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1. Life Is a Dog
(Selections from Diogenes Laertius, Lives and
Opinions of Eminent Phi/osophers, Book 6)

Diogenes of Sinope (c. 412—323 BCE) is the figure-
head of Cynicism, yet almost nothing he is reported
to have said or done can be verified with complete
certainty. Most of what we hear, however, is likely
to be generally true or as good as true in the sense
that Diogenes spawned a movement, and with it a
legend, and attracted the attention of many imita-
tors throughout the course of antiquity.

Diogenes’s characteristic schtick is called the
chreia, a short witticism thought to be “useful” (chre-
simos) for seasoning one’s disconrse or for enlarging
one’s perspective on human folly. Writing chreiai
attributed to historical persons eventually became
a school exercise, which contributes to some of the
difficulty in knowing what Diogenes really did or
said.

The following compilation is a Greatest Hits
album of Diogenes’s antics and bon mots, plus a few
lesser-known B-Sides, drawn from Diogenes Laer-
tius (fl. 3rd century CE), an important source for
the history of early Greek philosophy. The Cynic
founder’s caustic wit, austere lifestyle, yet quiet, se-
rious integrity are on full display here.
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LIFE IS A DOG

Exile and Conversion to Philosophy (§§20-22)

Diogenes, the son of Hicesius, a banker, hailed
from Sinope. Diocles! says that Diogenes was ex-
iled because his father, the man in charge of the
public bank, defaced the currency, though Eu-
boulides? asserts that it was Diogenes who did this
and that his father joined him in exile. Indeed, in
the Pordalus® Diogenes says exactly this in the first
person, that he himself defaced the currency. Some
also say that while he was acting as overseer he was
persuaded by the workers to undertake the deed
and traveled either to Delphi or to the Delian Or-
acle of Apollo in his home country to inquire if he
should do what was being asked of him. When the
god assented to defacing the political currency, Dio-
genes, not grasping what he meant, adulterated the
coinage. When he was found out, he was banished,
according to some, while others say he left of his
own accord out of fear. Still others say Diogenes
took over the currency exchange from his father and
engaged in counterfeiting, whereupon his father
was imprisoned and died, while Diogenes was exiled,
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LIFE IS A DOG

made the trip to Delphi, and inquired not if he should
deface the currency, but rather what he could do
to become famous and that’s how he received the
oracle.

On arriving in Athens, he importuned Antis-
thenes. When Antisthenes rebuffed him, on the
grounds that he wasn’t accepting students, Dio-
genes wore him down by pestering. On one occa-
sion, when Antisthenes raised his walking stick at
him, Diogenes bowed his head and said, “Strike!
You won’t find any wood so hard as to keep me
away so long as I think you’ve got something to
say.” From that point on he became Antisthenes’s
disciple and, since he was an exile, he embarked
upon a life of simplicity.

It was by watching a mouse scurrying about—
not anxious for a place to sleep, not afraid of the
dark, nor pining away for any of the so-called
pleasures—that he discovered the resourcefulness
needed to handle tough situations.

Summary of Beliefs (§870-73 and 103-105)

He used to say that training is twofold, one kind
mental, the other physical. Physical training requires
constant exercise and enables mental impressions
to pass through the system easily with a view to
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LIFE IS A DOG

performing virtuous deeds. The one kind of train-
ing is incomplete without the other, since good
conditioning and strength form no less a part of
matters that concern us, whether they involve the
mind or the body. He would offer proof that abid-
ing in virtue is easy through exercise, for in manual
work and other arts craftsmen acquire extraordi-
nary precision in the work of their hands through
practice. Shawm players* and athletes, too, excel
in their craft owing to constant, personal effort. If
these individuals were similarly to shift their train-
ing to the mind, their efforts would not be ineffec-
tual or without benefit.

Nothing whatsoever in life, he used to say, comes
out right without training, and yet training can
conquer everything. Accordingly, although those
who make choices in accordance with Nature (in-
stead of pursuing fruitless toils) necessarily live a
happy life, people persist in stupid misery. For
even the despising of pleasure is itself most pleas-
ant once it’s become a habit. And just as those
who’ve gotten accustomed to a pleasant life become
miserable when they pass over to the opposite state
of affairs, so those persons whose training has been
the opposite of theirs enjoy despising pleasures
with more pleasure than the pleasures themselves.
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Such was the character of his discourse, and he dis-
played it in action, too, a true defacer of the cur-
rency, granting nothing to practices arising from
Custom compared to those in accordance with Na-
ture, declaring that he pursued the same quality of
life as did Heracles, preferring nothing to freedom.
We will now sketch out some doctrines the Cyn-
ics held in common to convey my belief that this
sect, too, is a proper philosophical school and not,
as some assert, just a way of life. Their official po-
sition is to strip away Logic and Physics and apply
themselves to Ethics only. And that quip that some
ascribe to Socrates, Diocles says originated with
Diogenes, namely that what needs looking into is

Whatever bad or good is fashioned in our halls.?

