terms could he
be reasonably regarded as belonging to the philosophical trad-
ition? These three strands – the poetic, prosaic-political and
philosophical – are to my mind essential for appreciating the
way in which Isocrates himself paves the way for his subse-
quent reception as an Attic writer, educator and a crucial
backbone to the rhetorical tradition. My investigation shows
in later chapters, surely as a surprise to some readers, that
Plato and most later critics take over rather uncritically and
endorse Isocrates’ self-presentation and so accept his central
position in the history of rhetoric. Yet, despite the fact that
Isocrates himself is in full control over his image and reception,
he remains an exceptional – if not even marginal – case, hard
to pin down and force into generic categories of ancient texts
that we have gotten used to since. Hence we notice this recur-
ring insecurity about Isocrates, whether he ought to be
regarded an Attic orator or philosopher.12 Even though
Plato’s Phaedrus has already shown a direction, in its

11 Nightingale (1995), chap. 1.
12 Halliwell (1997) is essential reading for discussions on Isocrates’ philosophy and

rhetoric, and has in many ways prompted the present inquiry.
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characteristically suggestive way, for how to appreciate
Isocrates’ role in the rhetorical tradition, it will take another
four centuries until Isocrates’ position in the rhetorical trad-
ition is reiterated with greater detail and fixed by Dionysius of
Halicarnassus’ clear expression of him as the pioneer of ‘true
philosophy’ for rhetoric.

3.1 Challenging the Poetic Tradition

When discussing poetic discourse, Isocrates appears mainly
interested in the function of poetry in society, that is to say
the role of Homer and Hesiod as teachers and educators,
creators of the image of a virtuous (Hellenic) man, and the
way their works have been received and interpreted as provid-
ing useful advice for ‘the everyday’ or for the ‘monumental
moments’ in life.13 In other words, his aim is not so much to
develop an account of poetics, but rather to focus on those
aspects of the role of poetry in society that merit mention and
discussion in the context of education.14 Isocrates’ polished
style, which aims to provide an example of the writing of a
cultured and virtuous citizen, is a testament to his program of
using poetic texts as (moral) examples in educational settings.
Similarly to poetic works that would be quoted and discussed
in classrooms as providing guidelines for different situations,
Isocrates draws on the notion of mimêsis (μίμησις, imitation) as
a paradigm for using his own works.15 Isocrates is not looking
to question or puzzle his readers or students as Gorgias might

13 For more detailed discussions of Isocrates’ engagement with the poetic tradition,
see Papillon (1998). An insightful and provocative interpretation of Isocrates’
concept of poetics is recently put forth by Halliwell (2011), 285–304.

14 Halliwell (2011) seems to be disappointed in Isocrates’ concept of poetics (‘to
accept the consequences of that stance for the valuation of poetry is to share
Isocrates’ remorselessly prosaic view of the world’, 304) because he does not take
into consideration Isocrates’ very specific and education-driven agenda when men-
tioning poetic works.

15 Halliwell (2002) is a helpful discussion of the concept of μίμησις in Plato, Aristotle
and beyond (with only a very few observations on Isocrates). Even though he puts
forth persuasive and reasonable arguments for avoiding the translation of the
Greek μίμησις as ‘imitation’, for the sake of convenience the following discussion
will use the two – mimesis and imitation – interchangeably.
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have done with his writings, or as Plato makes his students
‘wonder’ by means of aporiai. Instead, Isocrates seems to
devise his speeches as works that function as models for imita-
tion for his students and readers, and would thus give concrete
practical examples of written compositions. Thinking through
the tradition of poetry seems therefore to be an essential stage
in the process of setting up the science of speech and thought.
In his writings, Isocrates also exhibits a polemical attitude to

poetry that suggests a more competitive attitude to the role of
poetry in society. In some passages he indicates that his work is
set in (a constructive) dialogue with poetic practices; in others,
he overtly opposes his work to that of the poets. This ambiva-
lence is crucial to Isocrates’ argument, for he needs to show the
benefit of those aspects of poetry that he will be associating
with his own genre, and draw attention to the shortcomings
that make poetry an inadequate or outdated carrier of these
virtues and benefits that Isocrates’ discourses promise to
deliver. Examples of the first, positive, attitude can be found,
for instance, in his Antidosis (46–7), where he compares his
prose writing to poetry, contrasting his particular (poetic) way
of writing explicitly to other kinds of prose, mostly courtroom
speeches.16 There, Isocrates appeals to the authoritative pos-
ition of poetry that he expects will soon be occupied by his own
works. Examples of the critical attitude to the poetic tradition
can be found in his Evagoras and To Nicocles, speeches which
are closely associated with the poetic and particularly with the
gnomic tradition.17

Isocrates criticizes two types of poetic works in particular –
the praise encomium and gnomic poetry. These are also the
two that are arguably closest to his own philosophical

16 Papillon (1998) explores Isocrates’ constructive use of the poetic tradition, and
argues persuasively that in shaping his discourse Isocrates is heavily drawing on
some of the most prominent elements of poetic discourse: Isocrates makes use of a
variety of styles (from the impressive Pindaric, to the smooth Bacchylidean and
pedagogical/advisory Solonian), he makes use of myth, self-correction and priamel
as ways to shape his discourse, and lays emphasis on the ethical dimensions
of poetry.

17 See Alexiou (2010), 28–37 with bibliography.
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project,18 and his comments on these two kinds of poetic
production serve to map the boundaries of his own discourse.
In the Evagoras, where Isocrates elaborates the idea of the
prose encomium, he claims that while poetry is charming and
pleasurable to listen to (10), the words and ideas used are
misleading, invented and/or wrong (11, 36).19 Poets have
escaped these accusations because they use verse, which
enchants and draws attention from content to the form of
poems. The underlying implication seems to be, however, that
poets are no longer fulfilling their function in society as educa-
tors, for by telling lies they are not providing the best models
of behavior and are thus not able to serve society as genuine
teachers of virtue. Prose writings cannot hide their faults or
lack of depth in the way poetry can with the help of meter.
Excellent prose writers must be, therefore, more coherent and
to the point than their poetic counterparts. This produces – so
Isocrates argues – overall better content, and as such ought to
be preferred in educational contexts to traditional poetry.
Isocrates offers also another explanation for the need to go

beyond existing poetic works. In multiple passages of To
Nicocles he discusses gnomic poetry and argues that the educa-
tion available for the rulers ought to be different from that of the
general public. According to him, poets have focused primarily
on the needs of the majority and do not provide useful advice
tailored specifically for rulers, showing thus another instance
where poetry might have an impact on society, but pointing out
that this impact is limited and needs to be supplemented by
Isocrates’ own contributions. The advice given to rulers and
their subjects is, according to Isocrates, necessarily different
and this is evident from the behavior of the masses who, despite
knowing the best course of action or what would make them

18 Hunter (2014), 77 suggests, for example, that ‘Isocrates clearly aims to write a prose
version of such improving works [as Hesiod’s Works and Days]’.

19 A very similar idea is expressed in Panegyricus (168), where Isocrates draws a sharp
contrast between the ‘fabricated calamities’ of poets (ἐπὶ μὲν ταῖς συμφοραῖς ταῖς ὑπὸ
τῶν ποιητῶν συγκειμέναις) that make people weep, as contrasted to the ‘real
suffering’ (ἀληθινὰ πάθη) experienced in war that people are far less bothered about.
See on this passage also Halliwell (2002), 212–15.
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bettermen, do not act accordingly and instead ‘in everyway take
pleasures in things that are contrary to their best interests’ (45).
As a consequence, the masses are not interested in those most
profitable discourses (48: ὠφελιμώτατος) that are much appreci-
ated by the rulers, but instead follow those recommendations
that abound in fictions (48: μυθωδέστατος).20 Isocrates’ political
prose promises to fill this gap and provide useful advice for the
educated elite alone. In other words, the prose that Isocrates has
to offer his students is vastly different from the simplicity andwit
that seemed to have made Lysias’ work so popular. The two
writers, then, represent opposites in the educational elite context
in Athens. For Isocrates, contrasting his work with these two
kinds of poetic works has helped him, first, specify the particular
contributions his discourse aims to make and, second, narrow
down the audience for whom he envisions his advice to be
particularly relevant. In sum, Isocrates challenges the aims and
means of the poetic tradition and by moving beyond it he
demonstrates how his own discourses meet the expectations of
society more adequately. In particular, he claims to provide an
education that is defined by its usefulness and that prepares its
students for the practicalities of life and politics.

3.2 Isocrates on Prose

Isocrates is one of our most thorough ancient advocates of
written prose. Having established his difference from poetic
discourse, Isocrates dedicates substantial effort to drawing fur-
ther distinctions between his own works – collectively referred
to as politikoi logoi (πολιτικοὶ λόγοι, political speeches) – and
those of other prose writers by promoting the uniqueness of
his ideas and emphasizing his contributions to philosophy.
Given that prose had just started to become an established
mode of philosophical and rhetorical writing,21 and given his

20 The examples Isocrates evokes here are Homeric epics and early tragic poetry
(48–9).

21 For discussions on the relationship between poetry and prose, see Goldhill (2002);
the collection of essays in Yunis (2003); Graff (2005).

Isocrates and His Work on Rhetoric and Philosophy

68

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


educational program which prioritized the ability to express
oneself in written form, Isocrates had to provide an innovative
approach to philosophical prose in order to stand out and
legitimize his school. When discussing other prose authors or
works, Isocrates mainly uses two approaches: he either corrects
the methods and/or aims of their works, as they have failed to
fulfil what they set out to do (or what the generic expectations
demand they do), or he provides lists of various kinds of prose
writings as established and well-known genres in the order of
importance, where his own works always rank as superior
to others.
The first approach is best exemplified in his Helen and

Busiris. The method of analysis in both speeches is similar:
Isocrates examines either a previous speech (Busiris) or a topic
that has been subject to multiple interpretations (Helen), com-
ments where others have gone wrong and gives his own version
or solution.22 In both of these works, other – either previous or
contemporary – authors seem to have misunderstood the par-
ticularities of the genre they were writing in and ended up
promoting, because of their ignorance, the opposite to what
they set out to do: Gorgias’ Helen, supposed to be an enco-
mium, turned out to focus mainly on the faults of Helen,23

Polycrates’ Busiris, aimed to be a defense turned out to be an
accusation,24 and Polycrates’ other work, the accusation of
Socrates, would have been received by Socrates more as an
encomium than an accusation.25 By drawing attention to the
mismatch between the generic expectations and the actual
content of their discourses, Isocrates paves the way for his
own supposedly coherent expositions on the topic.26

22 Correcting previous writers: Helen 14-15, Busiris 9; offering his own interpretation:
Helen 16, Busiris 10.

23 Isoc. Helen 14: φησὶ μὲν γὰρ ἐγκώμιον γεγραφέναι περὶαὐτῆς, τυγχάνει δ᾽ ἀπολογίαν
εἰρηκὼς ὑπὲρ τῶν ἐκείνῃ πεπραγμένων.

24 Isoc. Busiris 4–5.
25 Isoc. Busiris 6: ‘Socrates would be as grateful to you for your accusation as to any

who have been wont to eulogize him’ (ὁ μὲν ἄν σοι τοσαύτην ἔχοι χάριν ὑπὲρ τῆς
κατηγορίας, ὅσην οὐδενὶ τῶν ἐπαινεῖν αὐτὸν εἰθισμένων).

26 And so Isocrates’Helen focuses only on those aspects of her representation that can
be wholeheartedly praised, and avoids getting caught up with topics that associate
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Helen in particular has a programmatic aspect to the work.
The first part of the discourse gives us Isocrates’ critical assess-
ment of the current educational scene and the prose encomium
that follows cannot be read in isolation from what precedes it.
The potential of prose writings to tackle serious and funda-
mental topics had not been, at least according to Isocrates,
properly exploited thus far. Hence, Isocrates’ treatment of
Gorgias and Polycrates entails not only, or not simply, criti-
cisms of their generic misunderstandings of what encomia
should do. More than that, Isocrates seems to suggest that
they have failed to understand the true function and opportun-
ities for serious learning that could be imparted through prose.
Isocrates demonstrates instead how someone with his training
and education would be able to spot inconsistencies, not be
persuaded by misleading arguments, and capable of compos-
ing in the very genre better than those who had done so
previously.27 Furthermore, by evoking philosophers and rhet-
oricians (like Polycrates), Isocrates makes a pointed gesture
towards a context within which he expects his work to appear
and be of relevance. In other words, he is targeting the poten-
tial students of philosophers and rhetoricians by demonstrat-
ing the failures of both of these groups as helpful educational
role models. By contrast, his own teaching and writings do not
deceive the recipient, they follow closely the clearly expressed
aims of his discourse and, because of this coherence of pur-
pose, his works will be more useful and beneficial for anyone
interested. In other words, through his criticisms of Gorgias
and Polycrates, Isocrates shapes an image of his work as
serious, morally coherent and demanding.
Another way Isocrates discusses prose literature, and his

own position within it, is by way of constructing lists of ‘kinds
of prose’. He does so in prominent positions of his Antidosis
and Panathenaicus, works that qualify as perhaps Isocrates’

her with negative fame. Livingstone (2001), 12 talks about the ‘pure’ genre of
encomium. Cf. also Zajonz (2002), 145.

27 This is of course (and not coincidentally, as I will argue below) closely reminiscent
of Socrates and his criticisms of ‘Lysianic speech’ in the Phaedrus.
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most extensive expressions of his educational and philosoph-
ical program. The lists of prose genres given in both works
differ slightly, and this might be explained by the caveat
provided at the beginning of the first list, where Isocrates
claims that ‘there are no fewer modes of prose (τρόποι τῶν
λόγων) than of verse’ (Antidosis 45), thus implying that these
lists are quite arbitrary and could easily look different. In
Antidosis (45) he outlines six prose genres,28 emphasizing in
particular his own panhellenic political speeches (λόγος
Ἐλληνικὸς καὶ πολιτικὸς καὶ πανηγυρικός), which are described
as encompassing all the compositional techniques one needs
to know for creating a piece of work in any other genre. In
Panathenaicus (1–2) Isocrates lists five prose genres,29 once
again saving his own panhellenic discourse to last.30 In both
lists, Isocrates sets up a particularly explicit opposition
between his own work and that of courtroom writers. In
the Antidosis, the latter are singled out as a natural point
of comparison to Isocrates’ writing and teaching program
(47–50).31 This comparison comes at a crucial section in the
discourse and is referred back to in the following passage as
having given ‘the whole truth about my power, philosophy
or profession, however you want to call it’ (50: περὶ μὲν οὖν
τῆς ἐμῆς εἴτε βούλεσθε καλεῖν δυνάμεως εἴτε φιλοσοφίας εἴτε

28 The six prose genres are the following: (1) Researches in the genealogies of the
demi-gods (οἱ μὲν γὰρ τὰ γένη τὰ τῶν ἡμιθέων ἀναζητοῦντες); (2) Studies in the poets
(οἱ δὲ περὶ τοὺς ποιητὰς ἐφιλοσόφησαν); (3) Histories of wars (τὰς πράξεις τὰς ἐν τοῖς
πολέμοις συναγαγεῖν ἐβουλήθησαν); (4) Dialogues, the so-called dialecticians (or
eristics?) (περὶ τὰς ἐρωτήσεις καὶ τὰς ἀποκρίσεις γεγόνασιν, οὓς ἀντιλογικοὺς
καλοῦσιν); (5) Private discourses (οὐ περὶ τῶν ἰδίων συμβολαίων); (6) Panhellenic
political speeches (γράφειν δὲ [. . .] λόγους [. . .] Ἑλληνικοὺς καὶ πολιτικοὺς καὶ
πανηγυρικούς).

29 The five prose genres: (1) logoi which deal with mythological themes; (2) logoi
about marvelous or fictitious themes; (3) logoi about historical events; (4) logoi
written in plain style and aimed at persuasion in law courts; (5) logoi which give
advice on the true interests of Athens and of the rest of the Hellenes, written in a
rich style full with arguments.

30 Panathenaicus 2.
31 E.g. ‘many desire to become students [of Isocratean discourses], thinking that those

who excel in this field are wiser and better and of more use than men who speak well
in court’ (47: πολλοὶ δὲ καὶ μαθηταὶ γίγνεσθαι βούλονται, νομίζοντες τοὺς ἐν τούτοις
πρωτεύοντας πολὺ σοφωτέρους καὶ βελτίους καὶ μᾶλλον ὠφελεῖν δυναμένους εἶναι τῶν τὰς
δίκας εὖ λεγόντων). The whole passage is constructed as a comparison.
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διατριβῆς, ἀκηκόατε πᾶσαν τὴν ἀλήθειαν). In other words,
courtroom writers are depicted as among the most signifi-
cant opponents of Isocrates’ work.
In the Panathenaicus, Isocrates’ criticism appears more gen-

erally directed towards the so-called sophists, a group who will
be shown below to encompass in Isocrates’ view a wide array
of intellectuals, including philosophers. However, when
reflecting on his youth and career, he once again compares
his decision to dedicate himself to the study and writing of
panhellenic matters to those who deal with private contracts
and courtroom matters (11). In the opening section of the
work, Isocrates gives some clarification about the characteris-
tics of their writing. These are works that ‘give the impression
of having been composed in a plain and simple manner and
having no embellishments, which those who are clever at law-
suits urge our young men to cultivate’.32 Should we not think
here of Lysias, or at least those who are influenced by the style
and writings of Lysias?33 Walberer has argued that Lysias,
who might have just finished his composition of the
Olympiacus (which Walberer regards as authentic), is the
opponent Isocrates reacts against in the Panegyricus
(11–12).34 There, Isocrates discusses men who expect most
elaborate writing to have to meet the standards of courtroom
pleas, which essentially means in this passage the use of simple
style.35 In fact, it seems that we can connect most references to
the kind of rhetoric which Isocrates disapproves of to the plain
style of Lysias or his followers. Isocrates’ fierce criticism of this
type of writing might suggest its widespread popularity and,
therefore, could be taken as an additional confirmation of the

32 τοὺς ἁπλῶς δοκοῦντας εἰρῆσθαι καὶ μηδεμιᾶς κομψότητος μετέχοντας, οὓς οἱ δεινοὶ περὶ
τοὺς ἀγῶνας παραινοῦσι τοῖς νεωτέροις μελετᾶν (1).

33 As far as I can see, only Norlin (1968), 373 suggests that the section might refer
to Lysias.

34 Walberer (1938), 55–60.
35 καίτοι τινὲς ἐπιτιμῶσι τῶν λόγων τοῖς ὑπὲρ τοὺς ἰδιώτας ἔχουσι καὶ λίαν ἀπηκριβωμένοις,

καὶ τοσοῦτον διημαρτήκασιν ὥστε τοὺς πρὸς ὑπερβολὴν πεποιημένους πρὸς τοὺς ἀγῶνας
τοὺς περὶ τῶν ἰδίων συμβολαίων σκοποῦσιν, ὥσπερ ὁμοίως δέον ἀμφοτέρους ἔχειν, ἀλλ᾽ οὐ
τοὺς μὲν ἀσφαλῶς τοὺς δ᾽ ἐπιδεικτικῶς [. . .]. See also the discussion of this argument in
Wilcox (1943a), 119–20.
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statement made in the beginning of Plato’s Phaedrus, which
referred to Lysias as one of the most successful and popular
(228a, δεινότατος τῶν νῦν) writers of the time. Without wishing
to push this point too hard, it does seem that the kind of
writing and style that Lysias had come to embody by the
fourth century bce represented a major point of reference
and criticism for Isocrates’ own educational and philosophical
program.
Going back to the two lists provided in the Antidosis and

Panathenaicus, the slight differences should not come as a
surprise after Isocrates’ own emphasis on the arbitrariness of
providing them, but what is perhaps more striking is the fact
that in neither of the lists does Isocrates mention philosophical
writings as a separate category. Pfister has drawn attention to
this absence in his article, suggesting that Isocrates might have
neglected philosophical literature as a separate genre in order
to avoid associating it with the Academy.36 His discussion
provoked the response of Wilcox who has attempted to explain
away this surprising absence by suggesting that both the
Antidosis and the Panathenaicus actually do make reference
to philosophical genres; in the former it is mentioned as ‘ques-
tions and answers, which they call disputations (ἀντιλογικοί)’
(45) and in the latter under the wider term ‘logoi about mar-
velous or fictitious themes’.37 Wilcox’s discussion is persuasive
in so far as he aims to establish that Isocrates refers in both
works to a kind of philosophical writing, namely the Socratic
dialogues, but we need not assume that this would capture a
readily understandable and fixed generic category of philo-
sophical writing. Moreover, in her commentary on the
Antidosis, Too suggests that what Wilcox was keen to regard
as a reference to a philosophical category is more likely to
characterize sophistic works and, perhaps, those of Protagoras
and his followers in particular.38 But perhaps there is a third
way to explain the absence of philosophical works from the
list. What if Isocrates never conceived of philosophy as a

36 Pfister (1933), 458. 37 Wilcox (1943). 38 Too (2008), 119–20.
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specific genre, as something that should be written down?
What if philosophy was a term that Isocrates used first and
foremost to refer to the (primarily oral?) practice of teaching,
thinking and deliberating? It is a well-known and often stated
fact that the concept of philosophy was unfixed and widely
used to denote a range of different intellectual activities at the
time. Yet, as this debate shows, there still lingers an expect-
ation among scholars of finding it conceptualized in similar
terms as we have since come to know it from the philosophical
tradition, as a separate and self-standing written genre that
Isocrates could not have been able to avoid mentioning in his
work. In order to further investigate the possibility that phil-
osophy was not conceived as a written practice or fixed written
genre by Isocrates,39 let us take a closer look at Isocrates’ use
of philosophia in his works.

3.3 On What Is and What Is Not Philosophy

Aside from describing his discourse through comparisons with
other genres, Isocrates also makes explicit claims about how he
views his work and its effect on Athenian society. These
remarks are often made jointly with his references to philoso-
phy, a term with which he often characterizes his intellectual
output. Even though Bons has argued that Isocrates’ use of
(rhetorical) terminology is not as technical and specific as
it is among subsequent writers,40 the following analysis of
Isocrates’ use of the three terms – sophist (σοφιστής), rhêtôr/
rhetoric (ῥήτωρ/ῥητορική) and philosophy (φιλοσοφία) – clearly
suggests that Isocrates formed distinctive interpretations of
these notions and that he frequently uses them to refer either

39 Cf. Halliwell (1994), 223 who argues that philosophia became ‘associated with
individuals and schools of thought that aspired to comprehensive understanding
of the world’ and ‘the world conceived as the totality of all reality’. Nightingale
(1995), chap. 1 explores how it came about that Plato won the ‘contest’ for the
notion of philosophy and has ever since determined the reception of Isocrates who
is primarily referred to as a rhetorician.

40 Bons (1996), 4–5.
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to himself in relation to other intellectuals or to contemporary
professionals and rivals.
Let us start with the concept of the ‘sophist’. There are a few

passages where σοφιστής is used in a wider sense to refer to a
‘wise man’,41 but in these sections either the context or the
qualifying words make it clear that Isocrates has in mind the
figure of the sage. In most cases, the term σοφιστής and its
cognates occur in Isocrates’ works in a negative sense.42 While
Isocrates frequently uses this notion to distance his own
writings from those he calls the ‘sophists’,43 it remains some-
what vague throughout his works whom he considers a sophist
in the first place. There are, of course, the usual suspects such
as Gorgias, Protagoras and other itinerant teachers, who are
included in this category.44 But we also see those listed among
sophists who are now in contemporary scholarship often
grouped together under the controversial label of Presocratic
philosophers (Antidosis 285). There are two kinds of criticisms
that Isocrates brings against the sophists most often. First, he
reproaches sophists for their teaching practices and he seems to
be particularly offended by the low pay that these ‘sophists’
ask from their students (see especially Against the Sophists
3–4). And even if some of the sophists were famous for
charging large sums for their teaching, Isocrates argues that
their wealth has brought no good to Athens or to themselves.
For example, in the Antidosis (155–7) Isocrates invites a com-
parison between himself and Gorgias, whom he regards as the
most successful and wealthy sophist (of all time), but who
never contributed to the city’s wellbeing and at the time of
his death did not leave behind a large inheritance. Contrary to
the itinerant sophists, whom he describes as parasites with no
home or serious commitments, Isocrates claims to have

41 E.g. To Nicocles (13), Antidosis (235, 313).
42 Curiously, Eucken (1983), 7 argues for the opposite case.
43 They are explicitly contrasted to Isocrates and regard Isocrates as a rival (whom

they want to misrepresent) in Antidosis (2, 4), Panathenaicus (5). Sophists’ activity
as totally different from Isocrates’ is stated or implied in Antidosis (148, 215),
Panegyricus (3), Panathenaicus (18). Sophists as different with regard to their
management of finances are mentioned in Antidosis (155, 157).

44 Explicitly in Helen (2 and 9).
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contributed to the ‘common cause’ and this should be wel-
comed by his fellow citizens (Antidosis 158).45 His criticism of
their political uselessness is closely connected to their intellec-
tual faults. In his educational manifesto and protreptic Against
the Sophists, Isocrates maps out the contemporary educational
scene and reserves the term sophists for the previous gener-
ation of intellectuals, who had ‘set themselves up as being
teachers of meddlesomeness (πολυπραγμοσύνη) and greed
(πλεονεξία)’.46 The distinguishing characteristic mentioned
there is their narrow-mindedness: these sophists had been
focusing on specific vocabulary and trying to teach their stu-
dents success in law courts through this nit-picking activity.47

The second major criticism is the futility of their practice.
Indeed, criticisms of the sophists are frequently associated with
their lack of seriousness. In the Antidosis (268) and Helen
(2–6), sophists are those who have pushed theoretical specula-
tion to the extreme, to the extent of appearing ridiculous and
bringing no profit whatsoever to their students. Depicted as
unprincipled, unskilled and unable to manage their affairs
(both in a financial and intellectual sense), they might even
appear as relatively harmless.48

45 In a recent article, Thomas Blank (2014) argues that Isocrates did not in fact charge
any fees from the Athenians and as such offered a ‘public service’, thus legitimizing
his expectations of receiving public recognition for his services. Though in many
ways an attractive suggestion, there seems to be very little to support it: his
argument rests solely on his reading of a passage from the Antidosis (164–5), which
does confirm that he was accepting fees from foreigners, but says nothing about
taking money from Athenians. This does not really mean that he did not – it is
simply not what Isocrates is concerned with demonstrating in the passage. On
Isocrates’ school fees, see further Ostwald and Lynch (1994), especially 596 where
they state that Isocrates’ fees were modest in comparison to those of the
famous sophists.

46 References to ‘ancient sophists’ are also made in Antidosis (268, 285).
47 This section is very obscure; see Böhme (2009), 194.
48 The note at the end of Panegyricus (188–9) seems to be clearly addressed to

sophists. That eloquence or knowledge of the means of eloquence itself is not
‘dangerous’ is thematized in Antidosis (236–7), that the influence of sophists can
be minimal in Against the Sophists (14), or ineffective in To Philip (13). In one
passage (Antidosis 197), Isocrates even shows awareness of the fact that his practice
might be easily confused with the sophists and in another passage of Antidosis
shows himself to be sympathetic to their cause and mentions the ‘common prejudice
against the sophists’ (168: τῆς δὲ κοινῆς τῆς περὶ τοὺς σοφιστὰς διαβολῆς).
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Yet, Isocrates also shows how damaging such individuals
can really be. A very common reference to the sophists in
Isocrates is reserved for those who are slandering his person
and have thus a devastating impact not only on his general
reputation, but on the Athenian educational scene more gen-
erally. This is stated at the beginning of the Antidosis, where he
claims to have been long aware of the damage that the sophists
have been trying to inflict on his person by associating him
with law court writings (2: ἐγὼ γὰρ εἰδὼς ἐνίους τῶν σοφιστῶν
βλασφημοῦντας περὶ τῆς ἐμῆς διατριβῆς) and thus belittling the
topics and approach he had taken in his discourses.49 In gen-
eral, under the broad notion ‘sophists’ Isocrates refers both to
those whom Plato and the subsequent tradition would call
‘sophists’ and to those later labeled as philosophers (and
Presocratic philosophers in particular) whom he seems to fash-
ion as homogeneous representatives of a tradition of philo-
sophical thought that strongly differs from Isocrates’
understanding of the notion ‘philosophy’.
The terms ῥήτωρ/ῥητορική and their cognates are used by

Isocrates mainly in the sense of ‘public speakers’ or orators
who perform speeches and take an active part in politics.
Isocrates suggests that this is the category in which some of
his pupils can be counted, thus clearly implying that rhetoric
occupies a significant role in his teaching.50 Yet, at the same
time, Isocrates does not refer to himself as a rhetorician and in
one passage in particular emphasizes that he should not be
identified with a ῥήτωρ.51 In To Philip, Isocrates addresses
Philip and asks the latter not to be surprised if Isocrates, ‘being
neither a military commander nor an orator (ῥήτωρ) nor any
other person of authority’ (81), has expressed himself more
boldly than others. Isocrates then goes on to explain why he

49 The ancient controversy around Isocrates’ law court writings is recorded in D. H.
Isocrates 18.

50 We find this usage in On the Team of Horses (7), Against the Sophists (9), On the
Peace (5), Antidosis (30, 105, 136, 138, 185, 200, 231), Panathenaicus (2), Plataikos
(3, 38), To Philip (2).

51 This is surely largely due to the fact that Isocrates is not a politician and does not
speak in the assembly.
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had decided not to pursue the career of a public orator and, in
contrast to the quarrelsome qualities he describes one as
having to develop in an oratorical context, he emphasizes his
abilities in sound thinking and education (82: φρονεῖν εὖ καὶ
πεπαιδεῦσθαι καλῶς) that are paramount to his being able to
advise Athenians, Hellenes and the most distinguished of men
(τῇ πόλει καὶ τοῖς Ἕλλησι καὶ τῶν ἀνδρῶν τοῖς ἐνδοξοτάτοις).
Isocrates seems to say that instead of devoting himself solely
to public performances as an active public orator (i.e. polit-
ician), he has instead laid more emphasis on training his
thought and cultivating general intellectual abilities that are
manifested now in his ability to use written discourses to
advise men who are confronted with difficult decisions. It
seems that this distinction is closely related to the contrast
between oral and written discourses, the ῥήτορες being repre-
sentatives of the oral and Isocrates’ work representative of the
written discourse.52 But this is perhaps the result of a more
fundamental difference between Isocrates’ teaching and the
orators: compared to the orators, whose principal area is
public speech,53 Isocrates’ teaching has a far wider scope,54

and this is why his students can become professionals in a
variety of areas (e.g. historians, generals and, indeed, orators).
In contrast to both previous terms, φιλοσοφία is a notion that

Isocrates associates closely with his own discourses, the con-
cept and its cognates being used far more frequently through-
out Isocrates’ corpus than the cognates of either ῥήτωρ/
ῥητορική or σοφιστής.55 As has been noticed before, Isocrates
uses a wide range of meanings for φιλοσοφία. In particular, the
following five thematic clusters seem to be especially strongly
represented in his use of the term:56 (1) philosophy as a serious

52 Isocrates addresses this explicitly in To Philip (25), and Nicocles (8). In To Philip
(29) Isocrates seems to associate prejudices against sophists with those that are
commonly held against written speeches.

53 Or rather, public policy as decided in the assembly and council.
54 The contrast between Isocrates’ conceptions of philosophy and oratory is set up in

Against the Sophists (21).
55 I count altogether ninety occurrences of φιλοσοφία against thirty-six occurrences of

ῥήτωρ/ῥητορική and thirty occurrences of σοφιστής.
56 Cf. the similar approach to Isocrates’ notion of philosophy in Timmerman (1998).
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study, (2) philosophy and practice, (3) philosophy and false
philosophy, (4) philosophy and teaching, (5) philosophy as a
broad intellectual discipline. All of these categories are essen-
tial to Isocrates’ conception of philosophia and they all contrib-
ute to a general understanding of philosophia as a practice or
activity that is primarily undertaken in an educational envir-
onment for a practical purpose (e.g. preparation for public
life), rather than a kind of solitary act of thinking done for
its own sake that could translate into a piece of written work.57

The verb φιλοσοφεῖν and the noun φιλοσοφία, when accom-
panied either by another verb (e.g. πονεῖν, μελετᾶν, ζητεῖν κτλ.)
or noun (e.g. πόνος, λογισμός κτλ.), occur often in the sense of
serious study that is crucial for understanding the important
problems at stake.58 However, Isocrates also makes it clear
that the mere contemplation of and search for theoretical
solutions is not enough and in some passages he introduces a
contrast between philosophy and actual practice, both being
crucial to good practice. This contrast is most explicitly
expressed in To Nicocles, where Isocrates argues that in order
to get a thorough understanding of things under examination,
one should approach these things by experience as well as by
study (35: ἐμπειρίᾳ μέτιθι καὶ φιλοσοφίᾳ): ‘for study will show
you the way, but training yourself in the actual doing of things
will give you power to deal with affairs’.59 Isocrates’ advice to
the king clearly suggests that a good understanding is reached
through theoretical study (philosophy) and practice or habitu-
ation. Elsewhere, however, Isocrates debates the attribution of
the notion of ‘philosophy’ to describe those only engaged in
theoretical pursuits, and reclaims the notion for his own all-
encompassing practices that are beneficial in practical ways to
society at large. In the Antidosis, for example, Isocrates

57 It is surprising that in her book on ancient notions of ‘theory’, Nightingale (2004)
barely touches upon Isocrates’ contributions to this debate. Isocrates is also con-
spicuously absent in Yunis’ (2003) volume on literate culture.

58 For example in Panegyricus (6, 186), Antidosis (247), To Philip (29), Panathenaicus
(11), On the Peace (5).

59 τὸ μὲν γὰρ φιλοσοφεῖν τὰς ὁδούς σοι δείξει, τὸ δ᾽ ἐπ᾽ αὐτῶν τῶν ἔργων γυμνάζεσθαι
δύνασθαί σε χρῆσθαι τοῖς πράγμασι ποιήσει. This notion seems to be implicit also in
his self-evaluation in the Antidosis (162).
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explains how his teaching helps cultivate φρόνησις (271–87) and
one of the crucial requirements for this goal, he maintains, is to
understand the advantage of his approach.60 In this section
(285) Isocrates expresses his particular annoyance with the
following people:

τοὺς δὲ τῶν μὲν ἀναγκαίων ἀμελοῦντας, τὰς δὲ τῶν παλαιῶν σοφιστῶν
τερατολογίας ἀγαπῶντας φιλοσοφεῖν φασιν, ἀμελήσαντες τοὺς τὰ τοιαῦτα
μανθάνοντας καὶ μελετῶντας, ἐξ ὧν καὶ τὸν ἴδιον οἶκον καὶ τὰ κοινὰ τὰ τῆς
πόλεως καλῶς διοικήσουσιν, ὧνπερ ἕνεκα καὶ πονητέον καὶ φιλοσοφητέον καὶ
πάντα πρακτέον ἐστίν.

They characterize men who ignore our practical needs and delight in the
mental juggling of the ancient sophists as ‘students of philosophy’, but refuse
this name to those who pursue and practise those studies which will enable us
to govern wisely both our own households and the commonwealth – which
should be the objects of our toil, of our study, and of our every act.

There are many interesting aspects to Isocrates’ statements
here: most obviously, Isocrates claims that there is general
confusion about who should be counted a philosopher and
who should not.61 It is generally acknowledged that in the fifth
and fourth centuries bce the term ‘philosophy’ and its cog-
nates were far more fluid terms than by the end of the fourth
and the early third century bce when philosophical schools
had started to dominate and define research.62 To what extent
this fluidity of tradition lies behind Isocrates’ comments here is
difficult to tell. It certainly seems from this passage, however,
that an interpretation of philosophy as a solely theoretical
pursuit had started to gain more prominence as the dominant
(technical) use of the term ‘philosophy’, and that Isocrates’
notion of philosophical activity would appear in this context
too broad and unspecific. In a section preceding this one

60 The Isocratean notion of φρόνησις and its difference/similarity to both Plato and
Aristotle has not been much discussed in the literature. I find T. Poulakos’ (2004,
56–62) translation of στοχασμός as ‘practical intelligence’ and φρόνησις as ‘practical
wisdom’ misleading and altogether obstructing, rather than improving, our under-
standing of these notions. I regret that I have not been able to fully consult Roser’s
recent dissertation (2019), part of which is dedicated to exploring the concept of
phronesis in Isocrates.

61 Cf.Antidosis (215, 285),Letter toArchidamus (15),Helen (6),Panathenaicus (263).
62 See, for example, Nightingale (1995), chap. 1 with bibliography.
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(Antidosis 284), Isocrates argues that this confusion has arisen
from a fundamental misconception about the notion of ‘bene-
fit’ or ‘advantage’ in philosophy, and has thus influenced the
way in which philosophy’s position in society is understood
and exploited. Finally, despite Isocrates’ language in this pas-
sage, those ‘ancient sophists’ who make a profession out of
‘mental juggling’ (or marvel-mongering, τερατολογία) should
probably be understood as referring to (what we would now
call) Presocratic philosophers, who had been associated with
this strictly theoretical interpretation of philosophy (see also
above). Contrary to the sophists, whose teaching was the result
of an essentially pragmatic need for law court practices and
who could thus not be rejected on the grounds of being
detached from the actual pragmatic needs of society,
Isocrates has elsewhere referred to Presocratic philosophers
in a similar way to his description of the ‘ancient sophists’
here.63 It seems, then, that Isocrates is consciously labeling
proponents of a tradition of philosophy, which focuses primar-
ily on theoretical speculation, as sophists, while at the same
time inculcating a complete revision of the term to fit his own
educational and philosophical paradigm. Isocrates argues that
these sophists who call themselves (theoretical) philosophers
have misled people about the true aims and use of philosophy,
thus creating a misconception about philosophy as a superflu-
ous practice unable to benefit society. It is, according to him,
high time to reclaim the notion of philosophy from these
sophists who thrive in paradoxical and unhelpful thoughts,

63 In the Helen, Isocrates seems to consider (what we would call) Presocratic philoso-
phers together with sophists. He starts his list of sophists with Protagoras (2: ὅστις
οὐκ οἶδε Πρωταγόραν καὶ τοὺς κατ᾽ ἐκεῖνον τὸν χρόνον γενομένους σοφιστάς), then moves
on to the philosophical works of Gorgias, Zeno and Melissus; the latter two of the
list have become standard names in Presocratic philosophy. The entire group is
accused of indulging in ‘verbal hair-splitting’ (4: τερθρεία), whereas they should
guide their students towards the truth and the practical affairs of government,
training them to be experienced in these things (5: περὶ τὴν ἐμπειρίαν τὴν τούτων
γυμνάζειν) which is far preferable to exact knowledge of the useless (πολὺ κρεῖττόν
ἐστι περὶ τῶν χρησίμων ἐπιεικῶς δοξάζειν ἢ περὶ τῶν ἀχρήστων ἀκριβῶς ἐπίστασθαι).
Furthermore, Eucken (1983), esp. 44–56, sees Isocrates’ Helen as very closely
engaged with the philosophical positions of Antisthenes, Plato and Socrates.

On What Is and What Is Not Philosophy

81

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


and are negatively contrasted to Isocrates’ pragmatic interpret-
ation of proper philosophy.64

Isocrates’ positive definition and exposition of philosophy is
most clearly expressed in his Antidosis. Even though he has
explained his understanding of the term in various previous
passages of the work, by evoking parallels from physical
training or talking about the different professions of his pupils
to give an idea of his encompassing treatment of the subject, he
comes to give a definition of philosophy in section 271 that is
worth quoting in full:

ἐπειδὴ γὰρ οὐκ ἔνεστιν ἐν τῇ φύσει τῇ τῶν ἀνθρώπων ἐπιστήμην λαβεῖν, ἣν ἔχοντες
ἂν εἰδεῖμεν, ὅ τι πρακτέον ἢ λεκτέον ἐστίν, ἐκ τῶν λοιπῶν σοφοὺς μὲν νομίζω τοὺς
ταῖς δόξαις ἐπιτυγχάνειν ὡς ἐπὶ τὸ πολὺ τοῦ βελτίστου δυναμένους, φιλοσόφους δὲ
τοὺς ἐν τούτοις διατρίβοντας, ἐξ ὧν τάχιστα λήψονται τὴν τοιαύτην φρόνησιν.

For since it is not in the nature of man to attain a science by the possession of
which we can know positively what we should do or what we should say, in
the next resort I hold that man to be wise who is able by his powers of
conjecture to arrive generally at the best course, and I hold that man to be a
philosopher who occupies himself with the studies from which he will most
quickly gain that kind of insight.

In this one compressed sentence, Isocrates explains the funda-
mentals of his interpretation of philosophy in a way that is
intelligible to different audiences, from the theoretical sophist
to an active politician or layman. Isocrates argues that know-
ledge is unattainable for humans and thus that every kind of
theoretical activity that aims to produce infallible and system-
atic knowledge is futile and unproductive. Even though he
does not bring further evidence to bear in this passage, else-
where in the work Isocrates invokes sophists (a group which
also includes those called philosophers today,65 possibly also
the Socratics) as a proof for this sentiment. According to
Isocrates, sophists claim to work towards formulating fixed

64 Most commentators on Isocrates do not take his claims to philosophy seriously and
interpret Isocrates’ discussion as focusing on rhetoric instead. This general reluc-
tance to consider Isocrates in any way philosophically relevant is perhaps particu-
larly surprising in Too (1995) and (2008), whose focus is unyieldingly fixed on
Isocrates as a rhetorician. An exception is Schiappa (1999), 162–84.

65 Cf. Kerferd (1950); Schiappa (1999), 67–82.

Isocrates and His Work on Rhetoric and Philosophy

82

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


principles and arguments that would result in systematic
knowledge, but end up proposing solutions that are unaccept-
able and also in disagreement with each other: οἱ μὲν γὰρ
παρακαλοῦσιν ἐπὶ τὴν ἀρετὴν καὶ τὴν φρόνησιν τὴν ὑπὸ τῶν
ἄλλων μὲν ἀγνοουμένην, ὑπ᾽ αὐτῶν δὲ τούτων ἀντιλεγομένην
(Antidosis 84). Isocrates maintains in another passage of the
work that it is not appropriate to ‘call philosophy something
that does not profit us in the present, either for (improving) our
speaking or our actions’ (266). Instead, he would call ‘this kind
of exercise gymnastics of the soul and a preparation for phil-
osophy (παρασκευὴ φιλοσοφίας)’. This preparation might be
useful, as anything learned at school (266–7), to sharpen the
minds and train the learning of students (265), but it should
not become the sole object of their attention and students’
minds should not ‘be stranded on the speculations of the
ancient sophists’ (268), who make different claims about the
ontological status of the world. The examples mentioned –

Empedocles, Ion, Alcmaeon, Parmenides, Melissus and
Gorgias – are all from (what we now call) Presocratic philoso-
phy and Isocrates describes them as a group that tried to
render observations in the physical world to a select number
of substances,66 and eventually engage in speculations about
their interrelations through theoretical arguments. Isocrates
rejects this tradition wholesale with his claim that this kind
of knowledge is not accessible to human beings. Having made
this statement and rejected the concept of philosophy as a
strictly theoretical study relying on proofs, Isocrates automat-
ically frees himself not only from the demands of this philo-
sophical tradition, but also from any further necessity to
provide more detailed or systematic argumentation to support
his claims.
Instead, Isocrates argues that a true philosopher is someone

who, having understood the limits of human mind, will turn
his energies to studying good practice and widespread opinions

66 Antid. 268: ὧν ὁ μὲν ἄπειρον τὸ πλῆθος ἔφησεν εἶναι τῶν ὄντων, Ἐμπεδοκλῆς δὲ τέτταρα,
καὶ νεῖκος καὶ φιλίαν ἐν αὐτοῖς, Ἴων δ᾽ οὐ πλείω τριῶν, Ἀλκμαίων δὲ δύο μόνα, Παρμενίδης
δὲ καὶ Μέλισσος ἕν, Γοργίας δὲ παντελῶς οὐδέν.
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that have been verified over the course of human (Greek)
history.67 Philosophers, as Isocrates claims in the passage
quoted above, are those who are most experienced in this kind
of study and are able to determine the best possible practice
most frequently and quickly. How is this achieved without
relying on theoretical arguments and sound methodologies?68

Isocrates gives three main methods that can be used: striving
towards speaking well, persuading others, and a desire to seize
the advantage (275: πρός τε τὸ λέγειν εὖ φιλοτίμως διατεθεῖεν, καὶ
τοῦ πείθειν δύνασθαι τοὺς ἀκούοντας ἐρασθεῖεν, καὶ πρὸς τούτοις
τῆς πλεονεξίας ἐπιθυμήσαιεν). Or in other words, tradition that
leads to forming a good moral character, which, in turn, works
towards benefiting society. Isocrates explains all three aspects
in detail. With regard to the first point, he argues that when-
ever someone has set their mind to speaking or writing honor-
able discourses these will be devoted ‘to the welfare of man and
our common good’ (276). In this case, one will select actions
and deeds of remarkable men and, by preparing the discourse,
will thus profit oneself by becoming familiar with praiseworthy
thoughts and actions (277). Isocrates argues that through this
kind of training the man who is closely familiarized with his
outstanding ancestors ‘will feel their influence not only in the
speech he has at hand, but also in other actions of his life’
(277). Speaking well means, then, that by using models that
have been proven by tradition to be valuable (no need to
engage in theoretical discussion about these time-tested
models) one tries to reach the level of these models through
imitation. In other words, history and proven deeds will be
used as criteria for preparing a discourse that meets the expect-
ations of Isocratean philosophy: it will cultivate one’s mind

67 Cf. also Panathenaicus 32, where Isocrates explains what constitutes the
‘educated’ man.

68 Cooper (1985) summarizes (from an unabashedly Platonist perspective) many of
the concerns that contemporary philosophers, heirs of the tradition of philosophy
that follows Plato’s conceptualization of philosophical pursuit, will inevitably have
when trying to find philosophically satisfactory answers to this question in
Isocrates. See also Halliwell (1997), who argues that Isocrates’ thought remains
disturbingly at the ‘first order level’ and shows a profound lack of self-examination.
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and, at the same time, provide role models for active emula-
tion throughout one’s life.69

The second point, persuasion, is discussed in relation to
character. In an almost anti-Aristotelian fashion,70 Isocrates
claims that ‘only those fixed on philosophy have failed to
recognize the power of goodwill (τῆς εὐνοίας δύναμις)’ (279) that
can be achieved through presenting a trustworthy and
appealing character.71 Therefore, Isocrates concludes, ‘the
stronger a man’s desire to persuade his hearers, the more
zealously will he strive to be honorable (καλὸς κἀγαθὸς εἶναι)
and well regarded by his fellow citizens’ (278). The general
pressure to have a good reputation which helps, when neces-
sary, justify one’s conduct, will provide the motivation needed
to cultivate an overall honorable image of oneself.
Furthermore, while all the theoretical elements of argumenta-
tion – probabilities, proofs and other kinds of persuasive
devices (τὰ μὲν εἰκότα καὶ τὰ τεκμήρια καὶ πᾶν τὸ τῶν πίστεων
εἶδος) – only contribute to this one specific part of the case,
appearing to be καλὸς κἀγαθός lends credibility to one’s deeds
as much as to one’s words (280). In this way Isocrates draws
attention once again to his claim that training in successful
self-presentation involves a training of character and intellec-
tual abilities in such a way that will, eventually, lead to
developing a virtuous character. In fact, elsewhere Isocrates
also refers to his teaching as a broad training of the soul,72 or
as an art of the mind, conceived as parallel to gymnastics, the
instruction of one’s body.73 Philosophy in this Isocratean sense
seems to encompass a variety of other areas, and Isocrates
explains how good training in astronomy, mathematics and
geometry, to name but a few, might enhance the students’

69 Cf. Batstone (1985), 107.
70 Aristotle argues in Rhetoric 1356a that when persuasion occurs through character

this has to be due to (the character as presented in) the speech (διὰ τὸν λόγον) and
not through the preconceived idea of the speaker. Aristotle’s position is, thus, the
exact opposite to what Isocrates claims in this passage.

71 See de Romilly (1958) for the political implications of Isocrates’ use of εὔνοια.
72 In To Nicocles (51), where he lists his teaching among his competitors to show that

in a broad sense they all aim to give guidance about how to discipline the soul.
73 Antidosis (181, 183).

