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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
PLUTARCH’S MANLY WOMEN

Jeremy MclInerney

1. Introduction

In the third volume of his Histoire de la Sexualité, Foucault offers a
rcading of Plutarch’s Amatorius in which he argues that it represents
“the first shape of an important change in the old erotics” and
presages the coming of a new, unitary conception of love.! For Fp‘f’
cault the Amatorius marks the move away from the earlier duall_SUC
approach that polarized physical and spiritual love. In the GlaSSl'Cal
construction of erds, physical love is associated with hetcrosexual-ll)'1
while spiritual love, on display in powerful and enduring friendships,
is expressed in the temperate love of boys. Now, according to Foucaulf,
there begins the move towards symmetry: an understanding of erds
in which the shared respect of husband and wife is marked by €0~
jugal affection and a degree of mutuality largely absent from the
older erotics. Foucault notes that in Plutarch’s view it was entirely
appropriate for married women to enjoy strong sexual feelings towards
: their husbands. In the Amatorius, for example, the character Plutarch
i offers a resounding defense of the widow Ismenodora who is in love
. with the ephebe Bacchon. The dialogue is interrupted by the NEWs
that Ismenodora has kidnapped Bacchon, and the rather elegant
interplay of action and philosophy is brought to its climax with the
happy news that the wedding will proceed and the interlocutors must
adjourn. Pisias, who was Bacchon’s lover and was formerly opPos®
to the wedding, is actually leading the procession, and the dialogue
closes with Plutarch saying that they should all go and have 2

! Foucault 1988, 197 and 228-32. Earlier versions of this paper were dehvergil
at the University of Sydney and Macquarie University. | wish to thank both auhflt
ences, and especially Kathryn Welch and Tom Hillard, for helpful comments t hdo
improved the focus of this paper. My thanks also go to an anonymous reader W
made detailed suggestions that were very helpful. .
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laugh at the old pederast’s expense. Although the dlalog-uc 1cs1 stcesﬁj
in Platonic theory throughout, the endorsement of Ismcng o.radeed
the unequivocal praise of conjugal, beterosexual lol:/ed. 0 In «
mark the Amatorius as a fresh contribution to the Greek discourse
lity.2
Sexftllit?r]ch’s approach to sexual relations is part of a br(éadel trf:\f
towards seeing an equivalence between the sexes. TheC1 hree. ;S v
cls, David Konstan has shown, often feature he'roes an ;:r’ogériva-
similar age, class and outlook, a feature rooted 11,; the nove ;1 feriva-
tion from the plots and concerns of New Com;dy.‘ .C.loser t?rl u Zrct N
own time, the Roman emphasis on the mulz'er unmivira pre gurlet a:i
trajectory taken up by early Christianity le’nch woulc‘l‘ artlclufa rsour
ideal of partners sharing, in Simo.n. Goldhill’s phrase,d equzli t'e o
and religious duty”.* Patristic writings cfxplored gen e}r1 I‘C‘f. 10Cnh,' t
inconsistently, taking their cue from Paul’s observangn that 1rl1 rl;
there is no male nor female” (Gal. 3.28),‘and o_ﬁ‘“ermg Pcrp.et;a an _,
Blandina heroic models regardless of thelr sex.” One final in u(l:nin
was Stoicism’s endorsement of the notion of symmetry, pa.rf1cu arg
in the claims that both men and women were capalzle of virtue an
that both equally warranted training in phllo§ophy. e
But as with any broad assertions of sweeping change 1t is esn};
able to add nuance to the picture where possible. One can e%pProal:.
Plutarch’s thinking on gender from anoth.er angle l?y examining hfs
treatment of ‘the virtuous woman’. This is Fh.e subject of; Plutarc' T
Mulierum Virtutes, in which the Second SOpf:llSth author gives sI};§C1;1
attention to female bravery. In the introFluctlon to the Mulierum (;rtizheé
(242F) Plutarch asserts that women’s virtues (arefaz) a;le one'atnes re
same (eis to mian einai) as those of men, and among these };’lr url e
specifies bravery, wisdom and justice. .Here we seem to be c; e
same ground as in the Amatorius: there is a symmetry, even an };:llem
alence between the sexes. But Plutarch’s argument raises adpro mer;
It is one thing to acknowledge that, in general, men and wo

! For a discussion of various assessments of the originality of the dmatorius, scc
Brsﬂé Qr?s(t)?(l);‘ 5119_924 14-59 and 141-50, although Konstan notes tha‘tl‘it ilsl L(::)It[lrcl
sans al?d not citizen women who feel passion equivalent to that of their male
terparts.

* Goldhill 1995, 132-3.

> Moriarty 1998, 2.

¢ Goldhill 1995, 137.
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Same as manliness, then it is no small matter to assert that women’s
bravery is the same as men’s.

Accordingly, the assertion that women’s virtues are the same as

men’s contains within it an implicit approval of the manly woman,
a much more radical proposition than the simple notion that men
and women are equal. One glimpses the potentially destabilizing
effect of this in a contemporary Christian text, e Passion of St

Perpetua, when, dreaming of her approaching martyrdom, Perpetua
describes the scene as follows: '

We had hardly reached the amphitheater, breathless, when he took
me into the middle of the arena .. And T was stripped naked, and
became masculine (Sacta sum masculus). And my supporters began to
rub me with oil, as they do for a wrestling match; and on the other
side T saw the Egyptian rolling himself in the dust ., . . And we joined
combat and fists began to fly... and he fell upon his face and I trod
upon his head . . . And triumphantly I began to walk towards the Gate
of the Living. (Pus. §, Perpet. 10)

For Perpetua, martyrdom involves a transfiguration in which she s
made masculine.® This may be appropriate for someone whose beliefs
threaten the established order of Roman society, but Plutarch’s milieu
was a Greek elite that had ‘long since made its peace with Rome.
To avoid the problem of the masculine woman, Plutarch side-steps
a close analysis of Virtue or virtues, instead asserting that all virtues
are in essence the same. Despite its respectable Socratic lineage, this
is a highly reductive approach, better suited to g philosophical dia-
logue than to a compilation of exempla. A collection of stories with

7 For an (overly) cautious discussion of the significance of andreia’s ctymological
roots, see Moriarty 1998, 5-6.

* The bibliography relating to this passage alone is considerable. For a discus-
sion of th s i

lowing the earlier treatment by Shaw 1983. For men, too, impending martyrdom
affirmed their andreia. “Be strong, Polycarp, and play the man”, the sdint is exhorted
by an anonymous voice as he enters the arena (The Martyrdom of Polycarp 9).
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a cast of many characters and a variety of situations is likely to pro-
vide many different instances and types of virtue, as is the case, for
example, in the Vitae. As if recognizing that his choice of genre is
likely to undercut his philosophical stance Plutarch concedes that
contingent circumstances differ so that virtues will take on various
colors or be expressed differently according to the character of the
individual, the customs of the society or other variables. Thus, Ajax
and Achilles are both brave but in different ways. But rather than
explore these differences, especially any differences between men and
women, Plutarch declares emphatically, “Let us not assert different
kinds of bravery, wisdom and justice . . .” (243D). This frees Plutarch
from the need to define more closely the wvirtues under discussion:
any instance of a virtue becomes an example of Virtue, not becausc
this has been demonstrated dialectically, but because it has been
asserted by Plutarch.

