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HE CYNIC OUTFIT. One ancient Cynic claimed that 

the Cynic outfit was the “uniform for a good 

man.”1 Certainly it was an outfit for the man who 

wished to live a simple, frugal life. “Cynics,” Dioge-

nes Laertius explains, “teach that a man should live 

simply . . . wearing only one piece of clothing, a worn 

garment.”2 When asked to defend himself and the 

way he appeared—his long beard and hair, his bare 

feet, and particularly his dirty old cloak—one Cynic 

answered, “It meets my needs. It was easy to come 

by, and it gives its owner no trouble. It is the cloak for 

me.” Later he added that “the whole outfit that you 

ridicule . . . enables me to live a quiet life, doing what 

I want.”3 

The outfit itself was a simple one consisting of a 

doubled-over, tattered cloak (tribōn), a leather bag 

(pēra), and a staff (baktron). The first we hear of it is in 

reference to Antisthenes. “Antisthenes wore only one 

garment. He was the first to fold or double over his 

cloak, which was rather threadbare. He carried a staff 

and a leather bag.”4 Later men suggested the Cynics 

dressed the way they did in imitation of Heracles, 

one of their heroes. Crates, for example, was com-

pared to the hero in that he “also went about half-na-

ked and was distinguished by the club he carried.”5 

Heracles himself, we are told, “was clad in a dirty 

skin.”6 Diogenes of Sinope called Heracles’ cloth-

ing—that is, the lion skin—“virtue’s clothing.”7 

T 
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The Stoic Epictetus was careful to point out that 

the Cynic outfit did not a Cynic make. To be a Cynic 

one had to act like a Cynic. It’s to that—to the goals 

and practice of the Cynic—we now turn. 

 

Cynic Goals 

 

Living life according to virtue. “The Cynics hold that 

the goal of life is to live according to virtue.”8 We 

have already noted several times that many in the an-

cient world considered Cynicism to be a “shortcut to 

virtue”—to excellence, the good life. And it is true. 

But virtue, here, must be understood correctly. Alt-

hough it had to do with elevating the soul above the 

body and valuing internal goods over things exter-

nal, we mustn’t overlay other or later Greek ideas 

onto the Cynic conception of virtue, which was some-

thing radical, even excessive—“Socrates gone mad,” 

as Plato contended.  

For the Cynic, virtue—which, according to Antis-

thenes “is the same for a woman as it is for a man”—

is sufficient for happiness. Happiness itself is a matter 

of the drastic reduction of desire, or even the absence 

of desire, and the psychological freedom that follows 

from such—a freedom from all wants. It is self-control 

and the self-sufficiency or independence that results 

therefrom.9 What is the guiding star that may lead one 

to this life of virtue? The answer is nature. Living vir-

tuously means living according to nature. 

Living life according to nature. For the Cynics, living 

according to nature entails two major points. One is 

the opposition to convention, the way humans cus-

tomarily feel and think, seek and do things. By con-

vention we humans eat, have sex, and relieve our-

selves in private; we pursue gold, wear fashionable 

clothing, contract marriages, put on lavish feasts, 

worship many gods, form into rival parties and poli-

ties, and fight wars. But it doesn’t have to be so. We 

are told that “Diogenes [the Cynic] asserted that he 

could counter . . . convention with nature.” Accord-

ingly, he reevaluated all human customs, “granting 

nothing at all . . . to human custom and law, but fol-

lowing nature.” For example, we are informed that 

“Diogenes was in the habit of doing everything in 

public—both the business of Demeter [eating] and 

Aphrodite [having sex].”10 

How may we know what it means to follow na-

ture? We may by observing the way animals behave—

dogs, lions, and mice, for instance. Though meant to 

be a criticism, one ancient observer notes that Cynics 

“utilize [the] good things [of the earth] no more than 

the beasts. Your drink is water, just like theirs. You eat 

what you pick up, like a dog. And the dog’s bed is as 

good as yours—straw is enough for . . . you.” In short, 

says this observer, the Cynics reject “all the wonderful 

paraphernalia of civilization.” Of course, any Cynic in 

his right mind would have nodded in agreement. In 

fact, the Cynic criticized eventually declares, “My 

prayer would be . . . that I might need bedding no 

more than the lion, and costly food no more than the 

dog. Let my sufficient bed be the whole earth, my 

house this universe, and my chosen food the easiest to 

procure.”11  

The story goes that Diogenes learned how to fol-

low nature by watching a mouse: 

 

