
The Dangers of Authadeia in Aelius Aristides’ Oration 23 

 The concept of authadeia – “stubbornness” or “willfulness” – has deep roots as a 

pejorative term in Greek culture, and plays an important role in theories of human behavior 

already in the Classical period.  However, under the Roman Empire authadeia takes on a special, 

politically charged significance as a term of reproach in Greek discourse, a significance 

conditioned by the constraints that Roman rule placed upon Greek civic autonomy.  In this paper 

I explore Imperial Greek anxieties about the possible political risks of authadeia through the lens 

of Aelius Aristides’ Oration 23, “Concerning Concord”.  I argue that Aristides broadens Plato’s 

analysis of authadeia in the individual, in order to criticize the chronic conflicts between poleis 

that he believes destabilize the Greek world of his day and threaten the stability of the Imperial 

order. 

Aristides’ speech is an exhortation to Pergamum, Ephesus and Smyrna – the three leading 

poleis of the Asian koinon – to pursue the all-important virtue of concord, homonoia, not only in 

their internal affairs, but toward one another (Bianco 2009).  The message is not unique –  

homonoia is often emphasized in Imperial-era Greek literature (Kienast 1995), notably Dio 

Chrysostom’s civic orations (Heller 1999).  Nor was Aristides the first Imperial author to suggest 

that authadeia can corrode civic harmony; Plutarch in his Political Precepts (808D) criticizes 

statesmen whose zeal to pursue their own high-minded goals prevents them from working 

effectively with others.  But Aristides departs from his predecessors in broadening the 

applicability of authadeia, making it not merely an individual failing, but a communal one as 

well – a civic “disease” that is the very antithesis of concord.   

Typically for an intellectual of the Second Sophistic, Aristides turns to the past to make 

his point (Bowie 1970).  During the Persian Wars, the two greatest poleis, Athens and Sparta, 



displayed a selfless unity of purpose that led to victory.   Once they were distracted by their 

individual imperialistic aims, however, they confused authadeia for arête, excellence, with 

disastrous results for the whole Greek world (XXIII.48).   In Aristides’ own day, the prizes of 

inter-city competition are insignificant by comparison, yet the leading Greek cities commit the 

same error as their predecessors; they denigrate one another because they have mistakenly 

convinced themselves that authadeia  is in fact courage (andreia) (XXIII.39).   

The strife that results from this fundamental misjudgment is a persistent source of 

frustration for Greece’s Roman masters, and consequently is counterproductive (XXIII.73): by 

pursuing the highest honors at one another’s expense, Pergamum, Ephesus and Smyrna actually 

lower their standing in Rome’s eyes.  But there are still greater risks at hand.  For by cultivating 

a habit of authadeia in their inter-city relations, and by pushing their civic pride beyond 

reasonable bounds, the Greeks have brought themselves to such a pitch of conceit as to presume 

that they know better than their provincial governors how to manage their affairs (XXIII.64). 

This analysis of polis-behavior inevitably recalls Plato’s attack on authadeia, which he 

regarded as a quality characteristic of the “timocratic” man (Republic VIII.548E).  For Plato, 

authadeia produces deleterious effects in the soul by inflating its lower instincts at the expense 

of reason, and ultimately leads to the pursuit of glory at all costs; to combat this danger and 

ensure a harmonious citizen body, the wise leader must turn to education (Republic IX.590A).  

Aristides sees his oratory as fulfilling this educational function on a far-reaching scale (XXIII.6), 

counteracting the pernicious effects of authadeia through a reminder of the mutual benefits 

derived from homonoia.  But at the same time, he introduces a distinctly pragmatic note.  Just as 

Plutarch had reminded would-be statesmen that the boot of the proconsul was always over their 

heads (Political Precepts 813E), so Aristides warns that the relatively light hand of Roman 



power can fall heavily on the Asian koinon.  The Asian poleis’ autonomy is on Roman 

sufferance, and is not irrevocable; allowing their stubbornness to lead to overt disobedience risks 

disaster (XXIII.63-64). 

Thus, for Aristides authadeia is as much a political as a moral shortcoming.  Subjects of 

Rome, be they individuals or cities, cannot afford to cultivate a quality that privileges the desires 

of the self above all else.  Overcoming authadeia is as necessary for concord as it was in Plato’s 

day; but, in an Imperial context, it is also a sine qua non for survival. 
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