This blurring of all distinctions between virtues is reflected in the
vignettes recounted in the Mulierum Virtutes. Plutarch rarely explicitly
states which virtue is illustrated by any given episode. The reader is
usually left to infer whether a particular story illustratcs justicc or
moderation or bravery. Plutarch’s problem—how to approve the
brave woman without also approving the manly woman—is thus
circumvented by stripping the episodes of explicit commentary.
When no specific virtue is ever identified the women’s actions are
simply, self-evidently, and generically virtuous. And even when their
actions appear to be praiseworthy the narration frequently under-
cuts the praise of women by making their actions out to be morally
ambiguous.

On its own, this failure to identify which virtues are operative in
the various stories might seem warranted by Plutarch’s contention
that all virtues are the same but a better explanation is that the
philosophical introduction and the main body of the work simply do
not fit with each other.® In the introduction, for example, Plutarch
proposes to prove that men’s and wornen’s virtues are identical by
comparing the magnificence (megalopragmosuné) of Semiramis and that
of Sesostris, the intelligence (sunesis) of Tanaquil and that of Servius,
the high-mindedness { phronéma) of Porcia and that of Brutus. However,

* Duff 2000 analyses at length the disparities between the sunkvisis and its nar
rative in the Vilge
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n .y
tOoasclic:s zmclc::iz;su:iss?uently appear. ‘Tl.lere arc no wrorum virtutes
of o B P to the deeds of virtuous women. The Vitae,
o > are constructed around exactly this type of one-for-onc
Exhibitédlznger }tlo make t.he point that Greck and Roman men
Honton). L thy /t\/fe;ame virtues and vices, that they were, in fact,
e ,it u T; ulierum Vzrtz'zles announces such a comparison only
Whethe}z Pl.marChe CTFCtd(?f this curious failure is to call attention,
e e L2 realized it or not, to the abrupt disjunction between
roduction, with its rhetorical balance, its philosophical lan-
guage and its faintly radical posture, and the rest of the work, with
its highly conventional narratives culled from a wide varicty of E}rel;k
and Ro.man sources. We are promised comparisons of men and
women Illust.rating the sameness of their virtues, but what we get is
a series of. vignettes dealing with the bravery and justice of wo%n ¥
elthc.er individually or in groups. In fact, a closer réadin of tc}?,
Mulierum Vz'rt?ztes reveals that lurking behind the novel ﬁguri of thg
brave and Vvirtuous woman is a highly traditional, and restrictive
undt.erstand.mg of womanly virtue. In short, the narrative of thf:
ﬂfu[z.emm Virtutes finally undercuts the proposition stated in the intr -
duction that men’s and women’s virtues are identical, -

2. Manly women

The {n;.mly woman, the guné andreia, is not an invention of the Second
Soph1§trc and derives from a longstanding debate over female coura e
and virtue. Socrates, according to Aristotle, maintained that the teri-
perance, courage and justice of men and women were the same.'!
The same claim can be traced back to Antisthenes in the fouréh'
cen.tury (Diog. Laert. 6.1.12), but it was not an idea to which the
mainstream of Greek thinking was sympathetic. Aristotle explicitly

" Plutarch’s sunkriseis have been well studied. For the most rec
. ent treatments

f;)l.;lsg,z?e 200_0,‘_and Duff 2000.,Ro_scnmeyer 1992, 209 discusses comparison :ss;:s
fgd Ar/}g lprmu;z!e in Plutarch s biographical works and refers to the introduction
of the A ulierum Pzrtu{ej, commenting, “One may wonder whether . .. Plutarch has
g‘;\;errsl t_edproblem of comparing all the thought it deserves. The argumentative dis-
= efl[:' icates that”he Is aware of the difficulties. But the problem recedes in the
cltlf ?\ s assurance”, As we shall see, that assurance may mask a deeper anxiety
nistotle, Pofitics 1260a21~2. For a discussion of the debate on women’s virtyes
before Plutarch see Stadter 1965, 3-5. e
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rejected Socrates’ position, asserting that males possessed a superior
courage (arkhiké andreia) and women an inferior sort (hupéretiké). In the
Pohitics (1277b20) Aristotle also used female bravery as a yardstick
against which to measure male courage, stating that a man would
seem a coward if he were only as courageous as a manly woman.
Similar thinking, expressed more evocatively, underlies the way Hero-
dotus employs the figure of Artemisia to emphasize the fundamen-
tal wrongness of the Persian attack on the Greeks. That there was
something essentially wrong in the attempt of the Persians to yoke
Europe to Asia was best summed up by the exasperation of Xer-
xes witnessing the performance of his fleet before Salamis, where
Artemisia’s Carian forces outshone the rest of his contingents, caus-
ing the Great King to leap from his seat and cry out, “My men
have become women and my women men”.'” The confusion of gen-
der and sex roles suggests the deeper threat facing the Greeks and
also hints at why the expedition must fail: it is unnatural. Barbarians
must not and cannot dominate Greeks, anymore than women can
excel men. Where they do, they represent a deep threat to order.

Similar anxieties over the bending of gender lines found constant
expression in the Greek fascination with Amazons. Both as analogues
of Persians and bogeymen in their own right, non-Greek Amazons
gendered the Greek anxiety over the threat to order. Nothing could
better demonstrate why the order of things had to include the social
seclusion of women, and why the best that could be said of a woman
was that there was nothing to say about her, than to imagine what
would happen if these restrictions were not in place: these warrior
women who had invaded Attica had to be beaten by Theseus. In
the Athenian imaginary, there was no figure half as scary as a woman
who walked, talked and fought like a man."

The threat embodied by the manly woman rendered good service
to those branches of Greek culture that reinforced social norms. In
the theater, for example, a character such as Clytaemnestra, with
her manly deliberations (Aesch., 4g. 11), is utterly monstrous. No
matter what the ethical complications and the moral conundrums
may be that face such a character, avenging a daughter betrayed

'z Hdt 8.88; see Harrell in this volume.
" Lys. Epitaph. 2.6-8; Isoc. Paneg. 4.68-70; Plut. Theseus 27. On Amazons sce
Boardman 1982, 13, Tyrrell 1984, 9-22, Hall 1989, 215, and Blok 1995.