On What Is and What Is Not Philosophy

85

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


potential when they arrive at philosophy as the final goal of
their educational training (Antidosis 261).74 Note that
Isocrates is always careful to evoke philosophy in educational
settings and as an intellectual activity that serves a wider
purpose of cultivating a ‘proper’ citizen. Philosophy is not
really a goal in itself.75

The breadth of Isocrates’ philosophia is also on display when
he talks about his teaching methods. Isocrates suggests that his
students might have multiple areas of specialization depending
on their natural endowments and that in his school everyone
can freely pursue different career paths and get proper support
from the teacher who is going to enhance their knowledge and
abilities in these different fields (Antidosis 186–8).76 In other
words, contrary to a specialized philosophical school which
concentrates on developing theoretical arguments about, say,
the ontological status of the world, Isocrates’ school trains the
students in a wide variety of specializations, thus cultivating
their minds and abilities more generally, as well as giving a
concrete focus on their chosen field of study. Furthermore, it
seems that Isocrates not only endorses multiple specializations
for students, but regards philosophy as giving rise to multiple
cultural and political institutions. This is stated in his
Panegyricus, where Isocrates discusses various festivals of
Greece and argues that philosophy is really the source for
Athenian cultural supremacy: φιλοσοφίαν τοίνυν, ἣ πάντα
ταῦτα συνεξεῦρε καὶ συγκατεσκεύασε καὶ πρός τε τὰς πράξεις
ἡμᾶς ἐπαίδευσε καὶ πρὸς ἀλλήλους ἐπράϋνε [. . .] ἡ πόλις ἡμῶν
κατέδειξεν (47). On the one hand, this appears to be a polemical

74 Philosophy seems, then, to be simultaneously the final goal of education as well as
the actual practice of acculturation.

75 In this sense, I believe Isocrates is talking about something completely different
than what Schiappa (1995) suggests when he tries to rehabilitate Isocrates’ position
in the canon of philosophy by referring to him as a representative of
(philosophical) pragmatism.

76 This could be supported by the surprising variety of political sentiments of
Isocrates’ students who do not conform in their allegiance to either democratic or
aristocratic/oligarchic structures. See Harding (1973), 139. This approach seems to
have resonated among later interpreters of Isocrates. See, for example, Cicero De
orat. 3.9.35: discipulos dissimiles inter se ac tamen laudandos, cum ad cuiusque
naturam institutio doctoris accommodaretur.
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claim, suggesting that previous traditions of philosophy (the
Presocratics and/or earlier sophists) do not amount to proper
philosophy. On the other hand, Isocrates is in this passage
once more reinforcing the image of his philosophical project
as the first comprehensive and all-encompassing training of the
mind, one that must be seen in close relation to contributions
made to the polis more generally. To push this thought further,
it might be argued that Isocrates’ philosophy remains deliber-
ately a rather loose and undefined concept, and Isocrates
shows no willingness to develop strict logical structures of
thought or methodology that would compel all students to
come to the same kind of results or state of mind.
Perhaps Isocrates’ rejection of the rhetorical handbook trad-

ition could be regarded as another side to the same argument
about the pitfalls of applying fixed structures and/or rules of
thought to a creative process such as learning. Given the
previous discussion of Isocrates’ philosophy, which is best
conceived as a broad intellectual practice that makes a virtue
out of the relative vagueness of the concept, it is easy to see
why Isocrates would disapprove of the practice of writing and
using technical handbooks for educational purposes.77

Isocrates makes this clear in his programmatic work Against
the Sophists, where he criticizes teachers ‘who have themselves
failed to notice that they are bringing a fixed art as an example
for creative process (ποιητικὸν πρᾶγμα)’ (12). Isocrates com-
pares the art of using letters to the art of discourse (logoi): the
first is a fixed and unchangeable process where ‘we continually
and invariably use the same letters for the same purposes’,
whereas in discourses ‘what has been said by one speaker is
not equally useful for the speaker who comes after him’ (12).
Furthermore, Isocrates expresses strong reservations about the
ability to teach virtue or, more generally, to simply turn any
willing student to virtue and philosophy. According to him,
there is no such art (technê, τέχνη) that can create a develop-
ment towards virtue and justice in ‘depraved natures’ (21: τοῖς

77 Cf. Bons (1996), 11–13.
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κακῶς πεφυκόσι). In other words, technical handbooks that
depict teaching and learning as a straightforward matter,
where the student will improve simply by memorizing and
following the rules provided in these books, are misleading
and can hardly deliver what they boast to be able to do: to
create experts or educated men from all their students. There
are multiple references to Isocrates’ aversion to the handbook
tradition in his works, even though they are less explicit than
his statements in Against the Sophists and Antidosis.78

Ancient scholarship did, however, attribute a τέχνη to
Isocrates and, despite the relatively widely held view among
modern scholars that Isocrates did not participate in the hand-
book tradition, this position has been recently challenged.79 It
is true that Barwick, who argued against the Isocratean τέχνη,
was forced, rather uncomfortably, to admit several stages of
misunderstanding among ancient theorists (including Cicero
and Quintilian) in order to maintain his point and at the same
time give a plausible rationale for the existence of ancient
accounts of Isocrates’ τέχνη.80 The main thrust of his argument
is based on the fact that τέχνη in the fourth century bce could
mean both a ‘handbook’ and a ‘polished speech’, and that the
later understanding of τέχνη in a strictly technical sense created
a confusion among rhetoricians, who misread a passage from
Aristotle’s Συναγωγὴ τεχνῶν (which has not survived) and
assumed that Isocrates also wrote a τέχνη (even though no
actual work survives). Papillon challenged this view and pro-
posed viewing Isocrates as the inventor of ‘hypodeictic dis-
course’ that he explains as ‘joining narration with argument
through praise by comparison’, and Isocrates’ τέχνη as innova-
tively consisting of longer examples and a technical commen-
tary.81 The most recent ‘reconstruction’ of an Isocratean τέχνη
has been put forward by Walker.82 Walker’s admittedly

78 E.g. To Nicocles 28, Helen 65, On the peace 4, Antidosis 274.
79 The evidence is collected in Radermacher (1951), 153–63. Ancient references are

summarized and discussed in Barwick (1963), who also gives a useful overview of
the history of this question, and Walker (2011), 57–68. Both scholars arrive at
completely opposite conclusions.

80 Barwick (1963), 50. 81 Papillon (1995), 159. 82 Walker (2011).
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speculative work argues, among other things, that Isocrates’
τέχνη was very similar to the Rhetoric to Alexander and that it
also became a sort of ‘Ur-handbook’ for all future sophistic or
rhetorical τέχναι. In other words, not only did Isocrates write a
τέχνη, this work also became foundational for the subsequent
rhetorical handbook tradition.83 Against Walker’s extremely
speculative account, I would like to make two points. Firstly, if
Isocrates were indeed the founding father of the rhetorical
handbook tradition, we would surely expect to hear more
about that from our ancient sources. In fact, authorities in
the field seem to question this attribution (e.g. Quintilian
Inst. 2.15.4: si tamen re vera ars quae circumfertur eius est).
Hence, it could not have occupied such a central position in
the rhetorical handbook tradition that Walker envisions if
nothing at all was known about this work from relatively early
on in the reception history. Secondly, contrary to what Walker
suggests, one of the main characteristics of Isocrates that
emerges is his uniqueness and dissimilarity from other (con-
temporary) teachers. This sense of difference is already articu-
lated in the Phaedrus, where Socrates suggests that Isocrates is
different from Lysias and the like, who could perhaps be
grouped together with those writing handbooks and showing
cleverness in little speeches like those that Phaedrus delivers in
the dialogue. Indeed, in the handbook passage of the dialogue
(266d–7d), Isocrates is not mentioned, whereas several others
are mentioned as explicitly having written technai. Looking at
the evidence we have about Isocrates’ τέχνη, it seems fairly
clear that his contemporaries do not associate him with a
rhetorical handbook tradition, and that this is something that
becomes more prominent in later stages of his reception.84

83 Walker (2011), 90.
84 Roochnik (1996) examines the notion of ‘techne’ in philosophical tradition (mainly

Plato) and proposes two ways to conceptualize this notion in ancient works: one
would be the strict handbook approach (techne₁) and another a more loose but
difficult to express approach (techne₂). He analyzes Isocrates’ use of this term and
concludes that Isocrates ‘offers a techne₂, a kind of teachable knowledge that
makes none of the hard and fast claims of a techne₁’ (288). This is possible, but
perhaps rendered somewhat dubious by the fact that Isocrates himself makes no
references to having ever produced such a work and, as has been persuasively
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The third argument about how to achieve Isocratean phil-
osophy (Antidosis 275, quoted above) concerns the notion of
advantage or gain (πλεονεξία). Isocrates considers this notion
to be the most difficult of the points raised, because he has to
argue against the widespread opinion according to which
advantage is something achieved at the expense of others,
either by robbing them or by doing other evil things (281).85

According to Isocrates, however, advantage in its true sense is
applicable only to men ‘who are the most righteous and most
faithful in their devotions’. These men are also rewarded with
advantage by their excellent associates and fellows. Why is it,
all of a sudden, that common knowledge is actually not trust-
worthy and that there is a need to redefine the notion ‘advan-
tage’? Indeed, Isocrates’ entire methodology seems to depend
on the general trust in public opinion and widely held views.
Isocrates realizes this problem and argues that there is a gen-
eral misconception in Athens with regard to language and
terminology used to denote certain activities and people.
Meanings are turned upside-down, Isocrates claims, and buf-
foons capable of mocking and mimicking rather than men of
excellence are called ‘gifted’ (εὐφυεῖς, 285). Tracing these
changes back to the so-called ancient sophists enables
Isocrates to suggest that in reality he does not disagree with
the general public, but with those ‘philosophers’ who have
unhelpfully discredited the idea of ‘advantage’, which used to
function as a positive term in the context of any intellectual
activity.86

We arrive here at what appears to be an explicit confron-
tation with Socrates and his teaching. It is a central character-
istic of Socratic teaching to closely scrutinize one’s reliance on,
and appreciation of, external characteristics such as wealth
and reputation regarded as goals in themselves (e.g. Apology

argued before, his corpus stands out by the amount of internal references made to
his work within his own work. Why would Isocrates fail to mention a more
programmatic work on his teaching principles if he had indeed authored one?

85 See also Antidosis 275, Nicocles 2, Peace 28–35.
86 This includes also an appraisal of the concept of wealth, for instance, that he claims

has fallen into discredit amongst his contemporaries (Antidosis 159–60).
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30b2–3). In the course of examining the true meanings of these
characteristics, Socrates often ended up rethinking these terms
in such a way that they acquired a meaning contrary to their
original and literal sense: reputation (δόξα) becomes mere
appearance, the maxim ‘help friends and hurt enemies’ is
turned upside-down, and so on.87 Isocrates takes issue with
this approach and aims to return to the original or traditional
meanings of these concepts and claims that his teaching will
get the youth into the habit of striving towards advantage in
relation to themselves and the country as a whole, and to do so
in very concrete and practical terms. The challenge of the
fundamental principles of Socratic teaching is not of secondary
importance for Isocrates. In fact, rather than criticizing his
contemporary intellectuals individually (Antisthenes, Plato,
Aristotle, etc.) it could be argued instead that Isocrates treats
them rather as a derivative or second-order group of Socratics,
thus suggesting that Isocrates’ most profound opponent, and
one Isocrates is most committed to challenging in his works, is
Socrates – the Athenian philosopher-teacher par excellence.

87 This is an oversimplification of the function of definitions in Plato’s dialogues. See
Politis (2015) for a recent interpretation of the ‘τί ἐστι’ question and Plato’s method
of inquiry in the early dialogues.
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4

ISOCRATES ON SOCRATES

While the biographical tradition associates Isocrates’ intellec-
tual formation most frequently with Gorgias, Prodicus and
Theramenes, there is also another, much later and more dubi-
ous, tradition that connects Isocrates to Socrates. Despite the
confident claim in the Anonymous Life of Isocrates, which
states that Isocrates μαθητὴς δ᾽ἐγένετο φιλοσόφου μὲν
Σωκράτους (‘became the student of Socrates the philosopher’),1

and a couple of anecdotes, describing Isocrates utterly dis-
tressed about the death of Socrates to the extent of wearing
mourning clothes for a year, the association between Socrates
and Isocrates is of late origin and of little plausibility.2

However, the suggestion that there was some sort of intellec-
tual association between the two men seems to carry irresist-
ible attraction and it has never ceased to have prominent
supporters.3

Their association surely owes much to the reading of
Isocrates’ Antidosis together with Plato’s Phaedrus and to
noticing Isocrates’ only mention of Socrates in his Busiris.
Whether or not the two actually met is a wild speculation
and in itself not a very relevant question for this inquiry. It is
surely true, however, that Socrates’ trial and execution had a
long-lasting impact on Athens and it is highly probable that
devising a career in education and laying claims to philosophy
just immediately after such a watershed moment must have

1 Mandilaras (2003), i.211.
2 See Klaus Ries’ excellent discussion of the details of this tradition (1959), 1–8.
3 One of the most prominent and vocal defenders of this association was George
Kennedy in his account of Isocrates (1963), 174–203. Others make this assumption
mostly in passing, e.g. Janko (2006), 58 who writes that Isocrates was Socrates’
pupil, or McCoy (2007), 9 who uncritically assumes that Isocrates was a ‘follower of
Socrates’ and a student of Gorgias.
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forced Isocrates to think hard about the role of teachers and
intellectuals in Athenian society. Although it was held among
many (if not most) contemporaries that Socrates’ death was
unfair and undeserved – and therefore it was (and perhaps still
is) probably unwise to criticize Socrates for an educated audi-
ence – Socrates’ behavior at the trial and his (lack of?) ability
to defend himself have nevertheless been a subject of debate
and interpretation.4 I believe that we should look at Isocrates,
though clearly a non-Socratic thinker, also in this particular
context. While most scholars regard Isocrates as a staunch
rival of Plato, Aristotle and other Socratics,5 it is productive
to regard Isocrates together with his contemporaries as trying
to negotiate the Socratic legacy while developing his own
unique approach to education and philosophy.6 This perspec-
tive will show that Isocrates’ reflection of Socrates was more
combative and critical than what has thus far been proposed.
Before Isocrates opens his school in early fourth-century

Athens, we hear from another philosophy school in Athens
that is active in 423 bce – Socrates’ ‘Thinkery’ (or
Phrontistêrion) from Aristophanes’ Clouds. Granted that this
is a comedy and not an actual school (nor actual Socrates) that
is portrayed in the play, this idea of Socrates as school master
and student magnet seems to have resonated well after his
death.7 Indeed, it is curious that of all the philosophical
schools in Athens that we know emerged from the early fourth
century onwards, Isocrates’ was the only one not tracing its
origins back to Socrates.8 This tells us two things: first,
Socrates’ influence on his followers seems to have been such
that it inspired later schools to be founded with a focus

4 See also Cartledge (2009), 76–90.
5 See e.g. Eucken (1983); Nightingale (1995); Haskins (2004); Wareh (2012); Muir
(2019).

6 In fact, Isocrates repeatedly diagnoses the cultural milieu of his contemporaries by
reference to predecessors. See e.g. Isoc. Against the Sophists 19–21.

7 The clearest expression of the lasting impact of Aristophanes’ portrayal of Socrates
is in Plato’s Apology 18a–19c where Socrates himself laments the impression that the
Clouds has made on the Athenians.

8 Clarke, forgetting Isocrates, maintains that ‘the later philosophical schools, with the
exception of the Epicurean, all derived from [Socrates]’ (1971), 58. Though see now
Hessler (2018) on Socrates’ influence on Epicurus and Epicurean philosophy.
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specifically on professionalization of philosophy, politics and
education.9 Second, as far as we can tell, Isocrates was the only
advocate for professional schools who shows us another way
of conceiving higher education in Athens. It is plausible, then,
that when Isocrates discusses/critiques philosophers and the
philosophical tradition, Socrates (rather than any individual
Socratic) is the overwhelming and underlying ‘martyr’ of phil-
osophy and education that he needs to grapple with. Why
indeed did he not, unlike all other heads of philosophy schools,
become a Socratic?
It is an understatement to say that Isocrates disagreed with

Socrates and with Socrates-inspired philosophical schools. The
tradition itself was in development and Isocrates proposed, as
discussed above, a fundamentally different kind of concept for
a philosophical school. This school was predicated upon the
principles of sophisticated rhetoric, persuasion and advantage
(discussed above). The urgency with which Isocrates attacks
Socratic philosophers and the courage he had to challenge
Socrates as the fountainhead of what had started to become
a standard conception of philosophy schools are best under-
stood as political. While Isocrates promoted in his work public
life and preparation for political participation in the city’s
governance, often specifically drawing attention to students
who had excelled in relevant fields, Socratic dialogues under-
score the importance of self-knowledge and promote a private
study of true virtues in life. Isocrates’ Antidosis is a good test
case for their relationship.
It has been occasionally noted that Isocrates’ Antidosis is

much indebted to Plato’s Apology.10 A careful reader will

9 See Ostwald and Lynch (1994), 594–5 on the way various Socratic schools traced
their origins to the historical Socrates. Having emphasized the fact that Socrates
exercised some kind of impact on his followers that inspired them towards founding
their own philosophical schools, it seems equally true, as emphasized by Boys-
Stones and Rowe (2013), viii that this should probably be regarded as a side-effect
rather than primary focus or aim of the Socratics, and that they were primarily
geared towards horizontal conversation with each other rather than vertical insti-
tution-building.

10 Too (1995), 192–3; Too (2008), 24–6; Nightingale (1995), chap. 1; Ober (1998),
260–3; Ober (2004); Hunter (2012), 117.
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quickly notice, however, that in this work Isocrates subtly
constructs an image of himself as an educator who is more
effective and useful for Athens than Socrates had been. In one
section, Isocrates discusses the role of education in shaping
successful newer-generation politicians and orators in Athens
and subtly draws attention to the work he himself is doing at
his school. When he warns the jurors to not make a wrong
decision of convicting him, he says that he has surpassed
everyone else in providing Athens an education in intellect
(φρόνησις) and speech (λόγος) – the two important cornerstones
in the Athenian way of life that have brought the city its
international renown and success (Ant. 291–5). In other words,
Isocrates’ hard work in his school has enabled Athens to stand
out internationally as the teacher of the rest of the world.11

While Socrates of the Socratic dialogues revealed the under-
lying ignorance and complacency of his fellow Athenians –

that they actually do not know what they profess to know –

Isocrates takes a different path and praises his fellow
Athenians for already having outdone other Greeks in educa-
tion. Athenians are the leaders of the world in education and
this is due to the work teachers in Athens have been doing so
successfully. There could not be a starker contrast. The
Socratics and Plato in particular tell a story of Socrates’
encounters with the polis as one of attempts and failures, some
more, some less ridiculous, but altogether it seems fair to say
that Socrates’ interlocutors (at least in our extant Socratic
dialogues) are shown to be full of confidence, even though
deeper conversations reveal them to be ignorant and incapable
of dealing with criticism. Socrates keeps throughout the dia-
logues a distance from his interlocutors and thus a distance
from Athens and its institutions.12 This distance is predicated

11 Antid. 295: ‘For you must not lose sight of the fact that our city is looked upon as
having become the teacher of all able orators and teachers of oratory’ (χρὴ γὰρ μηδὲ
τοῦτο λανθάνειν ὑμᾶς, ὅτι πάντων τῶν δυναμένων λέγειν ἢ παιδεύειν ἡ πόλις ἡμῶν δοκεῖ
γεγενῆσθαι διδάσκαλος).

12 Socrates’ conversation partners often claim expertise and/or authority in fields that
are of particular importance to Athenian democracy: Nicias and Laches represent
the military, Euthyphro claims authority on religion, Gorgias on rhetoric, Ion on
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on freedom that Socrates seems to enjoy, a freedom to scrutin-
ize and criticize institutions and people who do not live up to
their own convictions. We are not allowed to forget, however,
that it was also this city that ended up executing Socrates.
Isocrates paints a rather different image of his fellow

Athenians. Even though there are problems in the jurispruden-
tial system that Isocrates addresses in the first pages of his
Antidosis, Athenians are generally cast as wiser than the rest
of Greece, better educated and with appreciation for culture and
education. There are some malicious characters who have
brought the charges against Isocrates (‘some sophists’,
Lysimachus Antidosis 2, 14), but rather than being pervasive
in Athenian society these are the outliers. There is of course a
hidden suggestion behind this portrayal of Athens, namely that
Isocrates himself had an important role in shaping this superior
Athens, that his school had in no small way contributed to the
outstanding success of Athens. Furthermore, Isocrates seems to
assimilate his own image as a successful teacher and a head of
school with the international reputation of Athens as a teacher
(διδάσκαλος) of the Greek world. Isocrates and Athens have
started to look alike – Isocrates has become Athens.
Another point of difference between Isocrates and Socrates

is, obviously, philosophy itself and how one ought to practice
it. In what counts perhaps as the most programmatic passage
in the Isocratean corpus, Antidosis 261–9 argues that astron-
omy, geometry and eristic dialogues are in themselves not
harmful and as such benefit students as any training of the
mind would (266), but they should not be called philosophy
and they are useless as a preparation for real life. Therefore,
these disciplines should not be practised too long nor be taken
too seriously. This argument resembles another similar claim

musical education, etc. Beversluis (2000) offers a sympathetic reading of Socrates’
interlocutors in Plato’s early dialogues and divides them into three categories:
young men, established professionals and wealthy employers (28–9). Those of the
latter two categories (experts and businessmen) are generally approached as being
able to represent a particular field or institution (in a broad sense of the word).
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made by Callicles in Plato’s Gorgias,13 except that Isocrates
seems far less concerned with the personal fates of individuals
than with the future of Athens more generally.14 According to
Isocrates, the Socratic quest for knowledge turns the youth
from acting towards the wellbeing of the city towards priori-
tizing individual contemplation of personal virtues and happi-
ness, thus depriving the city of educated and bright leaders.
Isocrates’ concern for the usefulness of philosophy to Athens
constitutes one of the pervading themes of Antidosis and this
theme will also be, as shown below, his primary departure
from Socrates and his followers.
Isocrates talks about success and worldly rewards of his

profession in the Antidosis (281–5) where he lists advantage
or gain (πλεονεξία) as one of the cornerstones of his philosophy.
Isocrates argues that there is a general misconception in
Athens with regard to language and terminology used to
denote certain activities and people. Meanings have been
turned upside-down, Isocrates claims, and buffoons capable
of mocking and mimicking rather than men of excellence are
called ‘gifted’ (εὐφυεῖς, 285). Tracing these changes back to the
so-called ancient sophists enables Isocrates to suggest that it is
not really the general public, but rather the so-called ‘philoso-
phers’ who have unhelpfully discredited the idea of advantage,
which used to function as a positive term in the context of any
intellectual activity. Most importantly, Isocrates is upset that
wealth has recently, among his contemporaries, fallen into
disrepute (Antidosis 159–60), and unfairly so.
I believe we arrive here at what appears to be an explicit

confrontation with Socrates and his image as a teacher and
philosopher. It is a central characteristic of Socratic teaching
to closely scrutinize one’s reliance on, and appreciation of,

13 Pl. Gorgias 485e–6d where Callicles claims that philosophy, while a valuable part of
liberal education, is unworthy and a waste of time for a serious adult.

14 In Plato’s dialogue there is of course a deep irony behind Callicles’ words, which
predict Socrates’ death at the hands of Athenians. The tone driving Isocrates’
treatment of philosophy emphasizes one’s commitments to the city and so his
worry seems to be primarily this: how to make sure that all talented young and
wealthy Athenians end up fostering the polis? He seems to think that engaging in
theoretical pursuits (philosophy) would keep some of the bright minds away.
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external characteristics such as wealth and reputation and
challenge these as goals in themselves.15 Socrates’ search for
definitions often challenged the original or common meaning
of a notion and aimed to demonstrate that things (or hopes,
beliefs, desires) are not always what they appear on the
surface or what the tradition handed down to us has had us
believe. Through his critical lens on the political and social
structures at place in Athens, Socrates has built a distance
between the observer and the object so as to better contem-
plate matters at hand and reach a more objective and timeless
decision.16 The move is away from the moment and political
context towards contemplating important questions of ethics
in a timeless space.17 The philosopher who is capable of
following this quest ought to be independent and free from
pressures from society in order to live that kind of critical life
prescribed by Socrates. This intellectual freedom is an
important reason why Socrates never charged fees.18 As
Blank notices, the distinction between sophists and philoso-
phers tended to be made on the basis of whether or not they

15 E.g. Pl. Apology 30b2–3; see also Boys-Stones and Rowe (2013), chap. 2 for
Socratics more generally. Antisthenes (Xen. Symp. 4.34–44) is sometimes taken
as the most important testimonium for Socrates’ (and, by extension, the Socratic
circle’s) views on wealth.

16 This is not to say that Plato’s Socrates is particularly invested in criticizing
Athenian institutions, but rather that his quest for truth and knowledge is always
already intertwined with thinking through critically our inherited and predeter-
mined positions that pertain to governance and to city politics more generally.
Furthermore, the kind of distance that we are talking about here does not mean
that Socrates was not himself involved in matters of the state: he had allegedly
distinguished himself in battle (and thus completed compulsory military service)
and had served as a juror. However, the fact that he had fulfilled the basic criteria of
Athenian citizenship does not mean that he was involved in (promoting) Athenian
institutions in any deeper way.

17 Obviously references to and implicit suggestions regarding the contemporary
moment remain pervasive throughout the dialogues, but Socrates is overwhelm-
ingly portrayed as somehow outside the usual social norms, as prioritizing the more
abstract vision over the concrete decision. Schofield (2006, 20) talks about Socrates’
‘quietist activism’.

18 Despite the opposite suggestion in Aristophanes’ Clouds, other contemporary
theatrical evidence confirms the image that Socrates did not charge fees and was
poor: Eupolis fr. 352 Kock, Ameipsas fr 9 Kock; see Blank (1985), 7 for
further discussion.
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charged fees for their activity.19 Otherwise, Socrates argues,
he would have to talk to those who pay him and would
therefore not be free to pursue his path of questioning as he
chooses to.20

Isocrates sees things differently.21 According to him, every-
one does everything for the sake of either pleasure, gain or
honor.22 This, he says, is a fact and teachers who are preparing
students to become leaders in the city or to simply manage
their affairs cannot and should not downplay the importance
of these three motivations. In other words, Isocrates seems to
regard these three as legitimate and justified goals for one’s
actions. He himself talks often about his reputation, thus
giving the idea that to be well regarded by one’s fellow
Athenians is of great importance to him and thus also a valid
concern for any Athenian. Unlike Socrates, who discourages
his interlocutors from following the so-called external motiv-
ations, urging them to continuously search for truth and hap-
piness, Isocrates acknowledges the relevance of pleasure, gain
and honor in the existing political and economic system and is
determined to highlight the potential of higher education as a
direct path to achieving these goals. Coming after Socrates and
reflecting on his provocative views of education, Isocrates
might appear as a conservative advocating for traditional
societal norms.23 As such, he may not seem to bring much

19 Blank (1985), 1 with references to Xenophon Cyn. 13.8 ff. and Aristotle Soph. el.
1.1, 165a22.

20 Xenophon Memorabilia 1.2.6, 1.6.5, Apology 16; Plato Theaetetus 150c–1b. Plato
critiques the sophists who have to teach whoever pays them: Prot. 313d5, Euth.
271d3, Meno 70b2 and 91b2, Hippias Maj. 282c4.

21 An argument has been made, most recently by Blank (2014), that Isocrates might
not have charged fees from his Athenian students, but only from those coming
overseas. I find this suggestion quite implausible, also because it would be hard to
explain why Isocrates would then choose not to mention it.

22 ἡδονῆς ἢ κέρδους ἢ τιμῆς ἕνεκα φημὶ πάντας πάντα πράττειν, Antidosis 217. This
contrasts Plato’s ‘categorization of actual and non-ideal political communities into
those motivated by pleasure (democracy, Rep. 557d and 559b–d), wealth (oligarchy
at Rep. 551a) and honor (timocracy at Rep. 548c)’. Too (2008), 197.

23 De Romilly (1954) discusses Isocrates as a moderate in his contemporary political
landscape; see also Bringmann (1965), esp. 83. Of more recent commentators, Too
(1995), 103–12 associates Isocrates explicitly with conservative thought, but (unlike
de Romilly) provides no further clarifications as to what this term might mean in
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new to the ongoing discussion. As someone, however, trying to
introduce (for the first time) institutionalized professional
higher education to the intellectual and political landscape of
Athens, his emphasis on demands for schools to cultivate the
political elite of the city makes Isocrates’ position stand out
from the rest. By making financial demands, Isocrates reminds
his students that his school participates in the economy of the
city, that it is not an autonomous self-absorbed entity some-
where in the outskirts of Athens,24 but rather an integral part
of the city’s ongoing development.
Given the potential costs of running a professionalized insti-

tution of higher education, managing such an enterprise must
require fees higher than what we hear were asked by the itiner-
ant sophists. It is no surprise, then, that Isocrates comes back
to the issue of money again and again throughout his
writings.25 One of the most direct engagements with this topic
is in his Antidosis, where after discussing the wealth (or lack
thereof ) of Gorgias, Isocrates turns to discussing the changing
intellectual climate when it comes to charging fees for one’s
professional activity (159–60). Isocrates explains that when he
started out his business he was full of hope to recover the lost
fortunes of his heritage and gain prominence through his hard
work and education. Now, however, he finds himself surpris-
ingly in a position where his foreign students who have
brought him much financial support are continuously holding
him in high honor, whereas Athenians on whom Isocrates has
spent his resources are the ones to bring him on trial on the
charge of being (too) wealthy.26 These references to the

the fourth–century bce context. See also Poulakos and Depew, ‘Introduction’ to
their co-edited Isocrates and Civic Education (2004), which also makes pervasive
associations between Isocrates and conservative politics (in the US?) without
making any effort to explain the relevance of this political terminology to the
fourth-century bce context.

24 While we have a rather good sense of the location of Plato’s Academy at the
outskirts of Athens and of other philosophers, as far as I know we are not as well
informed about the location of Isocrates’ school.

25 Examples: Antidosis 155, 240; Areopagiticus 31–4; Against the Sophists 3.
26 In another revealing passage from his early Against the Sophists, Isocrates admon-

ishes the sophists not for charging fees, but for charging too little for the great
promises in education that they make (Against the Sophists 3: ‘although they set
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financial side of the ‘education business’ (and there are many
more scattered around his works) are certainly indicative of
Isocrates’ vision of the field: money and fame matter, they
reveal the place one occupies in the real economy of the city
and it would be at the peril of dooming education and phil-
osophy to irrelevance to deny that. Holding such a position
sets Isocrates in direct conflict with Socrates and his followers,
and thus the entire mainstream of philosophical schools that
trace themselves back to Socrates.
Despite his explicitly critical reception of Socrates, Isocrates

never explicitly confronts Socrates, though he does mention
him once. In the Busiris Isocrates criticizes the work of
Polycrates who had written two paradoxical discourses: a
praise of Busiris and an accusation speech against Socrates.
Even though Isocrates then goes on to rewrite the praise for
Busiris,27 he argues against Polycrates not because one ought
not to accuse Socrates, but rather because his accusation
speech looked more like praise.
Niall Livingstone has argued that Polycrates wrote the

accusation speech against Socrates primarily because he
regarded Socrates as a hero of his profession and therefore
someone very hard for any educator to attack.28 Given that in
this work Isocrates clearly conveys a very negative opinion of
Polycrates, it might look obvious to assume that Isocrates is
defending Socrates and, thus, that his relationship to him is
one of admiration.29 Indeed, he chooses to offer a proper

themselves up as masters and dispensers of goods so precious, they are not ashamed
of asking for them a price of three or four minae!’). See also Plato’s Sophist 234a7
and Apology 20a–b for a similarly critical attitude. Most ancient sources challenge
the view that sophists earned little and there certainly seems to have been a
commonplace understanding that such education was expensive and unaffordable
for the average Athenian (see e.g. Socrates’ reflections on it during his youth in
Laches 186c). For a more thorough discussion, see Blank (1985), part 1.

27 This is probably an explicitly provocative maneuver from Isocrates. By that time,
defense speeches for Socrates had become standard rhetorical exercises and served
as a way to display one’s excellence. By bringing up this reference and then
disappointing the reader with offering a discourse on a different – more valuable? –
topic, Isocrates is playing with generic expectations and downplaying the valoriza-
tion of Socrates.

28 Livingstone (2001), 36.
29 This seems to be also what Livingstone (2001), 38 proposes.
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praise of Busiris rather than a ‘correct’ accusation of Socrates!
However, it is also plausible that attacks such as those leveled
against Socrates by Anytus, Meletus and Polycrates (even
though all on different levels and probably with different
motivations) were in Isocrates’ view so serious attacks against
the position of intellectuals and teachers in Athens that regard-
less of the individual differences and disagreements, it was a
matter of urgency that they be refuted tout court.30 But more
specifically, it is striking that Isocrates’ criticism of Polycrates
revolved around the figure of Alcibiades: Isocrates claims that
Polycrates has falsely given the ever-talented Alcibiades to be a
student of Socrates. Most Socratic philosophers thought long
and hard about how to distance Alcibiades from Socrates and
how best to address the claim that Socrates was responsible for
the damage that Alcibiades inflicted on Athens. Isocrates
instead embraces the excellence of Alcibiades and claims that
Socrates was never his teacher in the first place, thus effectively
belittling the influence Socrates as a teacher had on Athenian
politics.31 Isocrates’ claim might be best understood as a twist
on the paradoxical subject itself,32 but either way it is hardly
supportive of Socrates as a venerated teacher and role model.
As suggested before, Socrates’ trial plays a fundamental role

for our understanding of Isocrates’ Antidosis, which is arguably
one of the most multilayered fourth-century engagements with
Socrates’ trial that we have. This work is clearly set in competi-
tive dialogue with many other contemporary literary-
philosophical works that reflect on this watershed moment, but
more than anything else, it seems that the Antidosis is imbued
with a competitive attitude towards Socrates and his philosoph-
ical/educational heritage.33 Isocrates had also participated in a

30 It is also possible that by the mid fourth century an accusation against Socrates
would no longer have been particularly fashionable given Socrates’ re-evaluation as
a paragon philosopher, teacher and citizen. See above and Zanker (1995).

31 Isocrates offers praise of Alcibiades also in On the Team of Horses (16).
32 If it was common knowledge that Socrates was Alcibiades’ teacher, then Isocrates’

claim would do exactly what paradoxical writings aimed at: take a common subject
and turn it on its head.

33 The possibility that Isocrates is fashioning himself as the ‘new’ Socrates is pro-
posed, but quickly rejected, by Haskins (2004), 39. Others, too, seem to make a nod
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court trial that he – similarly to Socrates – lost.34 As Socrates in
Plato’s Apology, Isocrates imagines the real reason behind his
failure at the trial to lie in fundamental misunderstandings that
have arisen around his school and his personality. Yet, it would
be dangerous for Isocrates to sound too much like Socrates, to
suggest that his influence in the city has been primarily negative,
that he has not made any political impact and – above all – that
engaging in higher education inevitably means taking distance
from the political life of the city. The pervading ideas of the
Antidosis are, therefore, inspired by the desire to demonstrate
the relevance of his school and philosophy to Athens and,
thereby, implicitly criticize the core of what Socrates – the head
of school – was standing for. Thus we see Isocrates who is
hopeful that the jury will eventually recognize the truth about
him (28, 169–70), confirm his importance to the cultural milieu
of Athens and pay their due respect.35 It is curious that Isocrates
had explicitly decided to side with his audience and listeners,
being confident that his words willmake a difference. This is yet
another instancewhere Isocrates consciously adopts an opposite
view to Socrates, envisioning himself to be an effective teacher
and educator in Athens in contrast to Socrates. Indeed, Socrates
may have been a teacher of sorts in Athens, but he was not a
teacher of Athenians nor useful for the city. Isocrates, instead,
aims to be both.
Finally, there may also have been some urgency in Isocrates’

perceived need for a new vision for higher education and
its role in the city. As some studies point out, there were
hesitant attitudes towards wealthy aristocratic Athenians after
the Peloponnesian war that seem to have resulted in the

towards this interpretation (e.g. Blank 2014), but they never posit a competitive
relationship between the two. It is always Isocrates who admires and attempts to
emulate Socrates the teacher.

34 It is also possible that the story about his previous court trial for an antidosis
‘exchange’ process was a fiction. If indeed it was a fiction, one could easily see the
benefits of inserting it in his narrative. It serves the purpose of showing Isocrates as
very wealthy (enough to be challenged for an antidosis), without actually saying
it openly.

35 Even though at some sections of the speech (e.g. 154) Isocrates addresses different
members of the audience –much like Socrates in Plato’s Apology – he also says that
he will not rest until he has convinced everyone of the truth about him (196–7).
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continuous decrease of active political elite running the city.36

By the end of the fourth century bce, Aristotle’s Politics and
the Aristotelian Constitution of the Athenians both describe
contemporary Athens as the most radical form of democracy,
arguing that citizens and decrees rather than laws rule the
city.37 Further, Claire Taylor has drawn attention to compara-
tive evidence from the fifth and fourth centuries that suggests
that the participation and influence of wealthy elite in Athens
had significantly declined in the fourth century bce.38 In this
context, we might look at Isocrates’ political discourses as
aiming at popularizing his school among the upper-middle-
and high-class Athenian citizens and, no less importantly, as
attempts to cultivate their preparation for a political career.
If indeed there was a perception that the political elite had

lost its influence and importance in Athenian politics,
Isocrates’ discourses seem to suggest two things: first, by chal-
lenging Socrates as the fountainhead of contemporary philo-
sophical schools that promote the pursuit of knowledge and
truth in isolation from active day-to-day life in the city,
Isocrates is drawing attention to the increased danger that this
kind of philosophical education will turn Athenian leadership
even more apathetic to contemporary politics and thus further
reduce the influence of the elite and educated leadership in
Athens. In other words, Athenian educated elite should look to
Isocrates rather than Socrates for a proper guidance in reach-
ing a truly accomplished civic life.39 Secondly, Athens in her
complex political context of the fourth century bce cannot
really afford to lose the voice of the educated (upper-class)
Athenian and therefore other philosophical schools should be
held to the task of preparing and advocating political careers

36 Sinclair (1988), 43.
37 Arist. Pol. 1274a7–11, Ath. Pol. 41.2. For discussion, see Ober (1998), 98.
38 Taylor (2007), 89.
39 Isocrates is here quite possibly challenging the entire Socratic tradition of philoso-

phy. Nightingale (2004) mentions Isocrates as the most prominent proponent of so-
called ‘pragmatic philosophy’, but since she never mentions other less prominent
ones it is possible that she too would view Isocrates as the only prominent educator
who runs against the mainstream Socratic view that prioritizes theoria over
practice.
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for the educated (and wealthy) Athenians.40 Therefore,
Isocrates’ challenge of Socrates as the paragon citizen and
exemplary teacher of Athenians might not have been motiv-
ated simply by hopes for personal glory (though that should
not be ruled out in the case of Isocrates), but was also – or even
primarily – seen as a result of contemporary political necessity
for anyone who cared for the future of the stability of the
Athenian polis.

40 For information about the contemporary political struggles, see e.g. Hansen (1983),
Sinclair (1988), Ober (1998), Osborne (2000), Taylor (2007). Isocrates himself
happily demonstrates his success in preparing students for successful political
careers. Primary example he uses is the famous Athenian general Timotheus.
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5

CONTEMPORARY REFLECTIONS ON ISOCRATES
AND HIS ROLE IN RHETORIC AND PHILOSOPHY

Other than bare (and rare) name droppings, Isocrates is not
explicitly mentioned or discussed by his contemporary writers
and philosophers. This is not unusual for fourth-century bce
literary culture and does not mean that writer-philosophers
were engaged in serious discussions only with the famous
sophists and philosophers from the past. Quite the contrary,
references in the works of fifth/fourth-century authors to their
(mostly anonymous) critics and readers suggest an intense
literary landscape and display a wide repertoire of solutions
that are offered to shared concerns about the newest changes
in politics, philosophy and education. It is plausible that sup-
pressing the names of one’s rivals was a standard way to play
down their importance and increase one’s own standing. Thus,
in order to better understand Isocrates’ sentiments regarding
the intellectual climate of fourth-century bce Athens, and the
way his self-fashioned image resonated within this context, it is
worthwhile to look at writers close to his time, with whom he
might have been in dialogue and who make references to
his work.

5.1 Alcidamas

An important figure for our understanding of fourth-century
bce conceptions of written and spoken speech, and relation-
ships between rhetoric, sophistry and philosophy, Alcidamas
and his Against Those Who Write Written Speeches, or Against
Sophists (henceforth Sophists) is an important source for
understanding the wider intellectual environment of Isocrates.1

1 Alcidamas’ relationship with Isocrates, especially their relative chronology and the
contrasting positions of their works, has been an object of several studies. See most
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There is a strong ancient tradition according to which both
Alcidamas and Isocrates were treated as pupils of Gorgias.2

Despite the fact that Isocrates only has critical comments to
make about Gorgias,3 modern scholarship too is sometimes
overly fascinated with establishing continuity of thought
among ancient thinkers.4 Too has rightly questioned this
uncritical approach to Isocratean apprenticeship with
Gorgias.5 Given our lack of any direct evidence about it, we
should rely on what Isocrates himself has to say about Gorgias
and the latter’s importance to his work. Hence, it seems very
strange indeed to think that Isocrates singled out Gorgias from
other sophists and saw him as his teacher in any meaningful
sense. It is surely true, however, that Gorgias was an important
(even inspirational) figure for thinking about higher education
in Athens, and insofar as both Alcidamas and Isocrates are
part of that tradition, it is no wonder that we’ll find similarities
and differences in their positions.6

Other than the superficial connection through Gorgias, the
majority of scholars interested in the links between Isocrates
and Alcidamas have focused on the chronological relationship
of Alcidamas’ work to Isocrates’ Against the Sophists. It has

recently O’Sullivan (1992), chap. 2 and Mariß (2002), 26–55 who gives a useful
summary and discussion of the scholarship on the relationship between Isocrates
and Alcidamas. Citations of Alcidamas’ fragments follow Mariß (2002).

2 For the tradition on Alcidamas and Gorgias, see O’Sullivan (1992), 33–40.
Following ancient biographers, most commentators on Isocrates also see him one
way or another as the pupil of Gorgias. See, for example, Blass (1868), ii, 14; Norlin
(1966), i, xii; Marrou (1965), 123; Kennedy (1963), 174–5.

3 Gorgias is explicitly mentioned only three times in the Isocratean corpus: twice in
the Antidosis (155–6, 268) and once in Helen (3).

4 Indeed, a recent commentator suggests, for example, that their differences stem from
developing different aspects of Gorgias into two distinct ‘poetic’ prose styles:
‘Alcidamas followed the strange ἐκλογή of his master, while Isocrates tamed his
extravagant σύνθεσις.’ O’Sullivan (1992), 58 (cf. also 40).

5 Too (1995), 235–9.
6 Cf. Steidle (1952), 285. I do not agree with an overly nuanced reading of Friemann
(1990), 308 who argues that rather than attacking each other, Alcidamas and
Isocrates both appear to attack an altogether different position, i.e. they both are
concerned with those who write in simple style and call themselves teachers of
rhetoric. For the exact opposite conclusion, see Eucken (1983), 123. Both
Alcidamas and Isocrates do have fundamental disagreements about how education
should be transmitted and cultivated (through writing or orally) – it is not simply a
matter of style.
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been suggested that Alcidamas’ Sophists is a direct attack
against Isocrates (his programmatic Against the Sophists in
particular) and his school.7 Whatever the chronology, these
texts indicate that Isocrates and Alcidamas advocated oppos-
ing views on what a proper rhetorical or philosophical educa-
tion should consist of, and this disagreement touches the very
core of their respective educational practices. Alcidamas enters
the debate by defining it in terms of written versus spoken
discourse, and advocates the latter as an appropriate aim for
any student of rhetorical τέχνη (Sophists 1, 33). Isocrates dis-
tinguishes between a polished/good and an ignorant/bad com-
position, and seems to allow both written and spoken
discourses to qualify for either category (i.e. of good or bad
composition).8 Yet Isocrates also argues that a hallmark of
good and wide learning is the ability to excel in written dis-
courses, for they are, due to the high expectations of precision
and argument, more difficult to compose satisfactorily (e.g.
Panegyricus 11–12, Antidosis 49). Isocrates and Alcidamas
agree, however, that both written and spoken discourse are,
generally speaking, part of a wider paideia; they disagree over
what role each should play in education and in rhetoric
more widely.
We have, admittedly, a rather minimal idea of Alcidamas’

educational practice, but his Sophists suggests that according
to him the whole art of rhetoric is best studied by way of
learning to speak ex tempore (1). This seems to mean memor-
izing the few crucial points one aims to make in a speech and
otherwise improvising the rest. It is not entirely clear how this
technique is put to practice in a schoolroom, but such short-
comings in detailed information might also stem from the
narrow scope of his treatise: Alcidamas’ accusation speech

7 Different strands of interpretation are most recently discussed in Mariß (2002),
26–55. Along with O’Sullivan (1992), she takes a more skeptical view towards
attempts to reconstruct the relative chronology between Alcidamas and Isocrates.
This is also the point of departure for the present discussion.

8 See also Usener (1994), 100–19 which collects and discusses Isocrates’ use of λέγειν,
γράφειν (and their derivatives). She concludes that Isocrates employs both notions to
describe his own works and his activity as a writer/author.
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(κατηγορία) seems primarily intended to attack his rivals rather
than to provide details about his own school. It is clear
throughout the text that Alcidamas is solely concerned with
rhetoric and he identifies this as an art of public speaking (τὸ
λέγειν). All six occurrences of the root *ρη in Sophists refer to
either the practice or practitioner of rhetoric as either speaking
or speaker.9 Alcidamas seems to understand this art as separ-
ate from philosophy, even though the distinction between the
two is not explicit in this work.10 Based on our previous
discussion about Isocrates’ terminology, Alcidamas is very
similar to Isocrates. Contrary to the latter, however,
Alcidamas does not explicitly proclaim to teach philosophy.
Isocrates’ rejection of spoken discourse as the primary basis

for education becomes one of the definitive hallmarks of his
work, and his advocacy of written discourses as providing the
best foundation in education makes him stand out in the
fourth-century bce intellectual scene. It is indicative in this
context that one of the few actual descriptions of a teaching
situation in Isocrates, his Panathenaicus (264–6), shows
Isocrates especially uncomfortable about public performance.
In this passage, Isocrates argues that he has produced highly
eloquent speakers in his school (despite his emphasis on
writing skills), but also indicates that a spoken debate is too
confrontational, emotional, and perhaps too similar to eristics,
to be constructive. Stylistic differences between Alcidamas and
Isocrates might indeed reflect their respective views on rhetoric
and on its way of functioning.11 Isocrates’ meticulously pol-
ished ‘written’ style is perhaps intentionally lacking in the
ability to stir emotions and manipulate the audience, some-
thing that is promoted by Alcidamas – and rightly so – as the
key to success in public performances. In other words, we
might be justified in regarding Isocrates’ turning away from

9 ῥητορικῆς (1, 2), ῥήτορας (33), ῥήτορι (20), ῥήτωρ (11, 34).
10 Alcidamas uses the root *φιλοσοφ three times: φιλοσοφίας (2, 15), where it seems to

be meant in quite a broad sense, something of an ‘intellectual’; φιλοσοφίαν (29) is
applied to Alcidamas himself. The similarity of Alcidamas’ use of φιλοσοφία to
Isocrates’ is pointed out in Muir (2001), 41 and Mariß (2002), 97–9.

11 O’Sullivan (1992), 59.
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the performative qualities of speech, which were highly advo-
cated by the sophists (and Alcidamas), towards the less spon-
taneous and meticulous prose as a response to the debates
about the moral quality of rhetoric. Isocrates’ written style
aimed to be the result of scrupulous training and deeper learn-
ing, which would elevate the level of discussion and prevent his
students from scoring ‘cheap points’ by appealing to the
irrational and/or emotional expectations of the audience.12

After all, it is undisputed that Isocrates was deeply concerned
with the moral status of rhetorical teaching, and this might
explain his appropriation of ‘philosophy’ as an all-
encompassing παιδεία that strives to help its practitioners
towards ‘reasonableness’ (ἐπιείκεια; Against the Sophists 21).
In that sense, whether Alcidamas intended to oppose Isocrates
specifically or not (and it is more likely that he intended to
encompass in his criticism everyone who promotes education
through writing, including Isocrates), they do end up occupy-
ing opposing positions and, as such, offer valuable perspec-
tives on each others’ arguments. Isocrates emerges from
Alcidamas’ criticisms as a teacher who fails to prepare students
for success in the courts, whose writing lacks in emotions and
who, as a consequence, is not able to move his audience.