Theophrastus declares in his work the Megarian that it 

was by watching a mouse—how it didn’t long for a mar-

riage bed, and how it didn’t care about the dark, and 

how it didn’t long for things that have a reputation for 

causing pleasure—that Diogenes discovered the means 

of adapting himself to circumstances.12 

 

Desire reduction. As already mentioned, the life of 

virtue for the Cynic was closely tied to the radical re-

duction of desire. Diogenes Laertius recounts that 

“when someone extolled a luxurious life” in the pres-

ence of Antisthenes, that is, a life that would satisfy 

every conceivable desire, “he said, ‘May the sons of 

your enemies have a luxurious life!’” He is also re-

ported to have said, “I would rather go insane than en-

joy myself with pleasure.” Similarly, Diogenes told a 

man “who was earnestly entreating a prostitute” with 

every hope of success, that “it would be better for 

[him] to be unsuccessful.”13 
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The point seems to have hinged upon the fact that 

such satisfaction never fully comes; desire always 

leaves one desiring more, and the pursuit of pleasure 

often leaves one in pain or suffering hardship. “Pleas-

ure,” writes Dio Chrysostom, “after overpowering 

and taking possession of her victims, delivers them 

over to the most hateful and most difficult hardship.” 

He presents Diogenes of Sinope as one who battles 

with pleasure and those desires that longingly stretch 

out for pleasure. But, Diogenes declares, a man 

“should flee from pleasure as far as possible and only 

have unavoidable dealings with her.”14  

The Cynic view was that the desires are a plague 

that torment the human soul. Diogenes averred that 

“bad men obey their desires as house slaves obey their 

masters.”15 These were not only what we might term 

positive desires, such as the desire for pleasure of any 

kind, lust for sex, or greed for wealth, but also negative 

desires, those desires against something—the desire 

that seeks to avoid (and is thus against) pain and suf-

fering, the desire of anger against personal injury, and 

the desire of fear that flees death, and the like.16 When 

accused of not having any true victories to speak of, 

Diogenes claimed that he had vanquished “many and 

mighty antagonists” including “anger, pain, desire, 

fear, and the most redoubtable beast of all, treacherous 

and cowardly, I mean pleasure.”17 

If bad men are enslaved by their desires, then what 

about good men? What are they to do? Epictetus ex-

plains that desire must be completely taken away.18 If 

the master is desire, and the master causes untold suf-

fering, then there must be a revolt. Desire must be 

overturned. But what will happen, we may ask, when 

desire is reduced in this manner? Diogenes asserts that 

something remarkable occurs. A new kind of pleasure 

appears, as it were, in the sky. It’s as if one leaves the 

city and its light pollution behind and moves out into 

the countryside where the stars are finally revealed in 

all their majestic number and brilliance. “According to 

Diogenes, contempt for pleasure is, if we get used to it, 

quite pleasant itself. And just as those who are accus-

tomed to living with pleasure feel nauseous when they 

have to give this life up, so too do those who have 

practiced the opposite life feel pleasure when they 

look down on pleasure.”19 Diogenes judges that “the 

gods had given men an easy life”—one according to 

reduced desire. “But,” he said, “the easy life had be-

come obscure over time by their seeking honey-cakes 

and perfumes and like things.”20 The Cynic in Lucian’s 

dialogue expresses what may be the desire-reducing 

Cynic’s motto: “May I never wish for more than my 

share but be content with less.”21 

Self-control (enkrateia). “When Phryne the prosti-

tute set up a golden statue of Aphrodite in Delphi, 

Diogenes is said to have written on it, ‘From Greece’s 

lack of self-control.’”22 So reports Diogenes Laertius, 

giving us insight into the nature of self-control—that 

when desire is present (desire for things like the 

“works of Aphrodite,” as sex was commonly called), 

self-control is often absent. 

Key to desire reduction is self-control. In fact, it 

may fairly be said that self-control is desire reduction 

or to be without desire altogether. St. Basil of Caesarea, 

a Christian bishop who had great admiration for Di-

ogenes of Sinope and who betrays his own Cynic lean-

ings (if we may call them such) in his letters and other 

writings, wrote that “God seems to be self-control be-

cause he desires nothing.”  He goes on to write, “De-

sire is a disease of the soul, whereas its health is self-

control.”23 Self-control as health, then, is the opposite 

of desire as disease. To become healthy, to become 

self-controlled, a person must necessarily reduce his or 

her desires. The greater the reduction, the greater the 

health. Diogenes is reported to have said that “it was 

characteristic of the gods to need nothing, and that, 

consequently, when a man needs very little or nothing 

at all, he is like the gods.” It was a judgment repeated 

by later Cynics.24  

Diogenes Laertius notes that Diogenes of Sinope 

exhibited apatheia, impassibility or freedom from de-

sire and other emotions, and Crates was known for 

his self-control (enkrateia). Cynic apatheia and enkrateia 

are closely related. 