B astemteinis o e
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and . .
o as:lT'EXPIOItatlon of her otkos, she crosses the line once she begins
unevenl] eda man. The line between oskos and statc was finely and

venly drawn in the classical period, and gave rise to many con-

:‘,ltlZCl‘l audience, the awful actions of a manly woman like Cly-
szm}rlltesbtra. There is r.eally no successful resolution for a woman
ght between obligations to household and statc even if she is as
noble as Ar{tlgone. She cither goes mad or kill ’hcrself or is exe-
tcil;::d. /f%nd Just as women on stage so often embody the contradic-
s of competing loyalties, so too the wholly virtuous woman is
caught in a bind., The glory of women becomes synonymous with
a good death, so that, as Nicole Loraux has demonstra);ed “wi\1/e5
and young girls, if they are going to win the elusive leos ’unaz'kﬁn
must strive for andreia”.* Hence the paradox of womanl mé:a;re' 7
exhibited by Alcestis: her death is noble, selfless and boldy but bm' .
50 magly it results in the feminizing of Admetus.'s , o
Medlc.al writers also explored the innate contradiction of the manl
woman in their discussions of conception and sex differentiationy
Although Aristotle is well known for having expressed a view of
women that saw them as essentially passive participants in these
processes, as early as Alcmaeon and Parmenides there were Greek
thinkers who posited that the womb was a potential battleground
betheen male and female seed.” The fullest expression of tl;gis the-
ory 1s to be found in a treatise in the Hippocratic Corpus in which
the explicit claim is made that “both the man and the woman have
male and female sperm”.”? Only when there was no battle betwcen
the seeds was there a happy outcome, the mingling of male seed
from both man and woman creating a manly boy, or the mixing of
female seed from both father and mother leading ;o a feminine girl
The other combinations were more or less grotesque, as Ann Ellis.

"* Loraux 1987, 63.

"* Loraux 1987, 29.

" Arist. GA 4.3 769a15~23. For Al rmenides : i-Ari i
traldition sec Lone. 1901 125.--6_0r cmacon, Parmenides and the anti-Aristotelian

" Hipp., De genitura 7. Galen also com
] s L 7. Gale posed a celebrated passage on thi -
(tjl'oﬂl}’ concluding that similarities between parents and childreﬁ wcxge e&derieqt::t
uierent sperms prevailed in different parts of the body; see Galen, D¢ sem. 2.3

For a fuller discussion of theories of sex differentiation i i
! 1atio th ic C
se¢ Manuli 1980, 405-6 and Lonie 1981, 125-6. " the Hippocratic Corpus
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Hanson points out, with the manly girl a product of the father’s
female seed defeating the mother’s male producing seed.' It was a
victory of the male, but not of the masculine. Even though the
father’s seed won the battle, the product of the victory was a female
with masculine characteristics, and hence an inappropriate vessel for
masculinity.

Greek culture, therefore, admitted the existence of the manly
woman, but tended to see this as an aberration or threat. Despite
this (or perhaps because of it), the figure of the woman who per-
forms outside the narrowly circumscribed world of women remained
fascinating. In the early Hellenistic period Charon of Carthage wrote
a four-volume compilation entitled Biographies of Famous Women."" A
steady trickle of works detailing the accomplishments of women con-
tinued during the Second Sophistic. Book 5, for example, of the
compilation of Sopatros of Apamea included a section on the ori-
gins and careers of those who won glory in the world of the Greek
theater, whether the performers were male or female.®® Apollonius
the Stoic produced a work entitled Women Who Were Philosophers or
Otherwise Accomplished Something Noteworthy, while Artemon of Magnesia
composed an Account of Deeds Accomplished by the Virtue of Women.* One
cannot assume that the tone of all these works, known to us only
by their titles, was uniformly favorable, since authors of the same
period were fascinated by paradox and adoxa, the praise of unpraise-
worthy things, as in the case of Favorinus’ In Praise of Thersites. One
vignette, however, from this genre is preserved and is noteworthy.
In Favorinus’ speech In Praise of Fortune, we encounter the figure of
Demonassa the Cypriot lawgiver. Her laws and the penalties they
prescribe lead to the execution of her own children. Later, upon
seeing a cow mourning for its calf and being driven mad by what
Maud Gleason calls “the tragic paradox of her own maternity”, she

' Hansen 1992, 43.

'* Charon of Carthage, Bioi endoxdn gunaikén (= FHG TV 360)

% Sopatros, Excerpts 5 (= Phot. Bibl 161). Stadter 1965, 7-8 refers to the anony-
mous work used by Sopatros as Women Lifled up lo Greal Fame and Brilliant Repulation
but the context and wording of the citation makes it clear that the biographies were
all of performers. )

' Apollontus Stoicus, hosai gunaikes ephilosophisan & allfs 1 epidoxon digpraxanto (=
Phot. Bibl. 161); Artemon of Magnesia, tin kat’ aretén gunaixi pepragmaleumenin diégé-
mata (= Phot. Bibl. 161). See Stadter 1965, 7-8 and Wicker 1978, 109.
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Jhumps Into a vat of boiling metal and is turned into a statue.'.-’? One
as to wonder whcth.cr some of the works about famous women
;\(1)21: not paradoxological, with more emphasis on the para than the
ﬁnzt ;sr:ig)cs:l i:]:il;i‘tllzt'in the work of Musonius the Stoic that we
1on of the manly woman. In his tract, Whether

Sons and Daugh ;
ignters should recei m Y ; :
explictly, ewe the same Education, Musonius writes

S ) . .
Fg;nzo?vzrr;ay tsay that anldreza only applies to men. But this is not so!
an too, or at least the best wom 1 :
. an, must act in a man
fashion and must c}eanse herself of cowardice, so that she may not b:
overcome by affliction or fear. Otherwise how could a woman remain

H S
Chaste If OImeone: by tllleat or fOICC Could lllake lle the victun f
T (@)

The benchmark here is a woman’s chastity, so that the apparent
novelty of the argument is somewhat undercut by its conveplftioiz
concerns. Even so, if Musonius were interested in nothing more th

a traditional conception of aidds it was hardly necessary to make th
further claim that women could possess andreia. After all, a manlc
woman such as Clytaemnestra demonstrated that female a;tdreia wasy
at tllue very least, problematic. By extending the customary notion)
of aza’(f.: to include andreia Musonius was breaking new ground, or a:
least giving philosophical legitimacy to attitudes that were still ’novel
What is perhaps most unusual here is not his belief in female coura e.
but the advocacy that follows from it: because girls, no less thfn
boys, have an innate capacity for andreia it should be r’ecognized and
nurtured by education. It was precisely the philosophical proposition
}mderlying Musonius’ claim that fascinated Plutarch and is reflected
in Plutarch’s assertion that the virtues of men and women are iden-
tical. This, however, is in the introduction to the Mubierum Virtutes.