5.2 Plato’s Isocrates

Plato’s engagement with Isocrates is complex and has been the
subject of substantial scholarly controversy. There are two
explicit references to Isocrates in the corpus Platonicum: there
is Socrates’ famous prophecy concerning Isocrates in the
Phaedrus (278e–9b), and a passing reference in the Thirteenth
Letter to some of Isocrates’ students (360c).13 In addition,

12 Isocrates’ style is referred to as ‘sober’ in Cole (1991), 128; on Isocrates’ definition
of philosophy as having an ‘almost heroic vapidity’ see Wardy (1996), 96.

13 In the pseudo-Platonic letter, the link to Isocrates becomes very loose: Helicon is
said to have been associated with the students of Isocrates (13.360c). Other than
providing another useful source for understanding how the Isocrateans might have
worked as a group, there is not much direct relevance to the present discussion of
the reception of Isocrates in Plato.
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there are passages in Plato’s dialogues, in Euthydemus (304d–
6d) and Theaetetus (172c–7b), where Isocrates’ name is not
mentioned but which have been interpreted either as responses
to Isocrates or at least as criticisms of intellectual practices that
greatly resemble those of Isocrates.14 Finally, there is an entire
dialogue of Plato, the Gorgias, which focuses on politics and
rhetoric and where views rather similar to that of Isocrates are
subjected to substantial criticism. Let us take a closer look at
Plato’s references to Isocrates and examine the extent to which
this engagement played an important role in shaping Isocrates’
subsequent reception.
The most explicit reference to Isocrates in Plato’s corpus

comes at the end of the Phaedrus, where – almost as an
afterthought – Phaedrus reminds Socrates of his friend
(ἑταῖρος, 278e4) who should be informed about the outcomes
of their discussion on rhetoric. Even though Socrates’ response
‘which one?’ (τίνα τοῦτον) suggests that the association
between himself and Isocrates comes to him as a surprise, the
fact that he does not refute this connection nevertheless sets a
positive tone to the relationship as portrayed in the passage.
Generally, Plato uses ἑταῖρος to refer either to immediate inter-
locutors of, or simply to people close to, Socrates.15 In fact,
later in the tradition ἑταῖρος was also understood as a byword
for Socrates’ students, and this particular passage is clearly the
source for later claims that Isocrates was Socrates’ pupil.16

Regardless of the neutral or even borderline-encouraging con-
notation of the word here, Socrates’ account of Isocrates has
been taken by most interpreters to be ironic in its intent, thus
encouraging scholars to look for further evidence of the differ-
ences between Plato and Isocrates that might demonstrate
more clearly that Plato’s arguments on rhetoric and false

14 There are many attempts at more precise Quellenforschung on the relationship
between Plato and Isocrates. A landmark publication on this subject is Eucken
(1983). Recently, see also Wareh (2012) for a different methodological approach to
the question.

15 Socrates addresses, for example, Callicles as ὦ φίλε ἑταῖρε in Gorgias 482a, but more
importantly it is the unnamed stranger who refers to Socrates as Crito’s ἑταῖρος in
Euthydemus (305a), analyzed below.

16 Nails (2002), 180.
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philosophy are explicitly targeted at Isocrates. Isocrates’ works
appear just too dissimilar to Plato’s conception of philosophy –
and Plato is often read as a fundamentally non-compromising
author on philosophical method – to accept any kind of posi-
tive interpretation of their relationship through this passage.17

Indeed, it is quite difficult to read this passage of the Phaedrus
without at least considering an ironical attitude: the two
important thinkers were contemporaries and opened philo-
sophical schools in Athens around the same time, schools that
offered completely different understandings of higher educa-
tion and philosophical excellence. Perhaps philosophically
most significant is their different treatment of knowledge and
opinion. Howland offers a compelling discussion on the differ-
ence and rivalry between Plato and Isocrates by comparing
specific passages from the Phaedrus and Isocrates’ Helen. In
Phaedrus 262c, Socrates argues that the orator has to use
definitions to arrive at knowledge of the topic and that it is
not enough to work with opinions, for without systematic
understanding of the matter at hand it is impossible to produce
the expected result consistently. In his Helen (5), however,
Isocrates argues that pupils should be instructed in practical
affairs, ‘bearing in mind that likely conjecture about useful
things (περὶ τῶν χρησίμων ἐπιεικῶς δοξάζειν) is far preferable to
exact knowledge of the useless (περὶ τῶν ἀχρήστων ἀκριβῶς
ἐπίστασθαι), and that to be a little superior in important things
is of greater worth than to be pre-eminent in petty things that
are without value for living’. Isocrates claims that in some
matters it is possible to reach a state of knowledge, but that
these areas are so remote from human life and interests that it
is actually not worthwhile to dedicate one’s life to studying
them. It is possible to achieve a level of confidence, however, in
areas which do pertain to human interests, but this is attained
primarily through experience (ἐμπειρία) rather than theoretical

17 See for example Howland (1937), 152 who argues that the ‘whole dialogue must
be considered primarily as a direct and comprehensive attack on the educational
system of Isocrates’. The particular target in Howland’s view is Isocrates’
Helen.
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discussion. This experience will not result in absolute know-
ledge and the ability to predict the right course of action in
every possible circumstance, but it does boost one’s skills
in coping with unexpected situations in the best possible way
in most cases. They both use the language of knowledge versus
opinion, thus clearly indicating that they are participating in
the same debate though advocating opposing positions. It
seems straightforward to then conclude that the two must have
been each others’ fiercest rivals. And yet, why would Plato
suggest such ambivalence about Isocrates at the end of the
Phaedrus if indeed they were in every possible way each other’s
worst enemies?
Another, and in my view more plausible, reading of Plato’s

mention of Isocrates in the Phaedrus emerges once we take
seriously the sheer number of references to education and to
rhetorical teachers in particular in the dialogue. Leaving aside
the poets (Homer, Stesichorus, Sappho, Anacreon, Sophocles),
whose frequent mention in the dialogue is interesting in its own
right, Socrates brings up Lysias, ‘wise men’ offering rational-
izing accounts of myths (229c4), Simmias the Theban (242b3),
Gorgias, Thrasymachus, Theodorus (261c2; Thrasymachus
also 271a4), a representative Laconian critic (260e5), Zeno
(261d5), Theodorus, Evenus, Gorgias, Tisias, Prodicus,
Hippias, Polus, Licymnius, Protagoras (266d4–7e5; Tisias
longer discussed also 273a5–4a4), Adrastus (269a4), Pericles
and Anaxagoras (269e2–70a6), and finally Isocrates (278e4).
With the possible exception of Pericles/Anaxagoras and
Isocrates, all other references to (rhetorical) teachers are
overtly disparaging, and Lysias, treated here as speechwriter
and teacher, seems to have become by the end of the dialogue
the byword for the kind of rhetoric that ought to be rejected,
explicitly, without hesitation. By contrast, Phaedrus evokes
Isocrates at the end as a curious case (‘what shall we say he
is?’), though introducing him as ‘beautiful’ (καλός) already puts
us in a positive mindset. Socrates fulfils Phaedrus’ cautious
questioning about Isocrates when he confirms that the latter is
not indeed to be classified together with all the rest represented
by Lysias, prophesying that he will be important and that there
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is ‘some’ philosophy in this young man. Finally, Socrates
suggests that he himself will deliver the content of this current
conversation to his ‘favorite’ (παιδικοῖς, 279b2), much as
Phaedrus should inform his favorite Lysias. Rhetorical educa-
tion is divided, in this last section of the Phaedrus, into two:
there are those many who operate like Lysias, and then there is
Isocrates, who stands out from the rest by offering ‘some
philosophy’ and growth to his students. Socrates unashamedly
sides rather with Isocrates though this is not to say that he
agrees with the latter. Isocrates still needs to hear the content
of this conversation, about the tools and goals of rhetoric and
its relationship to philosophy. Significant differences between
Socrates/Plato and Isocrates ought not to be downplayed,
sure, though setting this passage in the broader context of
rhetorical teaching available in Athens both at the time and
during Plato’s time, strongly suggests that Isocrates is sin-
cerely, if relatively to the particular context,18 praised for the
(somewhat philosophical) kind of education that he promotes
in Athens.19 As Socrates says, Isocrates is naturally capable
beyond the speeches of Lysias, but also has a nobler êthos,
character or ethics (279a4–5). This êthos and Isocrates’ atten-
tion to sound moral education in Athens are precisely what
elevate and distinguish him from politicians like Callicles and
sophists like Thrasymachus, whose positions are in some
respects not very far from those of Isocrates.

18 Erbse (1971) makes a similar argument, though he refers to Isocrates consistently as
an orator/rhetor or as a teacher of rhetoric and speech. I hope to have shown by
now that Isocrates could be legitimately called a philosopher or thinker and I think
this is not irrelevant to our rethinking of Plato’s praise of Isocrates. The fact that
Isocrates emphasizes philosophy and does not conceive of himself strictly as a
teacher of rhetoric is precisely the reason why he ought to be understood as having
been mentioned by Plato in this dialogue as a positive role model for rhetoric. See
also Laplace (1995) for a comparison between Plato’s and Isocrates’ criticisms of
logographoi and rhetoric.

19 It is not surprising, then, that Eucken (1983), who offers perhaps the most compre-
hensive argument about the rivalry between Plato and Isocrates, does not focus on
this passage and chooses to find controversies and direct attacks on each other’s
work elsewhere in the Platonic corpus. Some problems in Eucken’s valuable, if not
always convincing, Quellenforschung are highlighted in Hudson-Williams (1985).
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A somewhat comparable image of Isocrates emerges from
the concluding section of Plato’s Euthydemus (304d–6d) with
an important difference that Isocrates is not mentioned by
name.20 Even if some inconsistencies remain in the ‘caricature’
of Isocrates,21 Plato introduces in this section a critique of a
particular type of intellectual that is in a broad sense compat-
ible with Isocrates: this is a man who partakes in political life
to some extent but does not participate in court proceedings
(305c), who considers himself most wise (304d5: ἀνὴρ οἰόμενος
πάνυ εἶναι σοφός), who has some (superficial) familiarity with
politics and philosophy, but does not know any of these sub-
jects thoroughly (305c7: μεθόρια φιλοσόφου τε ἀνδρὸς καὶ
πολιτικοῦ; 305d8: μετρίως μὲν γὰρ φιλοσοφίας ἔχειν, μετρίως δὲ
πολιτικῶν). This man, although considering himself most wise,
is unable to confront sophists like Euthydemus and
Dionysodorus in public debates (305d5–7), and is not honest
about his publicly visible inability. Even if this passage is not
meant to criticize Isocrates exclusively, it does seem to map
rather well onto the previous analysis of Isocrates in the
Phaedrus and is in agreement with many characteristics that
Isocrates himself uses to introduce his philosophia and to criti-
cize his rivals. Most striking in this description is the use of the
word philosophia (φιλοσοφία), and this might add additional
weight to the suggestion that it is Isocrates and his appropri-
ation of the term ‘philosophy’ that are the explicit object of
discussion here.22

Crito describes the discussion he had with a person who
witnessed Socrates’ exchange with Euthydemus and
Dionysodorus. Despite initially seeming to praise the show

20 Most commentators on the dialogue suggest this: Gifford (1905), 18–20; Hawtrey
(1981), 190; Guthrie (1986), 282–3. As well there are numerous discussions on the
relationship between Isocrates and Plato more generally: e.g. Ries (1959), Eucken
(1983), and more recently Michelini (2000), Palpacelli (2009), 220–6 and
Sermamoglou-Soulmaidi (2014), 143–53.

21 For example the fact that the critic is associated by Crito at first with forensic
writers (304d6: εἰς τὰ δικαστήρια); this association is dropped in the later part of the
discussion (305c).

22 I differ here in some significant details from the analysis of Sermamoglou-
Soulmaidi (2014), 151, whose evaluation of Isocrates’ notion of philosophy is
heavily informed by, and openly dependent on, Plato.
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(304e), the stranger, when asked what he himself learned from
them, retorts and says that there was nothing to learn, but
(presumably) simply to enjoy the debate: they showed ‘merely
the sort of stuff that you may hear such people babbling about
at any time –making an inconsequent ado about matters of no
consequence’ (τί δὲ ἄλλο [. . .] ἢ οἷάπερ ἀεὶ ἄν τις τῶν τοιούτων
ἀκούσαι ληρούντων καὶ περὶ οὐδενὸς ἀξίων ἀναξίαν σπουδὴν
ποιουμένων). It seems, then, that the stranger is upset about
the fact that in this debate unimportant matters were treated as
if they had serious and relevant consequences. Crito’s reply is
itself problematic and highly provocative: ‘but surely . . . phil-
osophy is a charming thing’ (ἀλλὰ μέντοι [. . .] χαρίεν γέ τι
πρᾶγμά ἐστιν ἡ φιλοσοφία). Crito is the first to define the
exchange between Socrates and the brothers as philosophy
and, furthermore, to declare it to be charming regardless of
the potential dangers that the stranger had highlighted. The
stranger reiterates that (whatever Crito means by) philosophy
is of no worth whatsoever (305a1: οὐδενὸς μὲν οὖν ἄξιον), and to
demonstrate this he mentions how Socrates, who agreed to
take part in such a debate, made a laughing-stock out of
himself, for ‘the business itself and the people who follow it
are worthless and utterly ridiculous (φαῦλοί εἰσιν καὶ
καταγέλαστοι)’. The anxiety about appearing ridiculous and
the energetic attempts to associate oneself with serious and
important things certainly evoke the image of Isocrates as the
candidate for the stranger in this passage.
After having heard Crito’s summary of their exchange,

Socrates offers an analysis of an intellectual type: Prodicus
had allegedly called such people somewhere in-between phil-
osophy and politics (305c7: μεθόρια φιλοσόφου τε ἀνδρὸς καὶ
πολιτικοῦ). Socrates argues that even though these kinds of
people are only ‘moderately versed in philosophy and moder-
ately too in politics’ (305d8), and cannot thus claim to know
the subjects in the depth necessary, still one ‘ought to recognize
their ambition (συγγιγνώσκειν τῆς ἐπιθυμίας) and not feel
annoyed with them’, for one should applaud ‘anyone who says
anything that verges on good sense (ἐχόμενον φρονήσεως
πρᾶγμα), and labors steadily and manfully in its pursuit’
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(306c6–d1). Without any further elaboration, Socrates sug-
gests here that while these people are not fully entitled to
φιλοσοφία and are lacking in the depth of their knowledge,
there is nevertheless something valuable in their pursuits in
that they have good intuitions and ideally cultivate some of
this also in their students or followers.
Coming as it does at the end of the dialogue, one cannot

help but draw parallels to the Phaedrus, which suggested – in a
rather comparable way – that there is ‘some (kind of ) philoso-
phy’ (τὶς φιλοσοφία) in Isocrates and predicted he would grow
beyond his current rhetorical studies towards philosophy
proper. Surely there were other practitioners of philosophy or
proponents of education in contemporary Athens who could
have been included in this characterization. However, the
position of this observation at the end of the dialogue and
the language used to describe the stranger (calling himself most
wise, advocating against too deep engagement with philoso-
phy, etc.) do seem to fit perfectly with Isocrates in particular.
Isocrates seems to have been exemplary during his time and
has certainly remained a unique case study of philosophy and
rhetoric for contemporary readers. Hence, it does seem rea-
sonable to consider Isocrates as an intended recipient of this
evaluation and to be applauded over some of their other
contemporary rivals.23 This almost benign rejection of
Isocrates as a second-rate (or third-rate in this passage) thinker
might have had a less devastating effect on the reception of
Isocrates than, for example, Socrates’ portrayal of the
‘immoral sophists’, such as Callicles and Thrasymachus.
Sketching out a more or less acceptable alternative to his
own philosophical project, Plato seems to become an influen-
tial source for subsequent attempts to conceptualize and revive
Isocratean philosophy. While the Phaedrus was surely a prom-
inent place for Isocrates’ rehabilitation as a student of Socrates
and a positive role model for philosophical rhetoric, an

23 Socrates’ positive comments are often forgotten; paradigmatic is Sudhaus’ reaction
(1889), 53: ‘Dass die Schlussepisode gegen Isokrates geht, wird jetzt wohl Niemand
mehr bezweifeln.’
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attitude that seems particularly prominent in the works of
Dionysius of Halicarnassus of the first century bce, the
Euthydemus further confirms this image of Isocrates but also
indicates briefly the shortcomings of Isocratean philosophy.
This explicit mention of Isocrates at the end of the Phaedrus

and potential references to Isocrates in the Euthydemus have
inspired critics to launch into a wider examination of other
dialogues by Plato in order to find support for their interpret-
ation of Isocrates as one of the main rivals of Plato. Some
scholars have regarded, for example, the digression about the
philosopher in Plato’s Theaetetus (172c–7b) as a critique of
Isocrates. Eucken argues that the digression in Theaetetus is to
be regarded as Plato’s critique of the ‘rhetorical man’ (rhetor-
ischer Mensch) more generally and should be regarded not as
an ad hominem attack on Isocrates, but as an attack on an
image of the intellectual that, however, encompasses the essen-
tial features of Isocratean philosophy/education.24 Even
though Socrates draws a marked dichotomy between forensic
speakers and philosophers, and Isocrates can be regarded
among the former group only at a significant stretch,25 some
of the fundamental characteristics of the two types of men as
portrayed by Socrates – it has been argued – do map out the
central disagreements between Isocrates and Plato. While
Isocrates focuses on the ‘here and now’, Socrates emphasizes
the triviality of sense perceptions and of life embedded
in political or oratorical activity. For Socrates’ leading

24 Eucken (1983), 75, 276–81.
25 Isocrates himself denies having written forensic speeches, though he surely did and

five have been preserved in his corpus. However, there are aspects in Socrates’
description of the ‘orators’ which would be difficult at first sight to connect with
Isocrates. For instance, the idea of lacking in time that characterizes orators under
the pressure of courtroom conventions and the inability to pursue a topic properly
can hardly characterize Isocrates who took, according to himself, at least ten years
to complete a speech (Panegyricus), and appears to emphasize the thoroughness in
his studies contrary to the practice of other sophists. Isocrates is hostile towards
courtroom oratory and denies his involvement in this practice during his youth.
Nevertheless, it needs to be pointed out that Isocrates’ students were, highly likely,
to pursue careers in public offices, law courts and so on. Hence, even if not a
critique of Isocrates’ person per se, Isocrates’ philosophical school would have
cultivated characteristics that emerge in the ‘orator’ in contrast to the values of
the ‘philosopher cohort’.
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philosophers (κορυφαῖοι [φιλοσοφῶν], 173c7), true knowledge
and wisdom lie in contemplation of the eternal and in aiming
to be united with the divine as soon as possible (176a8–b1).
Isocrates, as demonstrated above, does not believe in the
human capacity to achieve systematic and abstract knowledge
of things worth knowing about, thus acknowledging beliefs
(δόξαι) as the closest one can get to (practical) wisdom. These
beliefs will inevitably depend on all kinds of stimuli coming
from the world around us and thus are fundamentally rooted
in our environment and context.
Next to the epistemological disagreements,26 another

important divergence between Plato and Isocrates, or the
respective images of philosophers that they would advocate,
goes back to the notion of ‘ridiculousness’. In fact, Socrates’
digression in Theaetetus 172c4–6 is inspired by the recognition
that philosophers appear ‘laughable’ (γελοῖος) to others around
them: ‘how natural it is that those who have spent a long time
in the study of philosophy appear ridiculous (γελοῖοι φαίνονται)
when they enter the courts of law as speakers (ῥήτορες)’.
Socrates describes this ridiculous appearance as a necessary
characteristic of a philosopher who spends all her time con-
templating things that lie beyond her physical experience of the
world.27 Isocrates, quite to the contrary, is keen to establish
authority, a sense of seriousness and relevance to his educa-
tional methods. According to him, philosophy is what can be
considered useful, and anyone who appears ridiculous in prag-
matic affairs will have misunderstood the ultimate goals of
philosophy (e.g. Helen 4–6). In his Antidosis, for example,
Isocrates has his associate explain the difference between him-
self and the ‘showing-off sophists’. The latter are sometimes
ridiculed (καταγελᾶν) and sometimes praised by the auditors,

26 Note that the disagreement between Plato and Isocrates is not over the difference
between knowledge and belief, but about their usefulness. The belief/knowledge
distinction is implicitly maintained by Isocrates.

27 It is perhaps relevant that at the end of the Phaedrus (277e3–8e2) Socrates suggests
that one ought not to take written texts too seriously and, in fact, it would be
ridiculous indeed if one did so. Now if we ought to see a rebuke of Isocrates
anywhere in the Phaedrus it might be in this sentence, for it is hard to imagine an
author who takes his writings more seriously than Isocrates.
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whereas Isocrates is not (147–8). Sophists are associated mul-
tiple times with the most ridiculous situations (ὃ δὲ πάντων
καταγελαστότατον), be that for distrusting their students
(Against the Sophists 5), or for trying to convince with
implausible arguments (and not by deeds) that they have
relevant things to say about political knowledge (Helen 9).
Isocrates is also concerned for Athens appearing ridiculous if
his views on logoi and education are neglected (Antidosis
297).28 Finally, in a passage of the Archidamus, Isocrates
demonstrates perhaps his strongest stance on ridicule: he states
that ‘it is preferable to suffer annihilation rather than derision
at the hands of our foes’ (89: αἱρετώτερον ἡμῖν ἐστιν ἀναστάτοις
γενέσθαι μᾶλλον ἢ καταγελάστοις ὑπὸ τῶν ἐχθρῶν).29 In sum,
Isocrates agrees with Plato that hypothetical theorizing as
described in this digression will inevitably lead to the ‘ridicu-
lous state’ of the philosopher, but while this is something Plato
accepts as a side-effect, Isocrates views it as an ultimate failure
of the profession.
Epistemologically and emotionally, therefore, the views put

forth in this digression seem to position Socrates/Plato and
Isocrates on opposing axes and in direct and fierce antagon-
ism. However, the drama of the dialogue is more complicated
than that. The fact that all quests for knowledge end in
aporiai,30 that there is no mention of the forms and recollec-
tion, and the presence of the digression in the middle of the
dialogue which seems to have little to do with other themes of
the dialogue,31 have kept commentators on their toes. Indeed,
as has been noticed before, next to expressing a rather exagger-
ated view of orators or law court officials, this passage of the

28 Other passages where Isocrates warns against appearing ridiculous: Archidamus 37,
84, Busiris 31, Helen 46, To Philip 101, Panegyricus 169, 176, Trapezitikus 21,
Antidosis 56.

29 The idea of derision as the ultimate tool of humiliation is also suggested in On the
Peace 149.

30 Of course, the aporetic nature of the dialogue does not mean that an account of
knowledge cannot or has not been given in the Theaetetus. Cf. Bostock (1988), esp.
272–4; Sedley (2004), 178–81.

31 McDowell, for example, has described the digression as containing material ‘which
in a modern book might be served by footnotes or an appendix’ (1973, 174).
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Theaetetus also provides a caricatured depiction of philoso-
phers to the effect that it is highly dubious that Socrates
actually endorses this way of life any more than that of the
orators. Indeed, the philosophers are described as oblivious to
life happening around them, unaware of politics, of customs
and laws, of feasts and trials, and most importantly, the phil-
osopher ‘doesn’t even know that he doesn’t know all these
things’ (173e1). This can hardly be a positive characterization
of philosophers. In the end, it is Socrates rather than the
idealized leaders of philosophy (κορυφαῖοι) who is occupying
the position of a truly desirable middle measure, having a
grasp – as much as striving towards achieving knowledge –

of the things in the world.32 Hence, if we are to locate Isocrates
somewhere in this digression, it seems that he resembles the
position of Socrates more than he does that of the orators.
Even if he did have an early career as speechwriter, he has
made a name for himself and gathered reputation rather as a
teacher and head of a philosophy school. Isocrates is very
negative about orators and other writers of political speeches
(except for himself, of course) and recognizes the place for
theoretical knowledge, even though he strongly advocates
using theoretical philosophy as a tool for intelligent participa-
tion in the city’s politics. In other words, within the crude
distinction between orators and philosophers, Socrates and
Isocrates seem closer to each other than they seem to either
of the extremes. Hence, this passage can hardly be taken as a
criticism of Isocrates, and even less so as an explicit critique of
the Isocratean school. If anything, it seems to recognize the
importance of a school like that of Isocrates, which is trying
to find a middle way between the two highly problematic
extremes.
Finally, there is Plato’s Gorgias. Some see this dialogue as

Plato’s school-founding manifesto, written as a response to
Isocrates’ Against the Sophists, which has in turn been taken
to be a manifesto for Isocrates’ newly opened school.33 One of

32 Rue (1993). See also Sedley (2004), 65–74. 33 Eucken (1983), 38–43.
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the chief reasons for this position is the discussion over tuition
fees, for which Socrates (Plato) criticizes the sophists and,
implicitly, Isocrates. Eucken maintains that this debate shows
most clearly the way schooling was regarded by Plato and,
being critically opposed to the views of Isocrates, he argues –
mistakenly in my view – that ‘Die Akademie wird so gesehen
gegen Isocrates gegründet’.34 While we know that Isocrates
charged tuition fees, like the sophists, it does not necessarily
follow that Plato’s dialogue was directed solely against
Isocrates and his practice. Be that as it may, stronger argu-
ments of anti-Isocratean sentiments can perhaps be found in
the knowledge versus belief discussion. This is developed in the
first part of the dialogue in the exchange between Socrates and
Gorgias. By having introduced a distinction between know-
ledge (ἐπιστήμη) and belief (πίστις), Gorgias is eventually
forced to agree with the following definition of rhetoric
(454e9–5a2): ἡ ῥητορικὴ ἄρα, ὡς ἔοικεν, πειθοῦς δημιουργός
ἐστιν πιστευτικῆς ἀλλ᾽ οὐ διδασκαλικῆς περὶ τὸ δίκαιόν τε καὶ
ἄδικον. Socrates, developing this line of thought further, dem-
onstrates that Gorgias’ conception of rhetoric might end up
having serious and contradictory moral implications. Gorgias,
who advocated at the beginning of the dialogue a neutral
concept of rhetoric (456c–7c), is forced to accept by the end
of the discussion that ‘it is impossible for the rhetorician to use
his rhetoric unjustly or wish to do wrong’ (461a5–7), thus
admitting a contradiction to his views on rhetoric. What is
relevant for the Isocratean context is the way in which Socrates
develops the argument from the distinction between know-
ledge and belief into a question about the moral foundations
of rhetoric.35 Isocrates would, however, insist that he would
not be able to teach morally depraved students in the first
place. Overall, his insistence on the moral aspects of his logoi
seems strong enough to make us suspect that as much as the
image of Gorgias might have been associated with that of

34 Eucken (1983), 41.
35 Admittedly, in his works Isocrates uses primarily δόξα and not πίστις to

express ‘opinion’.
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Isocrates (through a potential teacher–student link), Isocrates
could hardly have been conceived as the object of criticisms
expressed in this passage.
Perhaps more than in previous passages, Isocrates has some-

times been associated with the views of Callicles at the later
stages of the dialogue, where the latter argues that philosophy
should be pursued only as a training of the young, but that
grown men should abandon this and get involved with ‘real’
politics.36 There are some textual markers that indicate that
reference is made indeed to a position rather close to the one
advocated in the Euthydemus and having similarities with the
way Isocrates fashions himself and is portrayed by his contem-
poraries.37 Callicles introduces the argument from nature and
claims that laws are made in favor of the weak and for their
protection against the strong (483b4–c2). Socrates would be
able to understand this position if he would only abandon
philosophy and pass to greater things (484c4–5). For ‘philoso-
phy is a charming thing (χαρίεν) if a man has to do with it
moderately (μετρίως) in his younger days; but if he continues to
spend his time on it too long, it is ruin to any man’ (484c5–8).
There are many verbal references here to the last part of the
Euthydemus and therefore the connection to Isocrates – if
indeed he is to be identified among the recipients of Socrates’
‘mediocre thinker’ in that passage – springs immediately to
mind. The description that follows this claim closely approxi-
mates the characterization of true philosophers in the
Theaetetus section analyzed above, where Socrates mentioned
elements that positively define the philosopher (ignorance of
‘worldly matters’, ridiculousness in private and public gather-
ings), but in this passage Callicles intends these features to be
anything but complimentary to the profession. According to

36 E.g. Irwin (1995), 95.
37 It is surprising that more has not been made in recent scholarship of their potential

similarity. Rossetti (2018), 282 expresses the same sentiment when he briefly notes
the resemblance of the views of Isocrates and Callicles, but in his analysis of
Socrates and contemporary philosophy decides to completely neglect Isocrates
and his potential contributions. The most detailed discussion of their relationship
is still Sudhaus (1889), 55–60.
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him, philosophizing in excess makes one ‘ignorant (ἄπειρον) of
everything that ought to be familiar (ἔμπειρον)’ to a καλὸς
κἀγαθός (484c9–d2): they are ignorant of the laws of their city,
of the terms of negotiation in private and public affairs, of
human pleasures and desires. As a consequence, this business
of philosophy itself becomes ridiculous (καταγέλαστον, 485a7)
and those practising it seem to Callicles most similar to those
grown men who lisp and play tricks (ψελλιζόμενοι καὶ παίζοντες)
like children (485b1–2). Both activities, philosophizing and
playing, are acceptable as a stage in one’s educational training,
but not appropriate in advanced age with increased responsi-
bility and experience. Comparing philosophy to frivolous tricks
also resembles the way in which Isocrates rejected theoretical
philosophy as irrelevant and useless activity for example in his
Helen (4–6). There is indeed a sense of anxiety about appearing
ridiculous and useless that informs both Callicles’ and
Isocrates’ views on what true philosophy ought to be about.
First off, however, Callicles is characterized as an aspiring

as well as promising politician and not as a teacher or even a
sophist proper.38 This is an important difference, for if indeed
Plato intended his readers to recognize Isocrates in the figure
of Callicles, the portrayal of Callicles as an active and
vocal politician in this dialogue would make any such explicit
link impossible.39 If anything, we might wonder whether
Callicles could stand for a potential student of Isocrates rather
than Isocrates himself.40 This is a tempting avenue for two

38 It is interesting that of all influential characters created in Plato’s dialogues, that of
Callicles is perhaps among the most enigmatic. We do not know anything about
Callicles beyond this dialogue, and the lack of historical context has invited
scholars to see other contemporary rivals as speaking through this character. See
Dodds (1959), 12–14 for a more detailed discussion of the historical context and
scholarship around Callicles.

39 Dodds (1959), 12 highlights the incomparable dynamism and energy in Isocrates
and Callicles (as portrayed in Plato) and thus rejects Sudhaus’ speculation to see
Isocrates behind Callicles as absurd. It must be said, however, that Dodds’ opinion,
whether correct or not, rests on his preconceptions about Isocrates as ‘respectable
and unadventurous’, which are not supported by any evidence and longer discus-
sion.

40 As far as I can tell, this idea has been proposed before only by Gotschlich (1871),
4 who claims that ‘in Kallikles sei recht eigentlich ein aus der Isokrateischen Schule
hervorgegangener politischer Redner gezeichnet’.
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reasons: first because of the overt similarity of some ideas
presented by Callicles in the dialogue, and secondly because of
the sympathy and respectful treatment Callicles receives from
Socrates despite supporting positions completely opposed to
him. Despite the emotional turmoil portrayed in the dialogue
it is worth noting that Socrates maintains throughout a respect-
ful tone to Callicles and considers him the best conversational
partner due to his sufficient education, frankness and goodwill
towards Socrates (487a–8b1). At the end of the dialogue,
Socrates laments that they both have fallen far back in educa-
tion (doing philosophy moderately evidently has important
drawbacks). He then invites Callicles to abandon his previous
guide to life and instead to join in with Socrates in the quest for
proper understanding of justice and excellence in life and death
(527e). Much as Socrates had shown goodwill and understand-
ing towards Isocrates in the Phaedrus and, arguably also, in the
Euthydemus, Callicles is depicted as a promising young person
with potential to embark on the right path. Socrates’ criticism,
among other matters, seems to be directed at the superficiality
of his education and thought and, as such, we could read from
their encounter an implicit criticism of any school that leaves
education incomplete while giving its students an impression of
having reached some level of maturity of thought. In other
words, in comparison with his peers, Callicles stands out in a
positive way as a somewhat educated and passionate conversa-
tion partner. However, his schooling has not been thorough
enough to render him capable of following and fully participat-
ing in a philosophical discussion.
This may be a more general criticism of some philosophical

schools at the time, though based on our knowledge of the
various authors and educational institutions the only real can-
didate for this kind of criticism is the Isocratean school. Such a
review that emphasizes both the positive and negative traits of
an Isocratean education is in line with the way Plato’s
Phaedrus and the Euthydemus engage with Isocrates and his
influence in Athens. Unlike many commentators, therefore,
I regard the portrayal of Isocrates in Plato to be rather positive
though with important caveats. While Isocrates is to be
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applauded for turning young men to philosophy in a broad
sense, for cultivating youth who would appreciate notions like
virtue and tradition, justice and excellence, he is also to be
criticized for the incomplete philosophical program offered in
his school. In the end, despite some central disagreements
between Plato and Isocrates on philosophical education, they
probably share more in terms of their views of intellectual life
than either of them does with some of the more radical
sophists.

5.3 Isocrates and Aristotle

We can say frustratingly little with confidence about the
relationship between Isocrates and Aristotle, despite the
increasing scholarly interest in their interaction.41 Isocrates
himself makes no reference to Aristotle, but there are two
works by Aristotle that seem to engage with Isocrates: the
Protrepticus and the Rhetoric.42 Looking at the portrayal of
Isocrates in the latter is straightforward and requires no
explanation, for Isocrates is mentioned there by name and is
the most frequently quoted contemporary in the whole work.
Seeing an Isocratean connection in the Protrepticus is more
speculative and requires further comment. I will start with the
Protrepticus as much as it has been taken to be the earlier of
the two.

41 E.g. recent work by Haskins (2004), Hutchinson and Johnson (2005), Wareh
(2012), Collins II (2015).

42 There have also been hypotheses based on FGrHist 1026 F34 (= Diogenes of
Laertius 2.55) that Aristotle wrote an early dialogue Gryllus in which he allegedly
attacked Isocrates (who is also credited with a eulogy of Gryllus) as the chief
opponent to academia and representative of contemporary rhetoric. As Too
(1995), 12 reminds us, there is no further information about Isocrates having
written a work titled Gryllus and the association with Aristotle is also very weak.
See a longer discussion of this fragment in Bollansée (1999b), II A5. It has to be
said, however, that the supposed controversy between Aristotle and Isocrates,
mentioned in Bollansée, does not rest on any actual evidence, but on the general
(misguided) assumption that the two were bitter rivals. This view will be examined
here in more detail.
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Aristotle’s Protrepticus

The history of recovering Aristotle’s Protrepticus is full of
scholarly controversy, and all these debates have now received
a new dimension in the forthcoming edition by Hutchinson and
Johnson.43 Even though the Protrepticus was proposed for a
while to have been composed as a speech, in an Isocratean
manner, reading of ancient biographical information together
with Cicero’s Hortensius has shifted scholarly opinion towards
a dialogue form.44 Hutchinson and Johnson go further than
that and argue that this dialogue featured three interlocutors:
Aristotle himself, Isocrates and Heracleides Ponticus.45

Whether or not such hypothetical reconstruction is to be
trusted, Isocrates has been considered by most scholars to con-
stitute a crucial background to our understanding of Aristotle’s
Protrepticus, both in terms of its content and format.46 Indeed,
the writing of a protreptic work, irrespective of where it belongs
in Aristotle’s composition,47 means that Aristotle was actively
engaged with the educational rivalry in Athens, much as most

43 More detailed overviews of the scholarship can be found in Düring (1961), who
gives a good overview of the scholarship from 1957–61; Rabinowitz (1957),
although negative in its conclusions, gives a good account of the scholarship prior
to 1957. Most recently, Hutchinson and Johnson (2005) provide a helpful overview
of the scholarship from 1961 onwards. The most up-to-date information about their
reconstruction of the work is collected as a webpage: www.protrepticus.info. For
references to the Protrepticus I use Gigon (1987) together with Hutchinson and
Johnson (2015).

44 This conclusion is to be preferred mainly due to external evidence: in the lists of
Aristotle’s works, the Protrepticus was mentioned among dialogues; Cicero’s
Hortensius was (highly likely) a protreptic dialogue which allegedly took its cue
from Aristotle (and assumedly from his Protrepticus in particular). A good discus-
sion of Cicero’s thoughts on the dialogue form is Schofield (2008), 74–84. See also
Hirzel (1895), 276 and Gottschalk (1980), 9 with further bibliography and refer-
ences to ancient evidence.

45 On the dialogue form of Heracleides Ponticus, see Fox (2009). As far as I can tell,
there is no actual evidence of the names of these three in any of the fragments that
we have and the attribution of speakers is purely speculative based on the views
detected in the fragments. I would therefore be very cautious about any grand
claims like those in the unpublished essay (but published and available on the
website) that maintains that the Protrepticus was written as a response to
Isocrates’ Antidosis (1).

46 Schneeweiss (2005), 235–6 n. 227.
47 Many have speculated that it belongs to Aristotle’s early works when he was still

part of the Academy. E.g. Jaeger (1948), 54; Berti (1997), 402. Most recently, see
van der Meeren (2011), xxii–xxxi.
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philosophers probably were. Unfortunately, we can only specu-
late about the role Isocrates might have explicitly played in
this work.
Since we cannot say much about the generic category of the

Protrepticus nor be sure whether Isocrates was explicitly men-
tioned in the work, I will confine the following brief analysis to
looking at some of the generally agreed views advocated in this
work and contrast them to Isocrates, in order to see if Isocrates
could indeed have been regarded as a recipient of Aristotle’s
criticism of philosophical education in Athens.
The first point of comparison emerges in the formal address

of the Protrepticus, which – according to Stobaeus – appears to
have been to Themison, a king of Cyprus.48 There is almost no
information about Themison and one can only assume that he
must have been a man of importance in Cyprus if Aristotle
decided to address him in the Protrepticus.49 As Jaeger has
pointed out, it is somewhat paradoxical that a work which
aims to encourage pupils to take up a theoretical life (βίος
θεωρητικός), or a life of contemplation (as contrasted to the
‘practical’ life of Isocrates), is eventually addressed to a polit-
ical actor (‘the man of deeds’).50 Indeed, this address would be
easily conceivable in the case of Isocrates who exhorts his
audience to practical philosophy, but it seems less appropriate
for the purposes of Aristotle’s Protrepticus. But it could have
also been a more generic trait of protreptic works that often
address an individual with the aim of engaging and exhorting a
wider audience to take up philosophy.51 A similar approach is
apparent also in Isocrates’ ‘Cyprian orations’, which, although

48 Stobaeus, Ecl. iv.32.21 (frag. 54 Gigon). The Protrepticus was ‘addressed’ rather
than ‘dedicated’ to Themison. See Jaeger (1948), 56.

49 Chroust (1973), 119–25 reviews the ancient evidence for Themison and concludes
that ‘it is well-nigh impossible to identify this Themison’.

50 Jaeger (1948), 55–6. Chroust (1973) interprets this paradox in the light of political
rivalry between Isocrates and Aristotle.

51 Surprisingly little has been done with regard to ancient protreptic discourses. For a
general overview, see Jordan (1986). A more detailed overview of ancient evidence
for the protreptic genre is provided in Slings (1995) and van der Meeren (2002) and
(2011). Collins II (2015) is the most recent discussion of Plato, Aristotle and
Isocrates on protreptic genre, but adds little new to the existing literature on
the topic.
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probably intended to be read by the wider public, are
addressed to a particular person and the exhortation to
philosophy closely follows the individual development of
character. Overall, however, Isocrates’ use of a personal
address stands out from the comparison with Aristotle’s
Protrepticus as more developed and incorporated into the
speech. In Aristotle’s Protrepticus, Themison and his royal
status do not seem to play any larger role in the work, contrary
to Isocrates’ To Nicocles where the personal address serves to
give a raison d’être for the work. In fact, compared to other
(protreptic) examples – Plato’s Euthydemus or Isocrates’
Cyprian orations –Aristotle’s Protrepticus appears as the most
a-personal: aside from the address, the main body of the text
(or what has been suggested to constitute the main text)
appears to contain general arguments and discussions on the
nature of philosophy and the aims of ‘good life’ more gener-
ally, rather than engaging itself with concrete examples or
individuals in particular.
The wider philosophical controversy between Isocrates and

Aristotle concerns the ‘usefulness’ of philosophy. Isocrates
dismisses in his discourses (e.g. Antidosis 261, Helen 3) the
idea that philosophy should be identified with strictly theoret-
ical pursuits, and attempts to establish and popularize his own
understanding of philosophy as a practically oriented broader
educational framework. According to him, a wise man is
someone who is ‘able by his powers of conjecture to arrive
generally at the best course’, and a philosopher a person ‘who
occupies himself with the studies from which he will most
quickly gain that kind of insight’ (Antidosis 271: φιλοσόφους
δὲ τοὺς ἐν τούτοις διατρίβοντας, ἐξ ὧν τάχιστα λήψονται τὴν
τοιαύτην φρόνησιν). Furthermore, someone who wants to con-
tribute to society should ‘banish utterly from their interests
vain (μάταιοι) speculations and all activities which have no
bearing on our lives’ (Antidosis 269). Wilms argues that behind
Isocrates’ understanding of philosophy is the wider cultural
conception of τέχνη: Isocrates avoids explicitly equating
φιλοσοφία with τέχνη, but his comparisons with other ‘arts’
(e.g. medicine) indicate that he views the acquiring of
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φιλοσοφία and its function in similar terms as τέχνη.52

Hutchinson and Johnson claim to be able to recognize this
Isocratean position in fragment 74.1 of the Protrepticus, which
exhibits a comparable position to the Antidosis passage above,
renouncing a practice that is interested in ‘goods themselves’
without being able to make use of them.
Aristotle’s Protrepticus appears to promote two central

aspects of philosophy: firstly, arguably in response to the
Isocratean pragmatic view of philosophy that limits ‘good
things’ only to those that have instrumental value, Aristotle
argues that there are things which are truly good and worth
pursuing for their own sake (fr. 73.61).53 Furthermore, access
to these fundamental ‘goods’ (that are then the basis for other
arts and skills) is granted to philosophers alone (fr. 73.67–8).54

Isocrates, who values education and philosophy above other
pursuits, would probably not challenge the idea that access to
fundamental ‘goods’ is the purview of philosophers, even if we
should probably think here of the Isocratean kind of philoso-
pher in particular. Isocrates might also agree with the fact that
some things are worth pursuing for their own sake, though he
might disagree that we should see philosophy as a thing rather
than as a tool towards better governance. Secondly, Aristotle
argues that philosophy is what makes us truly human: since the
function of the soul is thinking, those who fulfil this function
are more alive and fulfil the ‘human condition’ more than
those who do not dedicate themselves to philosophy
(fr. 73.72). In addition to this, the tradition has preserved a
famous and clever argument from the Protrepticus, which,
however, is not cited by Iamblichus in his Protrepticus.

52 Wilms (1995).
53 Τὸ δὲ ζητεῖν ἀπὸ πάσης ἐπιστήμης ἕτερόν τι γενέσθαι καὶ δεῖν χρησίμην αὐτὴν εἶναι,
παντάπασιν ἀγνοοῦντος τινός ἐστιν ὅσον διέστηκεν ἐξ ἀρχῆς τὰ ἀγαθὰ καὶ τὰ ἀναγκαῖα·
διαφέρει γὰρ πλεῖστον. τὰ μὲν γὰρ δι’ ἕτερον ἀγαπώμενα τῶν πραγμάτων, ὧν ἄνευ ζῆν
ἀδύνατον, ἀναγκαῖα καὶ συναίτια λεκτέον. ὅσα δὲ δι’ αὑτά, κἂν ἀποβαίνῃ μηδὲν ἕτερον,
ἀγαθὰ κυρίως [. . .]. Cf. Hutchinson and Johnson (2015), 50–1.

54 καὶ τῶν μὲν ἄλλων τεχνῶν τά τε ὄργανα καὶ τοὺς λογισμοὺς τοὺς ἀκριβεστάτους οὐκ ἀπ’
αὐτῶν τῶν πρώτων λαβόντες σχεδὸν ἴσασιν, ἀλλ’ ἀπὸ τῶν δευτέρων καὶ τρίτων καὶ
πολλοστῶν [τούς τε λόγους ἐξ ἐμπειρίας λαμβάνουσι]· τῷ δὲ φιλοσόφῳ μόνῳ τῶν ἄλλων
ἀπ’ αὐτῶν τῶν ἀκριβῶν ἡ μίμησις ἐστιν· αὐτῶν γάρ ἐστι θεατής, ἀλλ’ οὐ μιμημάτων.
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According to this argument, if anyone claims that philosophy
should not be studied they are in a self-refuting position,
for in order to argue for this point they are already using the
tools of philosophy and are, thus, automatically committed
to it (εἰ μὲν φιλοσοφητέον, φιλοσοφητέον, καὶ εἰ μὴ φιλοσοφητέον,
φιλοσοφητέον: πάντως ἄρα φιλοσοφητέον).55 Hutchinson and
Johnson suggest that this might have been Aristotle’s reply to
Isocrates in the dialogue, but this is not entirely persuasive.
Since Isocrates also makes use of the term φιλοσοφία and
appropriates it to his own school of thought, the power of
the argument is diminished as Isocrates would not deny (on a
very general level) that ‘one ought to philosophize’. Isocrates
would reject the view that philosophizing ought to be under-
stood as a theoretical pursuit. In other words, if we should
speak of the Protrepticus as a response, at least on some levels,
to Isocrates, it remains unclear from any of those central
claims of the work how and why they ought to be read as a
direct attack on Isocrates. On the face of it, it seems to make
better sense to understand Aristotle’s Protrepticus in a broader
Athenian educational and political context as a work that has
no time to spend on criticizing fellow philosophy rivals on
smaller disagreements and hidden remarks, and instead as a
manifesto that is focused on the bigger picture: how to draw
students to philosophy more generally (rather than to politics,
medicine, craftmanship and so on) and thus improve general
morality and education in the city as a whole.56

55 The evidence for this argument is preserved in Lactantius Divine Institutes
3.16.396b, Clement of Alexandria Miscellanies 6.18.5, Alexander of Aphrodisias
Commentary on Aristotle’s Topics (at ii.3 110a2), Sextus Empiricus Against the
Logicians II, Iamblichus’ Letter to Sopater on Dialectic (cited in Stobaios Anthology
ii.2.6), Olympiodorus Commentary on Plato’s Alcibiades 119a–20d, Elias
Prolegomena to Philosophy (3.17–23 Busse), David Prolegomena to Philosophy
(9.2–12 Busse). For an analytical discussion of this argument see Castagnoli
(2010), 187–97.

56 Hutchinson and Johnson (2005), 196–7 argue that Aristotle’s Protrepticus was one
of his most widely read philosophical-programmatic works. It is odd indeed not to
find in ancient commentators any other reference to Isocrates’ involvement in the
work. If it did feature Isocrates as a character, it certainly does not seem to have
had a negative impact on Isocrates’ popularity in subsequent reception. Overall,
I find it rather implausible that Aristotle even intended with his Protrepticus a more
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Aristotle’s Rhetoric

Isocrates’ role in Aristotle’s Rhetoric is at once simple and
complex. He is the most often quoted contemporary individual
in the work,57 and this is relevant even if only in suggesting
that Aristotle was familiar with Isocrates’ works and felt com-
fortable exhibiting his acquaintance with the latter. At the
same time, the Rhetoric displays no deeper engagement with
Isocratean thought and philosophy – all quotations are
restricted to examples of his style and argumentation without
any hint about the way in which Isocratean philosophy might
be positioned in the context of Aristotle’s own views.58 It is
therefore tempting to conclude that Aristotle intends to treat
Isocrates solely as a stylistic figure who has no relevant rhet-
orical, philosophical or educational innovations that would
prompt Aristotle’s response in the context of his philosophical
discussion of rhetoric.59

Isocrates is explicitly mentioned in twelve passages of the
Rhetoric,60 but there are also numerous implicit references to
and paraphrases of Isocrates’ work.61 None of these passages
discusses or even briefly mentions Isocratean philosophy or
educational theory. In none of the direct references to Isocrates
does Aristotle take a polemical attitude to Isocrates. Quite the
contrary, Aristotle evokes examples from Isocrates’ works
when he needs to explain different aspects of rhetorical

technical and overt criticism of Isocrates. Moreover, one should also be careful
when taking Cicero (and his Hortensius, for example) as an informative source
about the possible generic outlook of Aristotle’s Protrepticus, for the context of
philosophical exhortation is very different in fourth-century bce Athens and first-
century bce Rome. I hope to address this topic elsewhere in more depth.