They reject the subjects of general education
too . . . doing away with geometry and music and
such like. Indeed, when someone showed Diogenes
a clock, he pronounced it “A useful device to en-
sure you're not late for dinner.” To someone who
was performing music for him he said:
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LIFE IS A DOG

It is by human intelligence that cities are
well-managed,

As is the household, not by the picking and
plucking of strings.®

It’s also their position that to live according to
virtue is the end or goal in life, just like the Stoics.
Indeed, there is a certain affinity between these
two schools, because of which it has been said that
Cynicism is a shortcut on the road to virtue.”

Another of their doctrines is to live frugally, to
eat food conducive to self-maintenance, to wear
only one cloak, and to despise wealth, reputation,
and noble birth. Some Cynics, at least, are vegetari-
ans, drink only cold water and take cover in what-
ever shelter presents itself, including large storage
jars, as did Diogenes, who used to say that it is the
gods’ business to lack nothing, but for the god-
like to need only a little.

They also hold that virtue is teachable and a pos-
session that can’t be taken away; that the wise man
deserves love, is blameless and friendly to his ilk;
and that we should leave nothing to Fortune.
Things that fall in between virtue and vice they
reckon as morally indifferent.

11
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Diogenes in Action . . .

Diogenes was the first, according to some, to fold his
cloak double since he had to sleep in it as well. He
also carried a knapsack to store his food. When he
had grown weak from age, he took to leaning upon
a staff and carried it everywhere thereafter—not in
town, but on the road—that and his knapsack.® . . .
He made use of all places for all purposes—for
eating breakfast, for sleeping, and for discussions.
Sometimes he would say, pointing to the Stoa of
Zeus’ and the Pompeion,!° that the Athenians had
furnished him with places to live. . . . He had writ-
ten a letter to someone once asking him to buy him
a small house. He got a slow response, so he made
the large storage jar in the Metroon!! his home
instead. . .. In summer he would roll around in
hot sand. In winter he would hug statues covered
in snow, thus subjecting himself to training by
every means possible. (§22-23)
This is a syllogism he used to employ:

Everything belongs to the gods.

The wise are the gods’ friends.

Friends hold things in common.

Ergo: Everything belongs to the wise. (§37)
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He used to enter the theater, walking against the
flow of people exiting. When asked why, he replied,
“I’ve been pursuing this course of action my entire
life.” (§64)

He would often give himself a hand job in the
middle of the Agora and say, “If only hunger were
relieved by stroking one’s stomach!”!2

On one occasion some foreigners were in town
and wanted to see the orator Demosthenes. Diogenes
pointed him out with his middle finger and said,
“There you go—the demagogue of Athens!” (§65)

Once, after observing a child drink water from
his hands, he hurled his cup from his knapsack,
saying “A child has vanquished me in simplicity!”
He tossed out his bowl, too, when he saw in like
manner a child who had broken his plate take his
lentils in a hollowed-out hunk of bread. (§37)

He was constantly saying that with respect to
living life one must either use one’s noodle or a
noose.® (§24)

When someone observed, “The Sinopeans have
condemned you to exile,” he replied, “Yes, but I
have condemned them to stay put.” (§49)

When asked where he was from, he replied, “I
am a Cosmopolite.”™* (§63)
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To someone who asked at what hour one should
eat lunch he said, “If rich, whenever you want; if
poor, whenever you can.” (§40)

When asked what kind of wine he enjoyed
drinking, he replied, “Somebody else’s.” (§s54)

When he was asked why people give to beggars
but not to philosophers, he said, “Because people
expect they might become lame or blind, but never
that they’ll become philosophers!” (§56)

He once begged from a statue. When asked why
he was doing so, he replied, “To get practice at
being refused.” (§49)

It was his custom to light a lamp in the middle
of the day, walk around with it and say, “I'm look-
ing for a human being.” (§41)

To someone who said, “Most people laugh at
you,” he replied, “And, probably, asses laugh at them.
People pay no heed to asses. I pay no heed to them.”
(§58)

When asked what it was that he did to be called
a dog, he said, “Because I fawn on those who give,
I bark at those who don’t, and I bite scoundrels.”
(569

Atadinner party people kept tossing him bones
as one would do to a dog, whereupon, like a dog,
he pissed on them and left. (§46)
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0te xal dei€ag tva KopivOiov evmdpupov, tov
npoelpnpuévov Eeviadnyv, £pn, “TovT pe moAer
ovtog deombtov yprilel.” wveital 61 avtov 0 Ee-
viadng kai amayayov eig v Képwbov énéotnoe
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When someone asked Plato,'® “What sort of per-
son does Diogenes seem to you?” he replied, “Soc-
rates gone insane.” (§54)

