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THE BANEFUL ADVICE OF AGELAOS 

Abstract 

In the famed speech delivered during the negotiations in Naupaktos, Agelaos 
among other things advises Philip V to turn his attention towards the West and the 
struggle between Rome and Carthage. The similarities with the advice that Demetrios 
of Pharos previously gave the king is a reason to doubt its authenticity. That the advice 
is ascribed to an Aitolian should not be taken as an argument in favour of its authentic-
ity, but quite the contrary fits in with Polybios’ generally negative image of the Aitoli-
ans in this period. Although its authenticity can not be proved with certainty, at least 
in historical context that may not be too important, for the future actions of Philip V 
show that it had little impact on the decision for concluding the Peace of Naupaktos. 
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After three years of fighting, the Social War between the Symmachy led 
by Philip V and the Aitolian koinon ended with the peace of Naupaktos in au-
gust 217 BC.1 Since both sides desired peace, the agreement was reached fast 
and without serious difficulties, which is why Polybios does not give a detailed 
description of the whole process. According to him, the only thing worth men-
tioning was the speech that Agelaos, one of the Aitolian leaders, delivered on 
this occasion: 

ὃς ἔφη δεῖν μάλιστα μὲν μηδέποτε πολεμεῖν τοὺς Ἕλληνας 
ἀλλήλοις, ἀλλὰ μεγάλην χάριν ἔχειν τοῖς θεοῖς, εἰ λέγοντες ἓν 
καὶ ταὐτὸ πάντες καὶ συμπλέκοντες τὰς χεῖρας, καθάπερ οἱ 
τοὺς ποταμοὺς διαβαίνοντες, δύναιντο τὰς τῶν βαρβάρων 
ἐφόδους ἀποτριβόμενοι συσσῴζειν σφᾶς αὐτοὺς καὶ τὰς πό-
λεις. οὐ μὴν ἀλλ' εἰ τὸ παράπαν τοῦτο μὴ δυνατόν, κατά γε τὸ 
παρὸν ἠξίου συμφρονεῖν καὶ φυλάττεσθαι, προϊδομένους τὸ 
βάρος τῶν στρατοπέδων καὶ τὸ μέγεθος τοῦ συνεστῶτος πρὸς 
ταῖς δύσεσι πολέμου· δῆλον γὰρ εἶναι παντὶ τῷ καὶ μετρίως 
περὶ τὰ κοινὰ σπουδάζοντι καὶ νῦν, ὡς ἐάν τε Καρχηδόνιοι 
Ῥωμαίων ἐάν τε Ῥωμαῖοι Καρχηδονίων περιγένωνται τῷ πο-
λέμῳ, διότι κατ' οὐδένα τρόπον εἰκός ἐστι τοὺς κρατήσαντας 
ἐπὶ ταῖς Ἰταλιωτῶν καὶ Σικελιωτῶν μεῖναι δυναστείαις, ἥξειν 
δὲ καὶ διατείνειν τὰς ἐπιβολὰς καὶ δυνάμεις αὑτῶν πέρα τοῦ 

                                                        
1 Walbank (1957), 629. 



134                                                                 FACULTÉ DE PHILOSOPHIE SKOPJE  

 