Self-sufficiency (autarkeia) “You alone revealed to 

mortal men the teaching that self-sufficient living is a 

way of life that is not burdensome.”25 Such was the 

inscription written on the bronze statue set up to cel-

ebrate Diogenes in his hometown of Sinope. The self-
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sufficient man is the one who is easily able to provide 

for himself everything he desires—the easy life that 

the gods originally supplied. And what he desires 

lines up with simple necessity. “A man’s sufficiency 

is that which meets his needs.”26 Warmth? The Cyn-

ics’ tattered cloak is enough. Defense? His staff. A 

storehouse? His leather bag. A dwelling? The wine-

jar that Diogenes lived in or some public space. Food? 

Lupin beans, olives, and other simple foods. Drink? 

Water or inexpensive wine. Explaining how Dioge-

nes taught self-sufficiency, Diogenes Laertius in-

forms us that he “used to teach the boys in his care to 

supply their own needs, and to be content with sim-

ple food and water to drink.”27 The Cynic in Lucian’s 

dialogue states, “I enjoy what comes to hand, use 

what is cheap, and have no yearning for the elaborate 

and exotic.”28  

The wise man, argued Antisthenes, “is self-suffi-

cient.”29 While this has to do with the fact that the 

wise man is easily able to provide for his needs, it 

also—or perhaps mostly—has to do with the fact that 

the wise man is the virtuous man, the man whose life 

is in accord with nature. Virtue is “sufficient in itself 

for happiness.” To put it another way, “Virtue is self-

sufficient for happiness.”30 Accordingly, Crates knew 

that if his sons became philosophers, men in love 

with wisdom, they “would need nothing.”31 

Freedom (eleutheria) Seen in another light, self-suf-

ficiency is freedom. “The character of a Cynic,” writes 

Epictetus, it that “of a free man,” that “of a man who 

lives under the open sky.”32  

Such freedom releases the Cynic from the anxiety 

and subservience that many experience in the pres-

ence of others, particularly in the presence of those 

who have and wield great power. Such unfree men 

worry about what the powerful may do to them or 

whether they will give them what they want. Rather 

than being free and independent, they are entirely 

others-dependent. When may they eat? Only when 

the powerful eat. As Diogenes pointed out to Callis-

thenes, a man who “shared extravagance at the side 

of Alexander [the Great],” he was only allowed to eat 

“when Alexander [chose to eat].”33 Likewise, we are 

told that when Plato “approached [Diogenes] and 

quietly said to him, ‘If you had paid court to Diony-

sus [the tyrant of Syracuse], you would not now be 

washing vegetables,’” Diogenes countered, “‘If you 

had washed vegetables, you wouldn’t have paid 

court to Dionysus.’”34  

When asked “what he gained from philosophy,” 

Crates answered, “A measure of lupin beans and no 

one to worry about.” In doing so, he concretely re-

duced Cynicism to two of its most essential goals: to 

have enough and to be free from worry about others. 

Crates declared “that obscurity and poverty were his 

own homeland, which Fortune could never take cap-

tive.”35 Of his outfit, one Cynic explained, “it enables 

me to live a quiet life, doing what I want and keeping 

the company I wish to keep.”36 Finally, Diogenes “de-

clared that his manner of life was the same as that of 

Heracles. He preferred freedom more than every-

thing else.”37 

Cynic heroes (hērōs). The mention of Heracles high-

lights another goal the Cynics had—to be like certain 

heroes, certain great human beings (some who were 

eventually deified). To name the most prominent 

from mythology, there were Heracles, Theseus, 

Odysseus, and the Amazons.38  

The Cynic in Lucian’s dialogue declares that Her-

acles “was the best man that ever lived. . . . He had 

self-control and fortitude. He wanted power and not 

luxury.” There was also Theseus, who was Heracles’ 

disciple, says the same Cynic. He was “the best of his 

generation—he too chose to go naked and without 

shoes. It was his pleasure to let his hair and beard 

grow.” “Well,” he concludes, “I admire those an-

cients and would gladly be like them. By contrast, I 

do not have the smallest admiration for the present 

generation’s wonderful felicity—tables! clothes! bod-

ies artificially polished all over! no hair growing in 

any of the places where nature plants it!”39  

The Roman writer Apuleius compares the Cynic 

Crates of Thebes to Heracles (in this case, the Latin 

version Hercules) in this way: 

 

The poets tell that Hercules of old by his valor subdued 

all the wild monsters of legend, beast or man, and 

purged all the world of them. Even so our philosopher 
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Crates was truly a Hercules in the conquest of anger, 

envy, avarice, lust, and all the other monstrous and 

shameful things that plague the human soul. He ex-

pelled all these pests from their minds, purged house-

holds, and tamed vice. Not only that, but he too went 

half-naked and was distinguished by the club he carried. 