€ Cpl S C te € dy ly
I]l S()de recoun d mn 111 b() ()1 Ilulalclls W()Ik t(:ll a ve

:-’2 Gleason 1995, 13.
B Musonius, Diatribe 4 (Hense).
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3. Mulierum Virtutes

The first and perhaps overwhelming feature of the work is that the
pivotal moment of many stories depends on the woman’s body. In
fact, the virtue of women is inscparable from their bodies and the
range of behaviors, taboos and restrictions that are focused on the
body, summed up in the notion of shame (aidsis). So deeply ingrained
is this thinking that some stories are reduced to little more than
shorthand. In the case of Lucretia, for example, Plutarch offers only
the barest details. Her virtue was one of the causes of Tarquinius’
downfall, says Plutarch (250A). After being raped by one of Tarquinius’
sons she reported the matter to friends and family, and killed her-
self, setting in train the events that would eventually lead to the last
king’s downfall. The notion of aidds operating here is utterly con-
ventional and deeply ingrained, and its ubiquity in stories suppos-
edly concerned with bravery and wisdom helps to explain why the
stories in the Mulierum Virtutes tend to fall into three categories: those
that revolve around obscenity, suggested either by the display of the
female genitals or by verbal abuse {or beth); stories that relate o
concealment; and stories that hinge on physical exploitation. Whatever
the work’s philosophical stance, the narrative will return again and

again to women’s bodies.

3.1 Virtue and Obscenity

In the first category, involving obscenity, women instil vigor in their
men and protect the fertility of their countryside. For example,
Plutarch recounts the story of Cyrus’ men fleeing from battle only
to be confronted by their women who hike up their skirts and cry,
“Where are you off to, you most miserable of men? You sure can’t
flee and crawl back here (entautha), from where you came!” (246A-B).
Similarly, in the story of the Lycian Women (247F-248D), the curse
of Bellerophon who has invoked a terrble tidal wave to inundatc
Lycia is undone when the Lycian women pull up their garments and
go out to meet him, forcing him to retrcat out of shame (hup’ aiskhunds).
The tidal wave, too, rolls back to the sea.

Both these stories are, in one sense, about thc men’s virtue, not
the women’s. In the story of the Persian Women, the virtue of the
women may be said to reside in their boldness, but the outcome
depends on the men reacting modestly and honorably to this chal-
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lenge ¢ i i
Senfe O(; rt:(:lre Srtr;artl}:l;oiulsrést};]?mL);man eplisodkc, it is Bellerophon’s

: O turn back, and th 1 i
| ig;?:gyo?liilza; about speci.fying the virtue of t,hc womccn?'-’?li(r)ldgni
othing who the(;’rz;kae?%rdﬁng to Plutarchz the men accomplished
crowded around bp o e eroph.on to desist, l?ut when the women
an end to bt €y met with respect (.(zzcz'ous tukhen) and put

nger. The respect referred to 1s Bellerophon’s.

Iniscent of Iar'nbe’s Jests mentioned in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. 2
The 2;:onncct10ns here between obscenity and fertility are unm'sfri<
iatslet.hujeﬂ"f%] Heri;lierson explains the nexus of cult, abuse and oblsc:n-

s: ¢ eiticacy of obscenity in ivities i imes
sympathetic,‘ in that naming of sexﬁal o:;:r}:s Zcr:ldwzstss 1;_5: nf:ttlintcs
Or apotropaic, in that evil powers do not like obscenity”, Pluta1 IIZ’
or his sources, is clearly close to this apotropaic sense .in his str(: :
of.the Lyc1a1'1 Women averting the curse of sterility, and the Pers'ary
episode, set in the early days of their ankhé—the vi,ctory is over ihn
Medes, not the Greeks—sanctions sympathetically the growth oef

24 N H H :
. I}_Tlc;rn; dlscuslsgl)on of this episode and its variants see Blok 1995, 319-29
o Persianei\fs;en 7§$(=SI 5;10Thvie£10t th_?t the story of genital cxposu’re is a(tri.butcd
wor doe ) €N 1ts association with Greek cull, T si
st_?/?; apgcals to originate with Ctesias; see Stadter 1965, 53-—66. %lv::m]u:lel Pi?ilvan
gur i aI par’tan_settmg; see Apophih. Lac. 241h. Tts significance lies not in izls ori o
£ in the way it would have been understood by its audience T onen
. Slerg. Al.lgfgrglr. 2.20.1; Hymn. Hom. Cer. 200-5, .
= Deubner ;
and 2aTE , 94; Brumfield 1981, 81 and moslt recently McClure 1999, 47-359
* Henderson 1975, 13.
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their power, which, in the tradition of Thucydides, is presented as
organic. These episodes seem startling with their focus on self-expo-
sure but turn out to be conventional, resonating with associations
from traditional Greek cults concerned with fertility and evil. They
have little to do with affirming any female virtue and are really
drawn from stories and practices that illustrate the male dread of
female sexuality.?
Stories concerned with verbal abuse work in a similar way, as
women goad their men into action by transgressing the customary
gender role that favors female silence and compliance.*® One exam-
ple s the first story of the Chian Women (244E-245B), in which,
outraged by their men’s readiness to lay down their arms, the women
revile them. The men are taught boldness by their women and are
saved (houtor men oun tharrein didakhthentes hupo tén gunaikin houtds eséthésan).
This pattern is more fully developed in the story of Xenokrite (26 1E~
262D). Aristodemus has established himself as tyrant of Cumae and
is forcing the men of the city to toil away digging a ditch. As he
passes in review one woman steps out of his way and modestly cov-
ers her face. When the menfolk ask her jokingly why she avoided
only Aristodemus she replies “Because among the Cumaeans Aristo-
demus is the only man”. On the one hand her physical avoidance
of the tyrant’s proximity and her gesture of concealment are inter-
preted by the men as signs of her adds, but on the other she is
still permitted a sharp tonguc to spur on her gutless menfolk.
Plutarch writes, “This utterance pricked all of them and shamed
themn (pardxunen aiskhuner) into struggling for their freedom” (262C).
This particular vignette is interesting for the way in which it splits
the figure of the courageous woman in two. Plutarch praises the
virtue of the two women who set Cumae free; the first is the anony-
mous woman armed with the bon mot mentioned above, while the
other is Xenokrite. But all that she actually does is to get the con-
spirators into Aristodemus’ palace. She is functionally more impor-
tant for what she is, namely the prize in Aristodemus’ bed. Her
subjugation stands for the tyrant’s exploitation. So here are the twin
roles of womanly courage in action: the sexually desirable woman
who Is the object of the tyrant’s unwanted attentions, and the anony-

