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INTRODUCTION

p. 33.

We live at a time in which many
people, and importantly many politicians,
doubt the practical utility of studying the
subjects in the Humanities. I wish to place
this scepticism about the value of the
Humanities in a historical context. The
Roman Empire in late antiquity was, in fact,
largely run by people trained in studies that
at least resemble a subset of our Humanities
disciplines: literary studies and philosophy.
Was this wisdom or madness?
In what follows, I will first briefly describe
the elite education available to the people
who administered the late Roman Empire,
particularly in the Greek-speaking eastern part
from 200 to 600 CE. This course of education,
called paideia, was available to those who
could afford it and offered a way up the social
ladder for both pagans and Christians who
were not born into wealthy and powerful
families. Next I will consider the ways in
which paideia both lubricated the extensive
mechanisms of Roman imperial power and
also, sometimes, kept its citizens from being
crushed under that mechanism. Throughout
this tour of ancient education I will pay
particular attention to the place of philosophy
in the curriculum.
The bulk of the studies that went under
the name of paideia involved rhetoric and
composition. As a result, the study of the texts
of the great writers formed a significant part
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of paideia. Plato, however, was regarded as
both a great writer and a great philosopher.
Every student would thus have encountered
Plato’s dialogues in the pantheon of literary
greats. But philosophy was not merely a
subject matter in the ancient world: it was
also a social role. Nearly every philosopher in
the world of late antiquity was an educated
person, but not every educated person
occupied the distinctive social role of the
philosopher. We will conclude by contrasting
two students of philosophy in the service of
empire. On the one hand, we have Themistius
(317–390 CE), whose long career involved
service to no fewer than six emperors. He
wore the tribon or distinctive cloak of the
philosopher and his role in the stratosphere
of imperial politics essentially involved the
shrewd deployment of that distinctive social
identity. On the other hand, we have John
Lydus (490–?565), who was an educated man
who studied philosophy but who nonetheless
did not identify as a philosopher. He was, in
our terms, ‘upper middle management’ and
I will consider the ways in which paideia
prepared him for that role.

THE CONTENT OF PAIDEIA
The highly educated person in the eastern
half of the late Roman Empire could write
and speak in ways that could scarcely be
grasped by the ordinary person in the street.
His Greek would be ‘pure’—like that of the
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great Attic writers, Plato and Demosthenes.
He could produce quotations from poets
and readily adapt a line from Homer to any
situation in a creative and witty manner. His
learned and disciplined use of language was
mirrored in self-controlled and measured
physical movements. His refined aesthetic
sensibilities were continuous with his flawless
social decorum.
This, at least, was the idealised goal and its
realisation could allegedly be seen by those
with the requisite education. Thus Diomedes’
Art of Grammar advises that:
We are recognised to be as much
superior to the uneducated, who by the
formlessness of their rusticity and the
disorder of their untrained speech wound
and even maim the purity of language
guided by strict rule, and obscure the
brilliance of its elegance, which is the
fruit of art, as they themselves seem
superior to beasts.1

The journey to the ideal of the educated
man began with the acquisition of basic
literacy. Even the rudiments of literacy were
an advantage that few enjoyed. Estimates of
the literacy rate for the period range from
one-tenth to perhaps one-third who could
read or write the most basic of documents.2
In the second phase of education, the student
would go to the grammarian in order to
gain a thorough grounding in the grammar,
vocabulary and style of a narrow range of
acknowledged ‘great authors’. The list of great
authors was remarkably consistent across
schools and intensely conservative: Homer,
Demosthenes and Plato for students learning
Greek; Virgil, Horace and Terence for students
of Latin. Because ancient written texts did not
clearly separate words, simply deciphering the
text and being able to recite it aloud was no
small achievement. ‘Reading’ meant ‘reading
aloud’ so techniques of memorisation were
a significant component of grammatical
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education. The final part of the grammarian’s
course—judgement—does not seem to have
been about literary or aesthetic judgement,
but rather about the ethical appraisal of
characters and the drawing out of morals from
the poetic or prose works under consideration.
Finally, the student would be further educated
by a teacher of rhetoric in the composition
and delivery of speeches. Included among
the more advanced rhetorical exercises were
argumentative speeches involving confirming
or refuting a position. But the positions that
were thus debated were strikingly removed
from any practical reality. They might involve
taking issue with Demosthenes’ praise of
Philip of Macedon hundreds of years after
the fact. So while this education cultivated
the skill of speaking before an audience—a
genuinely useful asset in the context of the late
empire—the material through which that skill
was honed bore no connection whatsoever to
the reality of the moment. With this striking
fact in mind, we turn now to the professional
uses of paideia.