And he sprang from that same Thebes where men say 

that Hercules was born.40 

 

More recent heroes (relative to the origin of Cyn-

icism) were the Persian king Cyrus, who cherished 

the value of hard work and human effort, and Soc-

rates, who was—in the Cynic mind anyway—the 

prototypical Cynic.

 

Cynic Practice 

 

Cynic shamelessness (anaideia). Form in your mind the 

picture a large dog hunched over in a grassy park do-

ing his business. (An unpleasant image, yes, but in 

this case necessary.) He glances around with a 

strained look on his face as if somewhat defenseless. 

Then, nature having taken its course, he pads away 

smiling—sniffing the grass, chasing a squirrel, wag-

ging his tail, all the while oblivious to others. The 

Cynics wanted to be no different than this dog. In a 

word, they wished to be shameless in what they did 

and where they did it. Accordingly, whereas most 

Greeks ate, made love, and used the restroom in pri-

vate, they advocated doing these acts wherever they 

happened to be, even in the most public of all loca-

tions, the marketplace. There is no natural function 

that is truly shameful, they argued; rather, such func-

tions have only become shameful thanks to human 

convention.  

Take farting, for example, something that seems 

naturally embarrassing, even shameful. On the con-

trary, for the Cynic, the act of passing gas is quite nat-

ural and, therefore, not truly or naturally shameful in 

any way or in any situation. We see this illustrated in a 

story Diogenes Laertius relates about Crates and his 

student Metrocles. 

 

One day, in the midst of others, Metrocles of Maroneia 

farted when he was practicing a speech. He was so de-

spondent because of what he had done that he shut him-

self up in his house, fully intending to starve himself to 

death. When Crates learned about this and was sum-

moned, he visited Metrocles. First, he ate a bowl of lupin 

beans—on purpose. Then he tried to persuade Metrocles 

that he had done nothing bad. For it would have been a 

miracle if he had not, following nature, relieved himself 

of such a blast of wind. Finally, when Crates himself 

farted, he renewed Metrocles’ strength, encouraging him 

by means of similar actions.41 

 

Take another example—that of going to the re-

stroom. According to a story told by Dio Chrysostom, 

Diogenes once did his business in public during the 

Isthmian games. Imagine him there, speaking to a 

crowd about his own successful battles with hard-

ship and pleasure. To illustrate his struggles, he men-

tions the example of Heracles, who, he contends, he-

roically labored in a similar manner. Diogenes says 

that  

 

to avoid creating the opinion that he [Heracles] did only 

impressive and mighty deeds, he went and cleaned out 

the dung in the Augean stables, that immense accumu-

lation of many years. For he thought that he should fight 

stubbornly and war against opinion as much as against 

wild beasts and wicked men. 

 

Ordinarily, such gruesome labor would have been the 

work of a shameless slave. But not in Heracles’ case! 

Dio Chrysostom explains that the crowd listening to 

Diogenes truly enjoys what he is saying—until, that is, 

Diogenes behaves in a shameful manner that defies 

every sensible norm (and with this we get to Cynic 

shamelessness, that of performing an “inglorious act” 

in public):  

 

While Diogenes spoke in this manner, many stood 

around and listened to his words with great pleasure. 

Then—possibly with this thought of Heracles in his 
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mind—he stopped speaking and, squatting on the 

ground, he performed an inglorious act. Seeing this, the 

crowd straightway scorned him and called him crazy.42 

 

To give one last example, most of us might find 

tripping before others or making a loud noise or do-

ing something apparently subservient in public em-

barrassing. Not the Cynics. 