When asked “What is the finest possession of
humankind?” he replied, “To speak frankly.” (§69)

Alexander once stood before him and declared,
“I am Alexander, the Great King.” “And 1,” he re-
plied, “am Diogenes the Dog.” (§60)

While Diogenes was sunbathing in the Cra-
neum,'® Alexander stood in front of him and said,
“Ask me for whatever you want,” to which Dio-
genes replied, “Get out of my sunshine.” (§38)

While Plato was receiving accolades for defining
a human being as a featherless biped, Diogenes
plucked a chicken, brought it into the lecture hall
and said, “Behold, Plato’s human.” Whereupon
Plato added “flat-fingernailed” to his definition.
(§40)

He even bore being sold as a slave with the great-
est dignity. For, en route by boat to Aegina, Dio-
genes was captured by pirates under Scirpalus’s
command, brought to Crete, and put up for sale.
When the auctioneer asked what he knew how to
do, he replied, “Rule over people.” Then he pointed
at a certain Corinthian named Xeniades, who was
dressed in fine purple. “Sell me to him,” he said.

19

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

HOW TO SAY NO
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nepuv EAeyev: “ayabog daipwv eig v oikiav pov
elogAjAvBe.”

Aéyetal 8¢ mpog ta évevikovta €t Prlovg Te-
Aevtijoal. mept 8¢ tod Bavdtouv diapopot Aéyovtat
Adyor ol p&v ydap moAumoda @ayovia @pov yoAe-
Pl AneOijvar kai &8¢ teAevtijoar ... ANot
@aol ToAUTOUV KUol ovppepioacBar fovAdpuevov
obtw dnyOfival tod modog TOv Tévovta kai kata-
otpéypat. ol uévitol yvapipot avtod, kabd ¢pnowv
AvtioBévng év Atadoyaic, elkalov tnv tol mvebua-
TOG OUYKpATNOLY. ETUYYaveE PEV Yyap SLaymv €V T
Kpaveie t@® npo tijg KopivBov yvpvaoie: kata &
10 £00¢ KoV ol yvdpipot kal avtov kataapPdvov-
ow £ykeKaAvppévov kal elkaoay avtov kopdobar
008¢ yap Nv 1 vvotaiéog kai vmvnAde. EOev,
amometdoavteg TOv Tpifwva Exmvovv avToOVv Ka-
taAappavovot kai vméAaPov todto mpdcat fovAs-
pevov Aourtov UneEeABetv tod Piov.

"EvBa kal 0tdoig, dg paotv, EYEVETO TOV YVw-
pipwv, tiveg avtov Bdyovov: aMa xat péxypt xet-
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“He needs a master.” And so Xeniades bought him,
took him to Corinth, and put him in charge of his
children and all his household. Diogenes managed
everything so well that Xeniades went around say-
ing, “A good spirit has entered my home.” (§74)

Death (§§76-78)

They say that Diogenes was nearly ninety when he
died. Accounts differ as to the manner of his death.
Some say he was taken ill after eating raw octopus
and that’s how he died. . .. Others say that in at-
tempting to share the octopus with dogs he was
bitten on the tendon of his foot and succumbed to
that. Those who knew him, however, as Antisthe-
nes says in his work The Successions, reckon it likely
that he died from holding his breath. For he hap-
pened to be living in the Craneum, a place for ex-
ercise just outside Corinth, and his acquaintances
came, as usual, and found him all wrapped up and
guessed that he was sleeping. But because he was
not, they inferred, the drowsy type, nor prone to
nodding off, they peeled back his cloak, found that
he wasn’t breathing, and supposed he had done the
deed on purpose to escape the remainder of his life.

Thereupon an argument arose among his com-
panions about who should bury him. Indeed, they
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came to blows over it. But their fathers and lead-
ing citizens arrived on the scene and, with their in-
tervention, Diogenes was buried beside the gate
that leads to the Isthmus. They erected a column
over his grave and placed upon it a dog sculpted in
Parian marble. Later his fellow citizens also hon-
ored him with statues of bronze, on which they
inscribed the following:

Diogenes—

Bronze grows gray with time, but your renown
No eternity can topple down.

You alone showed us, who mortals be,

Life’s easiest road and autarky.'”

But others say his dying wish was to be chucked
aside, unburied, so that wild animals could partake
of him, or pushed into a ditch at least, with a little
dust sprinkled on top; still others that he wanted
to be thrown into the river Ilissus so that he might
be of some use to his brethren.
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