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INTRODUCTION



SEEING THE WORLD DIFFERENTLY


Toward the end of the year 336 BCE, around the time when fall turns to winter, a young, newly crowned king traveled to Corinth. His father had been murdered at a wedding just weeks earlier, and the twenty-year-old had managed, with the help of a few powerful backers and some bloodshed, to claim the throne. The next task was to win favor with the Greek cities and to consolidate his late father’s hard-won control of the region. During a council meeting, held at the nearby Isthmus of Corinth, Alexander III of Macedon managed to do just this: the so-called Corinthian League vowed their support for his campaign against Persia.1 But there was one more thing on Alexander’s mind. A philosopher by the name of Diogenes was staying in Corinth at that time too. Alexander had heard so much about him that he did not want to leave the city without having met the man.


The young king expected the philosopher would come to him. Everyone else who mattered had turned up to congratulate him on winning the backing of the Greek cities. But Diogenes did not come to Alexander. The philosopher forced the king to go to him instead. In order to meet Diogenes, Alexander had to ask the men in his retinue to take him to the outskirts of town, to a wooded area known as the Kraneion, where the famous thinker was living in a large clay pot laid on its side to make an improvised shelter. Let us go down with them and see how that meeting went.


When he sees Alexander and his men approach, Diogenes raises himself up on his elbow ever so slightly, to get a better view of what is happening. Once Alexander at last stands face-to-face with the philosopher, he asks Diogenes what he can do for him. Diogenes answers: “Just step aside, out of my sun.” Alexander, stunned, does as he is told. Clearly, this great man has no use for him. On the way back to town, the king’s men crack jokes about the strange philosopher. But not Alexander. He says (mostly to himself): “If I were not Alexander, I would be Diogenes.”2


Diogenes’ fearless and irreverent response to the most powerful man in the world as it was known to him encapsulates everything that he stood for: total independence, courage in the face of power, and joyful contentment with what nature bestows freely on us humans. Alexander’s reaction is just as telling. A man used to being obeyed rather than obeying, he was completely taken by surprise. Yet instead of angrily telling his soldiers to arrest the insolent philosopher, the king obeyed him, and even wished to be him.


If the most powerful man in the world offered them the opportunity to make a wish, most people would either freeze, dumbstruck with fear, or seize the moment and ask for wealth, a job, a favor. Diogenes ignored both scripts. With complete disregard for Alexander’s power, he answered him just as he would any other person. By refusing his offer, Diogenes refused to become indebted to the king. Diogenes did not accept Alexander’s power and in that moment turned the tables on him.


But Diogenes’ meeting with Alexander is important not only for what it teaches us about who he was and what he stood for. It is also a prime test case for how we go about telling Diogenes’ story, and for understanding how difficult it is to do so. The encounter with Alexander is easily the most famous event from Diogenes’ life. It has been told and retold, interpreted and reinterpreted, countless times. It was a popular topic in art in antiquity and has been ever since. But today most historians think the event never took place. I happen to think they are wrong.


SIDELINED


There are precious few things about Diogenes that scholars can agree on: he lived in the fourth century BCE, he spent most of his life as a wandering philosopher in Athens and Corinth after leaving his hometown on the coast of the Black Sea, he was outspoken and rebellious, and he inspired an equally outspoken and rebellious philosophical tradition. Venturing beyond these basics means entering the territory of debate. Of course, this problem is not unique to Diogenes: there are bound to be large holes in the historical record of anyone who has been dead for more than two millennia, no matter how famous they were in their own time. Unless new evidence comes to light, we will, for instance, never know the name of Diogenes’ mother. The same happens to be true of Cleopatra.3


Trying to write Diogenes’ life is made more difficult by the fact that no works by the philosopher himself have survived, and I argue in this book that he most likely did not publish anything during his lifetime. After he died, his followers kept his ideas alive, as well as they could, in quotations and anecdotes; even so, most of our information about Diogenes comes from authors who wrote centuries afterward, relying on what remained of those earlier oral and written traditions. Another, somewhat paradoxical problem when it comes to Diogenes is that many of the stories about his life are so good they are hard to believe. A meeting between the recalcitrant loner Diogenes and the young king Alexander III, who would soon become known as Alexander the Great? Yeah, sure.


The way scholars have approached Diogenes over the last century or so seems to have suffered from a kind of vicious cycle. In their eyes, the fact that no writings of his remain, let alone the kind of theoretical works expected of a philosopher, renders him unsuitable for serious scholarly attention. This in turn has made it easier to dismiss the traditions about Diogenes as unserious themselves, or as mere sensationalist stories with no basis in reality, and such dismissals further contribute to Diogenes’ bad reputation as just a legendary madman, and so on and so forth. But what if the stories about Diogenes are shocking and seemingly far-fetched because this is precisely the effect that he set out to produce: to surprise people, in order to show them that it is possible to see the world differently?


For most of history philosophers and other people have admired Diogenes and his idiosyncrasies. He served as an inspiring model for what one can accomplish by thinking outside of the things everyone takes for granted. After his death toward the end of the fourth century BCE, reports about Diogenes’ life spread far and wide. They had a profound influence on the philosophical school known as Stoicism, and on the first Christians. All the way up to the end of the eighteenth century Diogenes’ intellectual legacy was seen as an essential part of the philosophical canon. But this changed with the arrival of a new understanding of what does and does not get to be part of that canon.


In the early nineteenth century, the German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel formulated an influential new definition of the history of philosophy in a series of lectures. At his inaugural address as professor of philosophy at the University of Heidelberg in 1816 he said: “The bodies belonging to the minds who are the heroes of this history, and their temporal lives (the outward fates of the philosophers), have perished, but their works (the thought, the principle) did not follow them.” For Hegel the only part that matters is the latter, the rational element, and ideally it is stripped of personality and individual character as much as possible. In his view philosophical material is valuable insofar as it belongs to “the general character of humans as humans” and is free from “peculiarity” (Eigentümlichkeit).4 Hereafter, the history of philosophy increasingly became a history of ideas and theories, no longer of individual lives. Because there was no room for personalities or idiosyncrasies in the history of philosophy anymore, Diogenes was sidelined as a thinker.


Cutting Diogenes out of the history of philosophy creates several problems. Without him, it is difficult to explain why Stoic thinkers focused so much on personal ethics, or why a sober lifestyle was such a key virtue for them and for the early Christians—and these are just two of many developments for which Diogenes was either the source or a vital link between the earliest beginnings of Greek philosophy and its translation into the Roman era and beyond. But the bigger issue by far is this: by not taking Diogenes seriously as a philosopher, we are missing out. He was antiquity’s most independent and original mind, and his vision of simplicity, autonomy, and living in accordance with nature has much to offer in our contemporary world.