 

Someone dropped a loaf of wheat bread [in a public 

space] and was ashamed to pick it up. Seeing this, Diog-

enes wished to offer him a lesson, and so he tied a rope 

to the neck of a wine-jar and dragged it across the Ce-

ramicus.43 

 

Rather than cowering with shame, Diogenes posi-

tively welcomed all the popped eyeballs and open 

mouths expressing astonishment. Similarly: 

 

Someone wished to study philosophy with Diogenes, so 

he gave the man a big fish to carry [in a public space] and 

told him to follow after him. Eventually, thanks to the 

shame he felt, the man threw the fish away and de-

parted. Sometime later, Diogenes encountered him, and 

laughing, he said, “Our friendship ended thanks to a big 

fish!”44 

 

Moreover, the Cynics held that the whole notion 

of reputation was bunk, something unnatural, a 

matter of human convention alone. Somewhat par-

adoxically, therefore, they held that “a bad reputa-

tion is a good thing.”45 The point was not that a bad 

reputation was something good in itself (they were 

not establishing a new convention), but to counter 

the idea that a good reputation—which depends in 

part at least on others rather than on oneself alone—

was something inherently good. Additionally, a bad 

reputation assisted the Cynic in his efforts to let go 

of convention and to follow nature. Consequently, 

they held that the laughter of others directed at one-

self is itself laughable and something to embrace 

and overcome: 

 

When someone said, “Most people laugh at you,” 

[Diogenes’] reply was, “Yes—and it is likely that asses 

laugh at them. But even as they pay very little attention 

to asses, so do I not pay attention to them.”46 

 

One man said to [Diogenes], “The many laugh at you.” 

He replied, “But I am not laughed down.”47 

 

Training, practice, exercise (askēsis). Since ancient 

times there has been the debate over whether Cyni-

cism was a school of philosophy or a way of life.48 If 

nothing else, the Cynic emphasis was always on 

training, practice, and exercise rather than mere the-

ories and ideas. Diogenes made the point to the Cynic 

Hegesias when the latter asked him to lend him one 

of his writings. “You are a vain and thoughtless 

man,” Diogenes judged. “For in the case of figs, you 

would not choose painted figs but real ones, yet in 

this case you pass over genuine practice for what is 

merely written.”49  

We are told that “Diogenes said that absolutely 

nothing in life is successful without training, which 

has the power to conquer anything.”50 Training of the 

soul, he said, “gives rise to perceptions that facilitate 

virtuous deeds.”51 What sort of training did he have 

in mind? The following anecdotes give some idea. 

Diogenes Laertius tells us that “in summertime, 

Diogenes used to roll in his wine-jar house over hot 

sand. And in wintertime, he used to hug statues of 

men covered with snow. He practiced endurance in 

every way.” And “he would walk in the snow bare-

foot.” And “Diogenes once begged alms from a 

statue. When asked why he did this, he said, ‘To prac-

tice being rejected.’” And “Diogenes was going into 

a theater while everyone else was going out in the op-

posite direction. When someone asked him why, he 

said, ‘This is what I practice doing every day of my 

life.’” Diogenes was not the only one to practice in 

this manner. “Crates,” we’re informed, “used to re-

vile prostitutes on purpose in order to practice get-

ting used to the profanity they would give him in re-

turn.”52 

Endurance (karteria). In many ways, Cynicism as a 

way of life can be reduced to the ability to endure 

whatever may happen. “When someone asked him 
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what result he obtained from philosophy, Diogenes 

said, ‘If nothing else, this: I am prepared for every 

turn of fortune.’”53 The report is that Antisthenes 

would walk some ten miles round trip each day to be 

with and listen to Socrates in Athens. From him he 

“learned the art of endurance . . .  imitating his indif-

ference to suffering.” It was because of this education 

in endurance, we are told, and imitation of Socrates’ 

example “that [Antisthenes] began the Cynic philos-

ophy and the Cynic way of life.”54 Remarking on 

Cynic endurance, Epictetus states, “The Cynic should 

also have such power of endurance that he seems in-

sensible to the common sort, like a stone.”55  

We have already seen how individual Cynics 

trained to endure. Now let’s turn to how they posi-

tively embraced hardship. 

