Assessment Component 3: 1,000-word Gobbet Analysis

2. Plutarch Life of Alexander 14


This passage, written by Plutarch, is referring to an encounter between Alexander the Great and the cynic philosopher Diogenes; to be able to dissect the passage we must first analyse the two main individuals within the passage and explain who they were and what the context is behind this brief event.  									The passage is clearly referring to the notorious Alexander the Great, 356 BC – 323 BC, considered to be one of the most formidable and successful military leaders in history.[footnoteRef:1] This is important as it sets the tone for this encounter, giving it a serious and consequential factor as it would seem foolish to even question such a great and superior figure. The other main individual within the passage is Diogenes, 412 BC – 323 BC, otherwise known as Diogenes the Cynic who was a Greek Philosopher famously recognised for being one of the founders of Cynic philosophy. [footnoteRef:2] A cynic is someone who believes that everyone is motivated solely on their own merit with a self-centred attitude, disregarding any act of honour or selflessness.[footnoteRef:3] This is also significant as it gives us an understanding of the character of Diogenes and what his mindset was like when thinking to be satirical towards such an acclaimed individual such as Alexander the Great in this instance.					The writer of this passage Plutarch, 46 AD – 120 AD, is a famous Greek biographer who recorded the lives of many major individuals from Rome and Greece, Classical and Hellenistic.[footnoteRef:4] He is most noted for his works of the ‘Parallel Lives’, which he would have written after the reign of Domitian during the last twenty years of his life during the reign of the Emperor Trajan and Hadrian.[footnoteRef:5] It is significant that Plutarch is not writing during the period of Emperor Domitian’s reign because Domitian is known for being a tyrannical ruler and his reign was one of oppression and lack of freedom of speech as he is known for executing anyone that would write unfavourable things about him or anything controversial in Rome’s name. This meant that Plutarch was able to write reasonably freely as it was during the period of Rome’s ‘golden age’ and it was possible that the emperors Trajan and Hadrian would have known about Plutarch and been in commemoration of his works.     		Plutarch’s writing was evidently promoting the close relationship between Greece and Rome, as we can see within his ‘Parallel Lives’, where he would choose two figures from Greek and Roman history and find a way in which the two were comparable and explain his reasoning for linking them together. Plutarch’s pair for Alexander the Great was Julius Caesar and in this parallel, we do not have Plutarch’s separate section for explaining his reasoning in comparing the two individuals as it was likely lost over time, however I do not deem this a necessary factor as the parallel between the two figures can clearly be made through one’s own deciphering ability based on the knowledge that we have of each of them. 	Plutarch’s intention was to portray the character of the individual more so than the actual historical events that occurred at the time and he would tend to write about events which reflected the character of the individual as he has done so within the passage. His interest in character, and his selection of information reflects his desire to bring out the essential aspects of Alexander’s nature.[footnoteRef:6] This passage exclusively shows how Plutarch was keen to examine the type of man Alexander was, concentrating on his vices and virtues which allows the reader to make their own judgements on the morality of his actions. The passage conveys that the focus is on revealing Alexander’s character through his actions and behaviour and it is evident that Plutarch is not trying to give this situation any historical context.												As the purpose of the passage is not to inform us with any form of historical knowledge, it would be appropriate to analyse the nature of Alexander’s character. The passage presents us with a scene in which Alexander the Great is faced with an individual credited with much esteem, as we know Diogenes was at the later point of his life during this incident and had probably acquired a reputation for being charismatic, but incredibly audacious.[footnoteRef:7] We see Alexander’s nobility because, despite the scorn that Diogenes shows him, he is still able to appreciate the bravery and sharpness which he has witnessed and so reputes his own men who stick up for him, saying: ‘if I were not Alexander, I would be Diogenes.’ Essentially, he is acclaiming that if he had not inherited the crown of his father, then his merit as a regular person would flourish like Diogenes has shown.   					The reliability of the passage is undoubtably hard to question as there are many other accounts written by several people which give similar versions of the event. Diogenes Laertius provides us with a shortened account of the event compared to Plutarch,[footnoteRef:8] but virtually identical; Cicero also records the event with a varying reply of Diogenes to Alexander, at the end saying: ‘Now move at least a little out of the sun’.[footnoteRef:9] There is no reason to question whether the event occurred and so it is reasonable to assume that the passage given by Plutarch holds up reliably.								Overall, what we can gather from this passage is very useful as it shows the reader something unique, which is the character of Alexander. This is not something that we see in a normal historical passage, therefore it comes as an advantage as we are able to attain an insight into the general nature of Alexander. Despite the passage having no historical relevance or context to any of the events surrounding that time period, we as historians are still able to benefit from this as it is important to analyse the personality of such a major figure. We can use this passage to get a better understanding of why he chose to do the other things in his life; knowledge of which we have in abundance, having been recorded by many other writers. 	 [1:  Hornblower, S. (1983). 18. Pg. 261.]  [2:  Laërtius, D. (1925). VI.79. ]  [3:  Oxford Dictionary.]  [4:  Hornblower, S. (1983).]  [5:  Duff, T. (1999).]  [6:  Duff, T. (1999).]  [7:  Laërtius, D. (1925). VI.79.]  [8:  Laërtius, D. (1925). VI.32.]  [9:  Cicero. 5.92.] 
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