INTO THE WOODS


To call it exile would be an exaggeration, but I did feel rather out of place. It was the middle of the summer, and I had just moved from Europe to a tiny college town in the woods in New England. I had landed there as a last-minute hire for a temporary job teaching in the classics department, starting in the summer term. People had recommended the college art gallery to me as something to do, so I went—and found myself face-to-face with Diogenes.


On the colorful painting I am looking at—eighteenth-century and French, so the label says—a bald, bearded man is sitting on the ground, his face shaded by trees hanging overhead. On the other side of the painting I see a group of men. Their faces catch the light, they are standing, and behind them the outline of a city is visible. The seated man gestures with his hand, palm turned downward, at the man who appears to be the leader of the group. Dazzling in shining armor and a bright red cape, that man is reaching out an open hand and seems to be offering something. But whatever it is, the guy in the shade is not having it.


Perhaps it had something to do with my own state of mind, but Diogenes’ isolation and out-of-place-ness in the painting affected me. I had read about his meeting with Alexander many times and seen other visual depictions of it, yet this version of the scene truly brought home to me how extraordinary Diogenes’ response was. He looks inferior to Alexander in all respects: he lacks an entourage, his clothes are dull, he is unkempt, and he is sitting on the ground while everyone else towers over him. And yet Diogenes seems perfectly content under these beautiful, shady trees. He does not look vulnerable or deprived in any way, even though he is a long way from home. The painter, Louis de Silvestre, has succeeded in illustrating why Diogenes did not need anything from Alexander, and why it was natural for him to rebuff the king. He shows that Diogenes did not fit in the world of cities and kings but had created his own world right outside. And from this place the philosopher could see more clearly than anyone the emptiness of Alexander’s splendor.


Though Diogenes is less of a household name than, for instance, his contemporary Plato, he still has been written about plenty. But most if not all existing treatments fall into one of two traps. Many accounts present a sanitized version of Diogenes, in which much of what ancient authors tell us about him has been discarded as being either too scandalous or simply too good to be true. This procedure makes Diogenes into a skeletal, uninteresting figure, a mere conduit for a few seemingly unrelated philosophical notions that will be taken up in earnest only later by the Stoics. Alternatively, there are accounts that uncritically reproduce the ancient reports about Diogenes in sensationalist detail, without allowing for the possibility that his ideas and his life may have something of value to offer other than entertainment. In such narratives Diogenes is nothing but a cliché: a crazy provocateur who relieved himself in public and enjoyed shocking people with his antics. These two approaches, as different as they are, converge in selling Diogenes short as a thinker.


The story of Diogenes’ life has something to teach us, and he intended it that way. With Diogenes, his thinking, lived experience, and corporeality were inseparable. He gave no lectures but lived out his ideal of radical autonomy in his large pot. If you wanted to learn from him, you had to join him and observe from up close, or ask a specific question. Because Diogenes himself intertwined his life and his ideas completely and on purpose, this book offers an integrated account of both. We will always be doing both history and philosophy, and we will continuously engage with him in two different ways: in the past tense, as a historical figure situated in a specific time and place, and in the present tense, as a philosopher who speaks and performs for us outside of time. We must do so even in cases when his ideas and experience overlapped in an unwanted, unintentional way: to understand Diogenes’ unprecedented and unique philosophical critique of the institution of slavery, for instance, we have to also investigate how he was enslaved and sold, and lived in servitude in the house of a wealthy Corinthian family.


Reconstructing Diogenes’ life and ideas is a difficult task because of the gaps in the historical record about him, and because over time both his admirers and detractors started making things up about him. Some of these fictions eventually got mixed in with true events in traditional narratives about his life, complicating matters even further. But we are not totally helpless. By tracing a given report about Diogenes as far back in time as we can, taking into account who transmitted it, when, and for what reason, we can make an informed decision whether or not to trust the reported event or quote. I have followed this method for everything that is included in my account of Diogenes and will explain my process in cases that are particularly vexed, like the meeting of Diogenes and Alexander. Sometimes I include fictitious stories about Diogenes—of course, clearly marking them as such—because they give us great insight into what he and his ideas meant to later generations. For the sake of readability this book contains endnotes rather than footnotes, and the notes are preceded by a brief explanation of how ancient and modern texts are cited in the notes. In the center a set of images is printed, including all images discussed in this book, like Silvestre’s painting of the meeting of Diogenes and Alexander.


This book will start out with a historical sketch of Diogenes’ life and the time he lived in. He was born in a prosperous, independent city-state located on the fault line between the Greek and Persian realms of power. By the time he died both realms had been brought under Macedonian control by Alexander’s conquests. In the chapters that follow, we will explore the answers Diogenes’ lived philosophy offers to five big questions: What can we know about the world? How should we treat our bodies? How can we stand up to rulers? How does one resist and survive slavery? How do we prepare for death? The book concludes by tracing the massive influence Diogenes’ answers to these questions had, from the first generation of his followers all the way up to the twenty-first century. We will encounter Diogenes’ ideas in early medieval Baghdad, at the time buzzing with the cross-pollination of Islamic and ancient Greek philosophy; in Parisian intellectual salons right around the time when the French Revolution was about to erupt; and in Friedrich Nietzsche’s intensely original struggle for truth and meaning at the end of the nineteenth century, the beginning of the modern era. In dramatically different circumstances, Diogenes time and again provided the spark to let people think outside of the status quo and bring about change.


The aim of this book is to show how Diogenes became Diogenes, how his ideas have helped shape the world we live in, and what they can do for us today. Diogenes’ philosophy teaches us to train our minds and bodies so that we can handle both hardship and pleasure. Because of the unpredictability of human existence, we should enjoy the present, yet be prepared for all circumstances. He modeled a truly independent life by needing nothing more than what he could easily provide for himself and by relying on his own reason alone to make sense of the world around him. The first recorded critic of slavery, Diogenes was able to think outside of his society’s norms when no one else could. We set out to discover how he was able to do this, and to learn by his example how we, today, may start thinking beyond our own blind spots.
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1


IN SEARCH OF A HUMAN BEING


Diogenes lived his philosophy, and to understand his ideas we must start by learning about his life. That this is not a straightforward matter has already been illustrated by the fact that the most famous event of his life, his meeting with Alexander, is strongly disputed, with most historians arguing that it never happened. This raises the question of how we know what we know about Diogenes in the first place. Where do the reports about him come from, how have they been passed down and preserved, and what kinds of information do we have? To answer these questions we will begin by tracing the earliest scattered references to Diogenes, starting with his lifetime, and consider how they relate to the much more abundant reports about him from the second and third centuries CE. We will then zoom in specifically on the chain of information that preserved Diogenes’ encounter with Alexander for the historical record, before placing this particular event on the timeline of Diogenes’ life.