PAIDEIA—POLITICAL LUBRICANT
Peter Brown’s seminal book, Power and
Persuasion, examined the role of paideia
in power relations in the eastern part of
the Roman Empire in the fourth and fifth
centuries. Before turning to the question of
how paideia mediated those power relations,
we should first consider just how complex
the question of power was. The power of the
emperor was, of course, immense and largely
unobstructed by any legal niceties. Yet, as
Brown points out, the reach of that power was
limited by distance:
Terrifyingly active and peremptory
at the centre, the imperial system of
government found itself becalmed
on a Sargasso Sea once it reached
the provinces.3
The historians of the period, such as
Ammianus Marcellinus, focus their narratives
on the emperor and the court. So from our
most prominent primary sources, we get a
picture of the place where governmental
power was at its zenith. But if we attend to the
30
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fragments of evidence that emerge from points
further distant from where the court was
located at any given time, the picture changes.
The very tips of the tentacles of imperial power
would have been provincial governors. If we
focus on the way in which Roman citizens
in the provinces experienced the power of
the empire, it looks rather different from the
impression we might get from narratives of
imperial power centred on the court.
The governors of the 104 provinces of the
empire served relatively short terms, so they
often did not have long to solidify their power
base. Moreover, the level of coercive force
available to them was limited by the fact that
the armies of the empire were an independent
command and often stationed on the frontiers.
Finally, a governor had a staff or officium made
up largely of locals. Imperial edicts that ran
contrary to local tradition or sentiment or that
would diminish the power of members of the
officium were often quietly disregarded. The
recalcitrance of provincial administrations
can be glimpsed in the manner in which the
Athenian school of philosophy under Proclus
(d. 485 CE) seemed to be largely immune
to prohibitions on pagan practices such as
sacrifice. It simply would not do for one of the
educational rain-makers in a relative backwater
like Athens to have his ability to attract
students hampered by imperial interference.
So how did imperial governors, who were in
reality not all that powerful, get anything at all
done? In a word, they made friends with the
local notables. Or, more accurately, they entered
into the economy of favours exchanged by
those who have friends in common, for in most
cases both the governor and the local notables
were ‘friends of the Muses’. That is to say, they
too were the beneficiaries of the elite education
in paideia. As fellow initiates to the literary
‘cult of the Muses’, they felt free to ask and to
receive favours from one another.4 In some
cases, the exchange of these favours occurred
via the mutual performance for one another of
the skills and sensibilities of the educated man.
In the late 330s the proconsul for the region
that included Athens arrested some students
and professors for public riot. The students of
competing teachers of rhetoric often fought

in the streets, like members of rival gangs,
and this conduct was as much a part of the
culture of Athens as student pranks in one of
America’s college towns.5 The gifted rhetorician
Prohaeresis gave the students’ defence
speech in a showpiece of public declamation.
The proconsul was able to ‘give way’ before the
flood of his eloquence, applauding Prohaeresis
‘like a school boy’. Far from showing weakness,
the proconsul’s response was exactly what
an educated and cultured man should do.
In demonstrating his own paideia in his
response, he booked reciprocal favours for
the future—not only from the teachers, the
students and their parents, but from all the
educated notables of Athens who witnessed his
display of real or feigned admiration. Friends of
the Muses are bound to look after one another.