57 Cf. Benoit (1990), 252. In fact, as far as I can tell, Isocrates is the second (only after
Socrates) most frequently mentioned author in the whole work.

58 References to Aristotle’s Rhetoric follow Kassel (1976). Translations are adapted
from Kennedy (1991).

59 Dow (2015) seems to share this view, though he does not elaborate on the possible
influence of Isocrates for Aristotle’s Rhetoric and confines his argument to a brief
footnote, where he suggests that Gorgias, Thrasymachus (i.e. the sophists) and
Plato appear more likely inspirations for the Rhetoric than Isocrates.

60 1368a20, 1392b11, 1399a2, 1399b10, 1408b15, 1411a29, 1412b6, 1414b27,
1414b33, 1418a31, 1418a34, 1418b26.

61 Veteikis (2011), 3. He claims that Aristotle makes around forty references to
Isocrates in his Rhetoric.
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compositions and topics. As these passages show, Isocrates is
referred to in all books, but most often in the third book which
is dedicated generally to style. Intriguingly, there is one pas-
sage with a direct reference to Isocrates which seems to have a
sarcastic undertone. When describing the differences between
deliberative and forensic oratory, Aristotle claims that the
former is more difficult because there are fewer ‘tricks’ one
can use and appeal to. Yet, when at a loss ‘one must do as the
orators at Athens and Isocrates (οἱ Ἀθήνησι ῥήτορες ποιοῦσι καὶ
Ἰσοκράτης), for even when deliberating, he brings accusations
against the Lacedaemonians’ (1418a29–31). It is worth
pointing out that Aristotle mentions Isocrates together with
Athenian orators, but also keeps him separated from that
group (‘as the Athenian orators and also Isocrates’), suggesting
thus that he does not properly belong in that group either.
Indeed, Isocrates seems to remain somewhere in-between vari-
ous categories and Aristotle himself does not appear to have a
very defined opinion about Isocrates. It may be a coincidence
that Isocrates is mentioned so frequently as a source for stylis-
tic examples in Aristotle’s Rhetoric, but it certainly seems that
he was not relevant or provocative enough for Aristotle’s
philosophical enterprises. Based on the little evidence we have,
perhaps it is most wise to conclude that Aristotle remained
uninterested in Isocrates’ philosophy though he might have
considered him excellent enough to be used as an example in
the context of argumentation and composition.
Two relatively recent accounts of the relationship between

Aristotle and Isocrates have proposed opposing explanations
for the state of our scarce evidence of Isocrates in Aristotle.
Haskins has interpreted this move by Aristotle as minimizing
‘the political importance and timeliness of Isocrates’ writings
by tearing them into stylistically interesting but ultimately
decontextualized fragments’.62 Admittedly, the emphasis
Isocrates lays on the stylistic aspects of his work certainly gives
good ground for Aristotle to make such a categorization.

62 Haskins (2004), 78.
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At the same time, Haskins’ arguments from our lack of evi-
dence are purely speculations. Indeed, the fact that Isocrates
has no place in Aristotle’s other works might simply suggest
that Isocrates is either not taken seriously as a philosophical
rival or that his conception of philosophy, popular as it may
have been, is simply uninteresting for Aristotle. One might
entertain the fascinating position, as Haskins does, that
Aristotle had a larger goal in mind when writing Isocrates
out of the history of philosophy, to actively discredit him,
but there is no real evidence that would support such a specu-
lative interpretation and, as such, it will be cast aside until
further evidence should emerge. Wareh, on the other hand, is
another extreme and offers a far more sympathetic engage-
ment between Aristotle and Isocrates than he can substantiate
with evidence.63 In an inspiring as much as frustrating inquiry
into the mutual influences between Aristotle, Isocrates and
their respective schools, Wareh suggests that many central
insights of Aristotelian ethics and politics can be traced back
to the ‘Isocratean’ challenges and insights in contemporary
philosophical debates. As appealing as this view may sound,
there is little evidence to prove, for example, that what Wareh
treats as strictly ‘Isocratean’ may not have been simply a
commonly shared view, a substratum of a broader debate, that
thus emerges in the works of both.64 These speculations must,
too, be abandoned until further information should arise on
the relationship between Aristotle and Isocrates.
Yet even without suggesting that Aristotle wrote Isocrates

deliberately out of philosophy (as we now understand it), it is
nevertheless plausible that Isocrates would have received in
later reception a more serious consideration (including in
modern scholarship!) had Aristotle explicitly discussed his

63 Wareh (2012).
64 There are several other criticisms that could be voiced against Wareh’s study. In

particular, the lack of clarity of the argument and sometimes misleading use of
source texts is frustrating enough to prevent more serious engagement with the
otherwise valuable provocation in Isocratean scholarship. The discussion of
Isocrates’ students and school is, nevertheless, very valuable. For a generally
positive evaluation of this book, see Edwards (2013).
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views on philosophy and rhetoric in his works. Aristotle, who
remains in many respects a highly valuable pillar for our
understanding of the philosophical canon, who collects argu-
ments and fragments of pre-Socratics that have otherwise been
lost, seems (for whatever reason) not to have found in Isocrates
a productive conversational partner. This very fact may indeed
have shaped the reception of Isocrates and fixed his position
somewhere between philosophy and rhetoric. Not quite phil-
osopher, because he is not mentioned in the philosophical
canon, but not quite rhetorician, because his works and activ-
ity could not be categorized under any of the three main
branches of rhetoric as defined by Aristotle: deliberative, epi-
deictic and judicial. On the other hand, this in-betweenness has
enabled Isocrates also to be considered, from time to time, a
legitimate philosopher who ought to belong in the philosoph-
ical canon and whose views of the practical side of philosophy
offer a refreshing opportunity to access philosophy without
getting bogged down too deep into the difficult terminology of
some philosophical schools. In fact, the silence of Aristotle and
praiseful attitude of Plato’s Phaedrus probably encouraged
rather than hindered the spread of Isocrates’ works and influ-
ence in Greece and, later on, from Greece to Rome. In other
words, Plato’s overtly positive praise in the Phaedrus and
hidden criticisms in the Euthydemus and Gorgias, together with
Aristotle’s neglect of Isocrates, paved the way for the emer-
gence of Isocrates as an alternative teacher of philosophy, who
was oriented towards the practical and who emphasized the
responsibility of elite members in society to maintain the well-
being of the political community.
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6

FROM ATHENS TO ROME: LYSIAS, ISOCRATES
AND THE TRANSMISSION OF GREEK RHETORIC

AND PHILOSOPHY

Dionysius of Halicarnassus was a close reader of Plato and his
engagement with the Phaedrus occupies an important position
in his rhetorical essays and in his treatment of Lysias and
Isocrates in particular. Between Plato and Dionysius, however,
were three centuries of thinking and writing about rhetoric,
compiling and commenting on the works of Attic orators,
speechwriters, philosophers. Hence, before looking at
Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ rhetorical essays, a brief overview
of the reception of Lysias and Isocrates in the centuries
between Plato and Dionysius is in order, so as to gain a good
insight into the background for Dionysius’ work and to better
assess his contributions to ancient rhetorical theory.1 The
following overview will proceed roughly along chronological
lines, focusing primarily on more substantial evidence on
Lysias and Isocrates that we have from Ps. Demetrius,
Philodemus and Cicero.

6.1 Post-Fourth-Century BCE and Hellenistic Receptions
of Lysias and Isocrates

Lysias and Isocrates had very different fates in post-fourth-
century and Hellenistic rhetorical criticism: on Lysias we know
very little and have few papyri from that period, whereas
Isocrates seems to loom large in common perception about
Hellenistic education, philosophy and rhetoric.2 Research into

1 For a recent acknowledgement of the need for a more thorough examination of the
Hellenistic context for Dionysius’ work, see the ‘Introduction’ to de Jonge and
Hunter (2018), 23.

2 E.g. Jebb (1876a), 16 who calls him the ‘prophet of Hellenism’; Burk (1923), 204.
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Hellenistic oratory and rhetoric is growing, but it is also a
complicated field due to lack of evidence on rhetorical activity
from that period.3 Polybius, of course, is a major source for
Hellenistic history and speechwriting, but he by no means aims
to record rhetorical theory and does not mention Lysias and
Isocrates in his work.4

Lysias

Even though Diogenes Laertius’ records suggest that Lysias
(and his family) had a relatively lively afterlife in Academic
circles (see above, Chapter 1.2.), we know very little about the
reception of his works and persona from the fourth century to
the first century bce. We do have papyri of Lysias’ corpus, but
they are very few and in general offer inferior readings in
comparison to the existing manuscript tradition.5 With the
exception of the treatise by Ps. Demetrius (more below), whose
dating is continuously controversial, Lysias seems to disappear
almost completely from our records after the fourth century
bce. Indeed, before his renaissance in the first century bce
there are only two relatively obscure references by Peripatetic
philosophers to a Lysias that may potentially have something
to do with the famous Lysias of the fourth century bce.
Clearchus of Soloi, a disciple and close confidant of
Aristotle, uses the name ‘Lysias’ for a character in his dialogue
On Sleep (Περὶ ὕπνου), but the significance of this choice of
name, and in fact the overall interpretation of Lysias in the
dialogue, remain unclear.6 The second Peripatetic to mention

3 See most recently Kremmydas and Tempest (2013) with bibliography.
4 Wooten (1974) argued that there was an overwhelming influence of Demosthenes
during the Hellenistic period that could be discovered from close reading of
Polybius’ works. Kremmydas (2013), 160 has recently challenged this view.
Looking at Polybius’ references to Demosthenes, it is striking, however, that most
passages refute Demosthenes’ position on Philip. The name Isocrates is mentioned
three times in the Histories (in 31.33.5.5, 32.2.5.1 and 32.3.6.1), but Polybius’
discussion indicates that he seems to have had some other Isocrates, a certain
γραμματικός, in mind.

5 Carey (2007), x; Indelli (2000).
6 The relevant section is in fragment 8, lines 19–25 in Tsitsiridis (2013).
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Lysias is Ariston of Ceus,7 who deals with the character type
εἴρων (‘dissembler’) in fragment 21m and in one of the
examples uses both Phaedrus and Lysias. There is clearly a
strong Platonic influence lurking behind this passage, as in
most (Peripatetic) treatises of this particular character type,8

and commentators have found parallels for this character
depiction in Plato’s Gorgias, Phaedrus and Euthydemus. In
any case, it is difficult to say what significance this reference
has, other than to show that Lysias – and the Platonic por-
trayal of Lysias in particular – might have had a relatively
interesting afterlife in philosophical circles, of which we know,
unfortunately, frustratingly little.

Isocrates

The reception of Isocrates in that same period is a completely
different matter. Even though none of the works of his stu-
dents have survived and we do not have other works that offer
direct engagement with Isocrates’ writings, we can suppose a
relatively broad Isocratic influence from the fact that we have
many papyri from this period, indicating that he must have
been widely read at least in Hellenistic Egypt.9 We also hear
from various secondary sources about the importance of his
school and the success of his students. Isocrates’ influence on
the Hellenistic period, and particularly on Hellenistic histori-
ography, has been a very controversial topic, which in itself is
not the focus of this overview. However, in the course of
revisiting some of the sources, it will emerge that Isocrates

7 I am following the numeration and the text from the newest edition of Ariston in
Fortenbaugh and White (2006).

8 There was a strong tradition of equating Socrates with εἴρων. For a more thorough
discussion of this character type, see Knögel (1933), 34–9.

9 See alsoMorgan (1998), 99 for Isocrates’ important presence in schooltext papyri. In
schools, Isocrates seems more widely read than Plato, Herodotus and Thucydides,
thus remaining the only more ‘theoretical’ figure in the list that also includes Homer,
Euripides, Demosthenes and Menander (see 97). Kremmydas (2013), 150–4 persua-
sively argues for seeing Isocrates as an important influence in Hellenistic forensic
and epideictic oratory. Given the few theoretical works on rhetoric at the time, it is
indeed plausible, as Kremmydas argues, that rhetorical education was achieved
primarily through imitation.

Post-Fourth-Century Receptions

141

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


seems to have been less influential than he appears, for
example, in the account of Werner Jaeger,10 and at the same
time more influential than argued by some contemporary
historians.11

From the scattered evidence, it seems that we can speak of
Isocrates’ influence in four main areas: (1) theater, (2) histori-
ography, (3) language and style, and (4) political philosophy.
The most problematic of these four categories is Isocrates’

connection to the first, the tragedians: there is a tradition
according to which Astydamas and Theodectes, the foremost
tragedians of the fourth century bce, were pupils of
Isocrates.12 The evidence that Xanthakis-Karamanos invokes
in support of her claim that ‘Isocrates [. . .] seems to provide a
link between rhetorical development and fourth-century dra-
matic poetry’ relies entirely on the Suda and on a comparison
with, and stylistic evaluation of, the fragmentary evidence of
the contemporary dramatists.13 This is not entirely persuasive:
the later tradition in literary criticism that was motivated to
identify teacher–pupil relationships among earlier writers
might well have imposed this framework and created a thema-
tical link between the writers without much concern for histor-
ical reality. Hence, the importance and influence of Isocrates
on tragedy cannot be maintained with much confidence.
One seems to be on firmer ground in historiography.14

Debates on this issue focus on the so-called Isocratean school
of history, and argue that Theopompus (of Chios) and
Ephorus, who were apparently writing in Isocratean style,
were not only instructed by Isocrates to write history, but also
told what kind of history they should write.15 Furthermore,

10 Jaeger (1945), 46: ‘Today as of old, Isocrates has, like Plato, his admirers and
exponents; and there is no doubt that since the Renaissance he has exercised a far
greater influence on the educational methods of humanism than any other Greek or
Roman teacher.’

11 My reading of Isocrates’ influence on Hellenistic thought comes very close to a
recent evaluation of Isocrates in historiography by Marincola (2014).

12 Xanthakis-Karamanos (1979), and (1980), 60–1; more recently Hall (2013).
13 Xanthakis-Karamanos (1980), 60–1, where the teacher–pupil relationship is sup-

ported by references to Suda (s.vv.) α 4264, α 4556, θ 138.
14 Jebb (1876a), 13 and 72 makes very confident claims about this association.
15 E.g. Laqueur (1911), 345; Cartledge (1987), 67.
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even though none of their works actually survive, some
scholars have gone on to suggest that both Theopompus and
Ephorus wrote a moralizing history which was imbued with
rhetorical decorations and distortions of historical truths, thus
following what some have taken to encapsulate ‘Isocratean’
ideology.16 Recent scholarship has, rightly, pointed to the
extremely scarce evidence to support these broad claims and
has questioned whether Isocrates had any associations with
history writing at all.17 Indeed, Isocrates never wrote history
himself nor can we glean from his writings any programmatic
views about historiography. As Marincola has rightly empha-
sized in a recent article, however, history itself was an import-
ant topic for Isocrates and provided material and inspiration
for his teachings and writings.18 Given that Isocrates had
regarded his school as an educational center that prepared
students for careers in a variety of different fields, such may
well have been also his reception and influence on later writers.
In other words, even though he did not author works of history
himself, his philosophy, attention to writing, traditions and
cultural memory might well have been very inspirational
for historians.
In any case, even if we reject the view that Theopompus and

Ephorus were exercising Isocratean political thought or phil-
osophy in their histories, this does not change the fact that they
were perceived already in antiquity as part of the Isocratean
school and that almost all our existing evidence on Isocrates
from the fourth and the third centuries connects the Isocratean
school (whatever this might mean) overwhelmingly with his-
torians: a fragment of Callisthenes of Olynthus (Fr. 44.2–5
FGrH 124) recounts Isocrates’ failed attempt to call for peace
in the latter’s letter to Philip. Two of Ephorus’ fragments,
preserved in the lexicon of Harpocration, mention Isocrates,
and are used as a source for explaining (or providing an

16 Cicero and Dionysius of Halicarnassus seem to associate history writing with
Isocrates’ school mostly due to the Isocratean style that was apparently imitated
by both writers (Theopompus and Ephorus). Cf. D. H. Letter to Pompeius 6, Cicero
De oratore 2.13.57, Quintilian 10.1.74.

17 Flower (1994), contra Natoli (2004). 18 Marincola (2014).
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exegesis of ) certain Isocratean words.19 The testimonia of
Anaximenes, the rhetorician and historian who has been con-
sidered as the author of the Rhetoric to Alexander,20 refer to an
engagement with Isocrates’ work, but we do not have any
explicit mention of Isocrates in Anaximenes’ fragments nor
in the rhetorical treatise that has come down under his name.21

Philochorus, another important fourth-century historian of
Athens and a source for Dionysius of Halicarnassus, refers in
his fragments to Isocrates and recounts, among other things, a
story about Plato rejecting the opportunity to have a statue
erected in his honor in the manner of Isocrates.22 Finally we
have Demetrius of Phalerum, a philosopher and a historian,
date Isocrates’ death in a fragment.23 Much later, Dionysius of
Halicarnassus connects Timaeus (late fourth- and third-
century bce historian) with Isocrates and counts him among
the many unsuccessful imitators of Isocratean style.24 All those
brief snippets taken together highlight Isocrates’ role as a
teacher (rather than simply stylist or rhetorician) and, in the
case of Philochorus, as head of a philosophy school rivaling
the famous ones by Plato and Aristotle.
The third and second centuries bce, despite providing even

patchier information about Isocrates, boast two important
sources that indicate the importance of Isocrates for the
period: Hermippus of Smyrna (or the Callimachean), a gram-
marian and a historian, who was mostly known for his
work on ancient biographical tradition,25 and Hieronymus,
the philosopher. Athenaeus, Dionysius of Halicarnassus and
Harpocration all claim that Hermippus wrote books about
Isocrates and, importantly, a separate book On the Pupils of

19 ‘ἀρχαίως’ and ‘Μαντινέων διοικισμός’.
20 Against his authorship, see Chiron (2002).
21 Even though there are no explicit references to Isocrates, Chiron (2002) has argued

in his edition of the Rhetoric to Alexander that there are strong Isocratean influ-
ences (‘global influence’) in the work (cxxxi–cxlviii).

22 The fragment is preserved as FGrH328 F59. The background of this anecdote is
surely a later perception of school rivalries in Athens, but quite possibly also the
anecdote about Lysias offering a speech for Socrates who then rejects it as not
fitting. A good recent commentary on this fragment is Harding (2008), 155–7.

23 Mandilaras (2003), i.258–9. 24 D. H. Deinarchus 8.
25 Hermippus of Smyrna is quoted after Bollansée (1999a).
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Isocrates.26 A recent commentator on Hermippus has sug-
gested that the ‘Hermippean material was firmly entrenched
in the literary tradition concerning the fourth-century rhetor-
icians’ and that ‘more of it may be thought to persist, albeit
completely anonymously, in the still extant works’. Bollansée
points out an important detail – that Hermippean material
plays a crucial role in the establishment of the tradition of
Isocrates’ numerous and important pupils.27 As Cooper and
Bollansée have both argued, Hermippus’ approach to
Isocrates was similar to the way he aimed to create a biograph-
ical continuity between philosophers through the idea of
διαδοχή (succession).28 Hermippus seems to have applied the
same approach to Isocrates and other contemporary orators/
rhetoricians. Or perhaps it is worth considering the possibility
that Hermippus had not, contrary to what Bollansée and
Cooper suggest, treated Isocrates as a rhetorician, but rather
as a philosopher-rhetorician? Such a reading would indeed
offer a better explanation for two important things: first, his
attempt to create a professional heir and succession for
Isocrates would make sense as a comparison to other philoso-
phers and teachers (it might have been felt to be a badly
needed desideratum), and second, this would help better
explain why he does not really mention orators in his works.
Hermippus mentions Demosthenes, for example, only in frag-
ments preserved in the book on Isocrates’ pupils, and there
does not seem to have been a separate treatise on him.
Engels has discussed in greater detail the school of Isocrates

and concludes that based on our current information it is
difficult to find any clear-cut political, rhetorical or even gen-
eric link that would connect all those names who have been

26 FGrHist 1026 T14a (= Athenaeus 13.592d), T14b (= Hypothesis of Isocrates
speech two), T15a (= Dionysius of Halicarnassus Isaeus 1.2) T15b
(= Harpocration in Suda I 620 s.v. Isaios), T15c (= Athenaeus 8.342c), T15d
(= Athenaeus 10.451e). Bollansée (1999a), 21 argues that the first book on
Isocrates was probably written in one book, but that the second was probably
published in three books.

27 Bollansée (1999a), 85.
28 Engels (2003), 183 n. 30 suggests that Hermippus inherits from Phainias the method

of organizing the treatise on Isocrates’ students around the idea of succession.
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listed among Isocrates’ students.29 If we take seriously the
ending of Isocrates’ Panathenaicus, which stages a dialogue
with one of his students who holds evidently different political
views from Isocrates himself (12.200–65), we might wonder
why should we expect Isocrates’ students to exhibit similar
political belonging, especially in the context of political tur-
moils and the geographical breadth of the Hellenistic empire.30

Cooper and Bollansée have both instead suggested that
Hermippus’motivation for emphasizing Isocrates and creating
the idea of rhetorical ‘succession’ might have been entirely
detached from the political/philosophical implications of rhet-
oric, and was purely an idea to map the history of Attic prose
and its development.31 For this, I find little evidence, especially
since all preceding snippets and fragments on the reception of
Isocrates in the fourth and post fourth century bce have
pointed clearly to his appreciation as a teacher and head of a
philosophical school. Excellence of prose and emphasis on
writing were definitely an important part of Isocratean educa-
tion and seem to have remained so also in the reception of his
work and influence in later periods. However, given the wide
spread of his works, our evidence does not seem to support the
claim that Isocrates became valued for Hermippus simply as a
stylist of Attic prose.
Hieronymus of Rhodes offers us another perspective on the

reception of Isocrates in the third century bce. A philosopher,
he is also interested in rhetoric and criticizes Isocrates for his
style which makes his speeches ineffective in delivery.32

Mirhady has suggested that this fragment also contains an
implicit criticism of Isocrates’ pedagogical work. Indeed, even

29 Engels (2003), 192–3.
30 This would also apply for Isocrates’ immediate students, for he was known to have

taught also outside Athens and for a politically very diverse audience.
31 Cooper (1992); Bollansée (1999a), 89–93.
32 A recent discussion of Hieronymus’ engagement with Isocrates is Mirhady (2004),

who argues that Hieronymus’ condemnation of Isocrates’ style had an important
Nachleben in the works of Dionysius of Halicarnassus and, possibly, also in
Philodemus. Hieronymus talks about Isocrates in fragment 38A–B (White), col-
lected in Fortenbaugh and White (2004). Dionysius of Halicarnassus discusses
Hieronymus in On Isocrates 13.
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if Isocrates was loud and clear about not having engaged in
forensic speechwriting,33 his famous works are nevertheless
composed as speeches. Furthermore, if Kremmydas’ argument
is to be followed that rhetorical education at the time was
probably based primarily on imitation,34 it is easy to see why
Isocrates – one of the most widely read authors of the
Hellenistic period – would be criticized. In any case,
Hieronymus’ interest in Isocrates seems to be further evidence
that suggests that Isocrates might have been a far more import-
ant focus for the third-century theoreticians for oratory and
rhetoric than other famous fourth-century practitioners of
rhetoric/oratory (e.g. Demosthenes). Hieronymus’ complaints
that Isocrates’ work is not fitting for imitation also seems to
suggest a context where advocates of Isocrates’ writing would
perhaps argue the other way around and aim to compose
speeches for delivery that are inspired by Isocratean prose.
One might speculate that because of the wide readership that
Isocrates’ works enjoyed, it is possible that he also started to
become increasingly valued for providing a paradigm of a kind
of oratorical style. A style that is sophisticated, complex and
difficult to access and imitate without advanced school instruc-
tion. In other words, Isocrates, the teacher and philosopher,
may have started to occupy a place in people’s minds within
the canon of Attic oratory and taken as a representative of
style. Most of first-century bce criticism, starting with
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, will work very hard to rectify this
misunderstanding of Isocrates as an example of style and bring
back his contributions to philosophy and education.
Lastly, an area where Isocrates might have been of import-

ance is the discourse of kingship and its implications for polit-
ical philosophy. However, even if the debates about different
ways of life – the contemplative versus the practical – still seem
to have had some currency in philosophical discourses after
Aristotle (e.g. Cicero Att ii.16.3), it is not clear whether

33 This is of course false, for we have his early forensic speeches. What Isocrates
means is that his reputation came from his teaching and philosophy career.

34 Kremmydas (2013), 152.
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Isocrates was in any way considered part of the debate.
Isocrates is mentioned by two fourth-century bce philoso-
phers, Praxiphanes and Speusippus. Praxiphanes is reported
to have written a work that depicts Plato (ὁ φιλόσοφος) as a
friend of Isocrates (Ἰσοκράτει φίλος ἦν) having a discussion
about poetry in Plato’s country house, and thus thematizing
the intriguing relationship between Isocrates and Plato.35

Speusippus’ letter to Philip II is overtly hostile against the
Isocratean school and propagandistic in favor of Plato. The
context of its writing has been debated,36 but it is clear that
the writer of this letter had Isocrates’ To Philip in mind and,
with an aim to diminish Isocrates’ importance in Philip’s court,
also serves as good evidence for the political influence of
Isocrates and his school at the end of the fourth century bce.
In other words, Isocrates was seen as a legitimate rival by
Academic philosophers and we can thus infer that he had a
politically appealing vision of philosophy to offer to rulers.
Scholarly evaluation of Isocrates’ possible contributions to

political philosophy (as to philosophy more generally) has
been harsh. With regard to the later Hellenistic period, for
example, Schofield argues that most of what we know of the
Hellenistic discourse on kingship seems to have very little
philosophical ambition and that the almost total absence of
information about the contents of the works written on this
topic at that period suggests ‘that a Stoic or Epicurean work
on kingship was not the place to look for major or distinctive
statements on issues of philosophical importance, but only for
variations on stock themes inherited from To Nicocles and
similar writings’.37 Isocrates seems to have been an important
role model for those writing on kingship, and Schofield’s
discussion of Aristeas and Philodemus confirms this: according
to him, the few sources that we do have discussing kingship
show resemblance to the Isocratean To Nicocles, in that they
map out the duties of a king and mention various spheres of

35 Fr. 11 in Wehrli (1969), 96.
36 The most recent, and persuasive, account is Natoli (2004).
37 Schofield (1999), 743.
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regal conduct or interest, but offer neither theoretical discus-
sion of the different forms of government and their compara-
tive merits, nor any defense of kingship as the best institution.
Indeed, given the fact that Isocrates’ works are so richly
attested in papyri (in particular his To Demonicus, To
Nicocles and Nicocles),38 thus indicating that he was very
widely read across the Hellenistic empire, we would expect
that Isocrates was influential for Hellenistic thinking about
monarchy. However, while we see that he was read, our
scarce evidence from that period does not indicate that
Isocrates had also inspired theoretical engagement with polit-
ical philosophy.39

Given the extremely volatile political environment after
Alexander and the emergence of rather unstable Hellenistic
kingdoms,40 it is perhaps not altogether surprising that the
works of Isocrates (and especially those with a focus on king-
ship, like To Nicocles) would find particularly wide readership.
What exactly were the contexts in which Isocrates was read
and whether or how it translated to other aspects of the socio-
cultural milieu in the Hellenistic world, is very hard to tell. It is
tempting to think that Isocrates’ appeal rested in his advocacy
of panhellenic unity that was based on a mobile understanding
of education: through paideia, everybody could become cul-
tured Greeks, and therefore members of the elite. But it is also
possible that due to his wide appeal on a pedagogic and
ideological level, Isocrates was read in some quarters as a
paradigm for prose writing and, as a consequence, that his
style of writing may have been imitated in schools. If so, this
would explain the fierce opposition we see in later literary
critics and rhetorical theorists to the influence of Isocrates.
Even though his style of writing (and philosophy) was never
intended as a sample of public speech, he seems to have found

38 See here the extremely valuable collection of Isocrates’ papyri with commentaries in
Adorno et al. (2008).

39 For a recent interesting contribution to Isocrates’ influence on Hellenistic and
Roman writers, in particular on the importance of Isocrates’ shaping of Athenian
ideology, see Canevaro and Gray (2018).

40 Walbank (1981), chap. 2.
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followers and imitators precisely in those quarters. The result
was probably pretentious prose that was looked down upon by
later teachers of rhetoric and philosophy.

6.2 Ps. Demetrius on Lysias and Isocrates

Before we come to the first-century bce criticism, there is one
final important source for the reception ofLysias and Isocrates to
discuss – Pseudo-Demetrius. The general and growing consensus
about Ps. Demetrius’On Style is that it was written sometime in
the second or the first century bce, thus preceding Dionysius of
Halicarnassus,41 and that it presents us with a unique resource
for post-Aristotelian stylistic criticism and rhetoric. Scholars
have already paid attention to the similarities of various linguistic
theories in theworks ofDionysius and Ps. Demetrius,42 but there
has not been comparable interest in looking at their use of
rhetoricians. Both Lysias and Isocrates have a place in this work
and in both cases Ps. Demetrius’ discussion sheds valuable light
on the critical ideas about these writers that were probably
floating around between the fourth and first centuries bce. It is
important to bear in mind that when Ps. Demetrius uses ancient
authors as examples of certain styles, he does not divide the
styles between the writers, as we will see in Dionysius of
Halicarnassus, but instead draws examples for one particular
style from a variety of different authors. Ancient authors, in Ps.
Demetrius’ conception, rarely write in only one style, but often
display features of a variety of different modes of writing.

Ps. Demetrius on Lysias

Ps. Demetrius mentions Lysias explicitly in three passages:
first, in the introduction to the elegant style and charm

41 Chiron (2002); de Jonge (2008), 40; Innes (1995), 312–21. Of recent commentators,
Marini (2007) is an exception and argues for a date in the first century bce. Her
arguments have been contested, persuasively in my view, by de Jonge (2009).

42 See especially de Jonge (2008), who points throughout his discussion to similarities
and differences between Ps. Demetrius’ and Dionysius’ views of language and
composition.
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(χάρις, §128), second in relation to plain style (§190), and
thirdly in the discussion about wit (§262). I will briefly review
these references in more detail.
Paragraphs 128–89 of Ps. Demetrius’ On Style tackle the

elegant (γλαφυρός) style, which he describes as speech with
charm (χαριεντισμός) and a graceful lightness (ἱλαρός). He then
continues the discussion by referring explicitly to charm
(χάρις), rather than the elegant (γλαφυρός) style, and goes on
to divide χάρις into two larger categories: the poetic χάρις,
which is more imposing (μείζων) and dignified (σεμνότερος),
and a more ordinary χάρις, which is closer to comedy and
resembles jests (σκῶμμα).43 Lysias is evoked as an example of
the latter kind and Ps. Demetrius quotes a few examples from
Lysias to illustrate the ‘comic’ χάρις.44 The critic is eager to pin
down further what he means by χάρις and distinguishes
between a χάρις that emerges from the content (πρᾶγμα) and
that which results from style (λέξις). The examples of the con-
tent that give rise to χάρις are marriage songs and ‘everything
Sappho wrote’ (ὅλη ἡ Σαπφοῦς ποίησις). Its counterpart, λέξις, is
expressed less explicitly. The examples seem to suggest that
there are two kinds of stylistic devices an author can use to
create charm: first, personification (133), and secondly, the use
of contrasting tone, so as to add a lighter pitch to an otherwise
gloomy topic (134). Ps. Demetrius considers the latter to be the

43 Grube (1961), 52–6 suggests that the notion of χάρις might connect Ps. Demetrius
with Demetrius of Phaleron, who, according to Diogenes of Laertius, had written
works entitled περὶ πίστεως, περὶ χάριτος and περὶ καιροῦ. Due to the apparent
overlap of critical terminology it is quite plausible indeed that these critics might
have been relatively close in time. The actual dating of Ps. Demetrius is not really
essential for my argument, for most recent discussions indicate that Ps. Demetrius
is best understood as having participated in the critical context in which Dionysius’
essays were written, whether belonging chronologically to the literary culture
before Dionysius and thus illustrating the preceding ideas to which we see him
responding, or showing a contemporary perspective on the ideas that were also
formative for Dionysius – in both cases Ps. Demetrius provides a useful perspective
against which to evaluate Dionysius’ essays and contributions to rhetorical theory
and criticism.

44 One of the examples quoted here is also evoked, with minor changes, in the later
passage (§262) that focuses on wit in particular. Compare §128: ἧς ῥᾷον ἄν τις
ἀριθμήσειεν τοὺς ὀδόντας ἢ τοὺς δακτύλους (fr. 430 Carey) with §262: ἧς ῥᾷον ἦν
ἀριθμῆσαι τοὺς ὀδόντας ἢ τοὺς δακτύλους.
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most effective kind of χάρις (ἐστι καὶ ἡ δυνατωτάτη χάρις) and
one which most depends on the writer (μάλιστα ἐν τῷ λέγοντι),
for it requires skill to demonstrate that in a topic ‘hostile to
charm’ (πολέμιον χάριτι) ‘playfulness is possible’ (ἀπὸ τῶν
τοιούτων παίζειν ἔστιν).
Within Ps. Demetrius’ discussion of χάρις, Lysias’ writings

seem to belong to the type of χάρις that is created through style
rather than the subject matter (as in Sappho). Even though it is
never spelled out explicitly, Lysias might also be counted
among those writers whom Ps. Demetrius praises for being
able to create a lighter tone in somber topics (the example he
uses is drawn from Homer), for even with all the seriousness of
the forensic genre, Lysias’ speeches also demonstrate that it
tolerates some lightness and wit. Ps. Demetrius, having cat-
egorized the various usages of χάρις in literary criticism, goes
on to dedicate most of the discussion of the elegant style to
schematizing ways in which χάρις can be created in literature.
What is curious, however, is that despite having initially intro-
duced Lysias among the first authors in the context of χάρις,
Lysias is not mentioned in any of the following examination of
different kinds of χάρις. He simply seems to prefer to use
Xenophon and Plato (for prose), Sappho (for lyric poetry)
and Sophron and Aristophanes (for mime and comedy). It
might be, but this is difficult to say with more certainty, that
Ps. Demetrius’ tepid interest in Lysias reflects the contempor-
ary perception of the importance of this orator for literary
criticism and rhetoric, where he was popular enough to be
mentioned briefly as an example of χάρις, but had not yet
become as securely connected with the ‘canon’ of classical
writers or as exclusively associated with χάρις as we see in
Dionysius below.
In §190 Ps. Demetrius briefly quotes an example from

Lysias’ speech On the Murder of Eratosthenes (Lysias 1), but
does not discuss the speechwriter again in the context of plain
style. His examples of plain style are taken from Homer,
Xenophon and Plato. Lysias is mentioned one more time, in
§262, where he discusses how an element of playfulness, other-
wise associated with the elegant style, can actually contribute
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to the forceful style. The example Ps. Demetrius uses is the
same he used in the first Lysias passage when he discussed the
elegant style. In itself this is not surprising, for the playful
element that Ps. Demetrius is concerned with here is the same
he was discussing in the context of elegant style earlier.
Overall, despite the fact that Lysias plays a minor role in Ps.
Demetrius’ work, we can nevertheless glean from his discus-
sion, however brief, that Lysias is associated primarily with wit
and simplicity. Given the influence of Lysias on later literary
criticism and in particular for his influence on plain style, it is
important to notice that the speechwriter’s own charm was
probably not much appreciated in the centuries before the first
century bce.

Ps. Demetrius on Isocrates

Ps. Demetrius serves as a valuable intermediary source also for
the reception of Isocrates, who is mentioned explicitly in four
passages:45

1 In §12, when he discusses two different kinds of period, he refers to
the works of the Isocrateans (τῶν Ἰσοκρατείων ῥητορειῶν), Gorgias
and Alcidamas as examples for the compacted style (τῆς ἑρμηνείας ἡ
μὲν ὀνομάζεται κατεστραμμένη).

45 Ps. Demetrius’ lack of interest in Lysias and Isocrates is apparent when the few
references made to these orators are compared to the number of instances where
Plato and Aristotle are discussed in the work. Overall, Ps. Demetrius explicitly
evokes Plato seventeen and Aristotle twenty-one times in On Style. Passages from
Plato are used to exemplify many different stylistic features throughout the spec-
trum of the different styles (Plato is referred to in §5, §37, §51, §56, §80, §181, §183,
§205, §218, §228, §234, §266, §288 (twice), §290 (twice), §297). Ps. Demetrius refers
to his Republic (5.2, 205.2), Phaedo (288.1), Protagoras (218.1),Menexenus (266.1),
and apparently also to the Platonic letters (228.5, 234.5) which he seems to
consider, along with Aristotle’s, as the best examples of the epistolary genre. In
addition to using Aristotle as an example for style (especially in chapters on letter
writing, §§223–35), Aristotle is also used in On Style to systematize and structure
the work as a whole (Ps. Demetrius refers to Aristotle explicitly in §11, §28, §29, §34,
§34, §38, §39, §41, §81, §97 (twice), §116, §128, §144, §154, §157, §223, §225, §230,
§233, §234). It is, thus, no surprise that references to Aristotle occur in the beginning
of a theme (e.g. in §38 which starts the topic of ‘grand style’) or throughout to guide
the discussion and focus it on specific points (e.g. in §11 when defining the period).
Thus, Plato and Aristotle are used as theoretical guidelines to good stylistic writing,
and are regarded as practical models for students.
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2 In §29, which focuses on assonance and brings as examples the
antitheses of Isocrates and Gorgias, who make use of assonance
for imposing grandeur on the composition.

3 In §68, where he discusses an element otherwise considered as the
trademark of Isocratean prose, the avoidance of hiatus. He claims
that there are two extremes, Isocrates and his followers who avoid
any clash of vowels (Ἰσοκράτης μὲν γὰρ ἐφυλάττετο συμπλήσσειν
αὐτά, καὶ οἱ ἀπ̓ αὐτοῦ), while others admit everything that happens
to occur (ἄλλοι δέ τινες ὡς ἔτυχε συνέκρουσαν καὶ παντάπασι). Ps.
Demetrius advises his reader, in an unsurprising move coming
from a Peripatetic sympathizer, to follow the middle way.

4 Hiatus is also the reason Isocrates is mentioned once more in this
work. In §299 Ps. Demetrius claims that ‘smoothness of compos-
ition, of the kind particularly used by the Isocrateans (οἱ ἀπ̓
Ἰσοκράτους), who avoid any clash of vowels, is not well suited to
forceful speech (δεινὸς λόγος)’.

What is perhaps striking in Ps. Demetrius’ discussion of
Isocrates in On Style is that he is often mentioned either as a
member of a stylistic movement/trend (together with Gorgias
and Alcidamas) or associated with a group of followers, the
Isocrateans. This group will be discussed in more detail in the
following chapter on Philodemus, who refers to them relatively
frequently. Compared to Philodemus, their presence is clearly
less marked in Ps. Demetrius, but these few instances in On
Style suggest that Isocrates seems to have had devoted and
vocal followers, whether the author has in mind immediate
students of Isocrates or later followers who identified them-
selves as the ‘Isocrateans’.46 Ps. Demetrius’ use of Isocrates
also suggests that, whatever his reception in philosophical
circles, Isocrates also accumulated following, either for his
general style or its specific features (hiatus, sentence structure),
in stylistic and rhetorical circles.
Overall, despite the fact that Ps. Demetrius has clearly only

lukewarm interest in Lysias and Isocrates, On Style neverthe-
less casts an interesting perspective on the two writers. For the
first time we see Lysias associated in a programmatic work on

46 I do not think we can tell from the way Ps. Demetrius discusses the ‘Isocrateans’
whether he has Isocrates’ pupils and contemporaries or later followers in mind, or
indeed both.
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rhetorical style with plain style, charm and wit, and Isocrates
linked strongly to literary stylists, showing that his writings
were probably increasingly used, at least in some quarters, as
examples of an oratorical style to be imitated. Aside from the
reception of Lysias and Isocrates, however, Ps. Demetrius’ use
of critical terminology – as we will see in the following
chapter – is very close to that of Dionysius of Halicarnassus.47

6.3 The Reception of Lysias and Isocrates
in Cicero and Philodemus

Philodemus and Cicero were both prolific writers whose works
reveal a great deal about their intellectual environment and
enable us to access sources not otherwise available to us. They
were both active around the same time (from early to mid first
century bce) and we know that Cicero was at least familiar
with Philodemus’ works as he alludes to him in his In Pisonem
(70).48 Despite Philodemus’ Epicureanism, which Cicero
opposes, he receives a more positive treatment from Cicero
for his engagement with rhetoric, a topic otherwise spurned by
the ‘orthodox’ Epicureans.49 The following discussion will be
focused strictly on the treatment of Lysias and Isocrates in the
context of their works. We will be looking mainly at
Philodemus’ On Rhetoric and Cicero’s Orator, Brutus and De
oratore.50

47 Ps. Demetrius defines vividness, for example, in §209: γίνεται δ̓ ἡ ἐνάργεια πρῶτα μὲν
ἐξ ἀκριβολογίας καὶ τοῦ παραλείπειν μηδὲν μηδ̓ ἐκτέμνειν. He returns to the definition in
§217: γίνεται δὲ καὶ ἐκ τοῦ τὰ παρεπόμενα τοῖς πράγμασι λέγειν ἐνάργεια, οἷον ὡς ἐπὶ τοῦ
ἀγροίκου βαδίζοντος ἔφη τις. Compare with the wording of D. H. in Lysias 7: ἔχει δὲ
καὶ τὴν ἐνάργειαν πολλὴν ἡ Λυσίου λέξις. αὕτη δ᾽ ἐστὶ δύναμίς τις ὑπὸ τὰς αἰσθήσεις
ἄγουσα τὰ λεγόμενα, γίγνεται δ᾽ ἐκ τῆς τῶν παρακολουθούντων λήψεως. See more
below in next chapter.

48 Gigante (1995), 29–38 more generally on Cicero and Philodemus. Gaines (2001)
puts forth an interesting argument in favor of seeing a close intellectual connection
between Cicero and Philodemus; Wisse (2001) is, however, more convincing in his
reply and cautions us about some of the details of Gaines’ suggestion.

49 Cf. Griffin (2001), 96 for caveats in reading too much into Cicero’s praise of
Philodemus. A celebrated treatment of the Epicurean attitudes to politics is
Momigliano (1941). More recent accounts are Roskam (2007) and Fish (2011).

50 The Rhetoric is one of the best preserved and most secure texts of Philodemus, and
the standard critical edition is still Sudhaus (1896). Dorandi (1990) is a helpful
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Philodemus and Isocrates

Despite making several references to Isocrates, Philodemus’
On Rhetoric and the role of Isocrates in that work have not
elicited much scholarly discussion.51 The most extensive and
by now almost canonical treatment of this topic is an article by
Hubbell from 1916, which argues that there was something of
an ‘Isocratean revival’ in early first-century bce philosophy
and criticism and that Philodemus’ numerous references to
Isocrates in On Rhetoric are critically replying to this newly
found fascination for the orator.52 In Hubbell’s thesis,
Isocrates is treated by Philodemus as a stylist and an exponent
of sophistical rhetoric (more on this term below), a field that
according to the Epicurean is incapable of preparing the young
for a successful career in public and private life. Hence, study-
ing Isocrates is a waste of time for those interested in such
matters. This interpretation has provided the backbone of
most (if not all) scholarly approaches to this topic: Isocrates
is exclusively viewed as a stylist whose influence – Philodemus
allegedly argues – on education is (or ought to be) negligible.
There are, however, some problems with this interpretation.
First, there is a question about sophistic rhetoric as an only
rhetorical art form, and second, Hubbell may not be represent-
ing the popularity of Isocratean works and education
adequately so that a better understanding of the context might
also shed new light on the complicated textual fragments.

overview of the potential content of the individual books of the Rhetoric and the
distribution of papyri within the books. There are several relatively recent discus-
sions on new papyri, individual rolls and interpretations of specific passages of the
Rhetoric (e.g. Erbì (2012) with bibliography), without challenging the broad outline
of the work explained by Dorandi (1990) or the text as established by Sudhaus
(1896).

51 The following section has greatly benefited from conversations with David Blank
and I’m extremely grateful for his patience and generosity with which he endured
my cross-examination on Philodemus’ possible engagement with Isocrates and
Aristotle. All remaining errors are mine only.

52 Hubbell’s central thesis has been further elaborated, but not substantially chal-
lenged, by Indelli (1994) and Di Matteo (1997). In Philodemus’ other works,
Isocrates is mentioned as an influence on Andromenides in his On Poems 1. See
Janko (2000), 148–51. Andromenides was, according to Janko, most probably a
Peripatetic even though he appears to have been influenced by Isocrates (F 18 of
Andromenides is allegedly taken from Isocrates’ Panegyricus 10).
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Let us first start, however, with laying down some groundwork
of what we know about rhetoric among the Epicureans and in
Philodemus in particular.
According to the Epicurean tradition, the philosopher

should avoid getting involved with public life, and thus also
with the study of rhetoric for the purposes of public life.53

Epicurus’ own relationship to rhetoric is open to speculation,54

though it is clear from Philodemus that some Epicureans
regarded rhetorical training to be beneficial for the philosopher
‘as an aid to literary composition’.55 Epicurean rhetoric has
sometimes been divided into three separate categories, sophis-
tical (σοφιστική), rhetorical or judicial (ῥητορική) and political
rhetoric (πολιτική), thus terminologically different from,
though thematically similar to, the tripartite Aristotelian div-
ision into epideictic, forensic and deliberative rhetoric.56

A closer examination of Philodemus’ Rhetoric makes this
claim unsustainable: Philodemus does not think that rhetoric
can be meaningfully divided into three genres.57 Instead, we
ought to regard these three categories as differences in ‘rhet-
orical speaking’ and not strictly as three separate genres of
rhetoric.58 The more fundamental difference emerges rather
between art and non-art, between the goals of the types of
rhetorical speaking (i.e. persuasion or instruction).
Whatever the disagreements otherwise, most critics agree

that Philodemus treats only sophistical rhetoric as an art,59

53 On Epicurean views of politics, see for example Scholz (1998), 251–314 and Brown
(2009) with further bibliography.

54 DeWitt (1954), 47 goes as far as to suggest that Epicurus himself might have been a
teacher of rhetoric.

55 Hubbell (1916), 411.
56 Hubbell (1916), 409. It is not entirely clear from Hubbell’s discussion what is

exactly the distinction between the Aristotelian and Epicurean scheme of three
types of rhetoric. Hubbell seems to treat it as a mere difference in terminology
rather than content, and translates the Epicurean terms back into the more familiar
Aristotelian ones (e.g. in sentences like ‘σοφιστής means an epideictic orator’, 409).

57 For example, Rhet. IIa, PHerc. 1674 col. 58.8 ff. 58 Gaines (2003).
59 Philodemus himself records (in Books 1 and 2 of the Rhetoric) the various (and

fierce) disagreements on this topic among the Epicureans themselves, all of whom
draw their arguments from first-generation Epicureans. Philodemus’ argument
against Epicurean opponents teaching in Cos and Rhodes is detailed in IIb,
PHerc 1672.
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for it is the only form of rhetoric that is following certain
principles of composition which apply to the majority of cases,
and which produces ‘a result that is beyond the power of those
who have not studied it’.60 In the first book of the Rhetoric,
Philodemus says that ‘sophistic rhetoric is an art (τέχνη) con-
cerned with display pieces (ἐπιδείξεις)’ (Sudhaus i:122.29). In
other words, sophistic rhetoric seems rather similar to what we
would call (after Aristotle) epideictic oratory. For Epicureans
it is the only form of rhetoric that is a proper τέχνη and thus the
only kind of rhetoric that could be actually studied. Both
judicial and political rhetoric are used in the context of politics
and they both depend mostly on practice and experience.61

Hence, since neither of the two is based on general rules that
we can all have access to, they cannot be studied. Indeed,
Philodemus argues that the ability ‘to speak in assembly and
court comes from practice and observation of political events’
(Sudhaus i:121 xxi.35–xxii.7).62 In other words, these two
categories, ‘artistic’ rhetoric and ‘political’ rhetoric, do not
overlap in their usage or practice, because they have funda-
mentally different structures and different goals. Hence, an
aspiring politician or public figure should not be advised to
attend a rhetorical school, for example, because it will only
educate him in the art of sophistical rhetoric which encom-
passes (what some might call) philosophy, literature, compos-
ition and language. The rhetorical schools will not, however,
be able to prepare the young for ‘real life’ debates and affairs
in politics.63

It is less clear what exactly is the proper domain relevant to
sophistic rhetoric. Given that it requires a grasp of some set of

60 Rhetoric IIa.1674.38.2–18 (Blank 2003): νοεῖ- | ται τοίνυν καὶ λέγεται | τέχνη παρὰ τοῖς
Ἕλλη- | σιν ἕξις ἢ διάθεσις ἀπὸ | παρ[α]τηρή[σ]εω[ς τιν]ῶν | κοινῶν καὶ [σ]τοιχειω[[ν]]- |
δῶν, ἃ διὰ πλειόν[ω]ν δι- | ήκει τῶν ἐπὶ μέρου[ς], κα- | ταλαμβάνουσά τε καὶ | συντελοῦσα
τοιοῦτον, | οἷον ὁμοίως τῶν μὴ | μαθόντων<οὐδείς>, εἴ[θ᾽] ἑστη- | κότως καὶ βεβ[αί]ως [εἴ- |
τε στοχαστι[κῶς].