Diogenes’ philosophy consisted of intentionally spectacular deeds and equally memorable quips. The followers who attended him remembered these deeds and sayings and made every effort to pass them down, both orally and in written form. In Diogenes’ lifetime and for many centuries afterward all sorts of information—reports about battles, family histories, love poetry, jokes, and so on and so forth—was shared and transmitted both ways: orally, through recitation, storytelling, and performance, as well as through writing and copying texts. Generations of scholars have taken it for granted that what little information we have about Diogenes is not to be trusted. But once we understand that Diogenes did and said surprising things on purpose, that these things would have been memorable precisely because they were surprising, and that both followers and foes passed them on through rich and diverse strategies of information transfer, it follows that we can know much more about Diogenes than modern historians have allowed for.1


As a non-writer, Diogenes is in good company. The Athenian philosopher Socrates, who was two generations older than Diogenes, famously did not produce any works either. But—and this is not true for Diogenes—we can read extensively about Socrates in surviving works by men who knew him: the historian Xenophon, the comedy writer Aristophanes, and Socrates’ influential disciple Plato. As we read, however, we must always bear in mind that what Plato writes is not necessarily an accurate representation of Socrates’ ideas: it is primarily a representation of Plato’s thinking about Socrates. Still, the availability of several early and extensive accounts undeniably puts us on surer footing with Socrates than with Diogenes. Tracing and reconstructing his thinking is a difficult and sometimes frustrating task. In using reports about him we must always be mindful of what has been forgotten, exaggerated, or distorted. But abandoning this effort and dismissing all the ancient quotes and anecdotes as fictions is as good as writing Diogenes out of the history of philosophy, forgoing his still urgent exhortation to a good, self-directed life according to reason and with (not in spite of) our bodies.


SPARTAN CAFETERIAS


The earliest reference to Diogenes, as brief as it is, comes from the work of a contemporary. The multitalented philosopher Aristotle was born about twenty-five years after Diogenes. Aristotle does not exactly mention him by name, but the epithet he uses was so closely associated with Diogenes that we can assume it refers to him. In a discussion of metaphors in his Rhetoric, Aristotle says that the sculptor Cephisodotus calls triremes “decorated windmills” and that “the Dog” describes the taverns of Attica as “Spartan cafeterias.”2 Diogenes reportedly received the nickname “the Dog” from Plato, and it stuck. (We will return later to how this happened.) Attica is the peninsula where Athens is located, and Diogenes’ quip was probably intended to make fun of the overly luxurious stylings of the Athenians and to praise the frugality of the Spartans, which aligned with his own austere way of life. Diogenes liked using humorous and confusing paradoxes, and the comment fits well into that pattern.


It is uncertain whether Aristotle and Diogenes knew each other personally, but they did move in similar circles. Aristotle was the teacher of young Alexander and a student of Plato, with whom Diogenes butted heads several times. Aristotle’s successor as head of his philosophical school, Theophrastus, reportedly compiled a collection of anecdotes about Diogenes.3 Unfortunately, it does not survive in its original form, but later authors frequently refer to it.


The second-oldest source about Diogenes is an anonymous work preserved on a papyrus that dates from the mid-third century BCE, less than seventy years after Diogenes’ death. This means that the person who compiled the several anecdotes and conversations that make up the text could have received the information directly from someone who overlapped with Diogenes. Its most likely author, Metrocles, was a student of Diogenes’ disciple Crates, so he was in a sense an intellectual “grandson” to the elusive philosopher.


All the anecdotes compiled in this text feature Diogenes outwitting the authorities. In one of them he is staying in an inn somewhere—the exact location is not mentioned—when guards of the governors ask him who he is and where he comes from. He says: “I am a Molossian mastiff.” Here, as in subsequent sources, Diogenes embraces the nickname Plato gave him, identifying specifically with a breed of dog known for its ferocity and large size. Next, the guards ask him where he is going. He does not answer, and the guards hand him over to the governors. A hearing follows where the guards question him. Does he, as a stranger, despise the city and its laws so much that he does not even answer questions? Diogenes says that he answered the guards’ first questions nicely, but by the last one he thought they had gone mad: “They asked me where I was going, seeing me sitting at the table!”4


Though their accusation that Diogenes despised the city and its laws is true, he tripped up his accusers with a savvy logical joke. Because Diogenes expressed much of his thought through witty quips, in tracing his ideas we also have to develop a sensibility for his style of humor, and for the social dynamics of joking. Just as during his meeting with Alexander, Diogenes was not at all impressed by the authorities and their threats of punishment. The witticism itself—at the moment the guards asked their question he was obviously going nowhere—fits well with one of Diogenes’ core precepts: to live in the here and now. Because this text was written so soon after his lifetime, and most likely by someone close to Diogenes, we have good reasons to trust it. It also allows us to be a bit more confident about later accounts that paint a similar picture of Diogenes: a traveler and a stranger wherever he went, but never at a loss for words.


Unlike Plato and Aristotle, Diogenes did not himself found a philosophical school, but he had his followers, who came to be considered a distinct philosophical movement in their own right. They were called kynikos in Greek, derived from the Greek word for “dog” (kyon, genitive kynos); in Latin this was spelled cynicus, which in English became “Cynic.” Teles of Megara lived in the mid-third century BCE, was a contemporary of Metrocles, and like him, followed the teachings of Diogenes. He also wrote several texts on Cynic philosophers. Excerpts of these have been preserved by the scholar Stobaeus, who produced a voluminous anthology of ancient Greek authors in the fifth century CE, with a special emphasis on philosophy. Teles devotes a handful of passages to Diogenes. In the longest of them, Diogenes meets with someone who complains that Athens has become an expensive city. They visit several shops together and ask the prices of perfume, meat, and a sheepskin. Each time Diogenes agrees with the complainer: the city is indeed expensive. Then they go to the stalls for lupini beans and dried figs, where the prices are much lower. Now Diogenes exclaims: “How cheap the city is!” He was trying to show that Athens was expensive for those who lived an expensive life but cheap for those who did not, Teles explains. The message: life is far easier if you practice living well on beans and figs, like Diogenes, than if you accustom yourself to luxuries.5 This narrative, like the previous two, can be taken as fairly reliably grounded in fact, since Teles compiled it around the same time as when the papyrus was written.


In addition to Cynicism, two other major philosophical movements emerged in the third century BCE: Epicureanism, named after its founder, Epicurus, and Stoicism, named after the Stoa Poikile in Athens, where it was first taught. The differences between these movements and the influence of Diogenes on both of them will be of interest later on. For now, as we track the posthumous reports about Diogenes through the centuries, we turn to the Epicurean philosopher Philodemus, from Gadara, in modern-day Jordan. He lived at the beginning of the first century BCE and after Teles is the next author to discuss Diogenes, in his polemical treatise On the Stoics. Philodemus’ works have been preserved only on charred papyrus scrolls found in a villa at Herculaneum, which together with Pompeii was buried under lava from the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 CE. The text, consequently, is severely damaged and fragmentary.