δέοντος. διόπερ ἠξίου πάντας μὲν φυλάξασθαι τὸν καιρόν, 
μάλιστα δὲ Φίλιππον. εἶναι δὲ φυλακήν, ἐὰν ἀφέμενος τοῦ κα-
ταφθείρειν τοὺς Ἕλληνας καὶ ποιεῖν εὐχειρώτους τοῖς ἐπιβαλ-
λομένοις κατὰ τοὐναντίον ὡς ὑπὲρ ἰδίου σώματος βουλεύηται, 
καὶ καθόλου πάντων. τῶν τῆς Ἑλλάδος μερῶν ὡς οἰκείων καὶ 
προσηκόντων αὑτῷ ποιῆται πρόνοιαν· τοῦτον γὰρ τὸν τρόπον 
χρωμένου τοῖς πράγμασι τοὺς μὲν Ἕλληνας εὔνους ὑπάρχειν 
αὐτῷ καὶ βεβαίους συναγωνιστὰς πρὸς τὰς ἐπιβολάς, τοὺς δ' 
ἔξωθεν ἧττον ἐπιβουλεύσειν αὐτοῦ τῇ δυναστείᾳ, καταπεπλη-
γμένους τὴν τῶν Ἑλλήνων πρὸς αὐτὸν πίστιν. εἰ δὲ πραγμά-
των ὀρέγεται, πρὸς τὰς δύσεις βλέπειν αὐτὸν ἠξίου καὶ τοῖς ἐν 
Ἰταλίᾳ συνεστῶσι πολέμοις προσέχειν τὸν νοῦν, ἵνα γενόμε-
νος ἔφεδρος ἔμφρων πειραθῇ σὺν καιρῷ τῆς τῶν ὅλων ἀντι-
ποιήσασθαι δυναστείας. εἶναι δὲ τὸν ἐνεστῶτα καιρὸν οὐκ ἀλ-
λότριον τῆς ἐλπίδος ταύτης. τὰς δὲ πρὸς τοὺς Ἕλληνας διαφο-
ρὰς καὶ τοὺς πολέμους εἰς τὰς ἀναπαύσεις αὐτὸν ὑπερτίθεσ-
θαι παρεκάλει, καὶ μάλιστα σπουδάζειν περὶ τούτου τοῦ μέρο-
υς, ἵν' ἔχῃ τὴν ἐξουσίαν, ὅταν βούληται, καὶ διαλύεσθαι καὶ 
πολεμεῖν πρὸς αὐτούς· ὡς ἐὰν ἅπαξ τὰ προφαινόμενα νῦν 
ἀπὸ τῆς ἑσπέρας νέφη προσδέξηται τοῖς κατὰ τὴν Ἑλλάδα τό-
ποις ἐπιστῆναι, καὶ λίαν ἀγωνιᾶν ἔφη μὴ τὰς ἀνοχὰς καὶ τοὺς 
πολέμους καὶ καθόλου τὰς παιδιάς, ἃς νῦν παίζομεν πρὸς ἀλ-
λήλους, ἐκκοπῆναι συμβῇ πάντων ἡμῶν ἐπὶ τοσοῦτον ὥστε κἂν 
εὔξασθαι τοῖς θεοῖς ὑπάρχειν ἡμῖν τὴν ἐξουσίαν ταύτην, καὶ 
πολεμεῖν ὅταν βουλώμεθα καὶ διαλύεσθαι πρὸς ἀλλήλους, καὶ 
καθόλου κυρίους εἶναι τῶν ἐν αὑτοῖς ἀμφισβητουμένων.2 

Although there is no agreement among the historians concerning the 
authenticity of this speech,3 I will not go into that question, especially since 
some important aspects can now be taken as resolved.4 Not only is the speech 
abbreviated and condensed,5 but the fact that it matches with the general sche-
me in which Polybios conveys the speeches,6 unambiguously points to author-
ial interventions by the historiographer. Furthermore, some elements such as 
the symploke-motif that is such a distinctive and important part of the Hi-
stories, are undoubtedly a product of Polybios himself;7 which does not mean 
however that the whole speech should be attributed to the Achaian historiogra-
pher. In this instance I will confine myself only to the question concerning the 

                                                        
2 Polyb., 5.104. 
3 Pédech (1964), passim.; Mørkholm (1967); Id. (1974); Walbank (1972), 69 n.11; Deininger 
(1973). 
4 Champion (1997); Id. (2000). 
5 Pédech (1964), 264. 
6 Usher (2009), 493-4. 
7 Nikolai (2018), 118. 
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historicity of the advice that Philip should turn his attention to the West and 
carefully follow the events in Italy. 

1. Because of this speech, Agelaos is often seen as an example of an astute 
politician who almost predicted the future8; which in turn is being used as one of 
the main arguments in favor of the authenticity of the speech. Were it work of 
Polybios, he never would have ascribed it to one of the hated Aitolians.9 I am not 
entirely convinced that Agelaos and his speech are deserving of the reputation 
and praise they have. The speech contains a number of literary topoi and old po-
litical slogans and in fact does not contain as many novelties as it may seem on 
first look - the call for Greek unity is as old as the Persian war and is a common 
subject in the political speeches since the late 5th and 4th century;10 the advice 
that Philip should treat the Greeks with benevolence, and defend them as if they 
were part of his realm sounds like a distant echo of Isokrates’ Letter to Philip; even 
the famed metaphor for the “cloud of war” originates from the Iliad.11 As a mat-
ter of fact, the counsel regarding Greece is just as utopian as the one of Isokrates, 
and Agelaos offers no practical advice as to how Philip could accomplish this. As 
for the “cloud from the west”, as Deininger pointed out, there is nothing particu-
larly striking - anyone who paid any attention to what was going on must have 
been concerned by the prospect of either Rome or Carthage mastering the whole 
of the western Mediterranean.12 It seems that already Timaios of Tauromenion, 
one of Polybios’ favorite “victims”, recognized the importance and danger for 
the western Greeks that was coming from Rome.13 How justified this fear was is 
another matter, and depends on how we interpret the Roman policy of the pe-
riod, but that is a question that does not concern us in this instance. If there is 
anything prophetic in the speech, it is rather an example of a self-fulfilling 
prophecy - if not for the advice of Demetrios and Agelaos who, according to Po-
lybios, persuaded Philip to turn to the West, it is debatable when and under 
what circumstances the Romans would have intervened in the Balkans. 