61 Gaines (2003), 217 with further discussion.
62 Unfortunately I have not been able to access Federica Nicolardi’s new 2018 edition

of the first Book of the Rhetoric (covering Sudhaus i:1–12).
63 Hubbell is assuming that this is the entire ambition of an Isocratean school, that is

to produce politicians and public speakers.
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general principles related to thought and composition, and
given that it seems to be understood primarily in connection
with praise and blame,64 it is possible that we ought to think
here beyond simple display speeches and instead consider the
possibility that the associated discipline we should be thinking
of is philosophy.65 This suggestion is strengthened by the fact
that Philodemus himself had apparently composed a book on
praise,66 though we do not know more about the content of
this work. Whatever the implications of this possibility for
Epicurean philosophy, it is surely true that a somewhat more
positive evaluation of sophistic rhetoric in the context of phil-
osophy might also cast a different light on Philodemus’ treat-
ment of Isocrates, who seems to be explicitly associated with
sophistic rhetoric and is mentioned several times throughout
the work.
Philodemus argues, for example, that Isocrates’ works

reveal themselves to have been composed ‘not without
method’ (οὐ- | κ ἀμε]θόδως),67 and that he must have possessed
some kind of knowledge even though he himself denies it.68

64 Sudhaus i:217 and i:213–14.
65 Gaines (2003), 217. The same is carefully suggested by Blank (2009), 233.
66 Sudhaus i:219.
67 No: 1672.9.7 (Blank 2003): καὶ τῶν ⟦λεγον⟧ | λ ̣[ε]γ[όν]τ ̣ων `τ΄οὺϲ Ἰϲοκρατείουϲ |

[λόγο]υϲ καὶ τοὺϲ ὁμοίουϲ οὐ|10 [κ ἀ]μ[ε]θόδωϲ καὶ ϲχεδιάζε|[ϲ]θα ̣ι κα[ὶ] γ ̣ράφεϲθαι
κατ’ ἄκρ ̣α ̣ϲ ̣ |[γ’ ἐ]λ[εγκ]τ ̣ι ̣κόν ἐϲτι τὸ δοκοῦν | [Ἐπι]κούρ[ωι] τέχνην οὐκ [ε]ἶναι |
⌊κα⌋θ ̣⌊άπ⌋αξ ὄχλων πειϲτικ⌊ὴ⌋ν |15 [πάντωϲ] μηδὲ πλεο[ναζ]όν|[τωϲ κα]ὶ τὸ τοὺϲ οὐ
ῥη ̣ [το]ρικοὺϲ | ἐνίο⌋τ ̣ε ̣ μᾶλλον πεί[θ]ειν | [τῶν] ῥητορικῶν ̣ καὶ τὸ ⟦του⟧ | τοῖ[ϲ θορ]
ύβοιϲ ἧττο[ν] π ̣ ε ̣ριπεί|20 πτ[ε]ι ̣[ν] τοὺϲ πανηγ[υρι]κοὺϲ | καὶ τὴ[ν] τεχ[νολ]ογία[ν] κ ̣αὶ
τέ ̣|χ[νην αὐτῶν] οὐδὲν [δ]εῖ ̣ν Ἐ|⌊π ̣ ί ̣κ ̣

_
oυ ̣⌋ρον καὶ ὀνομ[ά]ζειν τὸν ϲ]⌊το⌋χ ̣αϲ ̣μὸ ̣ν [καὶ] τέ|

25[χνην]. Cf. Sudhaus i.127 xxvii.23, which seems to express a similar idea.
68 Sudhaus ii.122, fr. 4: [. . .] [κ]αὶ λέγουσι | τὸ]ν Ἰσοκράτην καὶ τὸν | Γο]ργίαν καὶ τὸν

Λυσίαν | ὁ]μολογεῖν οὐκ ἔχειν ἐ-| πιστήμην. Ἀπιθάνως | δ]ὲ λέγεται καὶ ἀδυνά-| τ]ως, ἐπειδὴ
τεχνῖταί τε | ἐπ]ηγγέλλον[το] εἶναι καὶ | δι]δάξειν ἄλλους, καθά-| πε]ρ καὶ παρὰ Πλάωνι |
Γορ]γίας. Ὁ δὲ Ἰσοκράτη[ς | καὶ] τέχνας καταλ[ιπό-| με]ν[ος] ἄλλοι τε πολ[λοὶ | σοφ]ισταὶ
[θα]υμαστὴ[ν | αὐτ]ὴν εἶναι τ[έχ]νην [ἀ-| ποφα]ίνονται, [. . .]. Philodemus seems to be
talking here of knowledge in a different sense (i.e. knowledge of composition and
methods of writing) than what Isocrates had claimed in the Antidosis (185) not to
possess (i.e. detailed knowledge of things in the world, especially those that end up
being of little relevance to actual everyday life). It is also interesting that
Philodemus claims Isocrates wrote technical treatises. This is a very controversial
claim and it was argued above that it is indeed very unlikely that Isocrates would
have written technical treatises on rhetoric or philosophy, at least in his mature
period. It may be possible that he wrote technical treatises around the same time he
was active as a logographos.

Cicero and Philodemus

159

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


Isocrates is hence understood as a practitioner of sophistic
rhetoric and he is in some passages also explicitly called a
sophist, contrasted to orators and statesmen like Pericles,
Demosthenes and Lycurgus (Sudhaus ii.97.10 and ii.233.11).
Here we need to bear in mind that the term ‘sophists’may have
had a somewhat broader application for Epicureans and Stoics
than simply evoking the group of fifth-century intellectuals we
know from Plato. Indeed, for Epicureans sophists are any kind
of intellectual opponents, both within and outside the
Garden.69 They are therefore credited with philosophically
challenging arguments, which might nevertheless be (and
mostly are) wrong and have to be refuted. However, sophists
are philosophical opponents to Epicureans and as such associ-
ated with things more important than mere oratory. Isocrates
is referred to as a sophist in just these circumstances and
contrasted in a few passages to representatives of other
philosophical schools.
In the fourth book of the Rhetoric (Sudhaus i.147–8 Col. ii),

for example, Philodemus appears to say that the term ‘phil-
osophy’ used in Isocratean discourses denotes a broader sense
of intellectual pursuit, and as such stands in contrast to the
narrower practice of philosophy we find among the
Peripatetics and the Stoics.70 Furthermore, when discussing

69 Diogenes Laertius 10.26 refers to disagreements among Epicureans, where some
(Epicureans) are called sophists by ‘true Epicureans’. See also Long (2018), who
persuasively argues for a more sophisticated influence of sophistic thought on
Epicurean political philosophy than thus far granted.

70 Hubbell (1916) reads the plural form Ἰσοκρατικῶν here and elsewhere as referring to
a group of followers of Isocrates. It is not clear that this is what is intended and it
also overtly contradicts a passage elsewhere in Philodemus (Sudhaus i.153.14),
where he says that either no one at all or two or three were disposed in a similar
way (ὁμοιοτρόπωϲ διετέθηϲαν) to Isocrates. In other words, rather than seeing a sect
of Isocrateans suddenly emerging and occupying an important place in
Philodemus’ discussion, I think it is safer to assume that plural forms refer to the
works of Isocrates, that he had been treated as an authority on questions of
educational aspects of philosophy and rhetoric continuously since the fourth cen-
tury bce and as such is an expected personality to be discussed by Philodemus on
the topic. I want to thank Stephen Halliwell for his helpful suggestions about
Philodemus and the supposed ‘Isocrateans’ and David Blank for his insights on
the matter.

The idea that the term ‘philosophy’ has gotten too narrow in philosophical
schools has found support also in later writers, who were on the fringe of
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the famous anecdote about how Aristotle got involved with
rhetoric (as a response to Isocrates, whose dominance in the
field he wanted to crush), Philodemus comments that unlike
Aristotle who stooped down from philosophy to rhetoric,
Isocrates at least moved on to things more important and
beautiful than rhetoric: εἰ πρότερον ἐδίδασκεν αὐτήν, ἐπὶ τὴν
ἡσυχιωτέραν καὶ δαιμονιωτέραν ὥσπερ εἶπε φιλοσοφίαν,
ἀποχωρεῖν (Sudhaus ii.60.7–12).71 Two important observa-
tions are in order. First, even though one might get the sense
from this and other references to Isocrates that the latter might
have been recognized by Philodemus (and perhaps also by
some other Epicureans) as a philosopher, we should approach
such suggestions with caution. Isocrates never was a ‘proper’
philosopher in Epicurean/Philodemean terms and thus
remains an opponent (and a sophist) to true Epicureans.
However, he is contrasted here positively to Aristotle and
hence regarded as someone who possessed an art and had
some business with philosophy and someone who might have
had at least the good intuition of recognizing philosophy (even

philosophy and rhetoric. See, for example, Cicero (De oratore III. 60) and the
notion of ‘true philosophy’ in D. H.’s Isocrates.

71 See also Di Matteo (1997). In Blank (2003) the new version of this text section
attributes this line as referring to Aristotle: ‘If he taught rhetoric before, he could
later retire to philosophy, which he called “more peaceful” and “more divine”‘ (30).
As Blank himself notes (n. 71), neither ἡσυχιωτέραν nor δαιμονιωτέραν occur in our
extant corpus of Aristotle, though it might have (as Blank suggests) have been used
in the Protrepticus. In this form, they do not seem to appear in Isocrates either. In
our conversation, David Blank has pointed out to me that the following section of
the text seems to refer to Aristotle (as subject) and that it would on this ground
make more sense to make him also the subject of the sentence under question. This
is a difficult matter to decide and as far as I can see at the moment (without having
had the opportunity to look at the fragment), Isocrates may still be referred to here
for two reasons. First, Isocrates narrates himself the way he has come to write his
philosophical works and seems to suggest in some of his narratives that he has
progressed into philosophical activity and has explicitly stayed away from the
political or overtly oratorical activity. We do not find such direct engagement with
this topic in Aristotle. Secondly, as suggested below, I think Plato’s Phaedrusmight
have been an important influence on, and authority for, Philodemus’ apparent
preference for Isocrates (and the narrative of his progressing to philosophy) over
Aristotle. I hasten to say that this means nothing about Philodemus’ views of
Isocrates and I do not think that Isocrates would qualify for Philodemus as a
philosopher. However, it might have been sweet for Philodemus to criticize
Aristotle (with the use of his former teacher Plato) by suggesting that even his most
fierce enemy, Isocrates, was more philosophical than Aristotle.
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if this was not the true Epicurean philosophy).72 Perhaps the
most plausible and least committed reading of this section
would be something like this: Philodemus really focuses here
on attacking Aristotle and for that, it was convenient to use
Isocrates, who had been cast in the history of the philosophical
and rhetorical tradition as his fiercest opponent, as more
philosophical than Aristotle. The emphasis, therefore, was
probably not on Isocrates being a philosopher, but rather that
Aristotle was so non-philosophical that even Isocrates was
more of a philosopher than Aristotle. Secondly, it is very
plausible that a comparison involving Isocrates with another
intellectual and philosopher (here Aristotle) that concludes
favorably to the former is explicitly drawing on the final part
of Plato’s Phaedrus. This complements well the previous read-
ing: even though recognizing that Isocrates was not a ‘proper’
philosopher, he does linger at the fringes of the philosophical
tradition and thus has ‘some’ philosophy and there is ‘some’
merit to his works. Predicting his progress to philosophy, as
Socrates does in the Phaedrus, seems to have become a par-
ticularly poignant aspect in the reception of Isocrates. Hence,
it is rather plausible that Philodemus is drawing, rather clev-
erly, on the authority of Plato’s Phaedrus to play the figure of
Isocrates (as more consistently committed to philosophy)
against Aristotle who is attacked fiercely throughout the book.
This may mean many different things, but perhaps most

72 That much is granted also by Sudhaus (1893), 561 (‘Philodem erkennt ihn
[Isocrates] ausdrücklich als Philosophen an’) whose authoritative description of
this passage has remained instrumental for later evaluations of Isocrates’ treatment
by Epicureans. Sudhaus’ argument is taken over and elaborated, for example, in
Hubbell (1916), 407–8. They both argue that Isocrates receives a devastating
assessment by Philodemus, because by denying sophistic rhetoric legitimate appli-
cation in the political sphere, Isocrates’ ambitions to educate future political leaders
are demonstrated to have been fundamentally false. Isocrates might have disagreed
with the assumption lurking behind Hubbell and Sudhaus, namely that his school
prepared young people only for a political career, and would have probably argued
that he trained his students for a variety of careers, or more precisely, for the kinds
of careers they were best fitted for. This all does not mean, of course, that
Philodemus did not criticize Isocrates. For the purposes of my argument, however,
I only want to highlight that Philodemus seems to have considered Isocrates
relevant as a philosopher of rhetoric and education and not simply a stylist and
prose writer, as Hubbell in particular seems to insist.
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importantly for the present discussion this passage indicates
that – unsurprisingly – Plato’s Phaedrus has remained an
important reference text for conversations about the true
meaning and application of rhetoric. Furthermore, the
Platonic image of Isocrates who is progressing to philosophy
and thus has more relevant contributions to make to rhetoric
and philosophy is emerging from those much later accounts of
Isocrates, thus maintaining a continuity of his presence in
philosophical conversations about philosophical and rhet-
orical education.
While Hubbell suggests that Philodemus’ engagement with

Isocrates indicates a resurgence of his importance in the first
century bce, we have thus far seen that Isocrates’ presence in
Hellenistic education seems to have been ubiquitous. It is of
course true that we have lacunose evidence of rhetorical theory
from the Hellenistic period and cannot say much with cer-
tainty about the importance and relevance of Isocrates’ work
for the more theoretical engagements with philosophy and
rhetoric in that period. However, the abundance of
Isocratean papyri from Hellenistic Egypt strongly bolster the
possibility that he was widely read, if not highly inspirational
for theorists and philosophers, in the periods leading up to his
explicit emergence in rhetorical criticism in the first century
bce. Even though Isocrates was surely not a mainstream
thinker to be discussed in philosophical schools in the context
of metaphysics or epistemology, it is likely that he demanded
attention in the context of rhetoric and education more
generally. If that is true, then Philodemus (and other
Epicureans) are not simply grappling with a new emerging
group of Isocrateans, but rather engaging with an important
authority on the question of rhetoric and its function in philo-
sophical education.

Cicero and Isocrates

On the Roman side of the debate we find Cicero, who has
already been mentioned as a possible supporter of some of
Isocrates’ views and their appeal for a broader understanding
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of philosophy. Cicero’s interest in and use of Isocrates as a
source for his own philosophical/rhetorical program has
proven to be a difficult topic to tackle because, despite several
apparent thematic affinities in their work and Cicero’s occa-
sional praise of Isocrates as a master and teacher of eloquence,
Cicero’s works contain very few direct indications or explicit
statements that he was drawing in any substantial way on
Isocrates’ philosophy.73 This has led scholars to suppose that
the praise of Isocrates in some passages of Cicero’s work is
intended to evoke Cicero’s debt to Isocrates as his model of
style and prose writing.74 Laughton and Weische have rightly
drawn attention to the fact that in passages where Cicero
mentions Isocrates, his writings and style are not really
admired as models for ‘real’ (courtroom) oratory.75 Instead,
Isocrates is primarily revered as a teacher (magister) of rhet-
oric or educator of aspiring public intellectuals.76 Indeed, the
idea of merging rhetoric and philosophy into one mutually
supportive discipline seems to characterize, in a very broad
sense, the preoccupations and intellectual program of both
Cicero and Isocrates. Cicero’s De oratore (but also his De
republica), a work inspired (in his own words) by Aristotle
and Isocrates,77 is perhaps one of the most ambitious

73 Cf. Solmsen (1941a) and (1941b) for a critical assessment of our abilities to
conclude anything more certain about the Isocratean tradition of rhetoric.

74 E.g. Jebb (1876a), 73, Sandys (1885), xxii, Blass (1892), 212–13. Hubbell (1913),
17–40 collects and discusses the passages where Cicero mentions Isocrates.
Hubbell’s work is also one of the first attempts to look at the Isocratean influence
in Cicero’s thought rather than style.

75 Laughton (1961), Weische (1972), 165. In one instance, Cicero explicitly claims to
have written a work in Isocratean style: Cicero writes to Atticus that he had written
a commentary (commentarium) in Isocratean style (i.e. using his ‘perfume-box’)
mixed with some Aristotelian features (Letter to Atticus ii.1.1). The context seems
to suggest, as Laughton argues, that Cicero emphasizes this aspect precisely
because of the uniqueness of the composition rather than reflecting on his usual
writing practices. Posidonius was apparently so put off by this style of writing that
he did not want to write on the same subject himself.

76 E.g. in De oratore ii.10 where Isocrates is referred to as pater eloquentiae (also
iii.59), or later in Brutus (32) where the Isocratean school came to be regarded as
the house of eloquence of all Greece. This last idea is also repeated in Orator (42).

77 Ad familiares 1.9.23. Fantham (2004), 16–17 points out that this particular letter,
written in 54 bce just after having finished De oratore, was ‘almost certainly
circulated to a wider readership and serves as a political apologia’. Thus Cicero’s
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examples of this endeavor. Regardless of the similarities in
the broad outline of their programs, the comparison between
Cicero and Isocrates falls apart as soon as one sets out to
examine their works in more detail. Cicero neither acknow-
ledges Isocrates’ influence upon his philosophical thought nor
does he tell us more precisely where in the outlook of his
works the Isocratean inspiration might lie. I argue that this
incongruity is mainly due to Cicero’s own philosophical
affiliation with Academic skepticism that operated with a
very specific understanding of the notion of philosophy and
left little room for an Isocratean broader definition of the
concept, however it may have otherwise fitted Cicero’s own
philosophical, rhetorical and political agendas. Cicero does
acknowledge the ‘pre-Socratic’ broad notion of philosophy,
when he writes in De oratore that

is eis qui haec quae nos nunc quaerimus tractarent, agerent, docerent, cum
nomine appellarentur uno quod omnis rerum optimarum cognitio atque in eis
exercitatio philosophia nominaretur, hoc commune nomen eripuit, sapienter-
que sentiendi et ornate dicendi scientiam re cohaerentis disputationibus suis
separavit. (iii.60)

the people who discussed, practiced, and taught the subjects and activities we
are now examining bore one and the same name (because knowledge of the
most important things as well as practical involvement in them was, as a
whole, called philosophy), but he robbed them of this shared title. And in his
discussions he split apart the knowledge of forming wise opinions and of
speaking with distinction, two things that are, in fact, tightly linked.78

I take this passage to be, on the one hand, a reference to the
general aim and ideal of Cicero’s program of joining the
disciplines of philosophy and rhetoric, and on the other, a
reflection on the contemporary challenges to traditional inter-
pretations of philosophy with its implications for the percep-
tion of the wise and honorable men in society. Cicero cannot
go back to the fourth century bce and ignore the way philoso-
phy had since become institutionalized and used in the context

mention of his two influences, Aristotle and Isocrates, functioned more like an open
manifesto about the philosophical and rhetorical outlook of his program.

78 I follow here the translation and comments in May and Wisse (2001).
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of philosophical schools and education. Thus, whenever
Cicero mentions philosophy, he is talking from the perspective
of his own philosophical affiliation – Academic skepticism.
The fact that Cicero is not simply a neutral historian of phil-
osophy, but rather affiliated with, and trying to prove his
importance within, a specific philosophical institution also
means that on a philosophical level there remains a significant
distance between him and Isocrates.
It has been noticed in scholarship before that Isocrates’

importance, however great it may have been for his earlier
approach to rhetoric and philosophy, seems to decrease in
Cicero’s later works as he becomes more and more involved
with institutionalized philosophy.79 And indeed, when it comes
to identifying his prime influences, Cicero says in the Orator,
one of his last works dedicated to rhetoric from 46 bce: ‘I
confess that whatever ability I possess as an orator comes,
not from the workshops of the rhetoricians, but from the
spacious grounds of the Academy. Here indeed is the field
for manifold and varied debate, which was first trodden by
the feet of Plato’ (12: fateor me oratorem, si modo sim aut etiam
quicumque sim, non ex rhetorum officinis, sed ex Academiae
spatiis exstitisse. Illa enim sunt curricula multiplicium varior-
umque sermonum, in quibus Platonis primum sunt impressa
vestigia). Despite the important position of Demosthenes and
Isocrates in this work,80 Cicero makes it clear from the begin-
ning that his biggest debt and intellectual affiliation remains to
the Academic school. As Cicero’s own admission shows, his
appreciation for Isocrates requires most defense among his
fellow intellectuals (Or. 40). As a stylist, Isocrates’ works are
not appropriate for public performance; as a philosopher he
remains outside all existing respectable schools and is not part

79 Too (1995), 237 discusses one aspect of Cicero’s changed approach to Isocrates and
sees his increased detachment from him exemplified in the former’s association of
Isocrates with Gorgias. Gildenhard (2007), 153–4 notices this change in terms of
Cicero’s conscious (political) move to prioritize philosophy over oratory in his
later works.

80 See the recent excellent analysis of this work, and the position of Isocrates and
Demosthenes in particular, in Dugan (2005), chap. four.
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of the philosophical canon proper. To bolster his own confi-
dence in relying on Isocrates for inspiration for rhetorical
education and – in particular – for the idea of writing, Cicero
turns to an undoubted authority: Plato’s Phaedrus.81 Cicero
quotes the last sections of Plato’s dialogue (from 279a), where
Socrates utters the famous prophecy that Isocrates will aspire,
once he grows up, to greater things (than the Lysianic rhet-
oric), ‘for nature has implanted philosophy in the man’s mind’
(41: inest enim natura philosophia in huius viri mente quae-
dam).82 Cicero claims to be following Socrates and Plato in
having a high regard for Isocrates and he argues that while the
epideictic rhetoric (epidicticum genus), which Isocrates is pre-
sumably taken to represent, is not appropriate in real-life
rhetoric (42), it is an important step in rhetorical education,
because ‘eloquence receives nourishment from this until it later
takes on color and strength by itself’ (42: sed quod educat huius
nutrimentis eloquentia ipsa se postea colorat et roborat; cf.
37–8). Hence, while Isocrates is not to be followed and emu-
lated by fully developed orators or statesmen, he remains an
important cornerstone and signifies a particular stage in the
rhetorical-philosophical education.

81 With regard to the general influence of Plato’s Phaedrus on Cicero, Görler (1988)
argues that this dialogue is an important subtext for the first book of De oratore. It
may be that one of the reasons for Cicero’s particular interest in the Phaedrus at
that time, i.e. in the 50s bce, was its subject matter – rhetoric and its relationship
with philosophy. Indeed, this interest in the Phaedrus at that period seems to be
paralleled, as one might expect, with the importance of Plato’s Gorgias, which
expresses arguments against rhetoric that elicited response from anyone seriously
interested in the position of rhetoric in society. This view finds support also in
Quintilian (Inst. 2.xv.29), who uses Phaedrus as a source for a positive definition of
rhetoric. Phaedrus is evoked twice in Cicero’s late works for its philosophical
contribution: in Tusc. Disp. i.53 Cicero mentions the immortality of the soul from
Socrates’ palinode as an inspiration for his views on the soul expressed in De
republica; in De finibus ii.4 Socrates’ first speech in the Phaedrus is invoked as an
example for organizing and commencing a serious philosophical argument. There
are several references to Phaedrus also in Cicero’s Orator (14, 39, 41), but as I will
be suggesting below, there is probably a different reason for the use of the Phaedrus
in this particular work.

82 Contrary to many modern critics, Cicero reads the praise in this passage literally: he
reminds his readers that Plato wrote this prophecy when Isocrates was already in
the middle of his career and claims that Plato, a contemporary and a critic of all
rhetoricians, admires of all rhetoricians only him, Isocrates (hunc miratur unum).
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There is also the political dimension. Cicero might have
found Isocrates, among others, an interesting model for the
‘deep’ political layer of rhetoric and oratory. Since Isocrates
was himself not active as a politician, but makes it clear
through his works that he exercised significant impact on
Athenian politics through his teaching and discourses, he
remains a fascinating example for anyone struggling to assert
themselves overtly in a public and political context. Isocrates’
political encomia of princes and men of power might have
been particularly instructive in this context.83 Indeed, the
proximity to power that this kind of writing suggests might
have been particularly seductive to Cicero when banned from
active political life and confined to observing and commenting
on contemporary politics without being able to intervene in
any other way than through his writings.84 However, since
Cicero does not explicitly talk about Isocrates’ influences on
the political considerations of his career, these observations –
though attractive – are bound to remain speculative. In the
end, the overwhelming sense we get from Cicero is that despite
the wide appeal and attraction of Isocrates, he was strongly
enough opposed among Cicero’s intellectual circle as a legit-
imate predecessor and inspiration, that Cicero (in his careful
progress in philosophical circles) did not feel confident enough
to take upon himself a defense of Isocrates.
What we see, in sum, from the two important critics of the

earlier part of first-century bce Rome is that Isocrates con-
tinued to be talked about among critics and philosophers of
rhetoric. Both Cicero and Philodemus speak of Isocrates in
positive terms and react against critics who think either too
little or too much of the rhetorician. In framing their respective
views on Isocrates, they both refer back (Cicero explicitly and
Philodemus implicitly) to Plato’s assessment of Isocrates in

83 Weische (1972), 165–6 argues that this is where Isocrates’ real influence on Cicero
ought to be examined. Rosillo López (2010) discusses Cicero’s writing to rulers
from the perspective of the loser.

84 Gildenhard (2007), 51 n. 184 makes a compelling argument about how Cicero
conceived writing philosophy as an active engagement with his contemporary
politics.
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comparison with Lysias: Isocrates has potential for philosophy
though he is not there yet. As we will see below, the Atticist
movement will re-evaluate the debate about classical rhetoric
and the role of Isocrates and Lysias in it. While Lysias will
gain dominance for the first time after a long period of dor-
mancy, Isocrates continues to be championed as providing a
crucial theoretical axis for the interpretation and application
of Greek rhetoric.

Philodemus and Cicero on Lysias

While Isocrates looms large in Philodemus’ discussion of rhet-
oric and education, Lysias occupies by contrast a negligible
position in the Rhetoric. He is mentioned only once (Sudhaus
ii.122.3) alongside Gorgias and Isocrates, where Philodemus
argues that all these three have a method or possess an ‘art’ in
writing.85 Philodemus’ choice of the three is intriguing, but
given that the overall context of the passage is sophistic rhet-
oric, it is very plausible that Lysias figures in the list for his
funeral oration.86 Lysias did not merit more attention as a
representative of sophistic rhetoric, because other than the
funeral oration he was associated neither with epideictic
speeches nor with teaching or education more generally. He
was a representative of courtroom oratory and, as such, not
relevant for Philodemus’ discussion of rhetoric as an art. The
lack of further references to Lysias in Philodemus’ work sug-
gests not only that Lysias (contrary to Isocrates) was not a
particularly relevant writer for Philodemus, but also that he
was not prominent within the critical circle at the time when

85 In other fragmentary works of Philodemus, the name Lysias occurs in his Socratica,
5.xxii.30 (Acosta Méndez and Angeli 1992), but clearly refers to the characteristic
way Socrates is depicted in Plato’s dialogues communicating with his interlocutors.

86 Ancient authorities regarded the ‘Eroticus’ in Plato’s Phaedrus as a genuinely
Lysianic work, though given Socrates’ ruthless analysis of this speech, revealing
the lack of method used by Lysias, it is rather unlikely that Philodemus would have
thought of this speech as an example of artful display of sophistic rhetoric. We
know that Lysias 2 (funeral oration) was a very popular speech also during the
Hellenistic period and it is therefore most plausible to take the inclusion of Lysias in
this list as a tribute to the popularity of that work.
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Philodemus was writing.87 As a forensic or political writer,
Philodemus clearly preferred Demosthenes, who was charac-
terized as the true proponent of political rhetoric, a rhetoric
that is not an art (τέχνη) and thus not teachable. Erbì has
argued that the image of Demosthenes was consciously shaped
by the Epicureans to fit their idea of the ῥήτωρ ἔμπρακτος.88

This concept was probably developed in a polemical confron-
tation with the Peripatetics, who had long attempted to dis-
credit Demosthenes and downplay his skills as an excellent
orator.89 Since ultimately the Epicureans were not interested in
political speeches and they seem to pay attention to Isocrates
as a representative of sophistic rhetoric only in so far as it is an
art that might be relevant for philosophy, it also explains well
why they would discard Lysias for having been relevant to
neither the practical nor the theoretical domain of rhetoric that
they were interested in.
Neither is Lysias a prominent figure in Cicero, at least not

before the Atticist polemic explodes in critical circles sometime
in the earlier part of the first century bce.90 The Atticist
movement seems therefore to constitute a clear shift in the
reception of Lysias. Indeed, from that moment onwards
Lysias becomes once again the representative of style and of
a kind of rhetoric that is concerned with (simple) style
and persuasion.
Cicero might have imitated Lysias’ speeches in his own early

work, but due to the large number of Lysianic fragments and
speeches that were probably available to Cicero, it would be in
any case impossible to determine more precisely where and

87 Philodemus has proven to be a valuable source for recording the views of other
critics and thus for mapping the broader intellectual environment he was partici-
pating in. For Philodemus as a source for the so-called kritikoi, for example, see
Schenkeveld (1968), Porter (1995) and Janko (2000), 120–89.

88 Erbì (2008).
89 Demosthenes seems to have been the battleground for rhetoric and politics in the

first century bce. I hope to address this topic at greater length elsewhere.
90 A good discussion of the Atticist and classicist movements is Gelzer (1979); for a

more recent discussion of the beginnings of the Atticist movement in particular see
Wisse (1995) and (2001). Cicero’s position is persuasively discussed in Wisse (1995)
who argues that the Atticist movement had essentially Roman origins.
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how Lysias was emulated.91 Cicero’s later appreciation for
Lysias is directly related to the trends of contemporary literary
criticism and especially to the rise of the Atticists who had
apparently condemned Cicero’s elaborate prose, comparing it
with the simple Lysianic style that reigned supreme in these
circles. This provoked Cicero’s response, and his discussion of
Lysias in the Brutus and Orator, works which are our primary
sources for the Atticist criticism, is rather polemical. Cicero is
quick to praise Lysias’ style, but his expressed admiration is
often followed by comments or comparisons which hinder
Lysias’ emergence as a single and unique representative of
the Attic style. In the Brutus, for example, Lysias is acclaimed
as a ‘writer of extraordinary refinement and elegance, whom
you might almost venture to call a perfect orator’ (35: egregie
subtilis scriptor atque elegans, quem iam prope audeas oratorem
perfectum dicere), only to be reminded in the next sentence that
‘the perfect orator and the one who lacks absolutely nothing
you would without hesitation name Demosthenes’ (nam plane
quidem perfectum et quoi nihil admodum desit Demosthenem
facile dixeris).92 This passage, which continues to point out
Lysias’ excellent qualities, shows also Cicero’s own fine com-
positional skill and boasts a highly rhetorical sentence struc-
ture, full of double negatives (e.g. nihil acute inveniri potuit
[. . .] quod ille non viderit, etc.).
Perhaps the most striking analysis of Lysias’ writing style

follows his comparison with Cato (Brutus 63–4), where Lysias’
style is described by reference to the human body: Cicero
establishes first that Lysias, like Cato, is sharp (acutus), fine
(elegans), witty ( facetus) and brief (brevis), and then turns to
his followers who ‘cultivate a lean rather than a copious habit
of body’ (qui non tam habitus corporis opimos quam gracilitates
consectentur), and admire slenderness (tenuitas ipsa delectat).
Lysias’ style as a whole is more of a meagre type (verum est

91 Weische (1972), 164 argues that Lysias’ simple style was probably useful for Cicero
in constructing specific sections of speeches (e.g. narrations or digressions), but that
he was not a model that Cicero would follow consistently throughout a speech. Cf.
Hubbell (1966). Though plausible, this is bound to remain a speculation.

92 Cf. Orator 110.
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certe genere toto strigosior) and his admirers delight in this
slightness (qui hac ipsa eius subtilitate admodum gaudeant).93

This develops and adds another layer to the ancient reception,
starting from Plato’s Phaedrus, of Lysias’ writings as witty,
simple and persuasive.94 It is plausible that in this description
Cicero’s attitude to Lysias is somewhat preconditioned by the
proximity of this language of Lysianic smallness and slender-
ness with Hellenistic literature and its emphasis on the small
and fine (λεπτός) – attributes of the Callimachean poetics that
Cicero viewed with contempt.95

Cicero makes two further interesting comparisons that are
worth spelling out in this context. In the Brutus, Cicero points
out that Lysias started out his career with (theoretical) writings
on rhetoric (48: Lysiam primo profiteri solitum artem esse
dicendi), but upon realizing the superiority of Theodorus, he
abandoned the art (artem removisse). Cicero says he is relying
in his report on Aristotle, but it must have been one of his lost
works, for we do not find any such statements in Aristotle’s
existing corpus.96 Either way, Cicero’s reliance on Aristotle
shows that the latter also seems to have corroborated the view
(analyzed in Chapter 1) of Lysias as an ‘anti-theorist’ or as
someone inept for abstract or theoretical thought. He makes
another illuminating comparison in his Orator. when discuss-
ing the role of humor in oratory, Cicero concedes that

93 With this vocabulary of thinness and finesse, which is here associated with Lysias
and contrasted to the powerful and heavy (gravis), the latter of which is presumably
conceived as a characteristic of the style Cicero is trying to cultivate, Cicero seems
to be trying to assimilate Lysias with the representatives of Hellenistic literature
and their emphasis on the small and fine (λεπτόν). Bowersock (1979), 63. Cf. Gelzer
(1979), 28.

94 It is true, of course, that the ‘Eroticus’ is ruthlessly mocked for its structure and
content, but even though it fails as a real philosophical argument, Phaedrus’ own
perception of the speech indicates that it was successful and persuasive as a piece of
rhetorical or paradoxical argument.

95 On Cicero’s views of Hellenistic poetry and Callimachus, see Knox (2011). For the
reception and use of Hellenistic literature in Rome more generally, see the discus-
sions in G. O. Hutchinson (1988), 277–354, Cameron (1995), 454–83, and Hunter
(2006). J. I. Porter (2011) offers an intriguing discussion of λεπτότης in Hellenistic
aesthetics.

96 Jahn (1908), 42 claims that Cicero is using here Aristotle’s τεχνῶν συναγωγή
(fr. 125 Gigon).
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‘whatever is witty and wholesome in speech is peculiar to the
Athenian orators’ (90: quoniam quicquid est salsum aut salubre
in oration id proprium Atticorum est) and plays the Greek
orators against each other according to this characteristic.
Lysias is mentioned first as having enough of wittiness,
Hyperides is judged to be equal to Lysias, but Demades as
having excelled them all. Demosthenes ‘is not witty so much as
humorous’ (non tam dicax fuit quam facetus). Cicero explains:
being witty requires sharper talent (acrioris ingeni), being
humorous ‘greater art’ (maioris artis). This statement places
Cicero at the center of the φύσις/τέχνη debate that Peripatetics
and Epicureans were having about the orators and
Demosthenes in particular. Cicero associates Demosthenes
with, and appreciates him for, the rhetorical τέχνη (contra
Epicureans), while Lysias is evoked as an example of talent
and admired both by the Atticists and Cicero for his wit. The
previous discussion on Philodemus indicated exactly the
reverse: Lysias (and his funeral oration in particular) was an
example of art, whereas Demosthenes was an example of
talent and experience. What does that mean? Besides making
comments about Attic orators, these passages also indicate
that the tradition of rhetoric and its classical representatives
were all conceived as useful political tools that were now being
reinterpreted and used by critics and philosophers for their
own different agendas. Rhetoric had thus far not developed a
stabilized and solid tradition that would have fixated the inter-
pretation of the orators in a specific framework. Indeed,
Plato’s Phaedrus had thus far offered some thoughts about
how to think about orators and speechwriters, but the first-
century bce critics and philosophers were now eagerly starting
to create that missing theoretical axis for rhetorical education
that would incorporate orators and teachers of rhetoric that
had become so meaningful for the subsequent constructions of
Greek identity and culture.
It is clear that in the Roman context, too, more is at stake

than simply the right kind of style. It is about cultural capital.
When Cicero turns to discuss the Atticists’ preferences, his
tone is particularly critical, even if his admiration for Lysias
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is the more straightforward. In his Brutus Cicero accuses the
Atticists of having willfully chosen one example, Lysias, from
a variety of different and equally illustrious examples of Attic
eloquence. According to Cicero, these Atticists regard meagre-
ness, dryness and general poverty, provided it has polish,
urbanity and fineness, as the characteristics of Attic style
(285). Yet there are more examples of Attic writing than
simply Lysias. In the Orator, Cicero argues that the Atticists
champion the man who ‘speaks in rough and unpolished style,
provided only that he does so elegantly (eleganter) and plainly
(enucleate)’ (28). He questions again their grounds for con-
sidering this style the only one appropriately labeled as Attic.
Cicero turns to Lysias and agrees that ‘the Attic manner of
speech belonged to Lysias, that most charming (venustissimus)
and exquisite (politissimus) writer (who could deny it?)’ (29),
but adds that Lysias should not be praised for his plain and
unadorned style, but rather for the fact that ‘he has nothing
strange (insolens) or wanting in taste (ineptus)’. This is clever
and exemplifies well Cicero’s general aim to demonstrate that
the Atticists have not sufficiently understood their own prin-
ciples and models that they advocate.
Plato’s Phaedrus is explicitly present in Cicero’s thinking

through the rhetorical canon and his own relationship to the
orators. Within the context of the Atticist controversy and
having to defend his own writing, Cicero must have particu-
larly enjoyed invoking the passage from Plato’s Phaedrus,
which compares Isocrates with Lysias. Despite its explicit
aim to champion Isocrates as an important figure for rhet-
orical teaching,97 we might perhaps notice a victorious under-
tone in Cicero’s translation of the Phaedrus (Orator 41: ‘He
seems to me to possess greater talent than to be judged by the
standard of Lysias’ speeches’; [Isocrates] maiore mihi ingenio
videtur esse quam ut cum orationibus Lysiae comparetur),

97 As far as I can tell, the ironical reading of Isocrates in the Phaedrus is not ancient.
Plato’s praise seems to have been understood as genuine and Cicero’s own detailed
discussion of that scene (Orator 41–2) indicates that we can set aside as irrelevant
for the time being the possibility that Plato might have been ironical in his comment
on Isocrates.
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which enables him to appeal to Plato as an authority for his
praise of Isocrates and, implicitly, for his lower regard of
Lysias. It also seems to work particularly well for Cicero that
Lysias, the model for plain Attic style, had apparently also
been an inspiration for Hegesias of Magnesia, the ‘chief’ rep-
resentative of the Asianist style, who was deeply despised by
the Atticists. Cicero does not miss the opportunity to point this
out in his Orator (226), as if to suggest that following one
extreme (the Lysianic plain style) might inevitably lead to
advocating the other extreme (the Asianist style). Cicero indi-
cates, therefore, that Lysias was a rather more nuanced repre-
sentative of rhetoric and with the authority of Plato (and
Plato’s Phaedrus in particular) he implicitly indicates some
possible issues in Lysias’ thought that may be relevant for
those who are completely taken by the writer.
As we saw also in the case of Isocrates, Plato’s Phaedrus

offers itself as a crucial authoritative text for conceptualizing
ancient Greek rhetoric and negotiating the position of its
participants (Lysias and Isocrates) for a contemporary audi-
ence. Despite the messiness of the tradition, as long as phil-
osophers and critics are drawing on this influential dialogue,
we are never too far from constructing a view of rhetoric
through the two opposing sides: the Lysianic and the
Isocratean. While Isocrates seems to have had a strong hold
in education and rhetoric from the fourth century bce
onwards, he was certainly not a mainstream philosopher and,
as such, his views on philosophy and rhetoric did not gain
currency in the tradition of Greek philosophy that was trans-
mitted primarily through various philosophical schools. Lysias
on the other hand seems to have been preserved in the fringes
of rhetorical tradition largely due to his epideictic speech
(funeral oration) and his presence in Plato’s Phaedrus. In other
words, by the time we come to Dionysius of Halicarnassus, the
larger framework of the rhetorical tradition is heavily drawing
on that Platonic dialogue, even if the specific roles of Lysias
and Isocrates in it are not always conceptually clear or
well understood.
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7

DIONYSIUS OF HALICARNASSUS ON LYSIAS,
RHETORIC AND STYLE

7.1 Context and Contemporaries

Dionysius of Halicarnassus says just enough about himself to
allow us to date him with confidence to the last part of the first
century bce. In the preface to his monumental work on the
origins of Rome, the Roman Antiquities (Ῥωμαϊκὴ Ἀρχαιολογία
1.7.2), Dionysius writes that he arrived in Rome after the
Battle of Actium either in late 30 or early 29 bce and settled
there to learn Latin, to familiarize himself with Roman literary
culture, and write the history of Rome.1 What he does not tell
us, but what has been assumed from his literary activity, is that
in Rome he ‘also practiced as a teacher of rhetoric’, and
perhaps even ‘kept an open school’.2 Hence, next to this
magnum opus of Roman history, Dionysius was engaged with
rhetoric and literary studies and as evidence for this activity we
have his essays on ancient orators and literary criticism.3 It is
these critical works in particular that will constitute the focus
of the following, and in many ways culminating, chapters of
this book. Altogether, ten shorter essays and treatises have
come to us: five essays on ancient orators (Lysias, Isocrates,
Isaeus, Demosthenes, Dinarchus) with a preface to the work
On the Ancient Orators,4 an essay on Thucydides, a treatise on

1 1.7.2: ἐγὼ καταπλεύσας εἰς Ἰταλίαν ἅμα τῷ καταλυθῆναι τὸν ἐμφύλιον πόλεμον ὑπὸ τοῦ
Σεβαστοῦ Καίσαρος ἑβδόμης καὶ ὀγδοηκοστῆς καὶ ἑκατοστῆς ὀλυμπιάδος μεσούσης, καὶ
τὸν ἐξ ἐκείνου χρόνον ἐτῶν δύο καὶ εἴκοσι μέχρι τοῦ παρόντος γενόμενον ἐν Ῥώμῃ
διατρίψας, διάλεκτόν τε τὴν Ῥωμαϊκὴν ἐκμαθὼν καὶ γραμμάτων <τῶν> ἐπιχωρίων
λαβὼν ἐπιστήμην, ἐν παντὶ τούτῳ <τῷ> χρόνῳ τὰ συντείνοντα πρὸς τὴν ὑπόθεσιν
ταύτην διετέλουν πραγματευόμενος.

2 Bonner (1939), 2. Egger (1902), 7 rightly draws attention to the fact that we have no
actual evidence that Dionysius had a school.

3 A general introduction to Dionysius’ critical essays is Bonner (1939) and Usher (1974).
4 Dionysius’ essay on Dinarchus was part of a later project, as he himself writes in
Dinarchus (1.1).
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literary composition (De compositione verborum), and finally
three letters (two letters to Ammaius and one to Gnaeus
Pompeius). The relative chronology of these works, as well
as their relation to his Antiquities, is uncertain and scholars
have contended over the probable order of his oeuvre.5 To an
extent we can rely here on Dionysius’ own words at the end of
the preface to On the Ancient Orators (4.5), where he intro-
duces his project:

ἔσονται δὲ οἱ παραλαμβανόμενοι ῥήτορες τρεῖς μὲν ἐκ τῶν πρεσβυτέρων, Λυσίας
Ἰσοκράτης Ἰσαῖος, τρεῖς δ᾽ ἐκ τῶν ἐπακμασάντων τούτοις, Δημοσθένης Ὑπερείδης
Αἰσχίνης, οὓς ἐγὼ τῶν ἄλλων ἡγοῦμαι κρατίστους, καὶ διαιρεθήσεται μὲν εἰς δύο
συντάξεις ἡ πραγματεία, τὴν δὲ ἀρχὴν ἀπὸ ταύτης λήψεται τῆς ὑπὲρ τῶν
πρεσβυτέρων γραφείσης.

The orators to be compared will be three from the earlier generation, Lysias,
Isocrates and Isaeus, and three from those who flourished after these,
Demosthenes, Hyperides and Aeschines, whom I consider to be best of
others. This work will be divided into two parts, the first dealing with the
writings of the older orators.

As Usher notices, there are plenty of cross-references between
these works to confirm that this was the order in which
Dionysius wrote at least the first three essays.6 With other
essays we tread a more problematic ground: the longer but
incomplete essay Demosthenes has been considered as part of
the same project (On the Ancient Orators),7 but the apparent
inconsistencies within the work have brought some scholars to
consider it either as an independent and separate work on
Demosthenes,8 or as consisting of two separate treatises,
Demosthenes i (1–33) and ii (34–58) respectively.9 For the

5 E.g. Roberts (1901), 6; Bonner (1939), 38. 6 Usher (1974), xxiii.
7 E.g. Usher (1974), xxiii; Bonner (1939), 31–3. 8 Tukey (1909).
9 Aujac (1988), 16–24. van Wyk Cronjé (1986), 123–33 argues that the work com-
prised four (rather than two) parts. It has to be said that the second part of the work
is somewhat similar to Dionysius’ De compositione verborum (CV), which in turn
makes references back toDemosthenes 5–7. According to the standard interpretation
of their relationship, Dionysius had interrupted his work on Demosthenes in order to
write his essay CV (e.g. Kim 2014, 371 n. 38). Recently, however, de Jonge (2008),
22–3 has proposed an appealing solution, namely that Dionysius might have been
‘working on the two treatises at the same time’, and this solution might best explain
the difficulties relating to both texts.
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present purpose, the question of the relative chronology and
relationship between Dionysius’ Demosthenes and CV is rele-
vant in as far as it may shed light on the development of
Dionysius’ thought and methodology through his use of crit-
ical terminology.10 The general consensus, which will be chal-
lenged in this chapter, sees ‘a clear evolution in Dionysius’
critical methods, which become more sophisticated in his later
works’.11 According to this view, Dionysius’ rhetorical works
belong to the last period of his activity and they have been
understood as a natural result of Dionysius’ long career and
work in Rome, where it is highly likely that his interaction with
peers contributed to this intellectual development.12 As will be
argued below, Dionysius’ rhetorical treatises offer us instead
an insight into a developed understanding of the Attic orators
from their first instalment (On Lysias) onwards. Thus, instead
of seeing the essays progressing from one orator to another as
an advancement of the critical competences of the author, it
appears much more appropriate to view the progress from the
perspective of a potential student. Dionysius emerges, then, as
a writer and a teacher who is much more sensitive to the
interests and abilities of his students than perhaps granted
thus far.
Many more debates around Dionysius’ critical works con-

cern his intellectual circle, which could tell us something about
the nature of his essays as well as their intended audience and
circumstance for delivery.13Unfortunately, the evidence is very
scarce. However, even though most of the personages
Dionysius mentions in his work are unknown to us,14 the vari-
ous names themselves indicate a possibly mixed Greek-Roman

10 The chronology of Dionysius’ critical works and the way it reflects on the develop-
ment of his critical acumen are the focus of Bonner (1939), Lebel (1973) and
Damon (1991).

11 De Jonge (2008), 21. 12 Schenkeveld (1983), 69.
13 For different positions on Dionysius’ audience, see Bowersock (1965), 131; Gabba

(1982), 79–80; Schultze (1986); and most recently (and persuasively) de Jonge and
Hunter (2018), 32–3.