As he discusses Diogenes’ ideas on politics, Philodemus challenges the notion that Diogenes wrote nothing during his lifetime. He defends the view that Diogenes, just like Plato, wrote a political-philosophical work titled Republic (Politeia in Greek, which also means “constitution”). We can assume that the ideas Philodemus attributes to Diogenes’ Republic derive from texts written by Diogenes’ followers about his thinking, though the “summary” of Diogenes’ Republic that Philodemus offers reads as rather polemic and extreme. Philodemus mentions the following views and proposals: weapons are useless, bones should serve as money instead of coins, there is nothing wrong with cannibalism, and there should be complete sexual freedom, including incest and sharing spouses. Some of these he also attributes to Zeno, disciple of Crates and the founder of Stoicism.6 In his text he attempts to discredit the Stoics by linking them to Cynicism, and we might wonder if he sacrifices accuracy in the interest of scoring points against his intellectual opponents. Nonetheless, we will see that all of these proposals are ultimately rooted in Diogenes’ thought. Philodemus seems to have chosen some genuine ideas of Diogenes—for instance, his rejection of the institution of marriage—and exaggerated them to create a scandalizing caricature.


The last of the early written sources about Diogenes is by the Roman orator and philosopher Cicero in the first century BCE. He is actually the one to give us the earliest preserved account of the meeting of Alexander and Diogenes. It is remarkably succinct: “Diogenes really answered Alexander in a rather brash manner when the latter asked him if he needed anything: ‘Step aside, out of my sun.’ He had clearly disturbed Diogenes’ sunbathing.”7 Cicero places Diogenes’ reply to Alexander in the context of exemplary asceticism: the sage needs no material goods to be happy, since only virtue matters. Cicero uses so few words to describe the event that his readers must already have been familiar with it from other sources that have since been lost.


From the first century CE onward many extensive texts on Diogenes have survived complete and intact. Some of these are explicitly fictional: they concern Diogenes only in the sense that he is a character in the work. Other texts are polemical, like Philodemus’ work, which means that Diogenes’ ideas may be presented tendentiously. Both types of texts are useful for understanding the influence of, and reactions to, Diogenes over the centuries, but only rarely can we use them as sources for statements and anecdotes that may actually derive from the historical Diogenes. If we do so, we should proceed with great caution.


In general, it is better to rely on other kinds of sources. Diogenes occasionally pops up in historical writing. These fortuitous glimpses of him are promising for reconstructing some parts of his life. An even more valuable resource is the so-called genre of doxography in this period: collections of philosophical views and statements of others. Diogenes features in the collections of several doxographical authors, but most importantly in the work of Diogenes Laertius. That the two men share a name is a coincidence, albeit a somewhat confusing one.


In his work Lives of the Philosophers, written in Greek in the third century CE, Diogenes Laertius describes more than eighty thinkers. These “lives” are not conventional biographies, but rather compilations of sayings and events in roughly chronological order. The biography of Diogenes is one of the longer lives in the collection. The author draws from the work of numerous predecessors, many of whom he mentions by name, going as far back as Theophrastus, Aristotle’s successor and Diogenes’ contemporary. In addition to relying on older sources, Diogenes Laertius selects and reports information largely without any apparent bias. Together with the earlier texts already mentioned, his biography is our best introduction to Diogenes’ thought, even if he does partake of some sensationalism on occasion—in using his text, some caution is required too. An important virtue of his is the tendency to include alternative versions on genuine points of contention. For example, he gives a list of philosophical works and tragedies that Diogenes is said to have published but also writes that the philosopher never wrote anything at all according to two of his sources. Similarly, we find several conflicting accounts of Diogenes’ death in Diogenes Laertius. And he writes about the time Diogenes got a visit from Alexander.


DID DIOGENES MEET ALEXANDER?


So, why are scholars so reluctant to believe Cicero, Diogenes Laertius, and others when they tell us of the meeting of Diogenes and Alexander? “It is hardly likely, for instance, that Diogenes would ever have met Alexander, or that the king would have been either interested in him or impressed by him.” This is the translator and author Robin Hard, who in a recent publication uses the story of the meeting to support his assessment that many of the anecdotes about Diogenes are “surely fictional.”8 His reasoning shows how much the reputation of Diogenes as a crazy philosopher has shaped the interpretation of the material. But we can throw the question right back: Why would Alexander not have wanted to meet Diogenes? His own private teacher was the philosopher Aristotle, who, as we have seen, certainly knew of Diogenes, and perhaps even knew him directly. And we will see that there were still other connections between the young king and the old philosopher.


A more serious challenge to the historicity of the episode has to do with the chronology of the respective lives of the two men. At the end of the seventeenth century the Frenchman Pierre Bayle turned his back on the Catholic Church and his home country and traveled, via Switzerland, to the Netherlands. He settled in Rotterdam and in 1697 went on to publish his Dictionnaire historique et critique, a hefty encyclopedia of intellectuals of the past and their ideas. In this work Bayle subjects the received narratives about the likes of Diogenes to a critical analysis. Up to this point people had generally accepted the received narratives about such historical characters without asking many questions. By starting to do precisely this, Bayle was ahead of his time.


A large portion of Bayle’s lemma about Diogenes deals with his relation with Alexander. He writes: “We cannot help but find greatness in the ways of Diogenes, if we imagine that they have some sense to them. Since Alexander, who certainly was able to judge such a thing well, found greatness in him, there must have been some.”9 Unlike Hard, Bayle assumes that the two men met and that Alexander was impressed by Diogenes. In his extensive footnotes, however, he demolishes some of the main source texts that up to that point had gone unchallenged.


The Roman philosopher Seneca, who at some point served as tutor and advisor to Emperor Nero, mentions Diogenes twice in his treatise On Benefits. In both passages he connects him to Alexander, who was “puffed up with pride beyond human measure” on the day he met Diogenes. The king was overcome by the philosopher because he was “neither able to give him anything, nor to take anything away from him.” Diogenes “stomped naked through the riches of the Macedonians and trampled the wealth of the king … who then ruled the whole world.”10 In this last part Seneca is speaking figuratively: Diogenes “trampled” Alexander’s wealth by rejecting it. Bayle objects to Seneca’s version of the episode, which he wrote around the middle of the first century CE, because of its problematic chronology. Diogenes and Alexander would have met before the Macedonian conquests in Asia, because afterward Alexander never set foot in Greece again. So at the time of his conversation with Diogenes, Alexander did not yet rule “the whole world,” nor was he worshipped as a god (“pride beyond human measure”), not yet. Diogenes Laertius, writes Bayle, commits a similar error when he has Alexander introduce himself to Diogenes as “the great king.” Alexander acquired that title only after his conquests.