? Horney 1932, 348-60 and Connell 1995, 11.
% On the silence of Athenian women, see McClure 1999, 19-24.

s ntenem o < L e

PLUTARCH'S MANLY WOMEN 331

o : in the sto
e Women of Miletys (249B-D). During a spate of suicides l;))/l

young women 1 i
SomegdiVine O,.c>'c<:a51oned per}.laps by something in the air or from
me ngin, on the advice of a man of intelligence (nous), the
. . N ’
which any future suicides are

lll?eyo?d human l.u:lp, says Plutarch. And then immediately an intel-
gent man, a philosopher perhaps, makes a sensible suggestion based

3.2 Virtue and Concealment

The second category involves stories of concealment in which th
.wo,man’s body is equated with some other element su’ch as the f; :
ily’s wealth or the men’s weapons. In the story of,Timoclea (265;];1—-
260D), she and her house are handed over to a Macedonian off;
after the fall of Thebes. After dinner the officer summons Tim fer
to sleep with him. This is not the end of his outrageous behacz/(? .
says Plutarch, because he then bullies her into revealing the wh .
abouts of the family treasure. Timoclea’s response is revealin EI:-
announces clearly that she would rather have died before thisg'ni h(t:
so that her body might at least have cscaped outrage, but she g
cedes that now she is under his power. She remarks’ that she Cvc\):li
not deprive him of what is his (ouk aposterési se ton sén), for she ha
become whatever he wishes her to be, an expression t};at elides th(j
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distinction between her body and her property. She then goes on
to tease him with a story of the household’s wealth that she has
secreted in a dry well outside. The Macedonian is seduced into fetch-
ing up the treasure immediately, and while he is in the well Timoclea
and her servants kill him by piling rocks on top of him. She is later
found out but forgiven by Alexander. Her virtue, her body and the
family’s property are thus safeguarded.

In the cases of the Women of Melos (246D-247A), and the Women
of Salmantica (248E—249B) the role of the women is to hide weapons
within their garments, just as their bodies are concealed by their
robes. In both cases the women are agents necessary for the men’s
victory, in the one case enabling them to slay their perfidious hosts,
the Carians, and in the other helping them to fight their way to
freedom and eventually to win the restoration of their city. Plutarch’s
language is revealing. In the case of the Melian Women, at the crit-
ical moment, “all at once, the women (men) opened their robes, while
the men (de) seized their swords, attacked the barbarians and slew
the whole lot of them” (246F). The words draw attention to the
women not just concealing the weapons and smuggling them into
the banquet, but also opening their garments. It is a critical moment
of transgression for both the men and the women: the former are
violating xenia while the latter are violating aidds. In both cases their
actions are justified by the threat to their existence, but the responses,
or more properly the fields of action available to each, are quite
different: the men take decisive action against their foes while the
women are cast in a supporting role in which their decency is com-
promised in order to facilitate the deeds of their menfolk.

It is surely not coincidental that the story is set at the time of the
founding of Cryassus by Melian colonists. Like many ktistic stories
this episode is compelling because it reflects the belief that the foun-
dation of a Greek colony was a special moment that required a dis-
pensation from the usual nomoi of a civilized community. This pattern
is remarkably consistent in many colonial narratives, involving rape,
oath-breaking and even murder.®*’ Colonial narratives, in fact, are
often constructed as if the colonial foundation were a rite de passage
in which norms are temporarily overturned so that they, and the
new society painfully coming into existence, can be reestablished all

# Dougherty 1993, 31-44.
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the.more securely. The community s reassuring itself that there is .
an Inverse relationship between their wild, law-breaking origins and
their current law-abi.ding state. It m'ay be for this r(;ason that so
many o'f' the Greek vignettes in the Mubierum Virtutes derive from ktis-
tic traditions. These include the stories of the Trojan Women (243E-
244A), who are really the first Roman Women, the Chian Women
(244E~245C) from the foundation story of Leuconia, the Women of
Melos (246D~247A), from the founding of Cryass\;s, the so-called
.Etruscan Women (247A-F), actually the foundation story of Lyctus
on Qrete, the story of Pieria (253F-254B) from the stories of Miletus
and its colony Myos, and the story of Lampsace (255A-E), the epon

of Lampsac.us. It is in these charged episodes that we I'I’I’OSt oftP::n Z:
women as individuals or groups acting purposefully. It is the Trojan
Womer{, for example, who make the decision to put an end to the
wandering of the Trojan survivors by literally burning their boats
once 'they have reached Italy. The Chian Women object to the
wimpiness of their men folk, abusing them as cowards (ekakizon autous)
for abandoning their arms and quitting the city, while Lampsace
sefzrjctly warns the Greeks of the plot against them. It is as if the
crisis 01.' founding a polis authorizes actions which are at odds with
normative behavior and permit temporarily a suspension of the usual
restrictions on women.

The.i.mplications of this for Plutarch’s work is that his general
proposition that women’s virtue is the same as men’s often relies for
proof on stories that only allow women to act In exceptional cir-
cumstances. In some respects this may overlap with broader notions
of ana’Teza, which emphasize its operation in moments of crisis, but
there. is still an important difference between men’s and won’qen’s
andreia in action. The paradigm of male courage calls for a straight-
forward response to a threat, whether it be to personal honor or the
safety of the community. If the man acts courageously he averts the
threat and enhances his own reputation. The moral economy is
un(.:omplicated: danger + courage = honor. But in the case of women’s
actions the results are more often ambiguous. Polycrite (254B-F) slips
a message into a cake baked for her brothers telling them how they
can attack her lover’s forces, leading to the lover’s defeat and cap.
ture. Caphene (246D-247A), betrays her Carian relations to aid her
lover and the Grecks, and Lampsace (255A-E) betrays her friends
and relatives to help the Phocaean colonists. In these stories the
women embody divided loyalties, as if complicated moral dilemmas
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are more easily handled by displacing them from the male onto the
female. These stories draw on the tradition of Greek drama that so
often puts heroines into impossible situations, where the restoration
of order is finally made possible by the elimination of the female.
Furthermore, not only are women’s loyalties divided, but also their
bravery is often presented as ambiguous. This becomes almost a
reflex on Plutarch’s part, as if to concede a simple act of bravery
were too much for him. Thus, the story of Valeria and Cloelia
(250A-F) tells of the escape of a group of young Roman women
from Lars Porsena. The episode culminates in the gift of a horse
from Porsena to Cloelia, commemorated in an equestrian statue, for
her display "of strength (rémé) and daring (to/ma) beyond that of a
woman (kds kreitiona gunaikos). Much of the narrative, however, under-
cuts the praise of the heroines. In fact, the escape of the maidens
is misguided because they are not captives. They are serving as
hosfages to guarantee the terms of the alliance between Porsena and
the Romans. He has shown his good faith by rejecting his alliance
with Tarquinius and giving up preparations for war against Rome.
It is under these conditions that the women impulsively make their
escape. As a result, . when they get home their menfolk, while admir-
ing their areté and tolma, are horrified by their return because they,
the men, will appear to be inferior to Porsena in matters of good
faith (en pistei kheirones). The women’s complete disregard for the dic-
tates of honor stands in stark contrast to the behavior of such Roman
heroes as Regulus, who argued against peace with Carthage even
though this meant returning to his death.*? The women are com-
mandeéd to return to Porsena’s camp, so that their actions are basi-
cally nullified. Indeed, it is telling that Plutarch twice refers to their
daring, to/ma, a quality that is often qualified as ‘reckless’ (alogistos),
rather than their bravery (andreia), a term not applied to their exploits.
They are ambushed on the way back, and although Valeria man-
ages to escape and raise the alarm, it is Aruns, Porsena’s son, who
rescues the rest of the Roman women. So, while we get the con-
ventional praise of the aret? of these women, with at least an implied
acknowledgment of bravery, the narration actually undercuts this and
presents us with women who court danger, compromise their men’s