PAIDEIA, PHILOSOPHY AND
IMMUNIT Y
While in many instances the empire’s
officials were relatively powerless away from
the epicentre of court, in other instances
inhabitants were subject to arbitrary and
potentially brutal authority. So while paideia
often functioned as a political lubricant, it also
served as a sometimes-successful prophylactic
against power largely unconstrained by law. It
was thought to be contrary to the decorum of
the educated man that he should have another
educated man flogged or executed, even if it
was in his power to do so.6 Because the law did
little to curb the anger of government officials
or to provide remedy for those upon whom it
was visited, those who were ‘cultured’ regarded
such lapses as they did lapses into incorrect
grammar: as poor form.
One of the most dangerous things for
anyone to do in the legal context of the late
Roman Empire was to speak truth too plainly
to power. The language of educated men was
indirect and allusive, as noted above. Like
the contemporary language of management
bemoaned by Don Watson, it seems largely
vacuous.7 Yet its very vacuity provided the
empty channels within complex networks of
patronage through which power flowed.
There was, however, one clearly identifiable
group who had an exemption and were able to

speak freely: philosophers. While most of those
who had the training in rhetoric that formed
the core of paideia would also have had a
reasonable familiarity with some philosophical
texts, it was not merely reading Plato or
Aristotle that made someone a philosopher
in the ancient world. Being a philosopher was
a recognised social role, with expectations
about dress, comportment and conduct.
A philosopher was expected to stand apart
from society—to renounce the quest for wealth,
power, and public office. The only paid public
role suitable for the genuine philosopher was
in one of the very few publicly funded chairs
in the subject. This role outside the so-called
real world endowed the philosopher with the
privilege of parrhêsia or ‘frank speech’. It was
permissible for a philosopher to speak truth
to power in much blunter terms than others
could. But this permission was contingent
on the philosopher’s willingness to exercise
it even when it took courage, and to respond
appropriately when the unwritten rule to
permit frank speech from philosophers
was not, in fact, honoured. The philosopher
Hierocles came into conflict with Christian
authorities in Constantinople and was flogged
and exiled for some offence that our source,
Damascius, does not relate. Hierocles’ response
illustrates the attitude expected of the
possessor of distinctly philosophical paideia in
late antiquity:
As he flowed with blood, he gathered
some into the hollow of his hand and
sprinkled it on the judge exclaiming:
‘There Cyclops, drink the wine now that
you have devoured the human flesh.’8
The allusion to Homer’s Odyssey (ix. 347)
through which Hierocles rebukes his judge
is precisely the kind of learned remark that
a cultured man should be able to make. The
fact that he makes it immediately after a
flogging demonstrates Hierocles’ philosophical
indifference to his body. We need not believe
that the anecdote is true in order to believe
that this is how philosophers were expected
to conduct themselves.
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PHILOSOPHY AND PAIDEIA AT WORK
Thus far I have considered the way in which
a reputation for paideia or for philosophy
worked in the economy of power and
authority in the late Roman Empire. But what
about the knowledge or skills imparted by the
elite education? Did they actually equip people
to govern?
Certainly the Romans thought that it did.
If paideia also functioned for them as a marker
of class that admitted one to the network of
the learned, the learned themselves thought
that it was the reality—not the reputation—
that mattered. Thus an edict issued in 357 by
the co-rulers Constantius and Julian, prior to
Julian’s revolt, requires that even copyists and
fiscal clerks should excel in ‘the liberal arts’.
Advancement was promised to those who
were ‘so polished in the use of letters that
words proceed from him without the offense
of imperfections.’ 9
Let us now consider the reality, not merely
the reputation, of the value of literary studies
and philosophy for the task of governing the
late Roman Empire. We can consider this
question in relation to the careers of two
imperial officials: Themistius (317–c. 390) and
John Lydus (490–c. 565).
Of these two, it was Themistius who
explicitly identified as a philosopher and did
so to the point of wearing the philosopher’s
cloak, the tribonion, to state dinners—a fashion
statement roughly parallel to a trade union
leader who has been made a peer continuing to
wear overalls to the House of Lords. His initial
encounter with the first of the emperors he
served, Constantius II, came in 347 when he
delivered an oration on the ‘love of humanity’
in praise of Constantius during the emperor’s
visit to Ancyra. Exactly how the young
Themistius came to have the opportunity
to give a speech in front of the emperor and
his court is unclear, but he made the most of
the opportunity in ways that deployed the
symbolic connotations of the philosophical
identity. He boldly asserted that he had the
insight to praise Constantius on the basis of
his true character—unlike the superficial praises
of his noble descent and accomplishments that
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other speakers had already stressed. Moreover,
as a philosopher, he was bound to tell the truth.
His (overwhelmingly positive!) assessment
of Constantius’s character, however, was
provided in ways that revealed to the emperor
the potential that Themistius had as an
adornment for his court, for Themistius’s
speech connected Constantius’s virtues to
the political philosophy of Plato and Aristotle.
From the point of view of a Christian emperor
whose power was in large measure reliant on
a wealthy, learned and powerful nobility who
were still pagan, an attachment to a pagan
philosopher who could connect the legitimacy
of his rule to such foundational figures in the
tradition of paideia was attractive.10 In due
course, Constantius elevated Themistius to
the rank of Senator. By this time Themistius
was an established teacher of philosophy in
Constantinople and the Emperor’s favour thus
created a tension between the otherworldliness
thought to be requisite in a philosopher and
the reality of wealth and power resulting
from his privileged position. In his writings,
Themistius stressed the need for philosophers
to communicate with a wide segment of the
public for their moral edification, and as a
consequence of the need to connect to a wide
audience, a philosopher should avail himself
of the resources of rhetoric. Constantius’s letter
to the Senate, promoting Themistius to their
rank, explains this appointment in terms of
the public benefit of philosophy in general
and the subject as it was taught by Themistius
in particular.
While the only philosophical works by
Themistius that have been preserved are
introductory texts on Aristotle, we may
nonetheless infer from his orations and
letters something of his political philosophy
and, by virtue of the citations that he uses
in expressing it, the relation of that political
philosophy to his understanding of Plato’s
Republic.11 His understanding of Plato’s thesis
that philosophers should be rulers was
nuanced. The philosopher should in fact be
an advisor to the ruler and the ruler becomes
philosophical to the extent that he heeds the
advice of his philosopher counsellors (Orations
8.107c–d). Nonetheless, the ruler or emperor is