For Bayle, doubts about the accuracy of the source texts for the interactions between Diogenes and Alexander could go hand in hand with full confidence regarding the historicity of the meeting itself. He even justified Diogenes’ worth as a philosopher by means of Alexander’s opinion, as in his eyes the Macedonian king was unassailable. But Bayle’s misgivings about the source texts would take on a life of their own centuries later. At the start of the twentieth century the standard encyclopedia on classical antiquity, the German work Paulys Realencyclopädie der Classischen Altertumswissenschaft, references the “clumsy anachronism,” as demonstrated by Bayle, of the story of the meeting of Alexander and Diogenes. It goes on to conclude: “It is probably best to leave open whether the encounter has any basis in history or not.”11 A few decades later an article that would influence scholars for decades to come claims that the narratives of the meeting “have been blown to pieces too often to notice,” without citing Bayle or, in fact, anyone else.12


If Seneca and Diogenes Laertius were our only ancient sources for Diogenes’ meeting with Alexander, with both of them dating it to a moment when the two men could not have been in the same place, it would be difficult to maintain its historicity. But this is not at all the case. In Cicero’s version, which is about a century older than Seneca’s, Alexander does not use any honorific titles during the meeting. Cicero goes on to narrate in the same passage how Diogenes “used to argue that while he had no needs, nothing would ever be enough for the king, in order to show how far superior he was to the king of Persia in life and fortune.” Here Diogenes does describe Alexander as having defeated the Persians already, but this is at a later point in time, long after their encounter. In addition to Diogenes Laertius there are other Greek authors who report on their conversation, and it is in their works that we find clues as to who recorded the event in the first place.


Plutarch was a historian and philosopher who lived in the second half of the first century and the early part of the second century CE. He wrote a biography of Alexander, in Greek. A generation later another historian, named Arrian, did the same. Both authors describe the young king’s meeting with Diogenes, placing it at Corinth, before his campaigns in Persia and beyond. Both authors also repeatedly reference a much earlier author by the name of Onesicritus. This Onesicritus was a follower of Diogenes, served in Alexander’s army as chief helmsman, and wrote a work titled On the Education of Alexander. Several long fragments of this piece have been preserved, and these indicate that the work also covered Alexander’s campaigns. It seems unavoidable that Onesicritus described the meeting between Alexander and Diogenes, and that Plutarch and Arrian based their accounts on his, even if this part of the work does not remain today.13


Alexander shared two connections with Diogenes—Aristotle and Onesicritus—and had an interest in philosophy. So he had a clear motive in wanting to meet him. He also had the opportunity: the two men were in the same place at the same time, since Diogenes had arrived in Corinth around the middle of the fourth century BCE and stayed there for a long time. Proof of the meeting was provided by Onesicritus himself in his account of Alexander’s (young) life, and this is how a report of this remarkable event entered the historiographical tradition. Some scholars accept that Onesicritus indeed wrote about the meeting of Alexander and Diogenes, and that he was the source later authors used, but still consider “a literary origin … more plausible” because “the contrast between these two diametrically opposed, but paradoxically parallel personalities would have been so appealing to explore.”14 In other words, the story of their meeting is so good that Onesicritus must have made it up. This seems like an example where the shock value of Diogenes’ way of life—did he really meet Alexander and tell him to get out of his sun?—works against him and prevents him from taking up his rightful place in history.


We have every reason to be apprehensive about what we can really know about someone who lived and died more than two millennia ago, but sometimes such skepticism goes too far. In reconstructing Diogenes’ life we always have to ask how we know what we think we know, and whether the source (or string of sources) is good enough. In the case of the philosopher’s meeting with the king we can answer this question affirmatively. So: yes, the two did meet. And, keeping this strategy close to hand, we are now ready to see how Diogenes became Diogenes.


ON THE BLACK SEA


For Diogenes, thinking and lived experience were inseparable. His way of life was his philosophy, and that is why this book must begin with an outline of his life. The following sketch is based on Diogenes Laertius’ biography and is necessarily incomplete. The only remaining physical objects related (indirectly) to Diogenes are some coins bearing his father’s name. Still, even if that was all we had, we would already know more about him than about the vast majority of people who were alive at the time. Across all the available types of ancient source material the sociocultural elite is much better represented than ordinary people. The wealthy could build temples and have their names inscribed on them; someone who ran a small workshop hung up a wooden sign. When it comes to durability the inscription in stone “wins” practically every time.


Diogenes was born in Sinope, a prosperous, independent city-state on the Black Sea that served as a hub for international trade. Today Sinope is called Sinop, and it is located in what we now know as northern Turkey. Diogenes Laertius offers us two clues about Diogenes’ birthdate: he was ninety years old when he died, and he died in the same year as the Macedonian king Alexander. Since Alexander died in 323 BCE this gives us 413 BCE as the year of Diogenes’ birth. The Suda, a voluminous encyclopedia in ancient Greek compiled in the tenth century CE, seems to differ on this point. It says Diogenes was born in 404 BCE, and it attributes various tragedies to him. (These are also mentioned by Diogenes Laertius, though he does not commit himself to Diogenes’ authorship.) This poses a problem for the chronology of Diogenes’ later life: it would mean that he could have overlapped only barely with some older philosophers in Athens whom he did meet, according to most sources. The Suda also calls Diogenes an Athenian, so we must conclude that the notice is about someone else and that he wrote those tragedies, not Diogenes of Sinope.15 Going back to the age that Diogenes Laertius gives for him, we should note that the neat, round number ninety is somewhat suspect. We know from ages listed on tombstones that people commonly rounded these up or down in antiquity, simply because they did not know exactly how old they were.16 It is therefore safest to say that Diogenes was born sometime between 413 and 408 BCE—in other words, around 410 BCE.


Diogenes’ hometown, Sinope, was founded in the seventh century BCE. According to the historian Herodotus, its founders were Cimmerians, a nomadic people believed to have come from present-day Iran, though other historians credit people from Thessaly, in Greece, and assume that Sinope was only later taken over by Cimmerians and, still later, by settlers from Miletus. Archaeological remains indicate some presence of Milesians in Sinope as early as the seventh or sixth century BCE. Located in what is now western Turkey but was then known as Ionia, Miletus dated back at least to the Bronze Age, and Milesians spoke the Ionian dialect of ancient Greek that Herodotus also used. This became the common language in Sinope and was most likely either Diogenes’ native language or one of his native languages. Sinope was part of the region of Paphlagonia, which was almost certainly under Persian rule in the fifth century BCE. It was also during this time that the Persian king Darius, and his son Xerxes after him, tried and failed to add the cities of mainland Greece to their empire.