Toil, hard work, hardship, suffering (ponos). “Antisthe-

nes argued that hard work, with all its toil and suffer-

ing, is something good. He did so by pointing to the 

examples of great Heracles and Cyrus.”56 The Cynic 

logic was something along these lines: if the ability to 

endure is something positive, and hard work and its 

consequent suffering as well as other hardships are the 

means by which one develops the ability to endure, 

then hard work, suffering, and hardship are something 

positive. In Oration 8, Dio Chrysostom has Diogenes 

put it this way: 

 

But the noble and excellent man believes that his hard-

ships are his greatest opponents, and always wants to bat-

tle with them day and night—not to win a sprig of parsley, 

as so many goats might do, nor for a bit of wild olive, or 

of pine, but to win happiness and virtue throughout all the 

days of his life . . . He is afraid of none of those opponents 

nor does he pray to draw another, but he challenges them 

one after another, grappling with hunger and cold, with-

standing thirst, and disclosing no weakness even though 

he must endure the lash or give his body to be cut or 

burned. Poverty, exile, loss of reputation, and the like 

have no terrors for him.57 

 

Raising the example of Heracles, as Cynics liked 

to do (as mentioned above), Epictetus expounds, 

“When Heracles was exercised by Eurystheus, he did 

not think that he was wretched, but without hesita-

tion he attempted to execute all that he had in hand.” 

Later on in the same discourse, he presents Diogenes 

calling out to passersby “to see the battle between a 

fever and a man.” Instead of going to a friend’s house 

to nurse his illness, he suggests that a Cynic should 

“look around for some convenient dunghill on which 

you will endure your fever.”58  

Pleasure (hēdonē). Interestingly, these hardships 

are not the only kind that Diogenes faces with deter-

mination. Rather, he also battles pleasure, which, he 

points out, deceives and bewitches and imprisons. 

“For it is impossible to dwell with pleasure or even to 

linger with her for any length of time without being 

wholly conquered and enslaved.” To remain free, 

therefore, one must again and again decline pleasure. 

“He should flee from pleasure as far as possible and 

only have unavoidable dealings with her.”59 The ex-

perience of pleasure in itself serves to weaken and 

gradually enslave a man rather than freeing him.  

This ultimate hardship of being enslaved to pleas-

ure is one the Cynic cannot embrace because it inher-

ently entails weakness, the erosion of the ability to 

endure. As such, the difference between the one en-

slaved and the Cynic is immense: the addict (the one 

enslaved to pleasure) suffers enslavement by force 

(by the force of desire for pleasure, which powerfully 

demands satisfaction), whereas the Cynic endures 

deprivation by choice. The difference between the 

two is vast—that of choice versus a lack of freedom.  

Putting up with hard work and suffering is not 

about being a masochist. Rather, in the end, it is about 

contentment—the ability to endure anything in order 

to be content with anything. The Cynic in Lucian’s 

dialogue states, “I can put up with cold and heat and 

be content with the works of God.” Not those, he 

counters, who pursue an easy life full of pleasure. 

They are “displeased with everything that happens 

and grumble without ceasing. What is, is intolerable. 

What is not, [they] pine for. In winter [they] want 

summer; in summer, winter. In heat [they] pine for 

cold; in cold, for heat.”60 

Things indifferent (adiaphoros). For the Cynics, those 

things that contribute to virtue and being virtuous 
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are good, and those that contribute to vice and being 

vicious are bad. Anything else is “indifferent,” that is, 

something that neither contributes to being virtuous 

or vicious. As Diogenes Laertius summarizes it, 

“Cynics teach that whatever is between virtue and 

vice should be counted as indifferent, that is, neither 

good nor bad.”61 Accordingly, hard work and suffer-

ing and the ability to endure are good, whereas a life 

of ease and pleasure are not. Things like human cus-

toms or fine clothing are things indifferent. 

Poverty (penia). As with hard work and suffering, 

the Cynics viewed poverty as something to be wel-

comed. They did so because when a person embraces 

poverty, he or she has nothing to lose and is conse-

quently secure. Crates declared that “obscurity and 

poverty were his own homeland,” his own walled city, 

“which Fortune could never take captive”62—Fortune, 

or Luck, which was notorious for invading a man’s 

life, sacking it, as it were, and taking everything. In 

Xenophon’s Symposium, Antisthenes observes, 

 

A man’s wealth or lack of wealth is not a matter of 

household goods but of soul goods. . . . As for me, my 

possessions are so great that I can hardly find them my-

self. I have enough to eat so that I’m not hungry and 

enough to drink so that I’m not thirsty. And I have 

enough clothing so that when I’m outside, I’m no colder 

than Callias is. . . . I do not purchase highly prized items 

in the marketplace since they are very expensive, but I 

withdraw wealth from my soul.63 

 

Simplicity, frugality (euteleia)—simple, frugal (eu-

telēs) living, living simply (litōs). If the reduction of de-

sire and self-sufficiency are two of the most signifi-

cant Cynic goals, both ordered to freedom, then sim-

plicity is one of the most powerful practices by which 

these goals are achieved. To live simply, to be satis-

fied with what is necessary and to disregard the ines-

sential, is to be fully content. To live in such as state 

is to be like the gods, who are completely satisfied.  