* Zonar. 8.15. See also Plut. Pyr. 20 and App. Sam. 10 on the return of pris-
oners bound by oath. My thanks to Tom Hillard for these references.
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honor and‘ need to be rescued. The best that can be said is that the
braver)./ of Pl.utarch’s women is never straightforward.

At t1:716§, In fact, the tension between the rather trite praise of
-women’s virtues and the actual details of the exemplum almost makes
a mockery of the central proposition that women possess the samé
virtue as men. Consider the extraordinary case of Aretaphiia of
Cyrene .(255E—257E). The vignette begins with Plutarch praising
zi‘xreta.phlla for her areté and her accomplishments {praxis). She is dis-
tl'n:gms}'led by her good sense (to phronein) and her political skill (pok-
tikés deinotétos). But the record of her actions tells a different sto'
:%ltogether: she plots to poison her husband, the tyrant Nicocratcrﬁy
lies when confronted, engineers the seduction of Leander the tyrant:;
brother,. by dangling her daughter in front of him, is ’rumored- tc;
ha.ve poisoned Leander, secretly provokes a war with éyrene’s Aﬁ*ican
ne}ghbors, bullies the tyrant into a defenseless pérley with the” African
c}.nef and hands Leander over to Anabous after alternately egging
him on (etharrunen) and abusing him (ekakize). Even the description of
the cl1n‘1actic moment when Aretaphila grabs Leander and physically
Qragi him over to Anabous emphasizes the recklessness of her actions
(tamds panu kai tetharrékotds). The story ends with Aretaphila retiring
demurely to the women’s quarters and taking up her work at the
loom, but this pat ending cannot hide the fact that the virtue dis-
played by Aretaphila is worlds away from the straightforward vig-
orous manly courage of those who use weapons to exact justiée.

Women’s weapons undercut the proposition that their virtues are
fundamentally the same as men’s, Secrecy, trickery, lies, abuse, con-
cealment and the occasional burst of impulsive action: these are the
spheres in which female virtue operate, as is also illustrated in the
story of Eryxo, widow of the king of Cyrene (260E-261D). When
Fhe tyrant Laarchus tries to legitimize his hold on power by marry-
mng her she tricks him into a secret assignation at which he is cut
down by her brothers. Although she is explicitly praised for her self-
control (sgphrosuné) and bravery (andreia), the record of her actions
qualifies the reader’s response to female bravery in a way that dis-
tinguishes it from the open andreia of men.

3.3 Virtue and Sexual Exploitation

Plutarch’s understanding of female virtue, then, when the philo-
sophical frame is stripped away, is rooted in conventional notions of
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aidos. So far we have seen this play out in stories employing the
tropes of self-exposure or concealment. The third category of story
includes those vignettes dealing with sexual exploitation. These are
especially significant because within the Mulierum Virtutes the sexual
exploitation of women comes to stand for violations of social order.
This authorizes a specific field of action in which women may dis-
play their virtues of courage and resourcefulness so long as it serves
the greater and more important goal of restoring stability. For exam-
ple, in the second part of the episode dealing with the Women of
Chios (244E~245C), they take hold of a terrible and wild spirit (deznon
d’hat gunarkes kai agrion thumon labousai—the words suggest that their
virtue is an external quality rather than innate), mount the walls and
supply their men with arms and encouragement to defeat Philip V.
The stimulus for all this is Philip’s appeal to the slaves within the
city to desert with the promise of freedom and sex with their mas-
ters’ women. The women’s spirited actions are permissible because
of the overwhelming threat posed by Philip’s proposition. In fact,
they are commensurate with that threat.

But if crises call for extreme measures they do not set prccedents
for daily business. That is well illustrated by the story of the Women
of Argos (245C-F). This episode begins with a similar threat to the
very existence of the community when Cleomenes defeats the Argives
in battle and marches on the city. Once again a semi-divine spirit
(hormé kai folma daimonios) operates from without on the women, lead-
ing them to man the battlements and defend their country. After
their victory the women find that Argos is short of men, so they
marry the best of their perioecic neighbors. The women are some-
what contemptuous of these men, whom they regard as beneath
them (hds kheronas), leading the Argives to pass a law saying that
“Married women having a beard must occupy the same bed with
their husbands” (245F). The curious reference to bearded women is
an allusion to the masculinity displayed by women who have fought
in battle and chosen their own husbands. Not coincidentally, the
military success of these manly women was commemorated at a reli-
gious festival, but the Hubrisika was a festival of transvestism. Here
as in other such cults, the transvestism did not threaten the normal
order of social affairs as much as it reinforced it by offering a tem-
porary respite from it.*® The festival was an exceptional moment,

® Tyrrell 1984, 68. For a modern version of the same festival, the Yinaikokratia
held in Monklissia, see Storace 1996, 234~7. _
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w . .
th};fr:h\g;or}l;l:cxll rlmght bru?ﬂy assume the role of men, the very role
the e pf ayed during tbe siege of Argos. But the festival turns
" n ol gender roles into g game, while the law restates th
Proper order: women may not enjoy independence. :

3.4 Male and Female Virtye

se s vi
,)-/ S e.m to pro.ve that women’s virtue
- 1t 15 more likely to spur others to
re likely to arise in, and be confined