superior to philosophy since he has a power,
second only to the divine, to benefit human
beings. Moreover, the king is superior even
to the law, being a kind of living law (nomos
empsychos) himself, and an emanation of God’s
care for humankind (Orations, 5.64b).
In his lengthy political career, Themistius
served six different emperors. His service
to the empire may be distilled into two
important functions: that of publicist and
advisor. He wrote speeches explaining and
justifying a range of different imperial policies.
Thus Themistius’s Third Oration, delivered
in Rome, paves the way for the expansion
of the senate of Constantinople by allaying
fears that the members of the Roman senate
might be diminished in status.12 It also seems
probable that he was not merely the passive
conduit through which these decisions were
announced, but played a role in helping the
various emperors decide what policies could
plausibly be sold to the public.
There are several inconsistencies between
Themistius’s characterisation of persons,
issues and events in speeches delivered in the
service of different emperors. This was not
merely Themistius blowing with the prevailing
winds. Rather, his inconsistencies too can be
seen to have a political role grounded in his
philosophical views. None of the emperors
whom Themistius served enjoyed a smooth
transfer of power. As a consequence, each new
regime had to establish itself by justifying the
discontinuity with the previous regime. To that
end subtle or not-so-subtle denunciations of
alleged failures of the previous regime served a
useful function.13 While it is possible to dismiss
this simply as self-serving expediency on
Themistius’s part, it nonetheless seems to be
consistent with his political philosophy, which
stresses the overwhelming importance of the
ruler as the living law and a divine emanation
of the gods’ love of humanity.
By contrast with Themistius, who rubbed
shoulders with a series of emperors, John
Lydus toiled in the engine room of the Roman
empire during the reign of Justinian I, who
ruled 527–565 CE (fig. 2). Lydus excelled in his
early studies in grammar and rhetoric in the
Lydian city of Philadelphia (contemporary
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Alaşehir in Turkey). When he moved to
Constantinople he had high hopes of securing
a position in the civil service by virtue of the
paideia that his expensive education and innate
talent had secured for him. While he waited for
an opening, he studied with the philosopher
Agapias who was, in turn, a pupil of the
famous Athenian Platonist, Proclus (d. 485).
Thus, like Themistius, John Lydus rounded
out his studies in rhetoric by training with a
philosopher. Unlike Themistius, John did not
adopt the full social identity of the philosopher.
HUM ANITIES AUSTR ALIA
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Thanks to the patronage of a fellow Lydian,
Zoticus, John Lydus gained a position on
the staff of the Praetorian Prefecture. This
was an important government office that
had responsibility for both the judicial and
financial affairs of the empire. John belonged
to the judicial side, where paideia was greatly
valued in new employees. It was also a very
lucrative department to work in. Advancement
was regularised and many of the services
provided by the department involved fees paid
directly to officials in the Prefecture. Those
in advanced positions then shared these fees
with their subordinates in ways dictated by the
customs of the department. What appears to
modern sensibilities to be rampant bribery and
corruption was simply the manner in which
the imperial government operated. For the first
20 years of his career, John Lydus prospered
and climbed the rungs as rapidly as the
complex customs of the department permitted.
He also attracted the attention of the emperor
Justinian for his literary accomplishments and
he was handsomely rewarded for the tactful
history he wrote for Justinian of the emperor’s
inconclusive war against the Persians.

