James Forder CLAH 4007: GobbetAlexander went in person to see him and found him basking at full length in the sun. When he saw so many people approaching him, Diogenes raised himself a little on his elbow and fixed his gaze upon Alexander. The king greeted him and inquired whether he could do anything for him. ‘Yes,’ replied the philosopher, ‘you can stand a little to one side out of my sun.’ Alexander is said to have been greatly impressed by this answer and full of admiration for the hauteur and independence of mind of a man who could look down on him with such condescension. So much so that he remarked to his followers, who were laughing and mocking the philosopher as they went away, ‘You may say what you like, but if I were not Alexander, I would be Diogenes.’ 
Plutarch Life of Alexander 14



The passage above gives us an insight into what Plutarch perceives the personality of Alexander to be during the early part of his reign, as well as his thoughts on his own position. This can be used in order to compare and contrast his actions later in his reign and therefore show how his position affected him. As well as this, it also shows us a glimpse of Diogenes’ view as a person and philosopher and his lack of regard for status. However, the passage does have some issues which need to be addressed, in order to assess its reliability and significance.
Plutarch’s Life of Alexander was likely written in the early 2nd Century AD as part of his Parallel Lives. The Life of Alexander specifically was written as a parallel to the Life of Julius Caesar, the significance of which will be explored later. The time period in question was during the reign of the Nerva-Antonine dynasty, the so called ‘Five good emperors’, a time of relative stability and more moderate policies, following the turbulence of the late Julio-Claudian to Flavian dynasties.[footnoteRef:1] This places it at a time in which artistic and literary expression were relatively free. It also marks a time where Greek civilisation was subject to and dependant upon Roman rule and unable to sustain itself, which would have contributed to Plutarch’s intentions, discussed in the next paragraph.[footnoteRef:2] A problem with this, common to all major sources on Alexander, is that it is not a contemporary source, and is written centuries after the event, leaving it vulnerable to speculations, misinformation, anecdote or myth being taken as historical truth. This is a problem which plagues other sources, such as Arrian’s Anabasis or Curtius Rufus’ account, so is not unique to Plutarch. [1:  Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy 1.10; Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire 1.78.]  [2:  Scott-Kilvert 1973: 13.] 

Plutarch was a Middle Platonist from a respectable family in Chaironeia, who held local offices and was a priest at Delphi.[footnoteRef:3] His Parallel Lives were written for both a Greek audience, to show that the Roman annals are important to them, and a Roman audience, as a reminder that the Greeks once had statesmen and soldiers that could compare to Roman equivilents.[footnoteRef:4] His writing of the Life of Alexander as a parallel to Julius Caesar’s biography is a good indication of this, by comparing the most famous Greek figure to the most famous Roman figure. It is worth mentioning that he specifically points out that he is writing a biography, not a history and therefore focussing mainly on the characters of the individuals involved, rather than going into detail about events. (Plut. Alex. 1.1) This makes it a less detailed source regarding such events as Arrian’s Anabasis, for example. He also mainly focussed on people of action, with the intention of inspiring people to follow their examples (Plut. Per. 1.4-2.4). These agendas mean that his work consists of a lot of anecdotes to put forth his view. This is shown clearly in the passage in question, which various scholars agree is mainly anecdotal.[footnoteRef:5] This suggests that his work may not be entirely historically accurate and is therefore mainly a work of morality for a mass audience, rather than a serious historical work. Nevertheless, we can still learn about Plutarch’s perspective, and likely the perspective of others of the time, of Alexander’s personality and how it relates to other events in his life. [3:  Dillon 1996: 185-6.]  [4:  Stadter 2014: 69; Scott-Kilvert 1973: 13.]  [5:  Chamoux 2003 (1981): 36; Green 1990: 57.] 

This passage in particular is possibly an anecdotal example of Alexander’s supposed lack of desire for wealth stated earlier in the work, instead being motivated by ‘valour and glory’ (Plut. Alex. 5). This is particularly evident in the final quote ‘If I were not Alexander, I would be Diogenes’. This quotation shows that, in relation to the statement in Plut Alex. 5, if he were not motivated by glory or valour, he would rather be independent of mind and wise and live in squalor, than have wealth and no glory. Fisch also indicates a sense of duty to fuse ‘Greek and barbarian to the last frontier’ to relieve the conflicts between Greeks and non-Greeks.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Fisch 1937: 138.] 

The passage may also indicate that he was much more impressed by the brutal honesty of Diogenes, with no regard for Alexander’s status, than with the other philosophers and statesmen mentioned prior to the gobbet, who visited Alexander (Plut. Alex. 14.1). Chamoux also suggests a lack of trust towards war leaders among intellectuals, with only Diogenes prepared to be honest about it.[footnoteRef:7] It also alludes to a rather ‘mythic status’ belonging to Diogenes himself.[footnoteRef:8] Alexander’s actions in this passage also contrast with the way he treats his mutinous men at Opis (Arr. Anab. 7.8.1-3) and particularly his murder of Cleitus after their disagreement (Plut. Alex. 50-1; Arr. Anab. 4.8; Curt. 8.1.20-52). This may have been to show Alexander being corrupted by power and wealth, offering a contrast between himself in his early reign to later, when he had accumulated the power and wealth of Persia. This relates to Plutarch’s intention of inspiration, showing positive and negative inspiration. [7:  Chamoux 2003 (1981): 36.]  [8:  Green 1990: 57.] 

An important thing to point out is the differences in translation between various versions. For example, Scott-Kilvert’s translation above (1973) uses the word ‘condescension’ to describe Diogenes’ attitude towards Alexander, whereas Perrin’s translation (1919) uses the word ‘scorn’. The word ‘condescending’ suggests more of a sense of apathy towards Alexander’s status, whereas the word ‘scorn’ suggests more malevolent contempt for his status, which may support Chamoux’s point about mistrust of war leaders. This is important because the differing levels of maliciousness would lead to different reactions to certain actions. Scott-Kilvert’s translation makes Alexander’s actions towards Cleitus, for example, seem less extreme than Perrin’s version.
The event described in the passage is also notably mentioned by Arrian (Anab. 7.2), albeit without the ‘If I were not Alexander’ section. Plutarch’s account gives us a better insight into Alexander as a man, whereas Arrian mainly focused on events.[footnoteRef:9] The inclusion of this event in both accounts suggests that they were using common sources with each other, but chose to focus on different aspects to fit their aims. [9:  Cartledge 2004: 10.] 

Overall, although likely anecdotal, this gobbet gives the impression that Alexander was a leader initially motivated primarily by glory and duty, rather than a desire for material gain. This is used to contrast with his later actions to show a man corrupted by his power and wealth to give a moral message to a Greco-Roman audience. 
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