14 There are important exceptions, such as Quintus Aelius Tubero. Bonner (1939),
4–5. For Tubero, see Cornell (2013).
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audience.15 Within the deeply polarizing debates about the
intended readers and audience of Dionysius’ works, a careful
assessment of the existing evidence seems to confirm that
Dionysius wrote for readers of elite status who had competent
Greek, regardless of their ethnic background and citizen-
ship.16 In any case, the fact that Dionysius had Roman
students,17 for whom Greek was desirable and within reach,
also suggests that he was well informed about the contempor-
ary educational setting in Rome, sensitive to the needs of his
students and had a positive reputation, enough to appear
attractive to them.
Dionysius’ intellectual network is as fascinating as it is

complicated.18 It would be wonderful to know more about
other scholars and intellectuals Dionysius met, and read, and
exchanged his ideas with. Unfortunately, a lot of that infor-
mation will have to remain speculative. Yet, from his commit-
ment to history and rhetoric and from what he tells us about
his migration to Rome in the beginning of the Antiquities, we
can assume that he was well read in Roman history, knew the
works of the orators (especially Cicero) and was familiar with
the poetic and rhetorical criticism of Roman intellectuals.19

Within this network there is one person in particular that
deserves heightened attention in the context of this present

15 It is unclear, for example, whether Ammaeus, the recipient of two of Dionysius’
letters and the preface to On the Ancient Orators, was Greek or Roman (Hidber
1996, 7). Equally unclear is the identity of Cn. Pompeius Geminus. Dionysius’
student Metilius Rufus, however, was a Roman as was Q. Aelius Tubero, a
historian, lawyer and the addressee of Dionysius’ On Thucydides. See more in
Bowersock (1965), Hidber (1996), de Jonge (2008), 26–8.

16 ‘Introduction’ in de Jonge and Hunter (2018), 32–3. See also Luraghi (2003) on the
addressees of his historical works and Weaire (2005) of the rhetorical ones.

17 From the little information we have about Dionysius’ teaching environment, we
know that at least one of his students came from a Roman elite family (De comp.
20). Bonner (1939), 2 thinks it likely that Dionysius had a school of rhetoric and
taught for a fee; Schultze (1986), 123–4 is more skeptical. For a balanced account
in-between the two positions, see Weaire (2005).

18 Unlike the concept of a ‘circle’ which Wisse (1995), 78–80 has shown to carry
associations with patronage, I will use ‘network’ to refer to Dionysius’ intellectual
environment more generally. For a thorough and persuasive analysis of the classi-
cizing aspects of Dionysius’ community-creation, see Wiater (2011), chap. 5.1.

19 See, for example, de Jonge (2008).
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discussion – Caecilius of Caleacte.20 As far as we can tell,
Caecilius was writing both history and literary criticism.21 He
seems to have also made use of the comparative method in
literary criticism, synkrisis, which is well on display also in
Dionysius’ writings, and which might have been regarded as
an innovation over traditional criticism.22 Some scholars have
argued that Caecilius was the creator of the canon of ten
orators,23 though given the very sparse information we have
on Caecilius’ work, this argument has not won universal
acceptance and at this stage will have to remain a speculation.
Finally, in his works on literary criticism Caecilius appears to
have been particularly invested in the Atticist-Asianist contro-
versy and the Suda attributes several works to Caecilius that
may have treated this subject from different perspectives.24

There is one more important aspect to mention here in relation
to the relevance of Caecilius’ criticism of Dionysius. Namely,
Caecilius was credited by Ps. Longinus with championing
Lysias as the supreme Attic stylist. Despite the fact that the
Suda does not list a work of Caecilius explicitly focusing on
Lysias, Ps. Longinus tells us that Caecilius had written several
works on Lysias, and points out that in these (ἐν τοῖς ὑπὲρ
Λυσίου συγγράμμασιν) he went as far as to prefer Lysias over

20 On Caecilius, see also Kennedy (1972), 364–9; O’Sullivan (1997) on Caecilius as the
originator of the canon of ten orators; Heath (1998) on Caecilius as a source for
Photius; and Innes (2002) with de Jonge (2012) on Caecilius and Ps. Longinus. For
a recent edition, see Woerther (2015) who also provides an insightful introduction
to the critic in context (cf. Woerther 2013 on editing Caecilius’ fragments).

21 Roberts (1897), 303–4.
22 Bonner (1939), 9–10. On synkrisis see Focke (1923) and now also de Jonge (2018a) on

the comparison between Cicero and Demosthenes among ancient literary critics.
23 O’Sullivan (1997) is among the few modern scholars who have argued in favor of

seeing Caecilius as the originator of the canon of ten orators. Most have remained
skeptical about our ability to say anything more affirmative about Caecilius’ role in
canon-making. See most recently Woerther (2015), xxxii, and Matijašić (2018), 27.

24 From his works that are unmistakably concerned with the Asianist-Atticist contro-
versy, the Suda attests one titled Τίνι διαφέρει ὁ Ἀττικὸς ζῆλος τοῦ Ἀσιανοῦ (Suda s.v. κ
1165 and Ofenloch fr. 6). It may well be (so Roberts 1897, 304), however, that a
work titled Κατὰ Φρυγῶν δύο: ἔστι δὲ κατὰ στοιχεῖον and (if it is to be taken as a
separate work) Ἀπόδειξις τοῦ εἰρῆσθαι πᾶσαν λέξιν καλλιρρημοσύνης: ἔστι δὲ ἐκλογὴ
λέξεων κατὰ στοιχεῖον were lexicons of a sort displaying Atticist words/vocabulary.
See also Kennedy (1972), 364–9.
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Plato.25 It is very plausible that Ps. Longinus had misrepre-
sented Caecilius’ critical position on this matter, especially
given that it was precisely Caecilius’ treatise (συγγραμμάτιον)
on the sublime which prompted Ps. Longinus – or so he
claims – to write his work as a response to him (On the
Sublime 1.1). In other words, Caecilius’ role in the whole of
On the Sublime is one of an intellectual foil against which Ps.
Longinus expresses his own views on the topic. That Caecilius
might have had a more nuanced position on Lysias is sug-
gested by Photius, who tells us that Caecilius did not approve
of Lysias’ arrangement and found it lacking in power.26 Innes
has argued convincingly that it is highly unlikely that Lysias
was considered a model for sublimity in Caecilius’ treatise on
the subject, and that it is very probable that he regarded
Demosthenes instead as most appropriate for this role.27 Be
that as it may, Caecilius surely demonstrated high regard for
Lysias’ style in his other writings (i.e. ἐν τοῖς ὑπὲρ Λυσίου
συγγράμμασιν) and it is likely that his work included in some
form a comparison between Lysias and Plato.
All the previous aspects indicate that Dionysius and

Caecilius had much in common as regards their intellectual
work. Indeed, given that the focus of their literary criticism has
many points in common, scholars have long wondered
whether they were rivals or friends.28 Dionysius refers to
Caecilius explicitly in the Letter to Gn. Pompeius and calls
him a ‘dear friend’ (τῷ φιλτάτῳ Καικιλίῳ, 3.240.14). Caecilius
seems to be brought into the discussion as an authoritative
critic whose agreement will further bolster Dionysius’ divisive
discussion about the comparison between Herodotus and

25 Ps. Longinus On the Sublime 32.8. Ps. Longinus’ wording is very strong and highly
emotional: ‘he loved Lysias not even as he did himself, and at the same time he
hated Plato and all his works more than he loved Lysias’ (φιλῶν γὰρ τὸν Λυσίαν ὡς
οὐδ̓ αὐτὸς αὑτόν, ὅμως μᾶλλον μισεῖ τῷ παντὶ Πλάτωνα ἢ Λυσίαν φιλεῖ). I will come
back to the recurring Lysias/Plato comparison below.

26 Photius Bibliotheke 489a13–17. Caecilius is here listed among the critics of Lysias,
which suggests that his work on Lysias might have contained a more nuanced
account of the orator than presented in Ps. Longinus.

27 Innes (2002). 28 On this question, see further Bonner (1939), 6–10.
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Thucydides.29 This might as well just settle the discussion for
now. Taking into consideration their shared views (on Lysias,
Plato and Demosthenes) and methods (e.g. synkrisis), it is
more likely that Caecilius was a friendly collaborator and an
influence rather than a bitter rival.
What emerges from this previous discussion is that

Dionysius was part of a busy intellectual network, which
included many critics and historians who were invested in
thinking about the ancient rhetorical tradition through clas-
sical Greek writers, playing them against each other and
making them representatives of certain stylistic approaches
that always also reflected political ideologies. Lysias’ treat-
ment in these contexts appears to have been particularly con-
troversial and naturally invited critics to go back to that
previous moment when Lysias’ style and rhetorical contribu-
tions were subjected to intense commentary – Plato’s
Phaedrus. Formulating views about Lysias also meant critic-
ally engaging with Plato’s Phaedrus. It is therefore not at all
surprising that whenever critics of that period form a strong
opinion about Lysias, they also ended up having strong views
about Plato and Isocrates.30 Since Plato had in that dialogue
posited the two figures at opposite ends of the rhetorical
discourse (as much as they were at the opposite sides of the
dialogue: Lysias in the beginning, Isocrates at the end), critics
soon found themselves participating in this double axis of
literary-critical analysis: Lysias and Isocrates required inter-
pretation as representatives of opposing views of rhetoric, and
Plato demanded response as an important predecessor in
assessing their success and relevance to the contemporary
moment. In the centuries between Plato and Dionysius,
we have found sections and snippets from various writers,

29 If indeed Demosthenes was the most illustrious stylist also for Caecilius, then
Dionysius’ reference to the orator as an imitator (of sorts) of Thucydides surely
softens his preceding criticism of the historian.

30 Hunter (2012), 151–84 is a must-read analysis of the ancient criticism of Plato’s
style and of the reception of Plato’s Phaedrus. Hunter masterfully demonstrates
how Plato’s Phaedrus, which offered criticisms of Lysias and Isocrates, was soon in
the critical tradition itself subjected to criticisms and assessments of its
author’s style.
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second-hand accounts and spurious fragments that have all
individually supported an interpretation that regards Lysias
and Isocrates as important (if not central) figures for the
broader conceptualization of the rhetorical tradition.
However, it is not until Dionysius of Halicarnassus and his
classicizing ambition to rethink the preceding rhetorical trad-
ition and appropriate it to the contemporary Roman context
that we see a fully fledged engagement with the triad – Lysias,
Isocrates and Plato – emerging.
Curiously, of all Dionysius’ works, his critical essays on

ancient orators (with the exception of his preface to On the
Ancient Orators) and particularly his essays on Lysias,
Isocrates and Isaeus, have received the least scholarly atten-
tion.31 This is surprising, because Dionysius’ programmatic
approach to the rhetorical tradition, and his aim to map it
out for his contemporaries that is on display from the preface
onwards, invite us to follow his discussion from the beginning
and not to skip any building block on the way. This chapter
goes further than that and will examine the way in which his
essays on Lysias and Isocrates function as the foundational
base for Dionysius’ creation of the rhetorical tradition.

7.2 Dionysius and Lysias

As Dionysius announces in the preface to On the Ancient
Orators, Lysias is the first contribution to this larger project
on ancient orators and historians that aims to benefit the
general public with a worthy topic that has not been discussed
in such a systematic way before (ἐγὼ γοῦν οὐδεμιᾷ τοιαύτῃ

31 I thus disagree with Wiater’s (2011, 1) evaluation of Dionysian scholarship when he
says that ‘70 years after the publication of Bonner’s treatise, Dionysius’ linguistic
and rhetorical theories seem to have been exhaustively explored’. It is true that
there has been a significant interest in Dionysius’ linguistic and rhetorical work and
important work has been done on the De compositione verborum (esp. de Jonge
2008). However, his shorter essays on Attic orators have not received much focused
attention and his engagement with individual orators has been rather unevenly
discussed in recent scholarship. Wiater (2011) himself goes on, of course, to offer
detailed and insightful readings of the rhetorical essays in his overarching discus-
sion of Dionysius’ classicism.
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περιτυχὼν οἶδα γραφῇ). The essay on Lysias, longest of his three
essays on the earlier generation of ancient orators, is roughly
divided into two larger sections, the first dedicated to
Dionysius’ assessment of Lysias’ speeches by reference to spe-
cific characteristics of Lysias’ style, the second part analyzing
examples from Lysias’ speeches to sustain claims made in the
first part. Additionally, the essay contains a very brief section
on Lysias’ biography with a short discussion of his dates.
Usher points out that in this biographical section Dionysius
is simply reproducing ‘uncritically facts recorded by earlier
biographers’.32 As we have seen before, however, Lysias was
a rather hidden figure (also because of his profession as a
speechwriter) already for earlier authors, so that recovering
reliable biographical facts about his life was hard and existing
accounts were mostly full of controversy.33 Either way, we are
given only the very basic information about Lysias’ life before
Dionysius proceeds to discuss the orator’s work and the liter-
ary qualities of his style.
As a brief side note, it is noteworthy that none of the

speeches mentioned and discussed by Dionysius in this essay
are those preserved to us by the manuscript tradition. Of the
three speeches quoted at length in the second half of the essay,
the first three sections of speech 32 (Against Diogeiton) are
attested also in Syrianus’ commentary on Hermogenes’ Peri
ideon (88.15–89.15), sections of speech 33 (Olympiacus) are
preserved in Diodorus Siculus (14.109), Ps. Plutarch’s Lives
of Ten Orators (836d) and in Theon’s Progymnasmata (63),
and for speech 34 (On Preserving the Ancestral Constitution)
Dionysius is our only source. This is perhaps not surprising if
we remember that Dionysius had a very wide selection of

32 Usher (1974), 21 n. 1. Usher draws attention here to another passage (First Letter to
Ammaeus 3) where Dionysius explicitly mentions biographers on whom he relies for
biographical accounts, in this particular case for Demosthenes and Aristotle.

33 Dionysius might have simply wanted to avoid getting involved in this discussion so
as to keep the essay from expanding further. There is indeed a preoccupation with
time and length in these first three essays, in a way that we do not find in the later
works. Could this be taken to suggest something about the role of these orators in
rhetorical teaching, where they might have been used to set the ground for
further study?
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Lysianic speeches to choose from, so that his choice was
understandably different from those who later put together
the collection of Lysias’ speeches. And yet it is still somewhat
unexpected that the later tradition did not pick up the Lysianic
speeches held in such high regard by Dionysius. One more
aspect is worth mentioning here: namely, Dionysius’ varying
enthusiasm for the speeches he quotes in this essay. He fur-
nishes all three speeches with a brief introduction, but only
provides comments on the forensic one. The excerpts from the
other two speeches are much shorter and are not accompanied
with a single critical comment. This lack of close critical
engagement with the speeches has led some scholars to argue
that at the time Dionysius wrote Lysias his critical method-
ology was not yet developed to the heights we see in his later
essays. We should also note, however, that Dionysius is con-
sciously and openly prioritizing Lysias’ forensic work over
other genres (3.7.), so that the lack of engagement with his
other speeches is an expected result of his fashioning of the
image of Lysias as a forensic author.
Dionysius portrays an image of Lysias as an active and

established writer in a variety of different genres. According
to Dionysius, Lysias ‘wrote many well-arranged speeches to
the law courts and the council and the assembly, as well as
panegyrics, erotic discourses and letters’ (1.5: πλείστους δὲ
γράψας λόγους εἰς δικαστήριά τε καὶ βουλὰς καὶ πρὸς ἐκκλησίας
εὐθέτους, πρὸς δὲ τούτοις πανηγυρικούς, ἐρωτικούς, ἐπιστολικούς).
Dionysius continues: ‘he overshadowed the fame of those
orators who came before him and those who blossomed in
his own time, leaving not many opportunities to improve for
those to come in all these forms of writing, by Zeus not even in
the most trivial’ (1.5: τῶν μὲν ἔμπροσθεν γενομένων ῥητόρων ἢ
κατὰ τὸν αὐτὸν χρόνον ἀκμασάντων ἠφάνισε τὰς δόξας, τῶν δὲ
ἐπιγενομένων οὐ πολλοῖς τισι κατέλιπεν ὑπερβολὴν οὔτ᾽ ἐν ἁπάσαις
ταῖς ἰδέαις τῶν λόγων καὶ μὰ Δία οὔτε γ’ ἐν ταῖς φαυλοτάταις).
Lysias was, then, a well-rounded writer, accomplished in all
genres, and yet Dionysius consistently emphasizes Lysias’
excellence in court speeches and the most trivial matters
(ἐν . . . ταῖς φαυλοτάταις). Indeed, for the rest of the essay
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Dionysius leaves to one side, without further comment, ‘his
letters, his amatory discourses’ and ‘the other works which he
wrote for amusement (3.7: μετὰ παιδιᾶς ἔγραψεν)’, and focuses
only on ‘the serious speeches which he wrote for the law courts
and for the assembly (3.7: οἱ σπουδῇ γραφόμενοι δικανικοὶ λόγοι
καὶ συμβουλευτικοί)’.
With regard to Dionysius’ critical method, as far as we can

tell from this essay, he seems to have been an eclectic, drawing
from a variety of different critical approaches and not sub-
scribing to any literary or philosophical school in particular.
Indeed, not only does Dionysius follow the (Peripatetic) theory
of virtues of style (more below), but throughout this essay he
appears to make use of many different rhetorical theories and
systems: he makes productive use of Theophrastus (6.1, 14.1),
of Isocrates or, perhaps more appropriately, the followers of
Isocrates (16.5), and of older rhetorical handbooks (24.1–4). In
doing so, Dionysius does not seem particularly concerned to
stick to one specific system of virtues and to describe Lysias
according to the terminology of a particular school. Instead, as
he tells us at 10.3, he could name many more virtues of style,
leaving it essentially open from where he is drawing his ter-
minology and system. Or, when analyzing the introduction to
Lysias’ forensic speech (24.5–7), Dionysius’ comments on its
success are drawn from older rhetorical handbooks and he is
not at all disturbed by the level of specificity and particularity
that these handbooks seem to employ,34 even though their
approach seems very different from the more abstract termin-
ology that Dionysius uses to discuss Lysias’ style in this essay.
Bonner, whose seminal work on Dionysius’ critical essays

examines the development of his critical method, has argued
that Dionysius’ early essays, of which Lysias is an example,
display a less developed and sophisticated methodology and

34 Dionysius reports that the handbooks recommend, among other things, the
following: when the defendants in a case are relatives of the plaintiffs, they should
not appear malicious or vexatious; to blame the charge and the lawsuit on the
opponent; to claim that the wrongs committed were great and spell out specifically
how to gain a jury’s benevolence.
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critical discussion than what we see in his later treatises.35

Focusing strictly on the Peripatetic theory of the virtues of
style, Bonner claims that Dionysius is simply reproducing in
this essay the system of virtues that he had inherited from the
previous tradition. He thus connects Lysias with the mechan-
ical use of this system in the first books of On imitation, where
Dionysius, as appears from the epitome of that work that has
been preserved in Dionysius’ letter to Gnaeus Pompeius, had
made extensive use of the theory of the virtues of style.36 While
it is undoubtedly true that Dionysius’ critical discussion in the
Lysias appears more simplistic compared to his examination
of the following authors, this may also reflect the special
position of Lysias in Dionysius’ critical thought. Lysias
becomes a point of reference and comparison for Dionysius
in his examination of all subsequent orators. In that role, it is
almost inevitable that Lysias himself is far less compared to
others in that first essay with the consequence that Dionysius’
essay Lysias contains the fewest comparative references. It will
be argued below, however, that instead of merely reflecting an
initial stage of Dionysius’ critical thought, this essay seems to
have been used by the author to establish a point of reference
for, and a connection to, all his following essays. Thus, while
in Bonner’s reading Dionysius’ critical thought only begins to
emerge in the essay, from another perspective Dionysius’
Lysias could be read as laying the groundwork for his intellec-
tual project, a foundational work which provides the back-
ground for all his subsequent examinations of ancient orators.
The theory of virtues (ἀρεταί) of style goes back to

Aristotle’s identification of one single virtue of style, clarity
(σαφήνεια).37 In the ensuing engagement with the question of

35 Bonner (1939), 39–48.
36 Bonner (1939), 47. Bonner argues (37) that On Imitation was Dionysius’ earliest

work, because he brings up there the list of orators and refers to Lycurgus instead of
Isaeus. Bonner claims that it is highly unlikely that he would have made this
mistake (if mistake it is) had he already written the first instalment of his essays
on the ancient orators and thus the essay on Isaeus.

37 Aristotle Rhetoric iii.2.1 1404b1–2 (ὡρίσθω λέξεως ἀρετὴ σαφῆ εἶναι), where he uses
the adjective σαφής, and in fact does not use the noun σαφήνεια in his Rhetorica at all
(σαφήνεια is used in the Poetics 1458a34). Bonner (1939), 15–24 discusses the
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style, Theophrastus had apparently broken down this virtue
into four different virtues – purity of language (ἑλληνισμός),
lucidity (σαφήνεια), appropriateness (τὸ πρέπον), ornament
(κατασκευή) – which in turn were open to further manipulation
by different theorists, who added and/or omitted certain elem-
ents for their own particular purposes. That Dionysius is
making use of a version of this system is clear from the lists
of virtues that he provides in the essay on Lysias and, as
Bonner points out, in his analysis of Herodotus and
Thucydides in the epitome of On Imitation (3). Dionysius
mentions this system explicitly in his later essay Thucydides
(22.2–3), where he writes:

καὶ ὅτι τῶν καλουμένων ἀρετῶν αἳ μέν εἰσιν ἀναγκαῖαι καὶ ἐν ἅπασιν ὀφείλουσι
παρεῖναι τοῖς λόγοις, αἳ δ᾽ ἐπίθετοι καὶ ὅταν ὑποστῶσιν αἱ πρῶται, τότε τὴν
ἑαυτῶν ἰσχὺν λαμβάνουσιν, εἴρηται πολλοῖς πρότερον· ὥστε οὐδὲν δεῖ περὶ
αὐτῶν ἐμὲ νυνὶ λέγειν οὐδ᾽ ἐξ ὧν θεωρημάτων τε καὶ παραγγελμάτων τούτων
τῶν ἀρετῶν ἑκάστη γίνεται, πολλῶν ὄντων· καὶ γὰρ ταῦτα τῆς ἀκριβεστάτης
τέτευχεν ἐξεργασίας.

And some of the ‘virtues’ ascribed to style are essential, and should be
present in all writing, while others are ancillary, and depend for their effect
upon the presence of the essential virtues. All this has often been said before,
so that it is unnecessary for me to speak of them now, or to discuss the many
principles and rules on which these virtues are each founded; for these
matters also have been the subject of precise and elaborate theorization.

In the letter to Gn. Pompeius, which Bonner posits in close
proximity with Dionysius’ Demosthenes and Thucydides, and
which contains remnants of his (arguably) very early work On
Imitation, Dionysius mentions this distinction between two
different kinds of virtues again (3.16–21). He lists purity of
language (καθαρὰ διάλεκτος), [vocabulary (?)],38 conciseness
(συντομία) and brevity (τὸ βραχύ) among the essential virtues,
and vividness (ἐνάργεια), imitation of character and emotions

development of the theory of virtues of style, and the following brief overview is
indebted to his discussion there as well as to Schenkeveld (1964), 72–6, and Innes
(1985).

38 There appears to be a lacuna here; Usher (1985, 383 n. 2) suggests it may have
contained the element of vocabulary as distinct from dialect; cf. the reconstruction
in Aujac (1992), 92 (Gnaeus Pompeius 3.16).
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(μίμησις τῶν ἠθῶν τε καὶ παθῶν), virtues of grand and awe-
inspiring ornamentation (αἱ τὸ μέγα καὶ θαυμαστὸν ἐκφαίνουσαι
τῆς κατασκευῆς ἀρεταί), virtues of powerful and intense expres-
sion (αἱ τὴν ἰσχὺν καὶ τὸν τόνον καὶ τὰς ὁμοιοτρόπους δυνάμεις τῆς
φράσεως ἀρεταὶ περιέχουσαι), virtues of pleasure and persuasion
(ἡδονὴ δὲ καὶ πειθὼ καὶ τέρψις καὶ αἱ ὁμοιογενεῖς ἀρεταί) as ancil-
lary virtues. Propriety is mentioned as altogether the most
important literary quality (πασῶν ἐν λόγοις ἀρετῶν ἡ
κυριωτάτη τὸ πρέπον), so it probably belongs among the essen-
tial virtues. The main difference between these different virtues
is that the ‘essential’ virtues have to be present in every speech,
‘to make clear and manifest what one wishes to say, but they
do nothing more’; the ancillary virtues have more influence
and ‘they show the δύναμις [power] of the orator and they lend
him his glory and fame’.39 Overall, however, this list gives the
impression of being composed rather arbitrarily and
depending heavily on specific authors, which probably results
in the growing obscurity of the explanations of various
‘virtues’. At any rate, there appears to be a pronounced differ-
ence in Dionysius’ expression between the ‘essential’ and
‘ancillary’ virtues: the ‘essential’ elements are expressed in
concise language, often as abstract concepts (σαφήνεια [clarity],
ἐνάργεια [vividness], and so on) that we see used in similar way
in both works (Thucydides and On Imitation), whereas the
‘ancillary’ virtues show more fluctuation depending on the
specific author under discussion and the description of these
virtues seems at times rather diffuse (e.g. αἱ τὸ μέγα καὶ
θαυμαστὸν ἐκφαίνουσαι τῆς κατασκευῆς ἀρεταί). This sense of
arbitrariness surrounding the ‘ancillary’ virtues is underscored
by Dionysius’ own comment at the end of the paragraph that
he could provide many more examples and elements to distin-
guish the style of the historians, but he will save that for
another opportune moment.40

Even though Dionysius does not mention the twofold div-
ision of the virtues of style into essential and ancillary

39 Schenkeveld (1964), 74. 40 Letter to Gn. Pompeius 3.21.
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explicitly in his Lysias, the proximity of the language and
critical tools that Dionysius employs strongly suggests that
the list he produces in this essay is indebted to that theory
and connected to previously quoted passages from Dionysius’
other works.41 The one significant difference between the
virtues of style in Lysias and his Letter to Gn. Pompeius is
that, compared to the latter, the former essay displays an
almost definition-like distinction and treatment of the virtues:
every virtue is mentioned in lucid and clear terminology, and
the terms are often followed by brief explanations. The first
part of the essay is largely structured around Dionysius’ dis-
cussion of the following virtues of style: purity (καθαρός),
ordinary expression (κύρια καὶ κοινὰ ὀνόματα), lucidity
(σαφήνεια), brevity (βραχύτης), compactness (στρογγυλότης),
vividness (ἐνάργεια), characterization (ἠθοποιία), propriety (τὸ
πρέπον), persuasive (πιθανή) / convincing (πειστική) / natural
(πολὺ τὸ φυσικόν) style, and charm (χάρις). Dionysius claims
that he could mention many more relevant virtues of style, but
that he will confine himself here to those mentioned. As this list
clearly demonstrates, Dionysius uses, in contrast to many of
the elements described in his Letter to Gn. Pompeius, a far
clearer terminology which renders the discussion more struc-
tured. It should be remembered, of course, that Dionysius is
here concerned with emphasizing stylistic characteristics of
one author, Lysias, and that he is not engaged in comparative
criticism as we see in his discussion of Herodotus and
Thucydides. Whether or not this can be used to infer anything
about the development of Dionysius’ critical method,
Dionysius’ efforts to create a clear-cut critical vocabulary
and method to analyze Lysias (and, by extension, all subse-
quent orators) have had a profound impact on later rhetorical
criticism. And despite the fact that Dionysius does not mention
explicitly the distinction between essential and ancillary
virtues, the breakdown of the individual elements in this list
seems to reveal that he is indeed following this principle.

41 Cf. Bonner (1939).
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Of all Lysianic virtues Dionysius mentions purity, Lysias’
pure Attic language, first (Lysias 2.1: καθαρός ἐστι τὴν ἑρμηνείαν
πάνυ). In the context of the Atticist-Asianist controversy, put-
ting this quality in such a prominent position, and ahead of the
Peripatetic/Aristotelian ‘lucidity’ (σαφήνεια), is certainly a sig-
nificant move, indicating Dionysius’ adherence to the classiciz-
ing attitude towards the past.42 Dionysius explicitly says that
purity is ‘the first and most important element in speeches’
(πρῶτόν τε καὶ κυριώτατον ἐν λόγοις), and of all other writers the
one closest to Lysias in this stylistic virtue was Isocrates. In
other words, neither Plato nor Thucydides, and not even
Demosthenes, is to be taken as a model for pure Attic prose.
A similar Atticist-classicist background seems to lurk behind
his second virtue, simplicity. In fact, Dionysius seems particu-
larly concerned to spell out what this virtue really entails:
Lysianic simplicity is deceptive, and the common words and
language that he uses conceal a highly artistic prose. It is not
simply everyday speech that Lysias reproduced in his
speeches,43 but a highly sophisticated art of simplicity. In fact,
proof of the artistic labor behind the effect of a simple and
common expression is that of all the followers of Lysias it was
Isocrates, this time the young Isocrates, famous for his elabor-
ate style, who came closest to imitating Lysias’ artistic and
deceptive simplicity (3: ἔγγιστα δὲ αὐτῆς μετὰ Λυσίαν ἥψατο τῶν
πρεσβυτέρων νέος ἐπακμάσας Ἰσοκράτης).

42 On Atticism, see Gelzer (1979), Gabba (1982), Hidber (1996), Porter (2006a), Kim
(2014). An excellent account of Dionysius’ classicism and its relationship to
Atticism is Wiater (2011). Whether Atticism was originally a Roman or a Greek
phenomenon is fiercely debated in scholarship. Hose (1999) offers an appealing
solution: even if the movement itself grew out of a Roman context by Roman
critics, the role models for Atticists as well as their rhetoric teachers had neverthe-
less been Greek. In other words, perhaps it is best to take this movement as a
mixture of the two, the Roman and the Greek. More could be said about this topic,
but I simply wanted to add here one more thought, which is that with Dionysius the
question of Atticism comes up in dialect terms, which inevitably gives his account
of Lysias and Isocrates as Atticists a rather different flavor from the one it had
in Cicero.

43 Even though this is what Dionysius first says in Lysias 4.5: τὸν δὲ κόσμον οὐκ ἐν τῷ
διαλλάττειν τὸν ἰδιώτην, ἀλλ᾽ ἐν τῷ μιμήσασθαι λαμβάνει.
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Lucidity and brevity seem to conclude the list of essential
virtues, for the next virtue – compactness – is already intro-
duced in a slightly different manner. Instead of simply con-
tinuing to list further virtues, Dionysius stresses the
distinctness of the next virtue, compactness, by saying ‘after
these (μετὰ ταύτας) a virtue I find in Lysias [. . .]’ (6.1), thus
suggestively grouping together the previous four qualities and
marking a new set of virtues. This virtue of style does not
lend itself easily to a one-word summary: ‘It is a manner of
expression in which ideas are reduced to their essentials and
expressed tersely’ (ἡ συστρέφουσα τὰ νοήματα καὶ στρογγύλως
ἐκφέρουσα λέξις). Interestingly, lucidity and compactness (well-
roundedness) are two elements that are also used to describe
Lysias’ style by Socrates in Plato’s Phaedrus, where Socrates
suggests that the only reason to admire the Lysianic speech is
because ‘all the expressions are clear and well rounded and
finely tuned’ (234e5–6: σαφῆ καὶ στρογγύλα, καὶ ἀκριβῶς
ἕκαστα τῶν ὀνομάτων ἀποτετόρνευται).44 Given the influence
of the Phaedrus on the reception of Lysias from the fourth
century onwards, it is surely no coincidence that these two
elements have found such a strong presence in Dionysius’
description of Lysias’ virtues of style. As noted before,
Dionysius is reading Plato’s Phaedrus very closely and we
witness here an implicit reference to the underlying import-
ance of this dialogue for Dionysius’ project. Indeed, he
appears to be picking up the terminology of praise intended
for Lysias (regardless of whether it was intended as such in
the dialogue) and incorporates it to his own detailed analysis
of Lysias’ style. Making use of these two stylistic categories
enables Dionysius to show himself as well informed of
Lysianic criticism while at the same time demonstrating, by
setting his own stylistic categories above those of Plato, the

44 Whether or not Socrates’ comments on Lysias’ style are ironic (they surely are
ironic with regard to the content and the overall success of Lysianic rhetoric), we
find no evidence in ancient criticism that would suggest Socrates’ analysis of Lysias
and Isocrates would have been interpreted as anything but sincere assessments of
their rhetoric. So too Dionysius, who seems to take Socrates’ praise of Lysias’ style
here literally.
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importance of his own interpretation of Lysias over previous
critics, and in particular over that of Plato.
The ancillary virtues in the list are selected to highlight

Lysias’ superiority in these elements over all other orators. In
other words, for Dionysius’ discussion these are specifically the
Lysianic elements of style. Dionysius concludes the section on
vividness (ἐνάργεια) by the following assessment of Lysias: ‘He
was the best of all the orators at observing human nature and
ascribing to each type of person the appropriate emotions,
moral qualities and actions’ (7.3: κράτιστος γὰρ δὴ πάντων
ἐγένετο ῥητόρων φύσιν ἀνθρώπων κατοπτεῦσαι καὶ τὰ
προσήκοντα ἑκάστοις ἀποδοῦναι πάθη τε καὶ ἤθη καὶ ἔργα). This
quality seems to be particularly fixed in the Peripatetic theory
on virtues of style: it is alluded to in Aristotle’s Rhetoric
(iii.11.1–4 1411b24–12a9) and is defined in almost identical
terms in Ps. Demetrius (209–10).45

Lysias’ skill at characterization, ἠθοποιία,46 was such that
‘anybody pursuing truthfulness (ἀλήθεια) and wishing to
become an imitator of nature (φύσεως μιμητής) would not go
wrong in using Lysias’ composition, for he will find nothing
more truthful (ἀληθεστέρα) than this’ (8.7). Characterization is
a particularly dense paragraph and it has also caused some
scholarly debate: Dionysius’ description has been read to sug-
gest that Lysias’ characters were created as general ‘literary
types’,47 and this judgement has been contested as one-sided
by those who see Lysias’ speeches as displaying individual

45 Aristotle talks in his Rhetoric about ἐνέργεια (rather than ἐνάργεια), but the context
is similar: Aristotle aims to elucidate what it means to bring something ‘before the
eyes’ (πρὸ ὀμμάτων) and defines this characteristic in the following way: λέγω δὴ πρὸ
ὀμμάτων ταῦτα ποιεῖν ὅσα ἐνεργοῦντα σημαίνει (1411b25–6). He uses ἐνάργεια in the
Poetics (17 1455a22–6). A good discussion of their difference in Aristotle is Eden
(1986), 71–5.

46 For the sake of convenience I will translate ἠθοποιία here as ‘characterization’, even
though a good case could be made for a more precise translation that would
emphasize the moral qualities and normative connotations inherent in Dionysius’
use of this notion.

47 See, for example, Bruns (1896), followed by Büchler (1936) and most recently
Weissenberger (2003), 75. The advocates of ‘individual characterization’ in Lysias
include most famously Usher (1965). I hope to address the topic of characterization
and its use in Dionysius elsewhere.
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characterization. It is useful to remember that Dionysius is
interested in identifying general features that his students can
usefully imitate, which may explain his lack of engagement
with what Usher labels Lysias’ ‘individual characterization’. In
other words, the characteristics of specific historical individ-
uals that may or may not be entirely unique to them are not
really relevant for Dionysius’ rhetorical interests. This section
thus describes Lysias’ achievement in characterization from
the point of view of the general moral effect on the audience.48

In order to emphasize Lysias’ character appropriations,
Dionysius links Lysias’ skill at characterization with the virtue
of a simple and common style. That Dionysius aims to estab-
lish a link between the two virtues becomes clear when he
writes that ‘the impression (χαρακτήρ) of this harmonious
[composition] seems to be somehow un-labored (ἀποίητος)
and inartificial (ἀτεχνίτευτος)’ (8.5), concluding, however, that
‘it is more carefully composed than any work of art’ (8.6: ἔστι
δὲ παντὸς μᾶλλον ἔργου τεχνικοῦ κατεσκευασμένος), that ‘this
artlessness is itself the product of art’ (πεποίηται γὰρ αὐτῷ
τοῦτο τὸ ἀποίητον) and that ‘it is in the very appearance of
not having been composed with masterly skill that the clever-
ness lies’ (καὶ ἐν αὐτῷ τῷ μὴ δοκεῖν δεινῶς κατεσκευάσθαι τὸ δεινὸν
ἔχει). This compares well with what he claimed a few passages
before under the topic of ‘common language/simplicity’,
namely that despite the apparent simplicity, Lysias ‘is the most
accomplished literary artist’ (3.8: ἔστι ποιητὴς κράτιστος
λόγων). Dionysius’ emphasis on this deceptive quality of
Lysias’ style, his cleverness, strongly resembles Phaedrus’
judgement of Lysias in Plato’s Phaedrus. When summarizing
Lysias’ approach to the topic of love in the speech, Phaedrus
says: ‘For Lysias has written on one of the beauties being
tempted, though not by a lover, but this is just the clever thing
about it: for he says that favors should be granted rather to the
one who is not in love than to the lover’ (227c5: γέγραφε γὰρ δὴ
ὁ Λυσίας πειρώμενόν τινα τῶν καλῶν, οὐχ ὑπ᾽ ἐραστοῦ δέ, ἀλλ᾽

48 Dionysius’ apparently increasing interest in deception that he explores through the
figure of Lysias is very curious in this educational and morally heightened context.
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αὐτὸ δὴ τοῦτο καὶ κεκόμψευται: λέγει γὰρ ὡς χαριστέον μὴ ἐρῶντι
μᾶλλον ἢ ἐρῶντι). There is a kind of cleverness in Lysias’
writing, a simple twist to a commonplace topic, or here a
commonplace construction of participating characters, that
makes him stand out. Shortly afterwards Phaedrus explicitly
claims that Lysias is δεινότατος ὢν τῶν νῦν γράφειν (228a2),49

thus stressing a crucial characteristic to Lysias’ success and
appeal – his ‘being δεινός’.50 It is probably no coincidence that
Dionysius’ Lysias, too, is δεινός (clever) and it is very likely
indeed that this concept of Lysias’ cleverness has crept into
Dionysius’ discussion of Lysias’ stylistic features through the
Phaedrus. While Phaedrus’ praise of Lysias is honest, there is
no doubt that the dialogue as a whole aims to challenge the
view of Lysias as an accomplished writer. As we noticed
before, however, Dionysius does not raise the possibility of
ironical reading and thus seems to take all praise of Lysias
expressed in the dialogue matter-of-factly. Given his criticism
of Plato’s own style elsewhere,51 however, it is also conceivable
that by taking Phaedrus’ praise of Lysias seriously Dionysius is
implicitly undermining Plato’s authority when it comes to
stylistic recommendations, and is eager to show to his contem-
poraries and students his supremacy over the philosopher.
In any case, given what we know about the reception of

Lysias and the continuous association of his speeches with
successful character portraits, it is worth noting that of all
the ‘ancillary’ virtues of Lysias, characterization and charm
are the ones that receive fullest treatment and attention by
Dionysius. Therefore, it must have been felt by Dionysius that
these two features characterize Lysias’ style particularly aptly
and thus require a more elaborated discussion in the treatise.

49 This claim is reiterated by Dionysius in his Letter to Gn. Pompeius 1.10 where he
describes Lysias as κράτιστος τῶν τότε ῥητόρων (for textual problems in this passage
see Aujac 1992, 81), and explicitly stages a competition between Lysias and Plato.

50 κεκόμψευται in the previous passage also seems to refer to ‘cleverness: the middle
forms of κομψεύω are used to denote a sense ‘to be smart or clever’, LSJ.

51 E.g. Demosthenes 5.4–6, 28.6–7. See useful discussion in Hunter (2011), 151–84,
esp. 163–6.
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Lysias’ style has propriety, a virtue that Dionysius considers
the most excellent (κρατίστη) and accomplished (τελειοτάτη) of
all virtues of style (9.1), but it is also one of the most general
virtues mentioned in the list and one which does not emphasize
Lysias’ idiosyncrasy in any more detailed way. Given the
emphasized importance of τὸ πρέπον in the theory of virtues
of style (cf. Thucydides 22), this is a virtue that Dionysius was
probably compelled to mention in this context, even though
there does not seem to be anything particularly Lysianic about
it. This might explain Dionysius’ choice of language and rela-
tive lack of praise of Lysias in this section. Paying mere lip
service to Lysias’ skill at persuasiveness and naturalness
(which is apparently already common knowledge, 10.2),52

Dionysius rushes forward to one of the most enigmatic of
Lysias’ virtues – his charm (χάρις). To conclude his otherwise
rather uniform list of virtues with a long digression on Lysianic
charm is perhaps the most striking aspect of the essay,53

especially as Dionysius seems to use this notion as a way to
explore the limits of criticism and artistic creation.

7.3 Dionysius and Lysias’ Charm54

The description of charm (χάρις) in Dionysius’ essay On Lysias
extends over several chapters of the work and is the longest
section dedicated to a single virtue of style.55 He explains
Lysias’ charm in the following way: ‘I will demonstrate one
more virtue of this orator, which I consider to be his finest and
most important quality, and the one above all which enables
us to establish Lysias’ peculiar character’ (10.3: μίαν δὲ ἀρετὴν
ἔτι τοῦ ῥήτορος ἀποδείξομαι, κρίνας καλλίστην τε καὶ κυριωτάτην

52 Wiater (2011), 316–17 attributes more weight to this section and offers a persuasive
analysis of the importance of Lysias’ ‘naturalness’ as opposed to Platonic guise.

53 For Usher (1974), 18–19 this gives the entire essay a ‘Janus-like quality, looking
inwards to the earlier systems of the ancient rhetoricians, of Theophrastus and
Hermagoras, and outwards to the later intuitive criticism of Dionysius in the De
compositione verborum, and of the author of the treatise On the Sublime’.

54 I have discussed elsewhere inmore detail the development of the concept of χάρις and
its use in literary criticism prior to, and in, Dionysius’ work (Viidebaum 2018).

55 Despite some hesitations, I will translate below the Greek χάρις as ‘charm’.
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καὶ μόνην ἢ μάλιστα τῶν ἄλλων τὸν Λυσίου χαρακτῆρα δυναμένην
βεβαιῶσαι). Even though nobody else excelled him in χάρις,
those who imitated it appeared superior to others because of
this quality alone (10.4). It is ‘some sort of charm that blos-
soms forth in all his words’ (10.5: ἡ [τις] πᾶσιν ἐπανθοῦσα τοῖς
ὀνόμασι <χάρις>) and it is ‘something bigger than all words
and more wonderful’ (10.5: πρᾶγμα παντὸς κρεῖττον λόγου καὶ
θαυμασιώτερον). Yet, it is also a challenging term, as Dionysius
concedes when he says that it ‘is very easy to see and it is to
everyone, layman and expert alike, manifest, but it is most
difficult to express in words, and not simple even for those with
exceptional descriptive powers’ (10.6: ῥᾷστον μὲν γάρ ἐστιν
ὀφθῆναι καὶ παντὶ ὁμοίως ἰδιώτῃ τε καὶ τεχνίτῃ φανερόν,
χαλεπώτατον δὲ λόγῳ δηλωθῆναι καὶ οὐδὲ τοῖς κράτιστα εἰπεῖν
δυναμένοις εὔπορον). Dionysius connects χάρις and the impossi-
bility of determining in exact terms what it is with other
difficult, but most productive, literary-critical terms, such as
‘timeliness’ (11.2: τίς ὁ λεγόμενος καιρός) and ‘the mean’ (ποῦ τὸ
μέτριον). In all these cases, ‘it is with senses and not with reason
that we comprehend’ (11.3: αἰσθήσει γὰρ τούτων ἕκαστον
καταλαμβάνεται καὶ οὐ λόγῳ).
As attested in Philodemus, the term χάρις had been used

before by the so-called kritikoi in ways overlapping somewhat
with Dionysius. Pausimachus (and by extension the whole
group of the kritikoi) had argued that χάρις appeals to the
irrational in us and constitutes the core of any poetic aspir-
ation.56 Dionysius also claims that χάρις is an irrational sensa-
tion and one that proves for him the most essential quality of
Lysias. Beyond the obvious similarities, there are also substan-
tial differences between the kritikoi and Dionysius on this
matter. Firstly, Dionysius makes no attempt to actually under-
stand χάρις as comprising sounds and, if anything, he is clearly
struggling to provide his readers with a clear definition of the
concept. To be sure, Dionysius is emphasizing the centrality of

56 Philodemus On Poems 1.83.24–6 and 1.89.14–16, quoted after the Janko (2000)
edition. Gomperz restored ‘pleasure’ (χάριν) in column 100 from P. Herc. 994. col 6,
9–11.

Dionysius and Lysias’ Charm

197

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


sense perception, but he is not clear which senses he has in
mind (his examples range overall from aural sensations (music)
to visual stimulations (painting and sculpture), or how the
experience of this phenomenon could be broken down to
smaller pieces (in a way similar to the kritikoi). Hence,
Dionysius is reluctant to participate in the debate of whether
it is sound or sense that should have primacy in oratorical
compositions. Secondly, instead of focusing on one particular
constituent of χάρις (as the kritikoi do in prioritizing the aural
perception of sounds), Dionysius concentrates almost exclu-
sively on a specific author whom he considers to be the best
learning-source for χάρις – Lysias.
Throughout the section we witness Dionysius working out

his way closer towards an explanation of χάρις. Since defin-
itions and words are not much help, Dionysius turns to
another art where senses are heavily involved – music.
Borrowing from music teachers, who advise their pupils simply
to cultivate their ear, which is the most accurate criterion
(ἀκριβέστερον κριτήριον) of music (11.3), Dionysius recom-
mends his students who wish to learn the nature of Lysias’
χάρις ‘to train the instinctive feeling over a long time with
consistent study and instinctive experience’ (11.4: χρόνῳ
πολλῷ καὶ μακρᾷ τριβῇ καὶ ἀλόγῳ πάθει τὴν ἄλογον συνασκεῖν
αἴσθησιν). In other words, the first step towards a full appreci-
ation of Lysias’ mastery is to simply listen to and read numer-
ous speeches by Lysias without making any attempt to
critically discuss or otherwise engage with the work. This
constant exposure to Lysianic style will form one’s senses in
such a way that will eventually lead to a uniform understand-
ing of his particular style and make sure that any non-Lysianic
feature will immediately stand out.57 How exactly this
‘instinctive feeling’ (ἄλογος αἴσθησις) is related to Lysianic
χάρις, however, is not entirely clear.58 What emerges, however,

57 Dionysius’ treatment of ἄλογος αἴσθησις is discussed with conflicting conclusions by
Schenkeveld (1975) and Damon (1991).

58 One might also wonder whether Dionysius’ method that he recommends for
understanding Lysias’ χάρις could be meaningfully used to determine the qualities
and idiosyncrasies of any author, and not just those of Lysias. Indeed, a passage
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is that this method, if that is the right way to call it, is
associated with the universal impression of an author and his
works, so that Dionysius associates Lysias’ χάρις not so much
with a particular virtue of style, but rather with the overall
effect of his work.59

Looking for Dionysius’ use of χάρις elsewhere, particularly
in the comparisons between different orators, is helpful. It
emerges, for example, that Lysias’ speeches are compared to
those of Isocrates explicitly as having ‘lightness’ and ‘charm’

(Isocrates 3.6). Juxtaposed to Isaeus, Lysias, by his simplicity
and charm (κατὰ τὴν ἁπλότητα καὶ τὴν χάριν), resembles ‘older
paintings which are worked in simple colors without any
subtle blending of tints but clear in their outline, and thereby
possessing great charm (πολὺ τὸ χαρίεν ἐν ταύταις ἔχουσαι)’
(Isaeus 4.1). From a passage in his Demosthenes (54.8),
Dionysius seems to connect χάρις with wit, just like Ps.
Demetrius had done:

πόλλ᾽ ἄν τις εἰς τοῦτο τὸ μέρος εἰπεῖν ἔχοι, τοῦ δὲ συντάγματος ἱκανὸν εἰληφότος
ἤδη μῆκος αὐτοῦ που καταπαῦσαι χρὴ τὸν λόγον, ἐκεῖνο ἔτι νὴ Δία τοῖς εἰρημένοις
προσαποδόντας ὅτι πάσας ἔχουσα τὰς ἀρετὰς ἡ Δημοσθένους λέξις <οὐ> λείπεται
εὐτραπελίας, ἣν οἱ πολλοὶ καλοῦσι χάριν. πλεῖστον γὰρ αὐτῆς μετέχει μέρος . . .60

One could say many more things about this subject, but since the treatise
itself is already long enough I had better finish my discussion. And yet this

from his essay on Demosthenes (Demosthenes 50.3) reveals that this is the case.
Dionysius discusses the melodious composition of Demosthenes and recommends
to those wishing to exactly understand Demosthenes’ composition (σύνθεσις) to
judge the most important and significant individual elements of the composition,
the first being melody (ἐμμέλεια), the best means of judging which is the ‘instinctive
feeling’ (ἄλογος αἴσθησις). Dionysius adds, however, that this requires much practice
(τριβὴ πολλή) and prolonged instruction. Even though in this passage Dionysius
connects the ‘instinctive feeling’ more precisely with melody in style, thus giving his
reader a little more specific information about ἄλογος αἴσθησις than in his essay on
Lysias, its continued association with the aural aspects of style clearly suggests that
Dionysius’ thinking in the two works on the topic of ‘instinctive feeling’ is similar:
Dionysius still considers the ‘ear’ a crucial sense for the evaluation of literary value
and artistic success.