In the decades before the birth of Diogenes there were close contacts between Sinope and Athens. Pericles, the Athenian general immortalized by the historian Thucydides, sent ships and men to “help” the Sinopeans overthrow their ruler Timosileus in 436 BCE, but how welcome this intervention was we do not know. Afterward, six hundred Athenians remained in Sinope and settled in the homes of the expelled supporters of the old government.17 In early September 400 BCE, when Diogenes would have been about ten years old, a motley army of around ten thousand mercenaries under the command of an Athenian general named Xenophon passed through Sinope. The troops were on their way back from their attempt to help the brother of the Persian king overthrow his sibling and take the throne for himself. The pretender to the throne had been killed in his first major battle, and now the mercenaries faced the difficult task of getting themselves safely back to the Ionian coast after their failed mission. We have a detailed account of the march because the general Xenophon was also a historian and recorded their experiences in the famous work Anabasis (literally “march upcountry”), sometimes also called March of the Ten-Thousand. Xenophon’s report on his encounter with ambassadors from Sinope gives us a brief glimpse of what life was like there during Diogenes’ youth.


Xenophon’s men are met by the ambassadors when they are encamped at the nearby town of Cotyora, which was one of the three colonies of Sinope. Their spokesman is named Hecatonymus, and he implores the soldiers to stop pillaging the town. In his speech he appeals to their shared Greekness: because of their Milesian roots the Sinopeans are Greeks like Xenophon himself, and the soldiers should treat them and the Cotyorites well. But if they will not—Hecatonymus immediately launches into a threat—the Sinopeans will call in the Paphlagonians and make an alliance with them against Xenophon’s army. Xenophon responds that he does not care one bit whether or not the cities and communities they pass through can claim Greek origins. Whoever welcomes him and his soldiers peacefully will be treated in kind, and vice versa. This is just as true for the “barbarians” (barbaroi) they meet with, he says, applying the term Greeks used to lump all non-Greeks together.


Given that Xenophon’s men had already begun pillaging the land of the Cotyorites before meeting with the ambassadors, it is clear that he did not always live up to this stated ideal of reciprocity. And it turns out that the “Greekness” of the Sinopeans was rather superficial: something that could be invoked when it seemed opportune to do so but that was just as easily put aside when circumstances changed. In the end both sides decided to proceed on friendly terms and, in this instance, further violence was averted.18


The meeting between the Sinopeans and Xenophon’s mercenaries tells us something about Sinope’s prominence in the region, but also something about the messiness of geopolitics and ethnic identity at the time. Sinopeans saw themselves both as Milesian Greeks and as Paphlagonian “barbarians,” placing emphasis on one or the other of these depending on the context and occasion. Xenophon the Athenian was unequivocally Greek but fought for a Persian would-be usurper together with an army of men who hailed from all over the ancient Mediterranean. By choosing allies on an ad hoc basis, Sinope managed to hold on to its independence in the following decades, but around the year 370 BCE the Persian general Datames took control of the city after several sieges. This remained the status quo until the start of the campaigns of Alexander.19


In a relatively recent biography, Diogenes has been called “purely Greek” with respect to his “language and heritage,” because he came “from the same Milesian stock from which philosophers like Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes did,” referencing three famous thinkers from the city of Miletus.20 But being a philosopher did not necessarily make Diogenes Milesian or Greek, let alone “purely” so. To call Diogenes “Greek” is an oversimplification that fails to do justice to his background and experiences. Although he spent much of his life in prominent Greek cities like Athens and Corinth, he always remained an outsider there, without civic rights in those places. As Xenophon’s account shows so clearly, Diogenes’ birthplace was in the middle of the “barbarian” territory of the Paphlagonians, on the fault line between the Greek and Persian spheres of influence, and we can only guess at the precise origins and ethnicity of Diogenes’ family. Moreover, as this book will document, Diogenes was influenced by philosophical traditions flowing into Sinope from several directions, west and east.


Diogenes’ father was named Hicesias, and his mother’s name, as we already said, is lost to us. She is not mentioned at all in Diogenes Laertius’ biography, though there is one statement attributed to Diogenes in which his mother appears that has been handed down in a Byzantine collection of quotations. Upon finding out that someone had written something negative about her, Diogenes said that one tear from his mother could erase all allegations. The precise meaning is hard to grasp out of context, but it suggests—if indeed he said this—that he felt the need to defend his mother and was unimpressed by the allegations against her.


Hicesias was a banker and in that capacity responsible for the coinage in Sinope. Given the likelihood that Diogenes received some form of education as a young man, it seems that he came from a fairly well-to-do family. The name Diogenes means “son of Zeus” in Greek: dio- is the genitive of the name Zeus and -genes is derived from the verb meaning “to be born,” gignomai. “Son of Zeus” seems like an impressive name, but it was quite common, and in the reported sayings Diogenes never discusses it. Laertius’ biography does quote a short poem by one Cercidas, who explains the etymology of the name and writes that Diogenes was rightly called “son of Zeus and heavenly dog” because of his fortitude. The poet wrote this in the third century BCE. The title “heavenly dog” for Diogenes stuck and would still be in use in Cynic literature of the first centuries CE.21


COUNTERFEITER OR REVOLUTIONARY?


Of Diogenes’ youth we know little. The major events of his time in Sinope are his possible involvement in “defacing the currency” and, shortly thereafter, his banishment from the city. In Greek his father’s job is called trapezites, which basically means “someone with a table.” Originally the main task of trapezitai was to exchange money and test the authenticity of coins. In the course of the fourth century BCE they also began to take on the management of accounts and lines of credit. Trapezitai usually did their work outdoors, setting up their tables in the busy marketplace. It makes sense that Hicesias would have been commissioned to oversee the mint in Sinope because of his expertise as a banker.


Diogenes Laertius gives two alternative scenarios for exactly what happened in Sinope: either Hicesias tampered with the coinage and both he and his son Diogenes were exiled from the city as a consequence, or Diogenes was responsible for the disruption and this led to exile for both father and son. When we think of counterfeiting in a modern context, we generally think of the production of false money. But the Greek term consistently used for what occurred at Sinope under Hicesias’ watch has a broader meaning: paracharasso can refer both to minting false coins with a fake stamp and to damaging coins already in circulation as an act of vandalism or to cause unrest.


Compared to other types of sources, coins from the ancient Mediterranean have survived in great numbers and relatively well preserved. No fewer than nine coins minted in Sinope in the early fourth century BCE with the name Hicesias on them have been found. It was common at the time for the mint master to put his name in the legend, which is the text on the coin. From roughly the same period we have dozens of coins that imitate Sinopean money but seem to have been minted elsewhere because they contain Aramaic instead of Greek letters, or Greek letters with many errors. Most of them were rendered unusable with a chisel shortly after they were minted.22 These finds make the story of Hicesias’ involvement in a disruption of the currency plausible, but the exact circumstances remain a matter of speculation. Perhaps the goal was to drive up the value of the coins minted in Sinope to make a profit. There may also have been a political reason to destroy coins coming from elsewhere, possibly against a larger background of unrest leading up to the Persian takeover by Datames. It was, in any case, common for a son to have the same profession as his father, so Hicesias and Diogenes may well have acted together, and faced exile together.