What appears to modern sensibilities
to be rampant bribery and corruption
was simply the manner in which the
imperial government operated.
John Lydus’s luck, however, did not hold
indefinitely. In 531 Justinian appointed John
the Cappadocian to head the Prefecture.
The new head came from the finance side
of the department, whose culture valued the
accomplishments of paideia far more lightly
than the legal branch did. His reorganisation
of the Prefecture denied Lydus and his
colleagues many of the honours and fees they
had previously enjoyed. John Lydus’s book,
The Magistracies of the Roman State, is both
our best description of the detailed workings
of the civil service in the age of Justinian and
also contains his bitter, carping criticism of
the reformer and the reforms that led him to
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hate his job. He retired in 552 at the highest
rank possible within the legal department,
with the title of spectabilis or ‘respected’—
roughly analogous to a knighthood. John’s
bitterness in the Magistracies is thus not
merely personal—he’s hardly been financially
ruined, after all—but rather is a bitterness
born of the fact that an educated man like him
derives no particular preferment in John the
Cappadocian’s department simply by virtue of
the superiority that paideia bestows upon him.
John’s complaints throughout the Magistracies
thus allow us to draw some lessons about how
his education fitted him for service to the state.
One thing that immediately leaps out from
the pages of Magistracies is the complexity of
levels, titles, responsibilities, and customs of
the civil service. (The Byzantine bureaucracy
was truly byzantine!) The capacity for
memorisation developed through the elite
education undoubtedly paid dividends for
John Lydus in this regard. Throughout the
Magistracies, John heaps scorn on outsiders
and beginners who mispronounce technical
terms or mistake the functions of different
offices. The service was also extremely
hierarchical. Ignorant or deliberate affronts to
the established pecking order are the subject
of withering criticism on John’s part. To keep
all the subtle distinctions and levels in mind
must have been a daunting task, but it is one
that John’s training in Platonic philosophy
prepared him for. We may reasonably assume
that the form of Platonism that John learnt
from Agapias was the system of Agapias’ own
teacher, Proclus. The vast metaphysical edifice
of Proclean Platonism comprises distinct
but related sets of three or triads, extending
from the inexpressibly simple and single
divine source of all things, through ranks of
subordinate gods (or intelligible causes) down
to the dregs of reality in the world of things
we can see and touch. A Christianised version
of this Proclean edifice was produced in the
late fifth or early sixth century and (falsely)
attributed to Dionysius the Aeropagite—the
Athenian whom the Apostle Paul converted
(Acts 17). Two of Pseudo-Dionysius’s works are
the Celestial Hierarchy and the Ecclesiastical
Hierarchy. They provide a kind of road map of