;t;jzll (c))ff%}}lle.VZornen of Ampbhissa, (249E-F) Plutarch tells how a
y1ades, maenads, lose their way toward i
bangiod wpades Y towards the end of their
gs around Mt. Parnassus. Th i i
at Amphissa, where, “exhausted a i returned o thetr s
, , nd still not returned to their
they threw themselves down here and there in the agoraellzzn?fe?l’

:getr;: agd gnall?;: with their husbands’ consent, they lead them safely
wne border. As in the charged stories dealing with: i
datl(?ns, th_e episode at Amphissa deals with theg t:lrtef;tcglfogcii!alfo(;l'n_'
ruption. S-m.ce they are bacchants, the Thyiades embod the 1fe alls-
threat to .c1v11izati0n, which is why their activities are norm};]l as o g
to the.w11.ds of Parnassus or Cithaeron. The agora, on }t,he Slg:}]ne
hand, is c1yic space and therefore a male domain, T’he presen::)e e;
b.acchants mn the middle of the agora, therefore, suggests an inv .
51qn of, or at least a threat to established order. At the time of tli'r-
episode Amphissa is supposed to have been under occupation b1S
the forces qf the Phocian tyrants, so that the juxtapositiog of m 1y
and female is even more sharply drawn: the bacchants are an im lia )
threat to the male order and they themselves are explicitl thfe -
enec} by the Phocian mercenaries. Each of these factors inchases tit-
tension, which is only resolved by the Amphissan women interceding
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on behalf of the Thyiades. The actions are the opposite of every-
thing Bacchic. They stand in silence around the sleeping bacchants;
they minister to them like servants, and they only escort them to
the border once they have won permission from their husbands.*
The story contrasts the excellence of these silent and subservient
women with the latent violence of the Thyiades.

The virtues residing in silence and subservience are also on dis-
play in the story of Micca, Megisto and the Women of Elis (250F-
253F). The elements of the story are familiar: the city has been
seized by a tyrant—we are back in the world of social disorder;
lovely young Micca becomes the obsession of one of the tyrant’s
mercenaries—once again, a woman’s body serves as the focus of a
man’s lack of sgphrosuné, Micca is stripped naked and remains silent
while beaten to death by the mercenary—her courage consists of
silent suffering. The story now focuses on the tyrant Aristotimus,
who drives many Elians into exile, imprisons the women and beats
the priestesses of Dionysus who have come in silence as suppliants
to him. As opposition to the tyrant builds, the story moves towards
its climax, the interview between the furious tyrant and the level-
headed Megisto. At first he attempts to frighten the women by threats

(phobéi . .. épeiler) but the imprisoned women refuse to answer and
silently agree not to be frightened, nor to give in to the threats
(si6péi . . . anthomologoumenai to mé dedienai méd’ ekpeplékhthai tén apeilén).

Then Megisto, who has the position of leadership (hégemonikén taxin)
by virtue of her husband and her aref, and who notably does not
give up her seat, tells the tyrant that if he were sensible {phronimos)
he would stop talking to the women and deal with the men directly.
“And don’t expect that they’ll be tricked the way we were”, she con-
tinues, “and don’t expect us to heip you trick them”. The con-
frontation is between two figures measured against the standard of
self-respecting manhood: the manly woman and the intemperate
tyrant. Neither can quite measure up: the woman has only moral
strength to assert against the tyrant, and the tyrant has already had
to rely on trickery. This has often been exactly what women had
available to them, but now it is the tyrant’s weapon. In effect, the
tyrant and the tyrannized end up swapping gender identities in the
story. When Aristotimus rushes at Megisto in a rage his associate

* Mclnerney 1997, 270-2.
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C l . . .
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3.5 Virtue and Order

w .
fe}r::;;ehfir?uszezt:ed t;};ats,a;(lntggtenbt }(l:.ir(;un;lstances aside, male and
a - Put behind this assertion lies a much
more conservative and conventional picture of women. F i
is r.epeatedly connected to notions of ¢idds, and wl h i ton
their deeds are likely to be morall am,b' eyt s action
deceit and trickery. They are most Znanlylgwliloclxlls,t}:zly?g e
. . . re u
ic;:r;tr(:?;(t)lmt tt}c; hlg}.lhght the fa.lilAings of the bully or ti;e tyraiiél\iisj
o tly, the mixture of aidds, tolma and andreig that constitutes
0 U arelé is most oftf,n activated by a threat to social order. Read
n 0onte x}/)vay these stories hav? very little to do with ethical questions
ut the nature of women’s virtues at all. The stories are h
?}?irse .abglut E}}Iat othc}:}r abiding interest of Greek thinkers: good c::clllecr
18 the theme that links so many of the stories—th h :
slaves let loose on free women, the threat controlled
posed by uncontrolled
kt)};lrca.cr}lltz,n ttshf;ntht;iatm oafr fgagl(asci)y perﬁdi:)ushbarbarians, the threat of
: even the threat posed by irrat
teenagers—they all share one t;ait: women can II; a rol}é :ratlonal
S/l}ilen thf.:ge is at t}'lre‘at to ez'ttaxz'a. '_I“h.e one timg tlZa't Plutarsc}?gz:ets
$ specific word is instructive. It is in the story of the Wom f
Kf':IOS' (24?D—E) another vignette about parthenoi. But unlikent}?
Milesian gjrls whose dangerous behavior can only be beaten b eth .
%atural aidgs, .the Cean maidens are models of exemplary be}}),avic(:;r
thl;ese gc;zd girls hplayed all da_ly together at the public shrines wherc'
y could be seen by all their suitors. At night they attended thej
menfolk, fathers and brothers, and so modest were the that th e
was no adultery or seduction for over 700 years. In oneysense there
18 no story in this episode since there is no threat and nothin, here
pens..Nevertheless the girls are models of aresz. Despite Plu;ga 2;1}?-
assertion that all virtues are one and the same, clearly they are rxcmts
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Areiz can be demonstrated by simple good'behav?or, while ana’tr;zz
would require test of the girl’s courage. It is pr.ec.lsely becauselin :
story does not fit with the rest of the work tbat It is most revfea 'gl.
it confirms that Plutarch was most interested in the question of socia
harTT)i)anheme is taken up in one of the best-kn.own eplsod;ess in tl’;e
Mulbierum Virtutes, the story of the Women of.Ph0c1.s (244B-E).*® Shortly
before the Persian Wars the men of Ph0.c1s d.e'c1c.le to tal;e up arms
against their Thessalian overlords and win their mdep.en ence onc;
and for all. In desperation they resolve to place all their worlnenTa;ln
children on a pyre and to set fire to it if they lose th«f, battle. They
decide to seek the consent of the women who hold th(?lr own ?ssem(;
bly and confirm the men’s decision. The men ﬁgl}t wctorlouls'y ar;l
the women are spared, but what wins P.’lut.arch.s atpprovatlli1 tde
women’s complete loyalty to their men, thelr' hke-mmdedn;;s. n ee.n,
despite their desperation, so completely umteq are the o]c;lans 1d
their resolve that even the children hold their own a.sser}:l y an
ratify the men’s decision! Ideally women can afﬁrm' social l’larrriony.
Indeed, in the story of Pieria (253F~254B) the heroine lets her lover
know that if he wants her he has to settle the war between he; }})]eo—
ple, the Myosians, and his, the Milesians. Establish peace and har-
et the girl '
m?II}}Zisaz(ijscz?;iseg on wo%lnen’s virtues is therefore shot througl? _W1t};
conventional tropes and motifs, and informed. by very tradltlo:fa
concerns regarding shame. In fact, the only stories that seem tc(;j ot }:
a genuinely novel vision of women are ones drawn from outside t
Greek realm. Three stories late in the work (257E—.259D) are sed
among the Galatians and here we m.eet women planmngi}actt)mgdartl)
instigating. In one the widow of Su}atus avenges.he;il u;;x;onicz
marrying his killer and poisoning him; in aqother the infertile 2}1-1 onice
convinces her husband to father royal heirs by a surrogate, :;, e xc
the third, Chiomara is captured and raped, but avenges hgr lzgtrizfls
by engineering the beheading of her captor. 'But th?I 0 ZCI;;S one
seem pertinent here: the first is that from thc' time of clro o o anc
Hecataeus, ethnography permitted Greelf writers to exp o}r)e a e
tive social systems but did not automatically authorize those al "
natives. Furthermore, it is notable that each of these stories revolv