Later generations looked to the affair of the coinage as an explanation for Diogenes’ exile and his departure from Sinope. But from early on the episode was also assigned metaphorical significance, perhaps first by Diogenes himself. Diogenes Laertius connects the story of the defaced coins with a later visit by Diogenes to one of the oracles of the god Apollo. Again, he gives two scenarios. In the first, Diogenes was pressured by the men working at the mint to deface the currency and turned to the oracle for advice. There he was told that it was permissible to disrupt “the public nomisma.” Nomisma can mean “coin” as well as “institution” or “accepted custom” in a broader sense. (The word derives from nomos, which can mean “law” as well as “custom.”) In this scenario, Diogenes’ offense stems from a mistake: he thought the oracle gave him permission to disturb the coinage, when actually he was supposed to go after the institutions and customs. Because of his mistake, Diogenes is banished, or else flees out of fear. In the second version, Diogenes is responsible, but his father winds up in prison because he entrusted the minting to Diogenes. After his father dies Diogenes goes to the oracle to ask how he can become famous. The oracle’s answer is the same: disrupt the accepted customs.


Both scenarios connect the oracle to the exile and the (metaphorical) disruption of the nomisma and thereby turn Diogenes into a man with a divine mission. The question remains whether it all really happened that way. The episode closely resembles an event from the life story of another famous philosopher, so it may be a borrowing that was incorporated into Diogenes’ biography erroneously: Socrates, in the defense speech recorded by Plato known as Apology, also claims that he performed his philosophical interrogations because of an oracle from Apollo. The god said that no one was wiser than Socrates, who “knows that he knows nothing,” so Socrates tried to show that others also “know nothing” to prove the oracle right.23 Another issue is Diogenes’ often disparaging attitude toward religion. Would he really have let Apollo dictate his actions? But perhaps he had an ambivalent relationship to the divine. In any case, with or without encouragement from the oracle, Diogenes managed to reemploy the potentially negative reputation of “counterfeiter” he carried with him to Athens as a pithy metaphor for his philosophical rallying cry of subverting societal norms.


IN EXILE


After leaving Sinope, Diogenes struck out for Athens, a trip that would have taken about ten or eleven days by sailboat, which was the fastest way to go. Athens was the intellectual center of the Greek-speaking world at the time, and the city presented itself as a refuge for those who had been forced to leave their homeland. But this did not mean that newcomers had the same rights as (male, free-born) Athenians. They were not allowed to vote in the public assembly, nor to own land.


Exile was a lifelong punishment, unless the banishment was officially revoked, but it was one that Diogenes embraced. Diogenes proclaimed that he became a philosopher thanks to his exile, hinting at the many philosophers before him who also left their native land, forced or not, and praising Athens for offering him such a stimulating environment. In another quote reported by Diogenes Laertius, Diogenes taunted the Sinopeans: sure, they condemned him to exile, but he condemned them to stay home. With this playful inversion the philosopher probably meant to say that although Sinope was an important city, it could not match Athens’ intellectual climate.


Upon his arrival in Athens Diogenes contacted someone who was supposed to have a small house for him, but the man did not immediately come through. Diogenes did not want to wait and moved into a pithos instead: a large earthenware pot normally used for storing wine. (Some accounts erroneously refer to this as a barrel or a bathtub.) Placed on its side, a pithos forms a small, humble cave. In the many, many depictions of Diogenes and his pot—from the first century BCE to the present—he sits up front in the opening, framed perfectly by the rim. Diogenes hardly could have foreseen how clever his selection of a pot would be as iconography, but ever since then, the pithos has embodied the distinctive paradox of lonely seclusion in the middle of the marketplace.


According to Diogenes Laertius, Diogenes’ pithos stood in the Metroön, a temple complex for the goddess Meter (the Mother) bordering the marketplace in Athens. This information is problematic, because this complex was not built until two centuries after Diogenes’ lifetime. Perhaps at some point in the oral tradition “on the site where the Metroön now stands” was shortened to “in the Metroön”? Or Diogenes may have lived in the ruins of an older temple to the Mother that was destroyed during the Persian Wars in the fifth century BCE. Either way, the marketplace was the beating heart of the city, the center of commercial activity, and a great place to meet a lot of people. Here Diogenes could exhibit his life of seclusion and self-sufficiency to as many passersby as possible.


Living in a pithos was also a way of signaling austerity and humility. A short reference in the comedies of Aristophanes renders it plausible that poor Athenians indeed used large pots as dwellings. One of the characters in Knights describes how people lived in “pots, nooks, and sheds” during the Peloponnesian War, fought by Athens and Sparta (and their respective allies) at the end of the fifth century BCE.24 So Diogenes was probably one of many who had made a makeshift shelter for himself in the city in this way. But his pithos would become the most famous one by far.


In Athens, Diogenes became a follower of Antisthenes, who had been one of Socrates’ disciples. Like Diogenes, Antisthenes led an unconventional and sober life. Already in antiquity some pointed to him as the actual founder of Cynic philosophy. Because of the undogmatic nature of Cynic thought, it is better to see Antisthenes as an inspiring example to Diogenes than as his teacher. Antisthenes died around 365 BCE, so if they met Diogenes must have arrived in Athens at least before then. It was also in Athens that Diogenes clashed with most of the philosophers of his own generation, Plato foremost among them.


Diogenes did have followers during his lifetime, but, as mentioned, he did not establish a formal school. He must have undertaken some travels (Diogenes Laertius places him in Olympia and Megara, among other places) but otherwise spent his time on the streets of Athens. It was expected of philosophers that they would spend time in public spaces, since intellectual life took place in the marketplace, on the steps of temples, and in open-air sports facilities, the famous gymnasia. A major difference between Diogenes and his peers, however, was that his peers went home at the end of the day. Diogenes slept in his pithos and lived off alms and dinner invitations.


In Athens Diogenes also acquired his nickname. According to Diogenes Laertius, Plato at one point insulted him by calling him a dog. The specific reason remains unmentioned, but it must have occurred in the context of their larger rivalry. Diogenes took it in stride and quickly adopted the name, reminding others of it constantly, as we already saw in the papyrus text. In the biography, he explains his moniker as follows: “I wag my tail when someone gives me something, I bark when someone gives me nothing, and when someone is a bad person I bite!” In Greek, just as in English, “to bite” (dakno) can have a metaphorical meaning, and Diogenes uses it here to refer to his verbal aggressiveness.


