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Diogenes the Cynic 
 
The present extract is quite different in character. Diogenes Laertius’s Lives of 
Eminent Philosophers (3rd century AD) reads more like a collection of anecdotes 
and gossip—so we need to extract the philosophy from it. Diogenes (the Cynic) 
is about a generation younger than Socrates, and he died in 323 BC (see VI.79 in 
the extract), the year before Aristotle. Diogenes first studied with Antisthenes, 
who was indeed a close follower of Socrates. So there is a direct link from 
Socrates to the Cynics. There is a report that when Plato was asked what kind 
of person Diogenes was, he said, ‘Socrates gone mad’ (Sōkratēs mainomenos, 
i.e. manic Socrates).1 But what is a ‘cynic’? The Greek for ‘dog’ is κύων, kuōn; 
and that is the clue: a cynic is a ‘doglike’ or ‘doggish’ philosopher. Socrates 
himself often used ‘by the dog’ (νὴ τὸν κύνα, nē ton kuna) when swearing or for 
emphasis (e.g., Apology 21e–22a). And it is again Plato who compared Diogenes 
to a dog—see VI.40 (and also VI.60). (References are to the marginal numbers.) 
 
From Lives of Eminent Philosophers, Book VI 
 
Approach this extract like a detective: in all these episodes, where is the 
philosophical content? Can you extract thoughts on the Good, virtue, or the 
ethical life? 
 
1. Overlooking this report on Diogenes, how would you describe the Cynics’ 

way of life? 
2. There are several passages where Diogenes encounters Plato. What do these 

tell us about their relationship? 
3. How do you read the anecdote about finding a man with a lamp (VI.41)? 

You could also compare this to the passage about defeating slaves in a race 
(VI.33, VI.43), and to the one about the crowd in the gymnasium (VI.40) or 
in Olympia (VI.60). 

4. What is the relevance of training, or askēsis (ἄσκησις) (e.g., VI. 23, 27, 34, 
49, 70–1)? 

5. What is your take on the blushing boy episode (VI.54)? 
6. What connects the stories about exercising in the gymnasium (VI.27), 

performing sacrifices (VI.28), and fine words (VI.64)? (Perhaps you spot 
further passages to illustrate the same point.) 

7. What is a citizen of world (VI.63)? Explain this also with a view to VI.49, 
where Diogenes mentions his exile, and VI.38, where he says he is homeless. 

8. Describe and elucidate the anecdote that for you has the most philosophical 
content. 

 
Background Information. (a) There is another etymology for the Cynics: the 
place where Antisthenes used to teach was the Cynosarges—a gymnasium just 

                                                   
1  From Aelian, Var. Hist. Book 14, ch. 33. εἰώθει δέ, φασίν, ὁ Πλάτων περὶ Διογένους λέγειν 

ὅτι μαινόμενος οὗτος Σωκράτης ἐστίν.  



 

 
 

This work is licensed by the University of Oxford under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 UK: England & Wales Licence  

outside the Southern city walls on the banks of the Ilissos devoted to Hercules. 
Myth has it that white dogs once snatched the sacrificial meat off the altar 
(sarkis means ‘meat’). (b) Training or askēsis can also refer to a way of life, 
since the verb at the root (i.e. askeō) also means something like to work or to 
practise. 