59 This overall effect of χάρις could possibly be compared to what Aristotle and
Theophrastus seem to have called τὸ ἡδύ. See Innes (1985), 256.

60 Usher (1974) prints the text without Reiske’s addition of <οὐ>, which completely
changes the interpretation of the passage. I follow here Aujac (1988) who adopts
Reiske’s addition, because Dionysius does not really hint anywhere else in his
critical essays that Demosthenes did not have enough charm.
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point ought to be added to what has already been said, namely that
Demosthenes’ style with its many virtues also does not lack in wittiness,
which many call charm. Largest part of that quality . . .

Dionysius introduces here χάρις as a synonym for εὐτραπελία
and refers to the authority of ‘the many’ who have previously
made this association. It is very unfortunate that the passage
seems corrupt and breaks off at the end. I have adopted, with
many hesitations, Aujac’s interpretation over that of Usher
and included <οὐ> in the text to indicate that Demosthenes
did not lack χάρις. It is, however, also possible that Dionysius
concluded his discussion of Demosthenes with a brief reference
to χάρις and that in this context he would have ended the
passage with a reference to Lysias, who has ‘the largest chunk
of this quality’. Seeing that Dionysius seems to reserve this
quality primarily for Lysias, it would not be surprising if also
in his discussion of Demosthenes’ virtues and of his charm,
Lysias would be used as a comparative force.61

Throughout Dionysius’ critical essays, we are never offered
a clear definition of χάρις, a quality in which Lysias apparently
overpowers everyone else and that seems to best stand for a
summary term of Lysias’ writing. Dionysius justifies his inabil-
ity to define and better explain this concept by connecting it to
the ‘instinctive feeling’ and associating it with other supremely
important, but extremely difficult concepts of literary criti-
cism. What emerges from this discussion is that for
Dionysius χάρις is somehow associated with the small, the
commonplace and the witty. How exactly these associations
work and how students could fruitfully imitate them, all that
remains rather unclear. Yet, perhaps the difficulty in defining
χάρις served a purpose for Dionysius. In its social and educa-
tional context, it might have helped Dionysius to reassert the
authority of rhetorical teaching and teachers, who will have sat
down with their texts and trained their senses to recognize

61 I regret that I do not have access to Costil (1949), on whose authority Aujac’s
interpretation seems to rely. There also appears to be a literary tradition that denies
Demosthenes ‘charm’ and without Reiske’s emendation of the text Dionysius
appears to be flirting with that trend.

Dionysius of Halicarnassus on Lysias

200

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


different stylistic features characteristic of different authors.
As a reflection of Dionysius’ intellectual interests in criticism,
Lysias’ χάρις might underscore his fascination with these subtle
means of persuasion and deception that manage to ‘smuggle
conviction unnoticed past the listener’s senses’ (Lysias 18.3:
τὴν πίστιν ἅμα λεληθότως συνεπιφέρουσιν).62 In Lysias, χάρις is
on several occasions mentioned in the company of or as a
substitute for πειθώ, ἡδονή and a cluster of terms related to
Aphrodite. When Dionysius points to the shortcomings of
Lysias’ style, for example, he writes that it does not have the
capacity to ‘force and compel his audience in the same way it is
able to delight, persuade and charm’ (13.4: οὐδ᾽ ὡς ἡδῦναι καὶ
πεῖσαι καὶ χαριεντίσασθαι δύναται, οὕτω βιάσασθαί τε καὶ
προσαναγκάσαι). Thus, Lysias’ charm or χάρις opens up for
Dionysius and his students a way to see rhetoric as an amusing
and delightful activity that is playfully exploring the murky
waters of πειθώ (persuasion) and deception.

7.4 Lysias – a Greek Writer for Rome

The sections that follow Dionysius’ discussion of Lysias’
charm (χάρις) are perhaps best summarized as ‘Lysias the
clever one [δεινός]’.63 The speechwriter is portrayed as ‘invent-
ive (εὑρετικός) at discovering the arguments inherent in a situ-
ation, not only those which any of us could discover, but also
those which nobody else could (οὐ μόνον ὧν ἅπαντες ἂν εὕροιμεν,
ἀλλὰ καὶ ὧν μηθείς)’ (15.1). He omits nothing that could consti-
tute an argument, ‘up to the last detail’ (15.2: ἄχρι τῆς εἰς
ἐλάχιστον τομῆς). Moreover, the ‘cleverness (δεινότης) of his
invention is best exemplified in those speeches in which there
is no direct evidence (ἀμάρτυροι τῶν λόγων) and those com-
posed upon extraordinary themes (περὶ τὰς παραδόξους

62 Dionysius in the section quoted is talking about Lysias’ narratives.
63 Edwards (2013) associates the term δεινός with Isaeus though there seems little in his

own analysis that would tie this particular concept together with Isaeus in particu-
lar (mostly Isaeus is treated, both by Dionysius and Edwards, as a frontrunner for
Demosthenes’ δεινός). In Dionysius, δεινός seems also closely associated in meaning
with ‘sublime’ (ὕψος); see more in Porter (2015), 395–6.
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συνταχθέντες ὑποθέσεις)’ (15.3). Dionysius explains that ‘in
these he furnishes a great many excellent arguments and makes
cases regarded by everyone else as hopeless and impossible
seem easy and practicable’ (15.3). This cleverness finds its
clearest expression on the forensic stage and Dionysius argues
that ‘in this type of oratory, he is more capable of speaking
well on small, unexpected or difficult matters (τὰ μικρὰ καὶ
παράδοξα καὶ ἄπορα) than of speaking forcefully on weighty,
important or straightforward subjects’ (16.3). The fact that
Dionysius fails to give any comments or analysis for the
examples he cites from Lysias’ ceremonial and deliberative
speeches shows clearly that Dionysius’ interests in Lysias’ style
are restricted to his forensic work. It might also be, even
though Dionysius does not dwell much on this possibility,64

that Lysias’ forensic speeches are most securely attributed to
him in the tradition, whereas speeches from other genres had
aroused questions about delivery and authorship. Be that as it
may, Dionysius’ Lysias is attractive for his ability to invent
and twist arguments beyond one’s imagination, for bringing
unexpected and surprising solutions to complicated and
impossible cases, and for talking about small everyday matters
with a wide lay audience. These could have been characteris-
tics that many young Romans and Dionysius’ potential stu-
dents might have found very attractive: here was an
entertaining Greek author who would not put off students
(and Romans?) with his philosophical gravity,65 and who at
the same time has much to teach about ‘playful
intellectualism’.
That Dionysius was generally alert to the topic of appropri-

ate audience and styles is clear from his essay Thucydides,
where Dionysius comments on the complex style of
Thucydides. In response to those who suggest that
Thucydides ‘can be read with understanding only by the

64 As far as I see, Dionysius acknowledges the issue of Lysias’ performances in a brief
remark at paragraph 32.

65 It seems that the introductions of Cicero’s work may be particularly relevant as
reflecting the responses of his contemporary Romans to Greek culture and litera-
ture. See Baraz (2012) for a more detailed discussion.
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well-educated’ (51.1), Dionysius claims that ‘in confining it to
an extremely small minority of readers, they are removing
from ordinary men’s lives a necessary and universally useful
subject of study’ (51.1: τὸ τοῦ πράγματος ἀναγκαῖόν τε καὶ
χρήσιμον ἅπασιν [. . .] ἀναιροῦσιν ἐκ τοῦ κοινοῦ βίου, ὀλίγων
παντάπασιν ἀνθρώπων οὕτω ποιοῦντες). Dionysius’ concern
for the ‘uneducated’ reader is also strongly present in his
discussions of ἄλογος αἴσθησις and the ‘instinctive feeling’ that
affects the critic and the non-critic alike. It seems fair to say,
then, that Dionysius is in favor of clear and simple Attic prose;
his criticisms of Thucydides and Isocrates, for example, point
to their obscurity (Thucydides) or overly ornate style
(Isocrates). It might not be too far-fetched to suggest, then,
that this preference of simplicity and clarity also reflects
Roman literary tastes and rhetorical education,66 and – if true –
could be interpreted as a confirmation of the above sentiment
about the potential attractiveness of an author like Lysias for
the Roman audience.
However, this conclusion might appear problematic when

we look at what Dionysius explicitly tells us about his intellec-
tual environment and his potential readership. In his On the
Ancient Orators, which served as a broad (ideological) intro-
duction to the critical essays on selected ancient orators,
Dionysius claims that the changed appreciation of rhetoric is
indebted to ‘the fact that Rome was ruling the world’ (3.1:
αἰτία δ᾽ οἶμαι καὶ ἀρχὴ τῆς τοσαύτης μεταβολῆς ἐγένετο ἡ πάντων
κρατοῦσα Ῥώμη), and he continues by arguing that ‘her leaders
are chosen on merit, and administer the state according to the
highest principles. They are thoroughly educated (εὐπαίδευτοι
πάνυ) and in the highest degree discerning, so that under
their ordering influence the sensible section of the population

66 In Suetonius’ Augustus (86.1), the emperor’s stylistic preference is made clear: ‘he
cultivated a neat and sober style [. . .] his chief object was to deliver his thoughts
with all possible perspicuity’ (Genus eloquendi secutus est elegans et temperatum
[. . .] praecipuamque curam duxit sensum animi quam apertissime exprimere). Hose
(1999) emphasizes that Greek critics in Rome had Romans in mind as their
intended audience and thus tailored their discourses to the particular tastes and
expectations of the Roman setting.
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(τὸ φρόνιμον τῆς πόλεως μέρος) has increased its power and the
foolish have been compelled to behave rationally’ (3.1). In
other words, Dionysius claims that the level of education
among the populace has risen in Rome and we can expect this
to have a direct effect on Dionysius’ evaluation of his students
and readers. And indeed, Dionysius makes several gestures
towards his imagined readership that support his high regard
for their cultural education. In his essay Lysias, for example,
he characterizes his audience as ‘those knowing’ or ‘connois-
seurs’ (10.1: εἰδότες) and later on as ‘well-educated and moder-
ate minds’ (20.2: ψυχαὶ εὐπαίδευτοι καὶ μέτριαι), thus suggesting
that he has high expectations for the intellectual capacity of his
imagined readership.67 Yet perhaps these apparently conflict-
ing views of Dionysius’ intended audience are not necessarily
mutually exclusive. Rome has already demonstrated her dis-
like for the ornate and excessive Greek style (On the Ancient
orators 3), emphasizing τὸ ὄφελος and τὸ φρόνιμον both in
rhetoric and in style. Dionysius, building on this intellectual
climate that prefers the simple over the complex, and the useful
over the pleasurable, will thus find a favorable audience when
commencing his critical essays with the Greek orator that most
fulfils these conditions – Lysias. By proposing Lysias as the
first role model for style, Dionysius is at the same time fash-
ioning his audience as ‘learned’ men who already know that it
is simplicity and effectiveness, the very virtues Dionysius
ascribes to Lysias, that are to be valued highly in oratorical
performance. In other words, Dionysius attracts the Roman
elite reader to the Greek models by appealing to the virtues to
which Romans are already committed and flattering them for
having duly recognized these virtues thanks to their wide

67 More parallels are collected in Hidber (1996), 120. Wiater (2011), 270–8 strictly
emphasizes Dionysius’ elitist approach to education and his readership and dem-
onstrates its connections with his classicism. It is surely true, as Wiater maintains,
that Dionysius’ writings were addressed to the Roman elite, but we might not want
to dismiss the possibility that the Roman elite was not as eagerly invested in
classicism as Dionysius’ rhetoric invites us to believe. Emphatically labeling one’s
audience as ‘knowledgeable’ and ‘well-educated’ might also have been used by
Dionysius to flatter his readers and create a suggestive image for them that would
be very difficult to reject.
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learning. Furthermore, if it is indeed true that Rome was
suspicious of Greek intellectuals and philosophers and did
not have high regard for their abstract argumentation and
emphasis on theory,68 this might also show Dionysius’ discus-
sion of ‘un-rational perception’ (ἄλογος αἴσθησις) in a new light:
when Dionysius argues that the most important quality of
Lysias’ style is his charm (χάρις), which according to him
depends on this kind of ‘un-rational perception’ (ἄλογος
αἴσθησις) and cannot be understood through logical/abstract
reasoning, Dionysius might in fact have put his finger on the
Roman virtue of style par excellence. Even more than the
emotion and power of a Demosthenes, this experience-based
and sense-dependent charm that does not render itself amen-
able to theoretical discussion is what might have spoken most
closely to the Roman oratorical practice.69 Hence, with his
notion of ‘charm’ Dionysius appears to have given the
Romans a useful critical tool with which to justify their high
regard for Lysias and the kind of rhetoric that is associated
with it.70

It has been briefly suggested by scholars before,71 but has
not been followed up by any further examination, that
Dionysius’ essay on Lysias has a foundational role for
Dionysius’ criticism of the orators. This is particularly appar-
ent in the first three essays of the project On the Ancient
Orators, where essays on Isocrates and Isaeus are clearly

68 Cicero has made this intellectual climate plain in his attempts to counter these
accusations. He discussed this topic in depth in his lost Hortensius, but we see his
continued engagement with this environment, for example, in his Tusculan
Disputations (2.1). For thorough discussion of this passage, see Gildenhard
(2007), 156–66. Griffin (1989), 18–22 offers a fundamental analysis of the Roman
suspicions about philosophy in public life, and a very helpful overview is provided
recently by Baraz (2012), 13–43.

69 Cf. Gabba (1982), 48.
70 I take Wisse’s (1995) discussion of the Atticist movement as originating among the

Romans as potentially strengthening my argument.
71 E.g. Bonner (1939), 27. Most recently Wiater (2011), 321 ff. Wiater (2011), chap. 5

offers also a fascinating reading of Dionysius’ complicated relationship to Plato
and Platonists, and how Dionysius’ treatment of Lysias is aimed to counter the
stylistic observations of Platonists. In many ways his observations pave the way for
the present discussion of the rivalry between Plato and Dionysius over the position
of leading literary critic on rhetorical education.
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written against the backdrop of Dionysius’ work on Lysias,
and the prominent presence of Lysias in Dionysius’ critical
work seems to be a strong indication that Lysias is used as a
point of reference by Dionysius to develop and clarify his
views on other orators.
Indeed, in Dionysius’ essays on Isocrates and Isaeus, Lysias

is clearly the central figure with whom both Isocrates and
Isaeus are compared. In fact, both essays seem to reveal char-
acteristics of Lysias as much as they tell us about the style of
Isocrates and Isaeus. In the essay on Isocrates, for example,
Dionysius runs quickly through the list of terms that he had
used to describe Lysias’ style in the first essay (2.1–7: καθαρός,
ἀκριβὴς διάλεκτος, τὸ σαφές, τὸ ἐναργές, ἠθικὴ καὶ πιθανὴ λέξις),
employs the same structure for discussion, and expands the list
where Isocrates differs from Lysias (e.g. 2.4). Despite his
appreciation of Isocrates’ writings, Dionysius keeps coming
back to Lysias as the point of departure for his discussion of
style, and especially forensic style, throughout the essay.72 The
same observations apply to Dionysius’ essay on Isaeus. While
Isaeus is positioned between and compared with both Lysias
and Demosthenes, Dionysius’ underlying comparative method
follows the terminology that he had introduced in the first
essay on Lysias: Isaeus’ language is ‘pure, precise, clear, stand-
ard, vivid and concise, and also persuasive, appropriate to the
subject and suitable for law courts not less than that of Lysias’
(3.1: καθαρὰ μὲν καὶ ἀκριβὴς καὶ σαφὴς κυρία τε καὶ ἐναργὴς καὶ
σύντομος, πρὸς δὲ τούτοις πιθανή τε καὶ πρέπουσα τοῖς
ὑποκειμένοις στρογγύλη τε καὶ δικανικὴ οὐχ ἧττόν ἐστιν ἡ Ἰσαίου
λέξις τῆς Λυσίου). In his summary of the two orators Dionysius
concludes, for example, that Isaeus aims more at artistic effect
and forcefulness, while Lysias is more natural and charming
(18.1: Λυσίας μὲν τὴν ἀλήθειαν διώκειν μᾶλλον, Ἰσαῖος δὲ τὴν
τέχνην, καὶ ὃ μὲν στοχάζεσθαι τοῦ χαριέντως, ὃ δὲ τοῦ δεινῶς),
referring back to the characteristics introduced in his essay.
These examples clearly show that the terminology and

72 The whole discussion of style, for example, is summarized in paragraph 10 by a
comparison with Lysias.
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language of comparison in these two essays require a close
familiarity with Dionysius’ essay on Lysias, where these fea-
tures of style were first introduced and explained in more
detail. His first essay, then, instead of showing undeveloped
and uninteresting rhetorical criticism, might be better under-
stood as a way for Dionysius to set the stage for the following
critical discussions and to use the figure of Lysias, the most
straightforward example of plain style, to shed light on the
basic structure and critical language that he is going to adopt
in his critical essays.
The critical language introduced in Dionysius’ Lysias is also

reflected, even though to a somewhat lesser extent, in his later
workDemosthenes. Lysias is used as the representative of plain
style and opposed to Thucydides who is the figure for grand
style. When introducing Isocrates and the middle style, the
main object of attention in this essay, Dionysius again makes
productive use of Lysias and the characteristics of style intro-
duced in Lysias to show how representatives of the middle
style are able to make use both of the plain and the grand
style. Isocrates’ style, for example, is described as having the
Lysianic purity (τὸ καθαρόν), clarity (τὸ ἀκριβές), use of
common words (κοινότατα ὀνόματα), moral tone (ἠθική).
Furthermore, it is persuasive (πιθανή), pleasant (ἡδεῖα) and
avoids metaphorical expression (πέφευγε τὴν τροπικήν)
(4.1–2). Demosthenes’ ability to write in a plain style is
described with the same critical vocabulary familiar from
Dionysius’ previous essays. His forensic style is as pure
(καθαρά), precise (ἀκριβής) and lucid (σαφής), composed in
standard words (διὰ τῶν κυρίων τε καὶ κοινῶν ὀνομάτων), as that
of Lysias. It is also concise (σύντομος), terse (στρογγύλη), full of
realism (ἀληθείας μεστή), simple (ἀφελής), persuasive (πιθανή),
moral (ἐν ἤθει) and charming (χάριτες).73 In a later passage,
Demosthenes’ style is described as incorporating features of
the plain style (τὸ σαφές, τὸ κοινόν) where appropriate and the
elements of the grand style when needed (34). In sum,

73 Demosthenes 13.1–2.
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Dionysius’ discussion of Demosthenes’ style is in certain
respects drawing on the discussion of Lysias’ style, and he is
certainly making use of the same critical terminology in this
later work.
Finally, Lysias and Dionysius’ first critical essay Lysias have

a prominent position in Dionysius’ essay Dinarchus. In the
beginning of the essay, Dionysius quotes the judgement of
Dinarchus by another critic, Demetrius of Magnesia, who
was active at the time of Cicero, thus a few decades before
Dionysius.74 Demetrius appears to make use of a similar tech-
nical language to that we see in Dionysius: Dinarchus is
described as persuasive, his diction portrays moral character
in standard language, and is capable of arousing emotion.75 It
is curious that the first characteristic that Dionysius quotes
from Demetrius’ work is Dinarchus’ charm which he compares
to that of Hyperides (οὐδὲν ἀπολείπων τῆς Ὑπερείδου χάριτος).76

From this quotation, which is admittedly taken out of context
and also intended to discredit the older critic, we get a sense
that Demetrius considers χάρις a basic stylistic category, one
that is easy to understand and does not require further explan-
ation. Dionysius could not have disagreed more. Also, many
orators are measured according to their χάρις and this quality
does not seem in any way connected (in Demetrius’ quotation)
to Lysias. It is perhaps not a surprise then that Dionysius finds
fault with Demetrius and his approach to Dinarchus. Indeed,
Dionysius is unhappy with Demetrius’ criticism and complains
that it is neither precise nor accurate; Demetrius has used
the common critical terminology without contributing to
the scholarship.77 Even though in what follows, Dionysius
makes use of a very similar critical terminology, referring to
terms like lucidity, naturalness, charm and animation, his

74 On Demetrius of Magnesia, see Mejer (1981).
75 Dinarchus 1.3: ἡ δὲ λέξις ἐστὶ τοῦ Δεινάρχου κυρίως ἠθική, πάθος κινοῦσα, σχεδὸν τῇ

πικρίᾳ μόνον καὶ τῷ τόνῳ τοῦ Δημοσθενικοῦ χαρακτῆρος λειπομένη, τοῦ δὲ πιθανοῦ καὶ
κυρίου μηδὲν ἐνδέουσα.

76 It is worth noting that the occurrence of χάρις in Demetrius’ critical work on the
orators indicates that a larger conversation occurred around that time on the
concept of χάρις and its use in contemporary rhetoric.

77 Dinarchus 2.1.
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comparative criticism and close analysis of original passages
make his judgement more systematic and informative. In pas-
sages where Dionysius introduces critical terminology, his
early work on Lysias seems implicitly evoked for comparison
and context.78 All in all, we notice a general trajectory of
critical language from Dionysius’ earliest critical essay on
Lysias until his late essay on Dinarchus. This ‘tool-kit’ is
enlarged throughout his numerous essays, but some of the
most important features introduced in Dionysius’ Lysias
remain at the center stage of his critical outlook throughout
his critical oeuvre.
This position runs somewhat counter to the arguments

advanced by Bonner in his work on Dionysius’ essays, where
he aims to map out the development of Dionysius’ critical
method throughout his work on ancient orators.79 The evi-
dence Bonner is drawing on, explicit examples from the essays
where Dionysius adds new elements or elaborates on existing
elements of his critical method, is clear and confirms Bonner’s
observations. It is surely true that Dionysius incorporates in
the course of his writing new elements that show him as
broadening his critical method and outlook. Yet, the fact that
Dionysius’ essays on the orators grow in sophistication as he
emphasizes different elements in their styles might also be read
to suggest that this was exactly what Dionysius’ essays were
meant to do from the start: Dionysius seems to invite us to
follow the ever more complicated details of style and method
as he works his way through the different authors, and thus
asks us to build upon the knowledge we have acquired from
reading the previous author and to apply and elaborate that on
the subsequent authors he is discussing. The implicit cross-
references in his essays, as shown above for example in the
essay on Dinarchus, seem to corroborate this conclusion. In
fact, strategic thinking seems to be at the core of Dionysius’
selection of the ancient orators: every figure enables him to
pursue a different agenda and emphasize various aspects of

78 E.g. Dinarchus 1.2, 6.2. 79 Bonner (1939), 23, 103.
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Greek oratory and rhetoric that he perceived to be relevant to
his Roman environment.80 While Lysias is the first in line and
introduced as standard for style, Isocrates (as will be argued
below) is important for giving the direction and moral bound-
aries for rhetoric. Isocrates also comes to stand for the teacher
figure who serves as an intellectual for the community, effect-
ively laying out Dionysius’ own image as a teacher and critic in
Rome, the cultural hub of the world. Isaeus is included as an
intermediary between Lysias and Demosthenes, a teacher
not of the city as a whole, but of the complete orator –

Demosthenes.81

Lysias, then, is the earliest and the first orator treated in the
collection, and he has therefore an important role to play in
the whole project. Through this orator, Dionysius sketches out
the terminology of style that he adopts for all following essays
and introduces his critical method to rhetoric. The subsequent
treatments of other orators will expand and modify, but not
substantially change the outlook and critical ‘tool-kit’ intro-
duced in that first essay. As such, Dionysius’ critical essays
seem to function almost like protreptics to literary and rhet-
orical criticism.82 Dionysius is guiding his reader towards a
competence in literary and rhetorical criticism by feeding them
with just enough information at each stop/essay to get a sense
of increasing knowledge and understanding of the complicated
field of rhetoric. And Lysias, the first author Dionysius dis-
cusses in detail, becomes a model of style against which all
following orators are measured.

80 In his manifesto On the Ancient OratorsDionysius also promises separate essays on
Hyperides and Aeschines in addition to those on Lysias, Isocrates, Isaeus and
Demosthenes, but these, it seems, were never written.

81 On Isaeus, see also Edwards (2013).
82 Wiater (2011), chap. 5 discusses Dionysius’ criticism as dialogical and participa-

tory, rightly drawing attention to the different voices that constitute his critical
writing and to the cumulative effect of building a community that this style of
writing will have on its readers. The point here is slightly different: Dionysius plans
his critical essays to draw in students from the first essay onwards and to keep them
going from the first to the last to get a full sense of his rhetorical program. Leigh’s
account (2004) on the preface of Quintilian 6 seems to work towards a
similar argument.
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The inclusion of Isaeus over, say, Antiphon (the earliest
Attic orator that we have evidence of ), may seem surprising.
Indeed, it is curious that Dionysius decided not to include
Antiphon in his list of orators, especially since this orator
had been associated with forceful style before (Thuc. 8.68.1)
and is credited by Dionysius elsewhere with innovative style
(e.g. ad Amm. 2.3.). He would have been in a good position to
claim a spot in his project. 83 Dionysius asks himself this very
question and responds, rather hesitantly, that Isaeus is admit-
tedly only included for his alleged effect on Demosthenes
(20.5: ‘I think the seeds of genius [. . .] are present in this
man’, my emphasis). When Dionysius refers elsewhere, how-
ever, to the illustrious orators of that period, he readily substi-
tutes Isaeus with Antiphon. So, for example, in his essay
Thucydides, where he lists the three – Antiphon, Lysias and
Isocrates (in that order) – as the ‘leading orators of the day’
(53.1: οὔτε Ἀντιφῶν οὔτε Λυσίας οὔτε Ἰσοκράτης οἱ πρωτεύσαντες
τῶν τότε ῥητόρων). It is also plausible that Dionysius was intent
on commencing the project with Lysias and precisely for that
reason did not want to include an older orator, Antiphon, who
on a chronological basis would have had to precede Lysias and
thus become the measure against which all following orators
would be assessed. In order to create a neat chronological
sequence and still keep Lysias in the first position, Dionysius
decided to include Isaeus and leave out Antiphon.
There is something else about Lysias that might have been

relevant for Dionysius: he was not an Athenian citizen.
Though born and raised in Athens, Lysias was not and never
seems to have become an Athenian citizen.84 In fact, he is the
only non-Athenian orator included in the project On the

83 See Usher’s brief note about this (1974, 170).
84 Thrasybulus’ block grant of citizenship after the restoration of democracy in 403

bce was very likely to have been blocked immediately by Archinus’ graphe para-
nomon (prosecution for proposing an unconstitutional decree), thus giving no
interim period for Lysias to resume citizenship, deliver speech 12 and then lose
citizenship again. On Lysias’ citizenship, see Todd (2007), 14–16 with
further bibliography.
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Ancient Orators.85 Therefore, in addition to what has already
been said about Lysias’ importance for Dionysius, it is worth
considering the possibility that Lysias played such a crucial
role in his critical essays also because he, like Dionysius him-
self, was not a citizen of the city (Athens/Rome) where he lived
and reached his renown. Furthermore, Lysias’ dedication to
his ‘host-city’ Athens is widely on display in his twelfth speech,
Against Eratosthenes, which is the only one in the corpus that
can be confidently ascribed to Lysias himself (and as such the
only non-logographic speech). To a large extent, the speech is
staging a pronounced contrast between citizens and metics
(under the Thirty),86 where the former have become the vil-
lains and a threat to the city and the latter (in particular Lysias
and his family, of course) emerge as ultimate benefactors and
restorers of Athenian democracy and its moral standard.87 The
emphasis on the value of committed foreigners to the city is
something that would have been relevant also to Dionysius
and his fellow teachers, intellectuals and writers who hailed
from the margins of the empire to contribute to the intellectual
life of Rome. Whatever Dionysius’ feelings towards Augustus
and the political regime in Rome were at the time,88 his

85 We ought not to forget, of course, that Dinarchus was a Corinthian, educated (like
Lysias) in Athens, and is the subject of Dionysius’ essay concerned primarily with
ascription and authorship of the Demosthenic corpus. Dinarchus was not, however,
included in Dionysius’ project On the Ancient Orators and Dionysius admits
himself (Din. 1.1) that the addition of this orator has been something of
an afterthought.

86 E.g. 12.20: ἀλλ᾽ οὕτως εἰς ἡμᾶς διὰ τὰ χρήματα ἐξημάρτανον, ὥσπερ ἂν ἕτεροι μεγάλων
ἀδικημάτων ὀργὴν ἔχοντες, οὐ τούτων ἀξίως ἔχοντας τῇ πόλει, ἀλλὰ πάσας τὰς χορηγίας
χορηγήσαντας, πολλὰς δ᾽ εἰσφορὰς εἰσενεγκόντας, κοσμίους δ᾽ ἡμᾶς αὐτοὺς παρέχοντας
καὶ {πᾶν} τὸ προσταττόμενον ποιοῦντας, ἐχθρὸν δ᾽ οὐδένα κεκτημένους, πολλοὺς δ᾽
Ἀθηναίων ἐκ τῶν πολεμίων λυσαμένους τοιούτων ἠξίωσαν, οὐχ ὁμοίως μετοικοῦντας
ὥσπερ αὐτοὶ ἐπολιτεύοντο.

87 That the city has been hurt by its own citizens (and not by external forces or metics)
is a frequent theme of the speech (12.2: ‘the defendants’ hatred for their own city’;
39–40; 51: ‘this man treated the city as his enemy and your enemies as his friends’;
68, 78, 81–2, 89, 92, 96, 99). The Thirty apparently had high moral goals (12.5:
‘claiming they needed to cleanse the city of wrongdoers and redirect the remaining
citizens towards goodness and justice (ἐπ᾽ ἀρετὴν καὶ δικαιοσύνην τραπέσθαι)’) and it
is the underlying goal of the speech to demonstrate the falsity of their
moral enterprise.

88 On Dionysius’ political views towards Augustus, see Wiater (2011), 206–16, and
most recently Pelling (2018).
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manifesto On the Ancient Orators clearly indicates a strong
belief in Rome as the center of the world, and in himself as
contributing to the flourishing of that city. Indeed, sometimes
it takes a foreigner (Lysias/Dionysius) to restore and promote
the values of the great city (Athens/Rome) . . .
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8

ISOCRATES AND PHILOSOPHY IN DIONYSIUS OF
HALICARNASSUS’ RHETORICAL WRITINGS

We saw in the previous chapter that Lysias had a foundational
role in Dionysius’ critical work. Isocrates is another crucial
pillar in Dionysius’ rhetorical edifice, whose influence extends
primarily to his treatment of the educational and philosophical
components of rhetoric. Isocrates’ importance for Dionysius
has long been acknowledged and Dionysius himself is very
explicit about it. He gives the clearest account of the
Isocratean flavor of his program in his Isocrates, which is the
second essay of the collection On the Ancient Orators. The
structure of Isocrates is very similar to the previous work of
the collection, Lysias, but in the course of the essay it becomes
increasingly clear that Dionysius’ emphasis and interest in the
orator are visibly different from the stylistic concerns which
were such a prominent feature of the first essay.1 Dionysius
sets up a new image of Isocrates, determined to show that he is
not merely another orator on the list. We will see that Isocrates
becomes a representative of the novel vision of education and
rhetoric advocated by Dionysius and tailored to the particular
political context of first-century bce Rome.
On the one hand, it is clear from Isocrates’ works, from the

topics and the style in which they are treated, that he was not
just another speechwriter. As we noticed before, his reception
too, up until the first century bce, had primarily emphasized
the political and philosophical aspects of his work, though the
philosophical dimension had not received much detailed atten-
tion. He was primarily regarded as in opposition (and inferior)

1 Bonner (1939) treats the two essays as fundamentally similar in structure and
outlook, except that Isocrates falls short in some of the categories where Lysias
excels. Bonner also points to the development of the critical method in this essay,
where Dionysius goes into more depth in his analyses of the style of a
particular author.

214

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


to other philosophical schools. On the other hand, Isocrates
had made significant contributions to writing and style, even-
tually also becoming firmly fixed in the canon of ten orators.2

Hence, despite his continued relevance for Greek paideia,
Isocrates remained in-between rhetoric and philosophy and
was – for all the reasons discussed in previous chapters – not
a mainstream author, neither for the philosophers nor for the
orators. One of the contributing reasons for such an assess-
ment might have been Plato’s Phaedrus, which also casts
Isocrates famously as somewhere in-between rhetoric and phil-
osophy. Similarly to his essay on Lysias, where Dionysius was
in constant dialogue and competition with Plato’s Phaedrus
and its evaluation of Lysias’ style, so too we see an underlying
influence of the Phaedrus in Dionysius’ essay on Isocrates. As
a response to Plato and other critics, Dionysius’ innovative
approach to Isocrates lies in bringing him to the center of his
rhetorical pedagogy and celebrating Isocrates’ work as ‘true
philosophy’. His emphasis on the practical aspects of Isocrates’
philosophy might also suggest that he was aiming to appeal to
the tastes of his Roman students and readers.

8.1 Dionysius’ On Isocrates

Dionysius’ essay on Isocrates is thematically divided into three
parts: the long first chapter lays out Isocrates’ life and sum-
marizes his influence on rhetoric and philosophy, the second
part (chapters 2–14) reviews the stylistic and thematic
strengths and weaknesses of Isocrates’ discourses, and the
third part (chapters 15–20) quotes and discusses two examples
from Isocrates’ speeches. The structure of the essay, then, is
similar to Dionysius’ previous essay Lysias and, furthermore,
Lysias remains the most important figure of comparison
for Dionysius’ discussion of Isocrates throughout the essay.

2 On the notion of ‘canon’ (κανών), see Pfeiffer (1968), 207. For the canon of ten Attic
orators, see Worthington (1994) and O’Sullivan (1997), who advocate a first-century
bce date. For earlier dates of the canon, see Smith (1995); for later dating, Douglas
(1956).
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This supports a reading suggested above that the two works
were intended to be complementary.
However, a few interesting details and divergences from

Lysias immediately stand out in this essay. Firstly, compared
to the biographical section of Dionysius’ essay on Lysias,
which was very brief and primarily focused on laying out the
breadth of Lysias’ writings, in this essay Dionysius takes time
and space to inform the reader in more detail about Isocrates’
life and teachings. It is not surprising that he relies in this
section heavily on Isocrates’ own writings, in which references
to his position, career and mind-set abound. As Wiater notes,
‘Dionysius adopts the self-image Isocrates created in his
writings’,3 and given the wealth of such information available,
Dionysius appears to make use of this information as widely as
possible.4 There might be, however, more to this biographical
interest than first meets the eye. Isocrates’ self-presentation is
closely connected to his overarching message, repeatedly
expressed in his discourses, that philosophy is not about the-
oretical quibbles and technical talk, but rather about making
good decisions for the community and about how to reach
those. Spending time on setting out in laudatory terms the kind
of person, teacher and philosopher Isocrates was, is also time
spent on preparing his readers for the kind of teaching and
philosophy that Dionysius himself is striving towards.5 There
is a marked contrast, therefore, with his evaluation of Lysias,
who is expected to give the tone and perspective for a good
rhetorical style. Isocrates and Dionysius will provide the
substance.
From Isocrates’ biographical details, Dionysius highlights

the following as particularly important: his Athenian identity

3 Wiater (2011), 68.
4 Some other examples where Dionysius makes use of Isocrates’ own concepts or self-
description to characterize the rhetorician are discussed in Too (1995), 29–35, 76–7.

5 Cf. Wiater (2011), 71. Dionysius’ approach to Isocrates’ biography seems to be thus
connected with the importance of the lives of ancient (philosophical) authorities that
start serving a separate function as educational models. To my knowledge, no other
ancient author before Isocrates (and in fact very few after him, too) spends so much
time in their works talking about themselves. I hope to address this topic elsewhere
in more depth.
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and family background (1.1), early education and interests in
philosophy and politics, his intellectual influences in both
philosophy and politics (1.1–2), the important themes that
characterize Isocrates’ work (1.3), and the influence of his
work in his own time (1.5). According to Dionysius,
Isocrates was the first to turn rhetoric away from eristics and
natural sciences towards political themes (1.4: πρῶτος ἐχώρησεν
ἀπὸ τῶν ἐριστικῶν τε καὶ φυσικῶν ἐπὶ τοὺς πολιτικούς), implying
that Isocrates’ approach was followed by later rhetoricians.
Isocrates was an influential teacher and intellectual and his
students were successful in a variety of fields (forensic orators,
politicians, historians); Dionysius concludes that Isocrates had
made his school a symbol of the Athenian polis (τῆς Ἀθηναίων
πόλεως εἰκών) according to writings from abroad (1.6), and that
he was most successful in making money out of philosophy
(1.6: πλοῦτον ὅσον οὐδεὶς τῶν ἀπὸ φιλοσοφίας χρηματισαμένων
περιποιησάμενος).
Many of these claims need unpacking and some of this

explanatory work, especially in relation to Isocrates’ contribu-
tions to conceptualizing Greek identity and its special appeal
to Dionysius, has been undertaken in more recent scholarship.
Hidber, for example, has recognized Isocrates’ influence on
Dionysius in the following areas: the use of antagonism
between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (in Isocrates primarily shaped as a
contrast between the Greeks and the barbarians), the idea of
good education as being based on cultivating the ability to
write good prose, and the idea of broad education as philoso-
phy that prepares his followers/students for public life (polit-
ical career).6 Wiater has mostly focused on Isocrates’ influence
on Dionysius’ conception of the classical or classicizing iden-
tity.7 While the focus of these previous studies has been pri-
marily on Dionysius’ use of Isocrates for laying out his
classicizing program, the aim of the following analysis is to
look closely at the way in which Dionysius aims to create a
coherent rhetorical tradition, where Isocrates is treated as a

6 Hidber (1996), 51.
7 Wiater (2011). This is also the primary topic of Goudriaan (1989).
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visionary tasked to lay out the ethical limitations and possibil-
ities of rhetoric.
One cannot fail to notice Dionysius’ downplaying of

Isocrates’ distinctive style in the essay. This is also noticeable
from the fact that in the second part of the essay (2–14),
Dionysius spends only two chapters talking about style before
turning to content. It is clear that Isocrates is important for
Dionysius for what he says, but not how he says it. Isocrates
famously advocated the idea that good prose is a sign of
education or παιδεία, an idea that resonates strongly in
Dionysius’ writings.8 Yet, Dionysius’ position on Isocrates’
success in prose style is ambivalent: while acknowledging
Isocrates’ contribution to raising awareness of the importance
of good written self-expression and making this idea one of the
central points of his ‘philosophical’ school, Dionysius has at
the same time few good words to say about Isocrates’ own
style. Chapter 2 of the essay, which is dedicated to a quick
comparison between the styles of Lysias and Isocrates, pre-
sents Dionysius’ criticisms of Isocrates’ style: Isocrates’ style is
‘not a compact, closely-knit style’ (2.3: στρογγύλη δὲ οὐκ ἔστιν
[. . .] καὶ συγκεκροτημένη) and is therefore ‘ill-suited to forensic
purposes’ (οὐκ ἔστιν [. . .] καὶ πρὸς ἀγῶνας δικανικοὺς εὔθετος). It
is also ‘not concise’ (2.3: οὐδὲ δὴ σύντομος) and the effect of a
ceremonious and ornate dignity may at times be more attract-
ive (εὐπρεπεστέρα), but at other times it seems labored
(περιεργοτέρα) (2.4). In sum, Isocrates seeks ‘beauty of expres-
sion (εὐέπεια) by every means, and aims to express himself in a
polished (γλαφυρῶς) rather than simple way (ἀφελῶς)’ (2.4).
Finally, Isocrates uses the rounded period and strong rhythms
(overusing the Gorgianic figures), all of which assimilate his
prose to verse and thus render his work ‘more suitable for
reading than for practical use’ (2.5: ἀναγνώσεώς τε μᾶλλον
οἰκειότερός ἐστιν ἢ χρήσεως).
Dionysius’ criticism of Isocrates’ style is characteristic

of Isocrates’ reception (both ancient and modern) and

8 Cf. Hidber (1996), 47.
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Dionysius points out that he is not the first to voice disap-
proval of Isocrates’ prose. He introduces the views of previous
critics in Chapter 13, just after having given a brief overview of
his own criticisms of Isocrates’ style, and claims that: ‘This
judgment of mine is not, of course, original: many earlier
critics have held the same view regarding Isocrates’ (13.1:
οὗτος δὲ ‘οὐκ ἐμὸς ὁ λόγος’ πρώτου μὰ Δία, ἐπεὶ πολλοὶ καὶ τῶν
παλαιῶν ταύτην εἶχον ὑπὲρ αὐτοῦ τὴν δόξαν). It seems that οὗτος
picks up a particular criticism of Isocrates’ style and most
probably is a reference to the unsuitability of Isocrates in an
actual court or assembly hearing that Dionysius had discussed
previously.9 That this is the case is confirmed by the quotations
of critics that Dionysius introduces later on in the same
chapter: Philonicus the grammarian complains that there is
no accordance between the characters and their language
(13.2), Hieronymus the philosopher claims that Isocrates’
speeches are unsuitable for declamation (13.3), and many
others critics hold similar views (13.5). Dionysius agrees and
evokes examples of Isocratean prose that confirm these opin-
ions (13.6). Even though Dionysius acknowledges the fact that
Isocrates’ speeches were not intended for public delivery in the
courtroom (1.2), his occasionally scathing criticism of
Isocrates’ style betrays how tiresome his prose must have
seemed to him as well. When introducing his own extended
discussion of Isocratean style, Dionysius warns the reader to
disregard Isocrates’ overuse of stylistic features criticized
above, because they will not be appropriate to imitate for court
speeches, and advises them to focus instead on other qualities
(τοῖς ἄλλοις). Presumably he means the subject matter and how
Isocrates ‘shows that justice is superior to injustice not only on
moral but also on practical grounds’ (15.2: διδάσκων ὡς ἔστιν
οὐ μόνον κρείττων ἡ δικαιοσύνη τῆς ἀδικίας ἀλλὰ καὶ ὠφελιμωτέρα).
In short, critics who are looking for models in courtroom
rhetoric have rightly advised against following Isocrates’ style.

9 Goudriaan (1989), part 1 discusses the broader political background of the time and
argues that due to the contemporary political scene Dionysius is more focused on
assemblies and the courts.
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Dionysius suggests, however, that style and content can be
kept apart and that Isocrates should be on everyone’s minds
for the latter aspect.
Is such a reading of Isocrates not undermining the unity of

his teaching and thus misrepresenting his contribution?
Indeed, Dionysius’ criticism of an author who has championed
the notion of καιρός as one of the driving forces of his philoso-
phy, education and prose, for lacking in good judgement in the
very things that he teaches (i.e. good prose) seems to require
further explanation. To be sure, Isocrates’ speeches convey the
sense that his prose works are an expression of the content of
his teachings, and that the two can hardly be separated.10 That
is, Isocrates’ refined, carefully composed and long-winded
sentences explicitly downplay the importance of an effective
performative style and instead draw attention to the writerly
character of his works. Isocrates, by emphasizing in his writing
the very skills of good and sophisticated prose compositions
and appreciating this ability as a sign of good paideia, which
stands in the center of his educational program, makes no
suggestion that one could distinguish his views on good prose
from their content. Dionysius, however, appears not to see this
problem; for him, Isocrates is essentially a ceremonial writer,
whose writing will bear recitation at formal events or be stud-
ied privately (2.6): he does not belong in the courtroom and is
best in tackling grand topics (3.7: οἳ δὲ ἐν τοῖς μείζοσι καὶ
θειοτέροις δεξιώτεροι, [. . .] ὃ δ᾽ ἐν τοῖς μεγάλοις περιττότερος). In
Dionysius’ own words: ‘most important is the scope of his
discourses that he concentrated on and the nobility of the
subjects upon which he chose to concentrate’ (4.2: μάλιστα δ’
ἡ προαίρεσις ἡ τῶν λόγων περὶ οὓς ἐσπούδαζε, καὶ τῶν ὑποθέσεων
τὸ κάλλος ἐν αἷς ἐποιεῖτο τὰς διατριβάς). Even though this is never
spelled out in his essays, Dionysius seems to regard a broader
intellectual vision and good moral preparation essential for a
successful demonstration of rhetorical mastery. In other
words, Isocrates’ words are not for imitation (nor were they

10 On the interconnectedness of Isocrates’ prose and thought, see above, chapter 3.2.
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so intended probably also for his own school in the fourth
century bce), but for reflection and general improvement of
character. In this sense, by constantly reminding his readers of
the appropriate context for different kinds of rhetoric,
Dionysius’ distinction between Isocrates’ style and philosophy
seems more justified.
In sections 5 to 9 of the essay, Dionysius gives a list of the

kinds of virtues or grand topics that one can find in Isocrates,
with a brief summary of the speeches where he finds these
notions advocated. In terms of the structure of the essay, this
list is construed as a parallel to the kinds of stylistic virtues that
Dionysius explored in his previous essay on Lysias. According
to Dionysius, Isocrates’ Panegyricus can be read as an exhort-
ation to civic virtue (5.1: πολιτικὴ καλοκἀγαθία), which consists
in being prudent (5.2: σώφρων), prioritizing concern for the
common good over personal advantage (5.2: οἵ γε τῶν μὲν
κοινῶν μᾶλλον ἐφρόντιζον ἢ τῶν ἰδίων), valuing reputation over
wealth (5.2: τὴν εὐδαιμονίαν οὐ πρὸς ἀργύριον ἔκρινον ἀλλὰ πρὸς
εὐδοξίαν), moderation and observance of the tradition (5.3: ἡ
τῶν καθ᾽ ἡμέραν ἐπιτηδευμάτων μετριότης μηθὲν ἐκβήσεται τῶν
πατρίων), constructive spirit (5.4: προθυμία), trustworthiness
(5.4: πιστότης) and emphasis on panhellenism (5.4: κοινὴν δὲ
πατρίδα τὴν Ἑλλάδα οἰκοῦντες). Wiater has already shown that
in summarizing the speech Dionysius is essentially relying on a
very small selection of passages from that speech and has
accommodated them to his own program as expressed in On
the Ancient Orators, and that this is the method he adopts
throughout the sections.11 Isocrates’ Letter to Philip should
delight, according to Dionysius, anyone who is in a position of
power (6.1: μέγεθος ἔχων ἀνὴρ καὶ δυνάμεώς τινος ἡγούμενος) and
teach about the superiority of Greeks; his On the Peace should
be read as an exhortation to justice and piety in international
affairs (7.1: τίς δὲ ἂν μᾶλλον ἐπὶ τὴν δικαιοσύνην καὶ τὴν εὐσέβειαν
προτρέψαιτο [. . .] τοῦ Περὶ τῆς εἰρήνης λόγου); and his
Areopagiticus as an encouragement to get responsibly involved

11 Wiater (2011), 71–4.
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in internal politics (8.1: τίς δὲ τὸν Ἀρεοπαγιτικὸν ἀναγνοὺς λόγον
οὐκ ἂν γένοιτο κοσμιώτερος). While all these speeches address
overlapping virtues that Dionysius mentions as the central
theme of the Panegyricus, πολιτικὴ καλοκἀγαθία, his selection
of speeches also seems to characterize neatly and summarize
Dionysius’ interests: civic education (as portrayed in the
Panegyricus), importance of Greek and Greekness (as
expressed in the Letter to Philip), virtues involved in imperial
politics (as laid out in On the Peace) and responsible civic
action in internal politics (on the model of Areopagiticus). If
this is a correct way to read Dionysius’ priorities in introducing
these speeches, then this is further evidence for reading
Dionysius as deeply rooted in his contemporary political scene
and tailoring his ‘classicising identity’ (in Wiater’s words) to
his Roman audience and their current political needs.12

If indeed Dionysius is interested primarily in Isocrates’ phil-
osophy, why does he continue spending time on analyzing his
style and criticizing it? Indeed, he is far more explicit about
Isocrates’ stylistic shortcomings than about laying out in more
detail his philosophical content and rhetorical virtues. This
could be related to what Damon suggests about Dionysius’
critical methodology, that Dionysius’ essays demonstrate the
common asymmetry of judgement: it is far easier to describe
the faults than to give as detailed an account of the virtues of a
writer.13 But it might also be the case that Dionysius’ ‘failure’
to go deeper in his explorations of the particular virtues of
Isocrates’ work stems from his programmatic lack of interest
in the more theoretical discussions on education, oratory and
philosophy, at least for the purposes of the project he had set
himself in the preface to On the Ancient Orators. Instead, with
his general and impressionistic praise of Isocrates, Dionysius
gives his readers a rough idea of the kind of ‘useful’ philosophical

12 Cf. Gabba (1982).
13 Damon (1991), 49–52. She applies this, rightly so, to stylistic criticism only and it is

not obvious (in fact it seems counterintuitive) that the asymmetry of judgement
would also apply to philosophical discussions.
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rhetoric he has in mind.14 It is not the kind based on theoretical
discussions of abstractmatters, but rather the kindwhich appears
to bring about a change in the listener’s character or mind-set
simply by appealing to themes that are of seminal importance:
war, peace, good life, education and so on. Interestingly, and
perhaps not at all surprisingly, the impact that he seems to
envision for this Isocratean philosophical rhetoric comes rather
close to his ideas of Lysianic χάρις: through reading and studying
of Isocrates’work one cannot but come to realize the importance
of these virtues and – having internalized them – employ them in
one’s own political or writerly career. There is no need to linger
on these virtues at great length (as there is nopoint in trying to get
theoretical about how to achieve χάρις) for this is something that
seems to happen to the readers of Isocrates almost instantan-
eously: τίς οὐκ ἂν γένοιτο (8.1). . . Or at least, this is the effect
Isocrates’ works will have on well-instructed students who have
been exposed to these topics for a prolonged time. These brief
introductory expressions of admiration for Isocrates’ discourses
are well in line with Dionysius’ rhetorical program in which he
assigns primary attention to the imitation of classical models and
rejects the view according to which one could gain rhetorical
insight from technical workbooks on the topic alone.15

Despite the fact that Dionysius eschews any more detailed
engagement with philosophy, he refers to philosophy and
related fields often enough to justify a further exploration into
his philosophical commitments and positions. Isocrates is,
after all, initially introduced in the biographical section as a
student of philosophy (1.1: φιλοσοφίας ἐπεθύμησε), a claim
qualified in the next sentence by a reference to Isocrates’
teachers, Prodicus, Gorgias and Tisias. The ancient philosoph-
ical tradition links these three figures primarily, or even solely,
to rhetoric and sophistry rather than to philosophy, surely as a

14 Of course, appealing to τὸ χρήσιμον is the standard aim of the educational tradition,
but it might have a particular ring in the Roman context and among the Roman
audience who are notoriously suspicious of Greek philosophy and theory.