This is precisely what leads us to the heart of the matter, and the possi-
ble answer as to why an Aitolian. The key is not in the speech itself, but rather 
in what follows: Ὁ μὲν οὖν Ἀγέλαος τοιαῦτα διαλεχθεὶς πάντας μὲν παρώρ-
μησε τοὺς συμμάχους πρὸς τὰς διαλύσεις, μάλιστα δὲ τὸν Φίλιππον, οἰκεί-
οις χρησάμενος λόγοις πρὸς τὴν ὁρμὴν αὐτοῦ τὴν ἤδη προκατεσκευασμέ-
νην ὑπὸ τῶν τοῦ Δημητρίου παραινέσεων.14 It was these advices that, at least 

                                                        
8 e.g. Mørkholm (1967), 253: „a great and prophetic political figure“. 
9 Tarn (1928), 768; Walbank (1972), 69 n.11; Deininger (1973), 107. Mørkholm’s attempt 
to answer this objection is not convincing (Mørkholm (1967), 253). 
10 Quite a few interesting comparisons can be drawn with the Lysias’ Olympic oration 
(especially 33.6 and 33.8). 
11 v. Usher (2009), 494 n.8. 
12 Deininger (1973), 105. 
13 Walbank (2002), 172-177. 
14 Polyb., 5.105.1. 
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according to Polybios, pushed Philip in one reckless adventure that will cul-
minate with the destruction of Macedon, and essentially, even if not formally, 
the end of the Greek independence. For anyone familiar with Polybios the 
irony will not go unnoticed – even though it was an Aitolian who first pointed 
out the danger from the West, only a few years later the same Aitolians will be 
the first to form an alliance with Rome against Philip and the Symmachy,15 for 
which they will be criticized by the other Greeks.16 Therefore, at least in this 
particular context, I am not certain that the speech of Agelaos departs from Po-
lybios’ generally negative image of the Aitolian koinon in this period,17 which 
in turn leaves room to raise the question concerning its authenticity. 

2. The main cause for doubting its authenticity is the similarity with the 
advice that Demetrios of Pharos previously gave to Philip. For, when he heard 
about the Roman defeat at the Trasimene, Philip shared the news only with De-
metrios who tried to persuade him to end the war in Greece and turn towards 
Illyria and Italy: 

τὰ μὲν γὰρ κατὰ τὴν Ἑλλάδα πάντα καὶ νῦν ἤδη ποιεῖν αὐτῷ 
τὸ προσταττόμενον ἔφη καὶ μετὰ ταῦτα ποιήσειν, Ἀχαιῶν μὲν 
ἐθελοντὴν εὐνοούντων, Αἰτωλῶν δὲ καταπεπληγμένων ἐκ 
τῶν συμβεβηκότων αὐτοῖς κατὰ τὸν ἐνεστῶτα πόλεμον· τὴν δ' 
Ἰταλίαν ἔφη καὶ τὴν ἐκεῖ διάβασιν ἀρχὴν εἶναι τῆς ὑπὲρ τῶν 
ὅλων ἐπιβολῆς, ἣν οὐδενὶ καθήκειν μᾶλλον ἢ 'κείνῳ τὸν δὲ 
καιρὸν εἶναι νῦν, ἐπταικότων Ῥωμαίων.18 

The similarities are obvious, while the differences are a matter of nuan-
ces rather than substance – according to Demetrios, though not conquered the 
Greeks certainly are subdued and Philip should start right away with the con-
quest of the West; whilst according to Agelaos, Philip should take on the role of 
a benevolent protector of all the Greeks and sagely wait for the right opportu-
nity to begin the conquest of the West.19 For those that deny the authenticity of 
the speech, this is just another indication that Polybios is the author of both 
speeches, especially since the conversation between Philip and Demetrios was 
behind closed doors and Polybios could not have known what was said on that 
occasion.20 On the other hand, two solutions have been offered in defence of its 
authenticity – the similarities stem from the scheming of Demetrios who, in or-
                                                        
