Diogenes and Alexander Diogenes and Alexander

Suggestions for Writing :

1. What kinds of people use computers today? Know any “hackers?”

2. What do you know about addiction to anything (drugs, alcohol, TV soap operas)? Is computer
addiction a real addiction, like alcoholism, or is that word a bit too sensational?

3. What kinds of really new, innovative things can computers do these days?

*4, Computer theft: what are the real, hard core hackers doing these days?

*5. Computer chess champions: how do the programs really work? How were they developed?

*6. Microsoft versus Netscape: what’s the story? What are the issues?

*Note: these topics, especially, will involve some research.

Gilbert Highet
DIOGENES AND

ALEXANDER

Gilbert Highet (1906-78) was born in Scotland and educated at the Universities of Glasgow and
Oxford. In 1951 he became an American citizen. Among his best-known works are The Classical
Tradition (1949) and The Art of Teaching (1950). The following essay originally appeared in a
1963 issue of American Heritage Magazine, which Highet edited. Here, he finds a point of profound
similarity between the “lowly” Cynic, Diogenes, and Alexander the Great, the lordly ruler of the
Greek empire.

ying on the bare earth, shoeless, bearded, half-naked, he looked like a beggar or a lunatic.
He was one, but not the other. He had opened his eyes with the sun at dawn, scratched,
done his business like a dog at the roadside, washed at the public fountain, begged a piece of
breakfast bread and a few olives, eaten them squatting on the ground, and washed them down with
a few handfuls of water scooped from the spring. (Long ago he had owned a rough wooden cup, but
he threw it away when he saw a boy drinking out of his hollowed hands.) Having no work to go to
and no family to provide for, he was free. As the market place filled up with shoppers and merchants
and gossipers and sharpers and slaves and foreigners, he had strolled through it for an hour or two.
Everybody knew him, or knew of him. They would throw sharp questions at him and get sharper
answers. Sometimes they threw jeers, and got jibes; sometimes bits of food, and got scant thanks;
sometimes a mischievous pebble, and got a shower of stones and abuse. They were not quite sure
whether he was mad or not. He knew they were mad, each in a different way; they amused him. Now
he was back at his home.
It was not a house, not even a squatter's hut. He thought everybody lived far too elaborately,
expensively, anxiously. What good is a house? No one needs privacy; natural acts are not shameful;
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we all do the same things, and need not hide them. No one needs beds and chairs and such furniture:
the animals live healthy lives and sleep on the ground. All we require, since nature did not dress us
properly, is one garment to keep us warm, and some shelter from rain and wind. So he had one
blanket—to dress him in the daytime and cover him at night—and he slept in a cask. His name was
Diogenes. He was the founder of the creed called Cynicism the word means “doggishness™; he spent
much of his life in the rich, lazy, corrupt Greek city of Corinth, mocking and satirizing its people,
and occasionally converting one of them.

His home was not a barrel made of wood: too expensive. It was a storage jar made of
earthenware, something like a modern fuel tank—mno doubt discarded because a break had made it
useless. He was not the first to inhabit such a thing: the refugees driven into Athens by the Spartan
mvasion had been forced to sleep in casks. But he was the first who ever did so by choice, out of
principle.
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walked through the market place carrying a lighted lamp and inspecting the face of everyone he met.
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They asked him why. Diogenes answered, “I am trying to find a man.”

To a gentleman whose servant was putting on his shoes for him, Diogenes said, “You won’t
be really happy until he wipes your nose for you: that will come after you lose the use of your hands.”

Once there was a war scare so serious that it stirred even the lazy, profit-happy Corinthians.
They began to drill, clean their weapons, and rebuild their neglected fortifications. Diogenes took his
old cask and began to roll it up and down, back and forward. “When you are all so busy,” he said,
“I felt I ought to do something!”’

And so he lived—Ilike a dog, some said, because he cared nothing for privacy and other human
conventions, and because he showed his teeth and barked at those whom he disliked. Now he was
lying in the sunlight, as contented as a dog on the warm ground, happier (he himself used to boast)
than the Shah of Persia. Although he knew he was going to have an important visitor, he would not

|l|'||l|| I|||| 5




Diogenes and Alexander

monarch. With that generosity which Aristotle had taught him was a quality of the truly magnanimous
man, Alexander determmed to call upon Diogenes. Surely Diogenes, the God-born, would
acknowledge the conqueror's power by some gift of hoarded wisdom.

With his handsome face, his fiery glance, his strong supple body, his purple and gold cloak,
and his air of destiny, he moved through the parting crowd, toward the Dog’s kennel. When a king
approaches, all rise in respect. Diogenes did not rise, he merely sat up on one elbow. When a monarch
enters a precinct, all greet him with a bow or an acclamation. Diogenes said nothing,

There was a silence. Some years later Alexander speared his best friend to the wall, for
objecting to the exaggerated honors paid to His Majesty; but now he was still young and civil He
spoke first, with a kindly greeting. Looking at the poor broken cask, the single ragged garment, and
the rough figure lying on the ground, he said: “Is there anything I can do for you, Diogenes?”

“Yes,” said the Dog, “Stand to one side. You’re blocking the sunlight.”

There was silence, not the ominous silence preceding a burst of fury, but a hush of
amazement. Slowly, Alexander turned away. A titter broke out from the elegant Greeks, who were
already beginning to make jokes about the Cur that looked at the King. The Macedonian officers, after
deciding that Diogenes was not worth the trouble of kicking, were starting to guffaw and nudge one
another. Alexander was still silent. To those nearest him he said quietly, “If I were not Alexander,
I should be Diogenes.” They took it as a paradox, designed to close the awkward little scene with a
polite curtain line. But Alexander meant it. He understood Cynicism as the others could not. Later
he took one of Diogenes’ pupils with him to India as a philosophical interpreter (it was he who spoke
to the naked saddhus). He was what Diogenes called himself, a cosmopolites, “citizen of the world.”
Like Diogenes, he admired the heroic figure of Hercules, the mighty conqueror who labors to help
mankind while all others toil and sweat only for themselves. He knew that of all men then alive in the
world only Alexander the conqueror and Diogenes the beggar were truly free.

Diction
Look up the definitions for the following words: jibes, degenerate, recluse, contingent, esoteric,
superscription, supranational, virtuoso, impassively, and magnanimous.

Suggestions for Writing :

1. Have you known anybody who, like Diogenes, looks & acts like something other than what he/she
is?

2. Do opposttes attract? Describe the most unlikely couple you ever saw?

3. Who was your most unusual teacher?

*4, How and why did the word “cynic” change its meaning over time?

*5. Are some wealthy people really free or are they, in fact, burdened with their possessions, as some
American romantic philosophers have argued?
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