15 Cf. Dionysius’ First letter to Ammaios 2.3. Goudriaan (1989) describes Dionysius as
a ‘dynamic writer’ (14–16) and claims that he distances himself from technocratic
writings (17).
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result (at least partly) of Plato’s negative portrayal of sophists
in his dialogues.16 When Dionysius calls Isocrates’ training
‘philosophical’ and appeals as evidence for this claim to figures
who have been employed by Plato precisely to specify what
philosophy (as Plato construes it) is not, Dionysius appears to
signal from very early on in the essay that his conception of
rhetoric and philosophy will be provocatively different from
that used in the philosophical schools. Furthermore, it is not a
random list of sophist-philosophers that Dionysius refers to
here. Indeed, when Dionysius constructs an intellectual ances-
try for Isocrates’ philosophical thought he is using three soph-
ists who all have been traditionally linked with each other
through a teacher–pupil relationship: Tisias was arguably
Gorgias’ teacher,17 and according to several ancient accounts
Gorgias was a teacher of Prodicus.18 Ancient accounts that
look back at the emergence of rhetoric and rhetorical theory
consider Tisias one of the principal contributors (together with
Corax) to this movement.19 By tracing his intellectual lineage
all the way back to Tisias,20 Dionysius not only challenges the
concept of philosophy, but he also creates a sense of a continu-
ous school of thought around Isocrates, thus lending his ideas
a more ancient and authoritative aura. It was well known that
Isocrates had officially set up in Athens a school of philosophy,
but – since it never had succession like the Academia and the
Peripatos – it eventually died out as a school after the death of
Isocrates. Dionysius here connects Isocrates to thinkers who
were active before philosophy became a fixed concept and

16 For attempts to recover the intellectual heritage of the sophists, see Kerferd (1981)
and de Romilly (1992).

17 See further de Romilly (1992), 58–60.
18 For a good overview of Prodicus’ biographical data, with ancient testimonia, see

Mayhew (2011). In the Suda, Prodicus is claimed to have been the student of
Protagoras, but there is also a parallel tradition associating him with Gorgias.
There is another interesting aspect sometimes emphasized in Prodicus’ biographies,
namely that he had a deep voice which made what he said quite unintelligible (Plato
Protagoras 315c–16a). As has been noted, this is ironic given that Prodicus was
famous for his insistence on the clarity of words.

19 Cicero Brutus 12.46, attributing this view to Aristotle.
20 Isocrates would of course not have been pleased about being fashioned as a pupil of

these ‘older sophists’; cf. Against the Sophists 19–20.
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therefore reinforces the idea that Isocratean philosophy is ‘true
philosophy’ because it goes back to the earliest thinkers
in Greece.
It is also significant that Prodicus, Gorgias and Tisias were

famously known for having gathered substantial wealth
through their teachings.21 Plato is one of the main sources
for this perception, but it is also confirmed by Isocrates who
claims in his Antidosis (155), for example, that of all sophists
Gorgias made most money from teaching. Be that as it may,
by Dionysius’ time it might have been commonplace to regard
the activity of ancient sophists as a lucrative business,22 all of
which makes it even more curious that Dionysius is evoking
the trio with all their heavyweight sophistic connotations as
philosophical teachers of Isocrates. Furthermore, Dionysius
then goes on to say that Isocrates himself made most money
out of philosophy (1.6: ἀπὸ φιλοσοφίας), his discourses contain
the best possible lessons in virtue (4.3: κράτιστα παιδεύματα
πρὸς ἀρετήν), they give an understanding of politics as a whole
(4.4: ὅλη τῆς πολιτικῆς) and should be read by anyone who is
interested in ‘true philosophy’ (4.4: ἀληθινὴ φιλοσοφία). Based
on this description, Dionysius appears as a careful reader of
Isocrates and eager to amplify the provocation that the latter
had introduced for his contemporary philosophical schools
and intellectuals.23 We should also note that Dionysius never
mentions Socrates as an influence on Isocrates. It may not be
too far-fetched to suggest, then, that Dionysius reiterates
Isocrates’ challenge to contemporary educational models and
scholastic philosophical schools.
There is another noteworthy aspect to Dionysius’ mention-

ing precisely these three names as Isocrates’ teachers rather
than any other famous ancient rhetoricians. We have already

21 Prodicus is credited, for example, in a scholium to Aristophanes’ Clouds 361a with
having been the first to introduce a ‘fifty-drachma epideictic speech’ (πρῶτος δὲ
οὗτος τὴν πεντηκοντάδραχμον ἐπίδειξιν ἐποιήσατο). See the text and discussion in
Mayhew (2011), 74. Isocrates also refers to these ‘older sophists’ as ‘professors of
meddlesomeness and greed’ (Against the Sophists 20: πολυπραγμοσύνης καὶ
πλεονεξίας ὑπέστησαν εἶναι διδάσκαλοι).

22 It certainly seems to be the case by the time of Dio Chrysostom; cf. speech 54.
23 For Isocrates’ provocation to Socratic schools, see above, Chapter 4.
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noted the specifically anti-Platonic flavor of these first para-
graphs of the essay, and this impression becomes even stronger
if one considers that the only other place where these three
names are evoked together is Plato’s Phaedrus (267a–b).24 In
this passage, Socrates gives a list of sophists who have com-
posed handbooks of rhetoric and whom Phaedrus considers
teachers of rhetoric. He then brings out (in mocking tone) in
each case what are commonly perceived to be their contribu-
tions to rhetoric. Tisias and Gorgias are credited with the
invention of giving more weight to probabilities over truth,
of making the small appear great by the power of their words,
and of having introduced ‘conciseness of speech and measure-
less length on all subjects’ (συντομίαν τε λόγων καὶ ἄπειρα μήκη
περὶ πάντων ἀνηῦρον). Next to the μακρολογία and βραχυλογία
of Tisias and Gorgias, Prodicus is mentioned as an innovator
of the ‘proper’ length of speech, the middle way (μέτριος).
Socrates’ sarcastic tone when listing the famous sophists who
claimed to have made advances in the art of rhetoric leaves no
doubt that this constitutes a re-evaluation of these writers.
Indeed, somewhat later Socrates recategorizes them as con-
tributors to the preliminaries of the art but not to art itself
(268e–9a). When Dionysius maintains, in contrast, that Tisias,
Gorgias and Prodicus taught Isocrates important philosoph-
ical insights (about rhetoric?), he goes not only against the
standard philosophical tradition which had considered the trio
sophists, but against this passage in the Phaedrus specifically.
For while Dionysius suggests that (at least some of ) the philo-
sophical core of Isocrates’ works goes back to his philosoph-
ical studies under Tisias, Gorgias and Prodicus, Plato denies
them any place in the art of rhetoric, not to mention
in philosophy.
Is it possible that Dionysius simply misunderstood the

Phaedrus and is evoking it to support his interpretation
even though the dialogue itself, when read closely, suggests a

24 Gorgias and Prodicus are often referred to together (e.g. Meno 96d, Apology 19d),
but there are very few references to Tisias, also outside of the Platonic corpus.
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different kind of reading?25 We have seen before that
Dionysius opts for a superficial reading of the characters’
claims and does not consider the possibility of irony (e.g. in
the evaluation of Lysias or the praise of Isocrates at the end).
This is possible, though I consider it rather unlikely.
Dionysius’ ambivalent attitude to Plato, particularly to the
latter’s competence as a stylist and a critic of style, suggests
that Dionysius does have the ability to critically engage with
the text. I think it is more likely that Dionysius goes against
Plato and Plato’s authority deliberately. This would bring
about two possible reactions: for those who know their Plato,
Dionysius appears a provocative author who is undertaking a
criticism of the most influential text published thus far on the
rhetorical tradition – the Phaedrus. For those who are not
familiar with the complexities of the rhetorical and philosoph-
ical tradition (especially for Dionysius’ students), Dionysius
appears to reinforce ideas presented there and is thus able to
demonstrate his intimacy with the characters and termino-
logical details of this powerful dialogue.
All in all, Plato’s Phaedrus appears to frame Dionysius’

discussion of Lysias and Isocrates and it is certainly a work
with which Dionysius is closely, if antagonistically, in dia-
logue.26 That Dionysius is a close reader of Plato’s Phaedrus,
and emphatically regards Isocrates as the representative of ‘true
philosophy’, prompts further questions about his conception of
philosophy and the way it is treated elsewhere in his critical
works. In On the Ancient Orators, for example, Dionysius
describes the overall motivations for his critical project and
suggests there that the work is intended primarily for ‘those
who study political philosophy’ (4.2: τοῖς ἀσκοῦσι τὴν πολιτικὴν
φιλοσοφίαν). We will briefly investigate what exactly that means
and to what extent Isocrates is a guiding figure for such ‘polit-
ical philosophy’ throughout Dionysius’ critical works.

25 I would like to thank Harvey Yunis for prompting me with this important question.
26 This is, of course, also clear from Dionysius’ use of the Phaedrus in his essay

on Demosthenes.
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8.2 Dionysius on True Rhetoric, True Philosophy
and True Isocrates

With regard to his views on rhetoric and philosophy, Dionysius
does not seem to be a follower of any one particular philosoph-
ical school. Instead, it has been argued thatDionysius draws on a
variety of philosophical schools, such as the Stoics (especially in
grammar), Peripatetics and that he has a close familiarity with
Plato.27 In his essay on Isocrates, Dionysius provocatively asso-
ciates his interests in Isocrates with what he calls ‘true’ philoso-
phy (4.4: ἀληθινὴ φιλοσοφία). This section should probably be read
side-by-side with the opening sections ofOn the Ancient Orators,
where Dionysius talks about ἡ ἀρχαία καὶ φιλόσοφος ῥητορική
(1.2) – an ancient philosophical rhetoric – which, given the
intense debates of the fourth century bce (at least as recorded
in Plato, Isocrates and Aristotle) on the complicated relation-
ship between philosophy and rhetoric, might seem rather con-
troversial, or at least require further explanation. As mentioned
above, this combination of philosophy and rhetoric vividly
evokes Plato’s views on this matter in the Phaedrus which has
already been suggested to play a more general and in a way
fundamental role in evaluating the aims of Dionysius’ critical
essays. Dionysius does seem to take up Plato’s challenge of
developing a ‘philosophical rhetoric’, but, instead of joining
rhetoric with (Platonic) metaphysics, Dionysius weaves political
and ethical philosophy into current practices of rhetoric. Indeed,
there is something deeply un-Platonic in Dionysius’ understand-
ing of this kind of philosophical rhetoric as the starting point,
rather than a distant and perhaps unachievable goal (as in the
Phaedrus), of a rhetorical or philosophical enterprise. While the
Phaedrus begins with rhetoric and moves slowly to a different,
philosophical, conception of the art, Dionysius proposes philo-
sophical rhetoric almost as a generally understood or common
notion requiring no further explanation.

27 See de Jonge (2008) on Dionysius’ engagement with the Stoics, and Bonner (1938),
Wooten (1994) and Fortenbaugh (2005), 14–17 on Dionysius’ Peripatetic inclin-
ations. Plato is, after Demosthenes, the second most quoted name in
Dionysius’ oeuvre.
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Another controversial, and arguably anti-Platonic, aspect
that Dionysius brings up in relation to Isocrates and his prac-
tice of philosophy is money.28 This topic was briefly touched
upon above in the analysis of Dionysius’ use of Tisias, Gorgias
and Prodicus as Isocrates’ philosophical models. It seems that
ever since Plato’s dialogues, where sophists’ lucrative practice
of ‘selling education’ was subjected to profound criticism with
long-lasting effect on subsequent generations,29 material
wealth had been strongly disassociated from (teaching) phil-
osophy. Amongst different philosophical schools, Isocrates
had always been the exception who did not criticize his con-
temporary sophists for taking money, but suggested that they
were taking too little!30 To judge by the way in which
Dionysius emphasizes and applauds Isocrates’ financial suc-
cess through his philosophical activities, it is clear that
Dionysius has a rather un-Platonic position on this aspect of
education and philosophy, and he openly turns to Isocrates,
Plato’s rival, as a model for an intellectual as well as a financial
success story.31 But what exactly does this emphasis on finan-
cial success mean in the context of Dionysius’ essays? Perhaps
nothing less than challenging the position and role of philoso-
phy in his contemporary environment and, through the figure
of Isocrates, sketching out another way to see philosophy as
practical and meaningful for the social and political surround-
ings. Hence, Dionysius does not turn to Socrates when in
search of alternatives, for Socrates is claimed as the fountain-
head for most philosophical schools of the time, but rather to
Isocrates. In fact, Dionysius mentions Socrates only as a char-
acter in Plato’s dialogues, or makes use of ‘Socratic’ as a
generic term for writers of Socratic dialogues (Σωκρατικοὶ
λόγοι).32 Dionysius does not refer to Socrates’ engagement

28 On Isocrates’ relationship to money and philosophy, see above, Chapter 4.
29 Perhaps most famously in Plato’s Sophist 223a.
30 E.g. Isocrates’ Against the Sophists 3–6.
31 Cf. Letter to Gn. Pompeius for Dionysius’ further critical remarks on and engage-

ment with Plato.
32 Socrates as a character in Plato’s Phaedrus: Demosthenes 7. For references to and

discussions of Socratic writings see, for example, Demosthenes 6 and 23 (Plato the
Socratic), CV 10 (Xenophon) and 16 (Plato the Socratic), and Thucydides 51.
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with Athenians or his influence on moral philosophy.
Moreover, it seems that the image of the impoverished
Socrates that became an important inspiration for the concep-
tion of a (true) philosopher carries little weight with Dionysius,
whose turn to Isocrates, one of the wealthiest Athenians of the
time, clearly signals a highly polemical attitude towards this
kind of philosophical tradition. Dionysius is instead attracted
to Isocrates who stands for an intellectual who values rhet-
orical education with its emphasis on language and writing,
who has a stake in politics and considers active participation in
actual decision-making as one’s civic duty, and finally who has
a respectable standing in society due to ample financial means,
thus giving intellectuals the (political) authority needed to
promote culture and education. This image of a rich
Isocrates might have struck the wealthy Roman patrons as
an attractive model of an intellectual. Indeed, these are the
same patrons who would presumably send their offspring to be
taught by Dionysius.
In his critical essays, however, Dionysius is cautious with

terminology, and it might seem as if his references to philoso-
phy do not bear out this provocative reading sketched out
above. Looking at Dionysius’ (explicit) engagement with the
terms φιλοσοφία, ῥητορική and their various cognates, for
example, it appears that despite the fact that Dionysius claims
Isocrates to be the proponent of ‘true philosophy’ (ἀληθινὴ
φιλοσοφία), in his essay Isocrates he most often describes him
with the noun rhêtôr (ῥήτωρ).33 Dionysius seems to have con-
sidered ῥήτωρ the most appropriate label for Isocrates, as he
uses this often (as a stylistic device) to avoid repeating
Isocrates’ name (e.g. 8.1, 9.1, 20.5). In fact, the word ‘philoso-
pher’ (φιλόσοφος) is used once in the essay as an epithet and in
this case to denote somebody else: in Chapter 13 where
Dionysius introduces the positions of previous critics on the
style of Isocrates, he claims that Hieronymus the philosopher
(13.13: Ἱερώνυμος ὁ φιλόσοφος) finds Isocrates effective in

33 E.g. 3.7 (twice), 4.4 (twice), 8.1, 9.1, 15.1, 20.5.
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reading but unsuccessful when delivered. What is interesting
about this sentence, aside from its comparison with Isocrates,
is the reference to a philosopher who is actually reading
Isocrates’ works and assessing them on the grounds of their
‘performability’. In the same essay, on another occasion,
Dionysius goes as far as to contrast Isocrates with philoso-
phers. When commenting on Isocrates’ speech Archidamus,
Dionysius claims: ‘I would certainly say that Isocrates was
giving this advice not only to the Spartans but also to other
Greeks; and for all men it is much more effective advice than
that given by all those philosophers who make virtue and
beauty (ἀρετὴ καὶ τὸ καλόν) the purpose of life’ (9.10). Usher
renders τὴν ἀρετὴν καὶ τὸ καλόν as ‘the good and noble’, but this
might obscure Dionysius’ point. For Dionysius is presumably
not saying that Isocrates is uninterested in ‘the good’ as the
goal of life; he seems instead interested in drawing attention to
the distinction between the immediate and pragmatic on the
one hand, and the general and valuable in itself on the other.
He is praising Isocrates for giving clear pragmatic advice to the
Spartans and everyone on how to act in particular circum-
stances, and Dionysius suggests that in these circumstances
(when decisions regarding war are made) this kind of advice
is to be preferred to the more general and vague discussions of
the philosophers. This comparison gives us significant infor-
mation about Dionysius’ opinion of philosophers, and gives
some hints about why Isocrates is not associated with the
φιλόσοφοι.34 The so-called philosophers are simply useless
characters and calling Isocrates by that name would obscure
his potential contributions.
Yet, while Isocrates himself is not awarded the ‘title’ of a

φιλόσοφος, his area of interest and activity is more often con-
sidered by Dionysius as philosophy. We see this shifting focus,
for example, in the very first chapter of the essay, where
Isocrates is described as being attracted to the study of phil-
osophy (1.1: φιλοσοφίας ἐπεθύμησε), having made more money

34 Isocrates the rhetor is also contrasted to Plato the Socratic philosopher in
Demosthenes 3.2.
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than anyone from philosophy (1.6: ἀπὸ φιλοσοφίας). Again,
Dionysius suggests that anyone interested in ‘true philosophy’
should go and study with Isocrates (4.4: καὶ εἴ τις ἐπιτηδεύει τὴν
ἀληθινὴν φιλοσοφίαν [. . .] παρακελευσαίμην ἂν αὐτῷ τὴν ἐκείνου
τοῦ ῥήτορος μιμεῖσθαι προαίρεσιν), his logoi are the best, most
true and appropriate to philosophy (7.5: τούτων γὰρ οὐκ οἶδ᾽ εἴ
τις ἂν ἢ βελτίους ἢ ἀληθεστέρους ἢ μᾶλλον πρέποντας φιλοσοφίᾳ
δύναιτο λόγους εἰπεῖν), and Dionysius claims that Isocrates’
‘philosophical purpose’ is superior to everyone else’s (12.2: τὸ
φιλόσοφον τῆς προαιρέσεως). These examples suggest that while
Dionysius deliberately avoids calling Isocrates a philosopher,
he is at the same time happy to refer to Isocrates’ activity and
works as philosophy. This is in line with Isocrates’ own con-
ception of his practice, for he too avoided openly calling
himself a philosopher, and instead made claims about
philosophy.35

But what does Dionysius mean when he talks about ‘true
philosophy’? What kind of opposition is he setting up with this
insistent emphasis on ‘true’ (as opposed to ‘false’?) philosophy?
Is ‘true’ here simply another way to say ‘better’ or ‘more
accurate’? Dionysius makes no attempt to clarify this usage
and, interestingly, in his preface to On the Ancient Orators he
never uses this adjective (‘true’ or ‘truthful’, ἀληθής or ἀληθινός)
to characterize the subject of his work, ‘the ancient and philo-
sophical rhetoric’ (ἡ ἀρχαία καὶ φιλόσοφος ῥητορική). From the
previous discussion, however, it seems clear that ‘true philoso-
phy’ is a polemical term and intended to be opposed to some
other, previous, conceptualizations of philosophy. What
exactly Dionysius intended with this opposition we cannot
know for sure, but it is highly plausible that Dionysius con-
trasts his notion of philosophy with that put forth by philo-
sophical schools which laid primary emphasis on theoretical
contemplation and presupposed theoretical foundation as the

35 E.g. Antidosis 170, ‘philosophy has been unjustly slandered’: τήν τε φιλοσοφίαν ἐκ
πολλῶν ἐνόμιζον ἐπιδείξειν ἀδίκως διαβεβλημένην, καὶ πολὺ ἂν δικαιοτέρως ἀγαπωμένην
αὐτὴν ἢ μισουμένην. This discussion is very much in line with the observations of
Hunter (2012), 118.

Isocrates and Philosophy in Dionysius

232

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


basis for any form of action. Dionysius, who advocates in his
critical works a view of judgements as having both rational
and irrational components,36 must therefore regard this kind
of (anti-theoretical) philosophy as ‘more true’ to human
nature, as it also takes into account human actions that cannot
be logically reasoned or accounted for. In this sense, Isocrates’
denial of the possibility for human knowledge with its wider
implications for any kind of theoretical activity could well be
seen as parallel to, or an inspiration for, Dionysius’ ‘true’
philosophy.
It has to be taken into account that Isocrates and his pupils

were operating in a very different environment from that of
Dionysius, and that the semantic fields of the notions ‘philoso-
phy’ and ‘philosopher’ were more fluid and less theorized in
fourth-century bce Athens when compared to first-century
bce Rome.37 By Dionysius’ time, philosophical schools had
been running for about three hundred years, each making
specific claims about philosophy and what it means to be a
‘professional’ philosopher. Moreover, often the direction and
specific interests pursued in a philosophical school were deter-
mined by the lead ‘professional’ scholarch: e.g. with Arcesilaus
the Academy became skeptic, with Antiochus of Ascalon the
Academy became eclectic, Chrysippus developed Stoic logic
and is famously claimed to be responsible for the existence of
the Stoa, and so on.38 The notion of a ‘philosopher’ had thus
become associated with a professional thinker who worked
within a specific philosophical tradition and was in constant
conversation with a rather narrow circle of similar-minded
people. Despite their potentially conflicting positions, members
of different philosophical schools would nevertheless call their

36 See more on this below.
37 The noun φιλόσοφος could at that time have been easily employed to allude to a far

broader range of meanings (e.g. ‘wise man’, ‘lover of wisdom’ etc.) and Isocrates’
use of this terminology, discussed above, is testament to this observation. A quick
comparison with Plato, however, reveals that the latter uses the noun very fre-
quently to refer to a ‘professional’ philosopher (e.g. Phaedo 63e ff., Theaetetus
164c9, Sophist 216c6 etc.).

38 For an overview of the contributions of various Hellenistic philosophers to the
philosophical tradition, see Long (1986).
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opponents ‘philosophers’, because they share some basic under-
standing about the profession, about how philosophy is funda-
mentally done, and this was often a direct result of sharing
philosophical authorities across schools (e.g. Socrates was
considered a foundational figure for the Cynics, Stoics and
Academics).
In his critical essays where Dionysius addresses Roman

intellectuals, many of whom would have studied or been
familiar with the philosophical schools, Dionysius is cautious
and avoids going against the standard philosophical termin-
ology. This is understandable: in order to be taken seriously as
a teacher, he had to exhibit familiarity with the relevant ter-
minology, especially on matters that were tangentially relevant
but not directly the focus of his writing. Indeed, as his First
letter to Ammaeus suggests, Dionysius was well aware of the
prominent members of established philosophical schools, and
was willing to engage with them on issues that concerned him.
In such situations, Dionysius had to demonstrate himself as
competent in current debates and capable of engaging in con-
structive conversation. This was not the appropriate place, in
other words, to start questioning the meaning of philosophy
itself. When, however, Dionysius discusses Isocrates and the
philosophical underpinnings of his own views on rhetoric, he is
clearly in a better position to offer a more provocative vision
of the field and to challenge the existing philosophical estab-
lishment. And even in his essay on Isocrates, where he expli-
citly promotes ‘true philosophy’, he actually only implicitly
goes against the standard philosophical tradition,39 for ultim-
ately the aim of the whole project was to provide students with
rhetorical models for imitation and not an extended debate
about the true meaning and application of philosophy.
Isocrates is singled out as offering philosophical perspective
and inspiration for students of rhetoric, but a closer analysis of
how to actually read Isocrates and interpret his work seems to

39 In 13.3 he makes a reference to Hieronymus the philosopher, thus indicating that he
is very much comfortable, even in the essay on Isocrates, in applying the term
philosophy in a traditional sense.
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fall unfortunately outside Dionysius’ objectives. Elsewhere,
when reviewing different orators and reflecting on the views
of various other critics, Dionysius follows the widely shared
and traditional sense of philosophers and makes no reference
to ‘true philosophy’.
Hence, where Dionysius operates as a literary critic, he

makes a clear distinction between rhetoric and philosophy
and their respective aims and methods. In fact, a clear example
of Dionysius’ distinct use of the notions rhetoric and philoso-
phy is his First letter to Ammaeus (FLA), which explicitly
contrasts both professions: the philosopher Aristotle and the
orator Demosthenes.40 This is a fascinating and frustrating
work at the same time: it raises important questions regarding
the relationship between rhetoric and philosophy, but (even
less than his essay on Isocrates) does not aim to discuss them
more thoroughly and ends up being solely interested in estab-
lishing a strict chronology between the works of Aristotle and
Demosthenes.41 The first couple of chapters of FLA promise,
however, something quite exciting: Dionysius finds the view
that Demosthenes might have used Aristotle’s Rhetoric to
compose his speeches at first ridiculous, but realizing that this
argument is brought forward by a respectable Peripatetic,42 he
writes this letter to demonstrate the falsity of this account and
prevent the philosopher from publishing his views (FLA 1.23).
Dionysius is worried that if this view becomes more wide-
spread, people might start thinking that all the precepts of
rhetoric are comprehended in the Peripatetic philosophy (2.3):

ἵνα μὴ τοῦθ᾽ ὑπολάβωσιν ὅτι πάντα περιείληφεν ἡ περιπατητικὴ φιλοσοφία τὰ
ῥητορικὰ παραγγέλματα, καὶ οὔτε οἱ περὶ Θεόδωρον καὶ Θρασύμαχον καὶ
Ἀντιφῶντα σπουδῆς ἄξιον οὐδὲν εὗρον, οὔτε Ἰσοκράτης καὶ Ἀναξιμένης καὶ
Αλκιδάμας οὔτε οἱ τούτοις συμβιώσαντες τοῖς ἀνδράσι παραγγελμάτων τεχνικῶν

40 In FLA, Dionysius uses the epithet φιλόσοφος for Aristotle in 3.2, 6.1, 8.1 (twice),
9.1, 11.2, 12.1, 12.2, 12.4, 12.6; in 7.2 and the very last paragraph of the FLA he
highlights a clear contrast between Aristotle the philosopher and Demosthenes
the orator.

41 Roberts (1901), 161–3 has summarized the letter, for example, in a chronological
table.

42 Wooten (1994), 121–2 argues it might be Andronicus of Rhodes.
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συγγραφεῖς καὶ ἀγωνισταὶ λόγων ῥητορικῶν, οἱ περὶ Θεοδέκτην καὶ Φιλίσκον καὶ
Ἰσαῖον καὶ Κηφισόδωρον Ὑπερείδην τε καὶ Λυκοῦργον καὶ Αἰσχίνην [. . .].

So that they would not suppose that all the precepts of rhetoric are compre-
hended in the Peripatetic philosophy, and that nothing important has been
discovered by Theodorus, Thrasymachus, Antiphon and their associates;
nor by Isocrates, Anaximenes, Alcidamas or those of their contemporaries
who composed rhetorical handbooks and engaged in oratorical contests:
Theodectes, Philiscus, Isaeus, Cephisodorus, Hyperides, Lycurgus and
Aeschines [. . .].

In other words, the Peripatetic tradition might be an important
source for rhetorical technique, but this is only one among
many useful sources one could turn to. Even the best orators of
the fourth century (e.g. Demosthenes) knew this and chose
eclectically between various models (2.3) – a technique
Dionysius recommends and highlights as the purpose of his
writing the critical essays (Ant Or. 4).
Interestingly, however, Dionysius does not base his claims

about the relationship between Demosthenes and Aristotle on
their different views of the rhetorical art. Rather, Dionysius
seems to suggest that while it is certain that Demosthenes
could not have read Aristotle’s Rhetoric, the latter could have
based his Rhetoric on the speeches of Demosthenes and of
other orators (FLA 12). Even though Dionysius’ extended
discussion of the matter might initially suggest otherwise, it is
not simply a matter of chronology, of who managed to write
down their insights on rhetoric first. Rather, Dionysius might
be making here a more general point about studying rhetoric:
it does not suffice to read theoretical instructions about how to
write/perform speeches, but rather it is important to explore
the actual practice and study the performed speeches of
orators, much like Demosthenes had to do.43 Aristotle’s the-
oretical explorations, although helpful, can only go to a certain
extent in helping the student of oratory; and even then, it is still
necessary to become intimately acquainted with the actual
speeches of those orators who are regarded as the best. In
other words, there is something important to be learned from

43 Assuming that his alleged associations with Isocrates and Isaeus are accurate.
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mimesis that cannot be found in the theoretical discussions of
the ‘philosophers’. The letter is frustrating, however, because it
seems to imply this interpretation, but does not explicitly state
it. Why? Dionysius keeps constantly going back to various
chronological evidence, bringing little proofs from
Demosthenes and Aristotle’s Rhetoric that would prove that
the influence could not have been from the philosopher to the
orator. It seems likely that the literary historian has taken over
the literary critic at this point, and rather than fleshing out a
more general account about why any such comparison
between a theoretical text on rhetoric and actual speeches
makes little sense, Dionysius continues to exhibit his command
of the historical material.
The uselessness of philosophers for rhetorical instruction is

also expressed in Dionysius’ De compositio verborum (CV).
There, Dionysius looks at Stoic philosophers as potentially
useful sources for principles governing composition.44 This
discussion is prefaced by a reference to Chrysippus, the famous
head of the Stoa of the third century bce, whose writings on
(what may appear to be) similar topics demonstrate clearly to
Dionysius that the Stoic is inept in arranging his compositions:
‘of writers who have been judged worthy of renown or distinc-
tion, none has written treatises on logic with more precision,
and none has published discourses which are worse specimens
of composition’.45 And Chrysippus is just one example, the tip
of the iceberg.While admitting that Chrysippus approaches the
topic from a strictly logical perspective, Dionysius is neverthe-
less eager to find out whether there is anything in Stoic examin-
ation of the topic that might be of use for someone interested in
composition. He answers this, unsurprisingly, with the nega-
tive. Despite the similarity of the titles of their works46 – and to

44 For a more in-depth discussion of Dionysius’ relationship to Stoicism, especially in
his CV, see de Jonge (2008). The present passage is analyzed at 108–11 and 274–6.

45 4.17: τούτου γὰρ οὔτ᾽ ἄμεινον οὐδεὶς τὰς διαλεκτικὰς τέχνας ἠκρίβωσεν οὔτε χείρονι
ἁρμονίᾳ συνταχθέντας ἐξήνεγκε λόγους τῶν γοῦν ὀνόματος καὶ δόξης ἀξιωθέντων.

46 De Jonge (2008), 275 n. 98 quotes an illuminating example from Cicero’s De
oratore 2.61, where Antonius expresses a similar frustration to Dionysius regarding
the misleading book titles of (some) philosophical works.
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give an example Dionysius quotes the title of Chrysippus’ work
On the Classification of the Parts of Speech (4.20: περὶ τῆς
συντάξεως τῶν τοῦ λόγου μερῶν) – Stoic works are solely inter-
ested in logical investigations47 which examine categories of
propositions, whether they are true or false, possible or impos-
sible, admissible or variable, ambiguous and so forth (4.21).
Dionysius concludes that they ‘contribute nothing helpful or
useful to civil oratory, at least as far as the attractiveness and
beauty of style are concerned, which should be the aim of
composition’.48 In other words, Stoic philosophers, even when
they discuss a topic of interest to those concerned with compos-
ition, focus solely on the logical and highly abstract side of the
question and, in so doing, they fail to say anything practically
relevant on the subject. In contrast to the Stoic philosophers
(τοῖς ἀπὸ τῆς Στοᾶς φιλοσόφοις) whose interest lies in logic and
theoretical speculations,Dionysius is explicitly associating him-
self with political discourses (τοῖς πολιτικοῖς λόγοις), whose suc-
cess in composition is measured in terms of pleasure and beauty
of style. Here we see, then, the opposition between philosophy
as a purely theoretical pursuit and Dionysius’ practice-driven
conception of politikoi logoi fully set out.49

Yet, while distancing himself from ‘theoretical philoso-
phers’, Dionysius commends philosophers’ critical attitude to
their peers and authorities, and he proposes to also employ
their constructive approach to literary criticism. In his essay on
Thucydides, Dionysius spends some time explaining his motiv-
ations behind writing an extended critique of Thucydides.

47 This is problematic and no Stoic would agree with this characterization.
48 4.21: οὐδεμίαν οὔτ᾽ ὠφέλειαν οὔτε χρείαν τοῖς πολιτικοῖς λόγοις συμβαλλομένας εἰς γοῦν

ἡδονὴν καὶ κάλλος ἑρμηνείας, ὧν δεῖ στοχάζεσθαι τὴν σύνθεσιν.
49 Goudriaan’s (1989) discussion of Dionysius’ politikos logos is perhaps the most

idiosyncratic: he traces the ancestor for Dionysius’ usage of the notion to Plato’s
Laws and argues that it is Plato’s system of musical education that underlies
Dionysius’ description of the functioning of style in the politikos logos.
Goudriaan admits, however, that Dionysius makes a particular use of this
Platonic model and calls it ‘a kind of reduced transcendentalism’ (694). He further-
more seems to associate Dionysius’ classicism with Plato. In the light of the present
discussion here and Dionysius’ explicit preference of Isocrates over the metaphysics
of Plato, Goudriaan’s suggestion appears extremely far-fetched and not sufficiently
supported by what Dionysius actually says.
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He already assumes that his views will be met with hostility by
some of the readers, and evokes philosophers as examples of
constructive criticism and of a method of critique that, instead
of stifling the discussion, provokes a further search for truth:
Aristotle, Dionysius says, criticized his teacher Plato, who in
turn tried to prove his predecessors Parmenides, Protagoras
and Zeno wrong (3.4). As Dionysius remarks, nobody criti-
cizes these authors for disagreeing with their predecessors or
previous authorities, ‘for it is recognized that the goal of
philosophical studies is the discovery of truth by which the
purpose of life is revealed’.50 But if this is the case with
philosophers and it is widely agreed that the search for truth
might in time prove previous proponents wrong, ‘why should
one censure those who have taken up describing an author’s
individual style when they do not ascribe to it all the qualities
allowed to it by earlier critics, even those which it does not
possess?’.51 Despite the differences in topic, Dionysius assumes
that literary critics share the same commitment to truth that
characterizes philosophers, and thus they should also adopt
the same method of constructive criticism that has been
accepted for, and was widely used by, the philosophers.52

When he proposes that literary critics ‘borrow’ a useful
method from the philosophers, Dionysius clearly sides with
the critics and not with philosophers. At the same time, the
beginning of the essay contains perhaps more references to
philosophy and to his own engagement with it than what we
see elsewhere in Dionysius’ work. He casually mentions that he
had in fact written a polemical work on political philosophy
(Thuc. 2.3: συνεταξάμην ὑπὲρ τῆς πολιτικῆς φιλοσοφίας πρὸς τοὺς

50 3.4: ἐνθυμούμενος ὅτι τῆς φιλοσόφου θεωρίας σκοπός ἐστιν ἡ τῆς ἀληθείας γνῶσις, ἀφ᾽ ἧς
καὶ τὸ τοῦ βίου τέλος γίνεται φανερόν.

51 3.5: ἦ που τούς γε προελομένους χαρακτήρων ἰδιότητα δηλῶσαι μέμψαιτ᾽ ἄν τις, εἰ μὴ
πάσας μαρτυροῦσι τοῖς πρὸ αὐτῶν καὶ τὰς μὴ προσούσας ἀρετάς.

52 There is of course a significant difference that Dionysius neglects: contrary to those
philosophers who critique their predecessors who tackled the same topics as they
do, what Dionysius will be criticizing in Thucydides or Plato, for example, is not
really their contributions to their respective sciences (history or philosophy), but
something that had not been identified as their primary goal – style and effective use
of language.
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κατατρέχοντας αὐτῆς ἀδίκως), gives a broad outline of philoso-
phy, its aims and methods, and finally offers a definition of the
nature of man (3.2: φύσις ἀνθρώπου): ‘No complete human
being has the self-sufficiency to be infallible in either word or
deed: the best is the man who hits the mark most often, and
misses it least.’53 Even though this definition is offered as a
justification for the following close analysis of Thucydides’
style and simply suggests that everybody makes mistakes,
including Thucydides, the tone and underlying idea are rele-
vant to what Dionysius elsewhere says about philosophy.
Indeed, the language of στοχάζομαι and the implicit assump-
tion of this passage that there is no abstract universal know-
ledge that would be attainable for human beings, which would
enable them to attain truth or knowledge through contem-
plation and help them avoid making mistakes, has strong
resemblances to the Isocratean concept of (the unattainability
of ) knowledge and the consequent possibilities for the pursuit
of philosophy.54 Also, it is probably no coincidence that
Dionysius’ views on philosophy emerge in the two essays
Isocrates and Thucydides, for it is in the first where he estab-
lishes the philosophical underpinnings of the rhetorical trad-
ition, and in the second where he places his own critical
activity, both in the rhetorical and historical writings, under
close scrutiny. Self-criticism and the discourse of apology is
used to a powerful effect in Isocrates’ Antidosis, and the begin-
ning of Dionysius’ Thucydides is in its spirit very similar to that
Isocratean discourse. Here too Dionysius refers to his poten-
tially hostile audience (2.2), offers a brief overview of his
critical activity (2.3) and uses the language of deciding (2.4:
κρίνειν), as in a court case.

53 3.2: οὐδεμία γὰρ αὐτάρκης ἀνθρώπου φύσις οὔτ᾽ ἐν λόγοις οὔτ᾽ ἐν ἔργοις ἀναμάρτητος
εἶναι, κρατίστη δὲ ἡ πλεῖστα μὲν ἐπιτυγχάνουσα, ἐλάχιστα δὲ ἀστοχοῦσα.

54 Isocrates uses this notion several times in his Panathenaicus (30, 261, 271), but also
in To Nicocles (6), On Peace (28), Antidosis (43), To Demonicus (50). Στοχάζομαι
and its cognates also play a central role in identifying the valid method in rhetorical
discourse in Aristotle’s Rhetoric (e.g. 1355a17, 1360b5, 1362a15, 1395b10, 1406a16,
1410b35, 1415b28, 1419b16).
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This divide between theoretical and practical knowledge
that seems to distance Dionysius from the philosophers, and
at the same time enables him to label his own intellectual
pursuit as philosophy in the wake of Isocrates, is closely con-
nected to his views about critical judgement. Dionysius fam-
ously claims in a passage of his essay on Thucydides that there
are two kinds of literary judgement, one that everyone can
access and make use of, since it is based on irrational sensa-
tions and feelings that literary works arouse (4.3: τῶν τε δι᾽
αἰσθήσεως ἀλόγου καὶ τοῖς πάθεσι καταλαμβανομένων), and
another that is characterized as expert knowledge and theoret-
ical. The former comprises, in Dionysius’ words, ‘the faculties
which all forms of art aim to stimulate and are the reason for
its creation’ (4.3: καὶ ὅτι πᾶσα τέχνη τούτων στοχάζεται τῶν
κριτηρίων καὶ ἀπὸ τούτων λαμβάνει τὴν ἀρχήν). Dionysius gives
an example of this kind of sensation-based irrational judge-
ment in action when he describes the impact of Isocrates’
discourses on himself (Demosthenes 22.1):

ὅταν μέν τινα τῶν Ἰσοκράτους ἀναγινώσκω λόγων, εἴτε τῶν πρὸς τὰ δικαστήρια
καὶ τὰς ἐκκλησίας γεγραμμένων ἢ τῶν <πρὸς τὰς πανηγύρεις,> ἐν ἤθει σπουδαῖος
γίνομαι καὶ πολὺ τὸ εὐσταθὲς ἔχω τῆς γνώμης, ὥσπερ οἱ τῶν σπονδείων
αὐλημάτων ἢ τῶν Δωρίων τε καὶ ἐναρμονίων μελῶν ἀκροώμενοι.55

Whenever I read a speech of Isocrates, whether it be forensic, political (or
epideictic), I become serious and feel a great tranquillity of mind, like those
listening to libation-music played on reed-pipes or to Dorian or
enharmonic melodies.

Dionysius then brings in a comparison with Demosthenes, but
what is more relevant for the present discussion is that he
prefaces these comparisons with a brief suggestion that the
feelings he describes are not uniquely his own, but rather
universally shared by everyone (21.4: οἴομαι δὲ κοινόν τι πάθος
ἁπάντων ἐρεῖν καὶ οὐκ ἐμὸν ἴδιον μόνου). All of a sudden, when
describing a universal πάθος, this irrational sensation which
Dionysius outlined in Thucydides starts looking less irrational

55 I am not following here Aujac’s unnecessary emendation of ἐν ἤθει (transmitted in
the manuscripts) to τὰ ἤθη, despite the parallel he cites from Isocrates 4.3 (ἀλλὰ καὶ
τὰ ἤθη σπουδαίους), which is in plural in that passage because of the plural subject.
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(ἄλογος) and increasingly more universal and accountable
(λογικός). And Dionysius recognizes the importance of this
shift, for a good critic and teacher is, presumably, someone
who has both trained his (irrational) senses and is up to date
with the best means of explanation.56 It seems, however, that
there is no qualitative difference between the layman operating
with his ‘un-rational sensation’ (ἄλογος αἴσθησις) and a special-
ist (τεχνίτης) applying ‘reasoned criteria’ (λογικὸν κριτήριον),
but merely a quantitative one: the critic will have consciously
cultivated his senses and abilities to describe, write down and
explain the aesthetic effects of prose for students. Here again,
Dionysius seems to reject pure abstract theoretical rules (like in
a textbook) that can be simply imposed on oratorical practice;
instead, an expert is someone who has accumulated these
sensations and organized them in groups of patterns himself
(much like Dionysius shows us how to do in his critical essays)
that might be helpful in guiding the sensations of the students,
without trying to provide a metaphysical or abstract explan-
ation of these phenomena. In other words, just as Isocrates
said (Helen 5): of important things likely conjecture is prefer-
able to exact knowledge of the useless.
Thus far it has been emphasized that Dionysius is deeply

inspired by Isocrates’ politico-philosophical program. Yet,
when Dionysius decides to fashion his discourse as a politikos
logos, and in so doing consciously invokes the Isocratean
model, he also appears to take precautions in order to make
sure that he will not be taken for yet another Isocratean stylist.
Isocrates and his followers had long attracted negative atten-
tion from critics and Dionysius makes several references to this
group in his essays: in CV (19.13) he refers more generally to
the style of composition used by Isocrates and his followers
(ἥ γε Ἰσοκράτους καὶ τῶν ἐκείνου γνωρίμων αἵρεσις), who are
introduced as an example of a rather unsuccessful application
of the principle of variation and change in their compositions.
In Isaeus (19.4), Dionysius gives a list of famous pupils of

56 A helpful discussion of Dionysius’ use of the two evaluative criteria, τὸ ἄλογον τῆς
διανοίας κριτήριον and τὸ λογικὸν κριτήριον, is Damon (1991).
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Isocrates who cannot, however, be compared with the genius
of Isocrates.57 Indeed, there are clear tensions between the
originator and the copyist or imitator that Dionysius hints at
in the last quotation, and these are further explored in his
Dinarchus. There Dionysius is primarily interested in establish-
ing useful guidelines for differentiating between authors and
confirming or rejecting authorship of ancient writings. The
main focus is on Dinarchus, whose varied and heterogeneous
style is compared to the imitators of Isocrates who also display
many similarities but also important differences from the
works of Isocrates.58 In a later passage (8), Dionysius discloses
explicitly the pitfalls of closely imitating an author. Examples
are drawn more generally from the followers of Plato,
Thucydides, Hyperides, Isocrates and Demosthenes, but we
will focus here on the Isocrateans. The trouble with the
Isocrateans, and in particular with their style, is that it became
flat (ὕπτιος), rigid (ψυχρός), loosely knit (ἀσύστροφος) and
affected (ἀναλήθης). Dionysius’ examples, Timaeus and
Psaon, are historians (a third name mentioned, Sosigenes, is
otherwise unknown), whose Isocratean style Dionysius
strongly disapproves of. As a historian, as well as a literary
critic and a rhetorician, Dionysius goes to quite a length to
return to this topic in various essays and make clear that he is
not one of the ‘Isocratean-type’ historians, or a promoter of
their interpretation of the importance of Isocrates. In other
words, by overtly distancing himself from previous proponents
of Isocrates, Dionysius is careful to make sure that his treat-
ment of the famous educator and rhetorician breaks new
ground in the overall appreciation of Isocrates, and establishes
him as an authority in the philosophical sphere of rhetoric.
It is by now clear that Plato’s Phaedrus lies in important

ways behind Dionysius’ assessment of Lysias and Isocrates in
his critical essays and, more generally, that this dialogue

57 The superiority of Isocrates over his imitators and followers is also explicitly
mentioned in CV 19.13.

58 6.5: πολὺ γὰρ ἐμφαίνει μιμήσεις τε καὶ αὐτῶν ὡς πρὸς τῶν λόγων τἀρχέτυπον διαφοράν,
ὡς καὶ ἐπὶ τῶν Ἰσοκράτους μαθητῶν καὶ αὐτοῦ τοῦ Ἰσοκράτους.

True Rhetoric, True Philosophy and True Isocrates

243

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108873956


deeply informs Dionysius’ treatment of the ancient rhetorical
tradition. The portrayal of an Isocrates with lots of philosoph-
ical potential, as contrasted to the clever and persuasive
Lysias, is obviously indebted to the Phaedrus. While Plato’s
discussion of the orators is also ironical or even outright
critical, Dionysius picks up none of the criticisms of the two
and has no ear for Socratic irony. Is Dionysius simply misread-
ing the dialogue, or could we see here Dionysius’ more critical
engagement with Plato? The latter option seems more plaus-
ible. Dionysius’ systematic reinterpretation of Isocrates and
Lysias, combined with his ambivalent attitude to Plato (espe-
cially as a critic of style) and his ambition to put together a
comprehensive account of the rhetorical tradition, all suggests
that Dionysius probably entertained a competitive attitude to
Plato. While the latter had had a strong impact on the recep-
tion of Lysias and Isocrates, Dionysius was to counterbalance
that with his own interpretation of the two orators as consti-
tutive pillars of the rhetorical art: Lysias as a legitimate model
for style and Isocrates as the path-breaking visionary in edu-
cation and philosophy. In other words, Dionysius not only
follows and promotes Isocrates’ philosophy, as has been sug-
gested many times before, but he creates the image of a ‘true
Isocrates’ that he then brilliantly casts as an underlying philo-
sophical feature of his own program. In some circles,
Dionysius’ interpretation of the two rhetors prevails, in others,
that of Plato. For us, however, all these four writers present the
sine qua non of the ancient rhetorical tradition.
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