* See also Paus. 10.1.7 and Ellinger 1993.
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around the woman as partner, as equal to her husband. These womnien
complement their husbands in avenging their deaths or in securing
them heirs. The last vignette, which s repeated in condensed ver-
sion in the Amatorius, ends with Chiomara’s husband claiming that
a woman’s loyalty is a good thing, to which Chiomara replies, “Yes,
but it is even better that only one man should live who has heen

mtimate with me”, gruesome, if amusing, twist on the usual claim
made by a fomina unius yirg

4. Conclusion: the Purpose of Mulierum Virtutes

Plutarch’s thinking, therefore, is a fascinating blend of utterly con-
ventional stories in which women abuse, cajole, mediate, and con-
spire, on the one hand, and, on the other anecdotes in which women
really emerge as worthy partners of men. Not all the stories support
the claim that women’s virtues are the same as men’s, no matter
what Plutarch says in the ntroduction, and this calls for some expla-
nation. It is insufficient merely to assert that the Mulicrum Virtutes is
poorly composed. Rather, there is a tension here between two oppo-
sites: on the one hand, a disparate body of material—a wide varj.
ety of stories available to Plutarch from his deep familiarity with
Greek literature and history—entirely infused with traditional notions
of female propriety, and, on the other, Plutarch’s own, quite new
understanding of conjugal relations, from which he extrapolated the
beginnings of a new way of seeing women.

The inconsistency between Plutarch’s claims and the conventional
stories he actually provides compels us to ask what the forces and
anxieties were that prompted his rethinking of female virtue even as
he reasserted traditional roles. The key to understanding this lies in
recognizing that the sphere of influence and action identified by
Plutarch as appropriate for women—the areas in which their areté
and andreia operated, in other words—was essentially a reflection of
a masculine conception of order extending from the household to
the state. In other words, it is not gender per se, but order which ig
at the heart of Plutarch’s concerns. Accordingly, Plutarch’s interest
in the virtues of women is part of a broader set of anxieties relat-
Ing to power, status and ethnic identity that characterizes Greek cul-
ture during the Second Sophistic. Just as in an earlier age Amazons,
the quintessential manly women, had served as a convenient way of
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framing Greek thinking about the otherness of Persians and bar-
barians and had helped sharpen the sense of what it was to be
Greek, so too Plutarch’s interest in cataloguing and affirming the
virtues of women was at the same time part of his larger program
of identifying (and perhaps shaping) the desired order of things in a
Hellenized Roman empire. For a Greek writer in the Roman Empire
such as Plutarch, the question of woman’s virtue and manliness can-
not help but be inflected by the underlying question of Greek cul-
ture’s relationship to Rome, in the same way that the Vitae deal
ostensibly with men’s virtues but also assert the sameness of Greek
and Roman statesmanship.

All men’s writing about women shares a concern with power, and
power is very much an issue at stake in the world of the Second
Sophistic. In the early Empire, any writing about power relations—
kings and philosophers, statesmen and the community, masters and
slaves, Greeks and barbarians, men and women, is going to be writ-
ten by Greeks under the sway of Rome. Simon Swain has demon-
strated the way that Second Sophistic writers rendered the two
cultures equivalent and to a certain extent interchangeable: Greeks
were equivalent in statesmanship, and the Romans’ counterparts in
civilization.3® One thinks, for example, of Aelius Aristides, using Greek
encomium to celebrate the power of Rome. This twinning of the
two cultures no doubt eased anxieties about the real impotence of
the Greeks in the face of Rome’s imperium. Such is the program that
underlies the Vitae and the same basic conception of partnership also
operates in Plutarch’s thinking about women. What concerns him is
a power relationship in which weaker impacts favorably upon stronger,
in which the weaker partner can inspire the stronger and has within
it the potential to match the stronger. That is the position he allows
women in relation to men and it is the relationship he desires for
Greece with Rome. At the same time, by dwelling on traditional
themes of chastity and fidelity, Plutarch is also participating in a dis-
course in which a concern for bodily boundaries mirrors a concern
for social boundaries.” The necessary and carefully delineated role
within a clear sphere of conduct conceded to women is the same as
the position claimed for Greek intellectuals, priests, local elites and

% Swain 1996, 136-8.
37 Perkins 1995, 46-7.
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philosophers in relation to their Roman masters. Plutarch is, to use
Jacques Boulogne’s phrase, “un médiateur transculturel”.”

The true antecedent, then, to the Mulierum Virtutes is not the body
of complex and contradictory literature about women. Rather, it is
the Hell.cnistic legacy to which Plutarch was heir: namely the )bclicf
that reciprocity was the key to all social relations, linking the wecak
a.nd the strong in a relationship with clear boundaries and mutual
.rlghts. That is the model on which the radical concession to women
1s made. Plutarch’s women, therefore, are manly and virtuous not
only because of his generosity of spirit and the novelty of his intel-
lect, but because it mattered so much to his own place in the world.
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