Here’s how Diogenes Laertius sums up the Cynic 

position, a summary that contains the goal (to be sat-

isfied like the gods), the disregard of inessentials 

(things like wealth and reputation), and the means by 

which (living simply): 

 

Cynics also teach that men should live simply, procuring 

for themselves only necessary food and wearing only one 

piece of clothing, a worn garment. They think very little of 

wealth and reputation and noble birth. Some Cynics get 

by on herbs and vegetables and cold water. They live in 

any kind of shelter, or even large wine-jars, just as did Di-

ogenes, who used to say that it was characteristic of the 

gods to need nothing, and that, consequently, when a man 

needs very little or nothing at all, he is like the gods.64 

 

Diogenes Laertius further tells us that upon being 

accepted by Antisthenes, Diogenes “set out to live a 

simple and frugal life.”65 The simplicity or frugality he 

practiced was one of bare necessity, the attempt to live 

life with the fewest needs or possessions possible—

needs and possessions that paradoxically implied be-

ing possessed, that the owner was possessed by the 

possessions themselves in that he depended on them.  

 

One time Diogenes saw a child drinking out of his 

hands. Consequently, he pulled the cup from his leather 

bag and tossed it away, saying, “A child has outdone me 

in frugality.” Another time, when he similarly observed 

a child who had broken his own spoon taking up lentil 

soup with a hollow crust of bread, he threw away his 

spoon.66 

 

If the ancient athlete’s objective was to give his life 

over to training in order to win victory and glory, the 

Cynic’s goal was to live simply, to live in such a way 

so as to radically reduce desires and thus become 

self-sufficient and ultimately free.  

The Cynic’s fundamental intention and resolution 

toward living simply is that found in Lucian’s dia-

logue: “Let my sufficient bed be the whole earth, my 

house this universe, and my chosen food the easiest 

to procure.”67 The key word is “sufficient.” 

Citizen of the world (kosmopolitēs) Part of a Cynic’s 

practice was the act of releasing himself from all un-

necessary externals, including that most important of 

ancient Greek possessions, citizenship in a particular 

city-state. Citizenship gave the Greek security and 
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power in the form of walls and numbers. But it also 

bound him. In exchange for these “goods,” he had to 

get involved in what was oftentimes the turbulent 

political life of the city, an involvement that in turn 

created other apparent needs and commitments—not 

to mention the frequent need to fight on behalf of the 

city. All of this was judged unnecessary by the 

Cynic.68  

Because of this desire for release and consequent 

liberty, Cynics viewed themselves as citizens of no-

where (we might say) or everywhere (as they said), the 

whole cosmos, rather than citizens of a particular place. 

Hence, “When someone asked him where he came 

from, Diogenes said, ‘I am a citizen of the world.’” He 

believed “the only true citizenship is that which is a cit-

izenship in the whole cosmos.”69

 

Living in the world—the Cynic mission 

 

Telling the truth—frankness, outspokenness, freedom of 

speech (parrhēsia). “When someone asked Diogenes 

what was the most beautiful thing among men, he 

said, ‘Freedom of speech.’”70 With this brief anecdote, 

we might think, Ah, so the Cynics were early proponents 

of the First Amendment of the Constitution of the United 

States of America. Not quite. Although there are simi-

larities between Cynic parrhēsia and more modern 

political freedom of speech and expression in that 

people are at liberty to say what they truly think, the 

Cynic emphasis was far broader.  

To understand, we must grasp what speech is and 

does for human beings. In essence, it reveals the mind 

or thoughts and feelings of a person. Therefore, 

speech is truly beautiful in that it connects persons, 

one to another, in a manner that is otherwise hard to 

achieve. But this is only in theory. In reality, speech 

can serve as the bars of a prison if it is deceptively 

utilized to present a person falsely or for some other 

unspoken motivation and goal. Cynics wanted noth-

ing to do with such an imprisonment. Nor did they 

wish for such a one for others. Rather, they struggled 

to speak freely and frankly, to present things in the 

fullest light rather than allowing things to be over-

shadowed by the opinion of “the many,” by unneces-

sary courtesies, by deceits, by things like reputation 

or wealth or power (which may all be viewed as 

speech in that they present a person in a certain light). 