15 Staatsv. III.536. 
16 Polyb., 9.37.5-6; 11.5. 
17 A balanced and persuasive analysis of Polybios’ attitude towards the Aitolians in 
Champion (2007), with a list of relevant modern works. 
18 Polyb., 5.101.9-10. 
19 contra Walbank (1984), 481, who thinks that Agelaos advises Philip not to start a war 
with Rome, but simply to follow closely the events in Italy and be prepared to defend 
himself. I can not accept this interpretation given the wording ἵνα γενόμενος ἔφεδρος 
ἔμφρων πειραθῇ σὺν καιρῷ τῆς τῶν ὅλων ἀντιποιήσασθαι δυναστείας.  
20 e.g. Hammond (1988), 387. 
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der for the Aitolians to also persuade Philip in what he was already proposing, 
before the peace talks perhaps informed them of the king’s future plans and in-
tentions;21 or that the Aitolians realized what his plans were after the news of the 
outcome from the battle of Lake Trasimene became widely known, and after the 
meeting of Philip and his philoi, and the gathering of the allied delegates, where 
the king advocated for peace which was a volte-face from his previous policy.22 

Naturally, it is impossible to completely refute such assumptions which 
are rather based on impressions and hunches.23 As for the potential scheme of 
Demetrios, Champion is certainly correct when he points out that such a move 
would not be unusual of his character.24 Yet, it is questionable whether even he 
would dare to make such a move that could be qualified as treason, especially 
in light of the fate of the old associates of Antigonos Doson who perished in a 
bloody purge the previous year.25 Furthermore, as Mørkholm points out, con-
sidering the shared interests of Philip and Demetrios the suggestion seems un-
convincing.26 As for the conjecture that the Aitolians learned or at least sensed 
the future plans of Philip after his meeting with the king’s friends and with the 
allied delegates afterwards, as Mørkholm rightly points out, just because the al-
lies and friends were informed about his desire for peace, does not mean that 
he already disclosed his future plans. On the contrary for both political and di-
plomatic reasons it was important that they be kept a secret, for otherwise the 
Aitolians might insist on better terms and in doing so could jeopardize or at 
least delay the peace process.27  

This whole game of assumptions is largely unproductive and futile. The 
problem stems from the fact that the discussion is erroneously framed from the 
very beginning – that Philip desired peace only after learning the about the 
Roman defeat at Lake Trasimene. This assumption is based on Polybios’ analy-
sis,28 however aside from his personal interpretation he offers no further proof 
of this. On the contrary, it should not be forgotten that both in 218 and 217 BC 
Philip gave a positive reply to the offers from the neutral delegates to mediate 
a peace agreement.29 It is important in this context to stress that in 218 BC, al-
though a thirty day truce was agreed upon, the negotiations fell through after 

                                                        
21 Walbank (1972), 69 n.11; accepted by Champion (1997), 119. 
22 Deininger (1973), 106. 
23 As Walbank himself points out, his suggestion is a hypothesis for which there is no 
evidence whatsoever (Walbank (1972), 69 n.11). 
24 Champion (1997), 119. 
25 On “the conspiracy of Apelles” v. Errington (1967). 
26 Mørkholm (1974), 128 n.7. The suggestion of Champion that Demetrios hoped that in 
this way the Aitolians will definitively persuade Philip to turn west, seems to me 
strange and unconvincing.  
27 Mørkholm (1967), 250-1; Id. (1974), 128-9. 
28 Polyb., 5.100.11-101. 
29 Sources and modern works in Ager (1997), no. 53. 
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the Aitolians, not Philip, had a change of heart. It should also not be forgotten 
that Philip never wanted the Social war that originated in the aggressive policy 
of Aitolia and the policy of Aratos in Messenia.30 Even when the war was al-
ready in sight, Philip once again sent an offer for negotiations which the Aitoli-
ans declined.31 Leaving aside these arguments, by 217 BC both sides were so ex-
hausted that there was no prospect of a decisive and complete victory, and there-
fore Philip had nothing to gain by pursuing the war any longer.32 Even if there is 
an insistence on some correlation between the news of the battle of Lake Tra-
simene and the Peace of Naupaktos, it should be limited to the potential plans of 
Philip in Illyria;33 but even this is debatable. Philip did indeed prepare a fleet of 
100 lemboi and in 216 BC moved against Apollonia, but this was a reaction to 
Skerdilaidas’ inroads in Pelagonia and Dassaretis the previous year.34  

Therefore, there is no need to look for the motives for the end of the war 
in the events in Italy – both Philip and especially his allies had more than 
enough reasons to reach a peace agreement. This largely trivializes the issue of 
the authenticity of the advices by Demetrios and Agelaos, at least taken as a 
historical problem. Whether authentic or, what seems more probable to me, 
work of Polybios himself, they were not of decisive importance in reaching the 
peace agreement in 217 BC. Things stand a bit differently in historiographical 
context, especially concerning Polybios’ attitude towards Macedon, but that 
question lies outside the scope of this paper. If the above analysis was correct, 
it just proves once again Walbank’s conclusion who showed long ago that 
when it comes to Macedonia and the policy of the kings, Polybios is often un-
able to properly assess their goals and motives.35 
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