angels, archangels and so on whose relations
are mirrored in the hierarchies of the church.
Proclean Platonism, with its multiple levels
of divinity, thus provides a useful schema for
those whose success depends upon their ability
to navigate complex hierarchical organisations.
Christopher Kelly’s study of the
bureaucracy of the late Roman empire notes
the tension between personal networks of
patronage (like the fellow Lydian through
whom John secured his first position) and
the collective good of whole departments.14
Like separate divisions within a modern
corporation, imperial departments competed
with one another for business opportunities,
prestige, and the attention of the chief
executive officer. Someone in John Lydus’s
position thus had to balance looking out for
number one with looking out for the whole
legal department in their ongoing struggle with
the finance department.
Once again, the spirit—if not the detail—of
Proclean philosophy would have placed this
professional tension in wider, cosmic context.
Proclus’s theoretical elaborations of relations
between different levels in his metaphysical
system proceeds through the reconciliation of
opposites. Compared to the timeless eternality
of the Platonic Forms, all souls count as
‘things that have come to be’. But compared
to the truly transient parade of visible and
tangible material things, every soul counts
as ungenerated. In the most general terms,
the relation between any two distinct levels
of Proclus’s metaphysical hierarchy that are
opposed (as the eternal and the transient are)
is mediated by a level in which, somehow,
opposites are reconciled (as the soul is both
generated and ungenerated). For the purpose
of reconciling opposites through subtle
distinctions, the philosophy that John Lydus
learned was an apt training ground for the
challenges of the civil service.

WHOSE HUMANISTIC STUDIES?
WHOSE WORKPL ACE?
The Romans clearly thought that paideia
and philosophy provided good training for
service to the empire. A number of modern
historians suppose that they were very wrong.

Late antique paideia has been condemned as
both narrow in its scope,15 superficial,16 and
fragmentary.17 As a training ground for writers,
paideia, in Robert A. Kaster’s words, ‘choked
the spirit of literature with its rules, then
hid the body under a rigid formalism’.18 As a
training ground for those who were to run an
empire, it tended to focus attention on specific
problems, whilst ignoring the broader context
in which they occurred.19 Because of paideia’s
emphasis on elaborate, variegated and allusive
composition styles, it led people to write laws
that were neither simple nor clearly stated.20

A young civil servant raised and
educated in Dalmatia (in the Balkans)
could easily find cultural common
ground with an official in his sixties
from Egypt through paideia
Some of this criticism is surely fair. But
the problems to which their educational and
cultural systems provided (admittedly partial)
solutions were not the same as ours. The
conservatism of paideia provided a common
language to the cultural elites that was shared
not only across the vast distances involved in
the empire, but also across its long duration.
A young civil servant raised and educated in
Dalmatia (in the Balkans) could easily find
cultural common ground with an official in
his sixties from Egypt through paideia, while
ordinary people from those regions would
share very little in common. Like Hellenism,
Romanisation often did not go deep and
empire was in many ways a patchwork of
cultures stitched together by the threads of a
shared military culture and a common elite
literary–philosophical culture. Nor is it obvious
that clearly written laws that could be applied
uniformly would have been a benefit for such
a disparate empire. The stylistically rococo
law codes afforded scope for law to be adapted
to local circumstances. Nor is it obvious that
governance would have benefited much from
authorities trying to find a broader context
rather than dealing with the immediate
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resolution of specific problems considered
largely in isolation. In many cases, the soughtafter context would have required a lifetime
of study—a luxury afforded to contemporary
historians, but denied to short-term provincial
governors at the time.
With the benefit of hindsight, we can
imagine forms of education that could
have been better for those who ruled and
administered the late Roman Empire. But
with the benefit of hindsight, historians in
the future will similarly be able to imagine
forms of education that would have been
better for the globalised nation-states of the
late twentieth and early twenty-first century.
Perhaps they will conclude that our needs
would have been better served by the inclusion
of more education in the humanities within
the current curriculum, where the greatest
emphasis is on STEM and business studies.
The eastern half of the Roman Empire
endured for over 1,000 years and throughout
this millennium its elite education remained
heavily weighted toward what we would now
call the humanities. Will we do better? Only
time will tell. ¶
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