Dogs have been loyal friends to humans for millennia, and yet “dog” is an insult in many cultures. Freud explained this apparent contradiction as a consequence of repressed sexuality.25 Dogs defecate and masturbate shamelessly in public. According to his analysis, in this way they remind us humans of our own barely contained impulses. “Dog” became an insult for those who did not conform to the generally accepted standard of civilization. Diogenes thought it nonsense that we eat in the company of others while we hide anxiously to fulfill other bodily needs. And he was not afraid of acting on that conviction.


TO CORINTH


At some point after moving from Sinope to Athens, Diogenes was traveling to Aegina, an island strategically located between Athens and the Peloponnese. Citing two different sources, Diogenes Laertius describes how on this trip he was ambushed and captured by pirates, who took him to Crete. There Diogenes was offered for sale as a slave. He was reportedly bought by a wealthy Corinthian merchant named Xeniades. We will go into the details of this episode and Diogenes’ ideas about slavery later, but for now it suffices to note that the story of his abduction and sale at the slave market is plausible enough. During the fourth century BCE, and for a long time afterward, the Mediterranean was plagued by pirates. One of their pursuits was human trafficking. Those who ventured on a sea voyage ran a real risk of ending up as merchandise in a slave market.


Diogenes must have arrived in Corinth, possibly enslaved by Xeniades, at some point in the 340s BCE, and wound up living there for many years. According to Diogenes Laertius, he stayed in the household into old age and served as a teacher for Xeniades’ sons. This would not have been unusual: raising and teaching children was often left to enslaved workers. Diogenes Laertius nowhere mentions release. In the Greek world, an owner could free an enslaved person in various ways and for various reasons, but it was not common. There are several anecdotes suggesting that after a while Diogenes stopped living in Xeniades’ household, including the one about his meeting with King Alexander. In most versions the encounter takes place in the Kraneion in Corinth, where Diogenes is said to have lived in a pithos again. Alternatively, Xeniades may have given him a lot of freedom of movement without formally releasing him. According to the biography, he said of Diogenes: “A good deity [agathos daimon] has entered my house.”


Several different stories circulated about Diogenes’ death, at about ninety years old. He is said to have died either by holding his breath, from a cholera-like disease after eating a piece of raw octopus, or from a dog bite after one of his dogs attacked him while he was feeding them octopus. As is often the case in Diogenes Laertius, there is a connection between the cause of death listed and the philosophy of the biography’s subject. In the second scenario, Diogenes behaves like a dog by eating raw food; in the third, the Dog is killed by his own dogs. The first scenario clearly taps into Diogenes’ radical autonomy and self-control: he took the end of his life into his own hands by voluntarily renouncing even the most basic necessity of life, oxygen. In the account of this scenario Diogenes’ friends found him in the Kraneion in Corinth, wrapped in his cape. When he did not wake up, his friends attributed his death to suicide and started spreading the story of him holding his breath. In fact, committing suicide in this way is physiologically impossible. A more plausible explanation would be that Diogenes went into cardiac arrest in his sleep.


For Diogenes to have lived to around ninety is impressive, especially considering the average life expectancy at the time of around forty. If he really lived that long, he would have been an unlikely outlier, though that is not impossible. In antiquity several philosophers were said to have grown very old, and a long life was considered proof of the strength of one’s philosophy. There is a chance that his followers exaggerated Diogenes’ longevity for this reason. All in all, we cannot be sure exactly how old he was when he died. Diogenes was buried at Corinth next to the gate to the isthmus that connected the Peloponnese to mainland Greece. On his tomb stood a column topped with a marble statue of a dog. In the second century CE the writer Pausanias recounts seeing the tomb in that location, though he gives no further details.26 The Sinopeans reportedly set up several bronze statues of Diogenes with inscriptions thanking him for demonstrating the virtue of a self-sufficient way of life. Of those bronze statues no remains have been recovered, but today his birthplace does honor its most famous son with a white stone monument, standing nearly eighteen feet tall.


The monument was designed by the Turkish sculptor Turan Baş and installed in 2006. It depicts Diogenes twice: standing on top of a barrel and on the front of the same barrel, sitting in a round window. The Diogenes on top of the barrel is accompanied by a seated dog and is holding a lantern. The Diogenes on the front of the barrel is reading a piece of papyrus, and a nameplate above his head bears his name in Latin capitals. Both Diogeneses are bald, bearded, and dressed in a loose-fitting cape. The Diogenes standing on top of the barrel is remarkably muscular for a middle-aged beggar. It is clear that the monument took inspiration from earlier Diogenes iconography. Many paintings from the early modern and modern periods show Diogenes living in a barrel instead of a pot, and with a similar glass lantern in his hand. In antiquity, however, portable oil lamps were terra-cotta (like a Roman one on which Diogenes himself is depicted) or, occasionally, bronze. The way Diogenes is framed by a window on the front of the barrel evokes works of art that depict him sitting in the round opening of his pithos.


At the base of the barrel stands a plaque in the form of an open book. In Turkish, its inscription reads: “Stand out of my sun, that is the only thing you can do for me” (Gölge etme, başka ihsan istemem). This version of Diogenes’ famous answer to Alexander is still used as an expression in Turkey today. It pretty much means “Leave me alone!” and is typically used to rebuff someone who offers unsolicited help. In collective memory the phrase—found in song lyrics, as the title of a self-help book, and in political speeches—is still known to derive from Diogenes. In 2017 there was an attempt to have the monument removed on account of it being an effort to pin “Greek philosophy and Greek ideology” on Sinop. The campaign seems to have been motivated by a mix of nationalist sentiment that saw Diogenes as not being Turkish enough and religious conservatism uncomfortable with Diogenes’ radical views on the family and sexuality.27 Pride in the homegrown but world-famous philosopher who stood up to Alexander of Macedon prevailed, however, and at the time of this writing Diogenes still stands on his barrel.


Equipped with a sense of what there is to know about Diogenes’ life, and how we know these things, we are now able to grasp what he himself viewed as his most important accomplishment: to redefine the nature of philosophical inquiry. Plato was becoming well known for his attempts to answer conclusively the question “What is a human?” In response Diogenes reached, among other things, for an oil lamp and set out on his own search in broad daylight. It was a philosophical rebuttal by means of an absurdist performance, with a serious message behind it. For Diogenes, Plato’s search for sophisticated definitions and theoretical abstractions to capture the world was the opposite of what philosophy should be about. What mattered to him was the ethical problem: How can we be good humans? Judging by their behavior, Diogenes felt, so few people know the answer to the latter question that they are very hard to find, even with a lamp in broad daylight.




27








OEBPS/images/9781541606487.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
DIOGENES

THE REBELLIOUS LIFE AND
REVOLUTIONARY PHILOSOPHY OF
THE ORIGINAL CYNIC

INGER N.I. KUIN

BASIC BOOKS
New York