We see frankness or freedom of speech in action 

with a number of anecdotes having to do with Diog-

enes’ relationship with Alexander the Great, the one 

man who was the wealthiest and most powerful man 

in his corner of the world at the time. Again and again 

Diogenes attempts to identify and speak in terms of 

how things actually are rather than surrendering to 

appearances: 

 

One day Alexander the Great stood by Diogenes and 

said, “I am Alexander, the great and mighty king.” In re-

sponse, Diogenes said, “And I am Diogenes, the dog.”71 

 

When the Athenians voted to call Alexander, “Diony-

sus,” Diogenes said, “You can make me, ‘Sarapis.’”72 

 

Alexander stood opposite him and asked, “Are you not 

afraid of me?” Diogenes replied, “Why? Are you good 

or bad?” When Alexander said, “Good,” Diogenes re-

plied, “Who then would fear something good?”73 

 

One day, when Diogenes was sitting in the sun nearby the 

Craneum grove of Corinth, Alexander stood over him and 

said, “Ask me for anything you desire.” Diogenes replied, 

“I would like you to stop blocking the light.”74 

 

The goal of Cynic freedom of speech or frankness 

was not merely to be obnoxious. Rather, as with their 

whole life, the goal was freedom—a freedom that 

hinged upon the realization that one does not require 

a certain response from others in order to be free. Con-

sequently, they did not recognize the need to say what 

others wanted to hear—speech that ended up entrap-

ping rather than liberating.  

But more, Cynic frankness served as well to set 

others free. When asked who he would rather be if he 

were not himself, the wealthy and powerful Alexan-

der declared he would like to be Diogenes.75 
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Apparently he recognized the great value of Cynic 

freedom. Moreover, by their free speech, the Cynics 

were able to admonish and advise others who knew 

that a Cynic would never deceive or be indirect about 

what was best. We are told that “Crates was nick-

named the ‘Door-opener’ because he was in the habit 

of entering every house in order to admonish the in-

habitants.”76 Here’s how Epictetus expressed the fun-

damental job of the Cynic: 

 

It is [the Cynic’s] responsibility, then, to be able with a 

loud voice, if the occasion arises, and appearing on the 

tragic stage, to say like Socrates: “Where are you hurry-

ing? What are you doing, you miserable men? Like blind 

people you are wandering up and down. You are going 

by another road and have left the true road. You search 

for prosperity and happiness where they are not.”77 

 

Dealing with delusion or vanity (tuphos). To look for 

happiness where it is not is a matter of delusion. Such 

delusion or vanity is the smoke or mere appearance 

of the fire of happiness, we might say, rather than the 

fire itself. Tuphos is an imposter, a pretense, a conceit. 

It is seeming or appearance rather than being or actu-

ality. Diogenes, we are told, 

 

used to say that when he saw ship captains and physi-

cians and philosophers living life, he regarded humans 

the wisest and most intelligent of all living beings. But 

when he saw interpreters of dreams and diviners, and 

those who paid attention to them, or those who were 

puffed up with their own outward appearance or 

wealth, he acknowledged that there was no more 

thoughtless and empty creature than a human being.78 

 

More, Diogenes “would generally chide men for the 

way they prayed, declaring that they asked for the 

seemingly good rather than the truly good.” And he 

“ridiculed noble birth and reputation and all such dis-

tinctions, calling them the showy ornaments of vice.”79 

Other Cynics similarly shed light on tuphos. Crates 

wrote that “much wealth is prey to vanity.”80 It is lia-

ble, as the expression goes, to go up in smoke. The 

Cynic Monimus declared that “all opinion”—that is, 

unfounded supposition—“is vanity.”81 

Altering the currency (paracharattein to nomisma). 

Any state’s currency is a medium of exchange created 

to signify value. Once established, such a currency has 

value or is valuable. The truth, however, is that the 

currency is only valuable by convention. Gold has no 

inherent value. Nor does silver. The Cynics concluded 

the same about all human conventions. Wanting to fol-

low nature, or that which is inherently valuable, they 

wished to reevaluate “human custom and law”—con-

ventions regarding birth, reputation, marriage, eating, 

education, politics, and, in short, whatever was tradi-

tionally considered valuable. Regarding Diogenes’ 

words and deeds, Diogenes Laertius reports that “it 

was evident that [he] acted accordingly [that is, in ac-

cord with his sayings and teachings]—altering the cur-

rency, as it were, or reevaluating human customs, 

granting nothing at all in this way to human custom 

and law, but following nature.”82 

Distinguishing between true and false happiness. 

We’ve already seen how, according to Epictetus, it is 

the Cynic’s job to speak freely about what makes for 

happiness and what does not. Like Socrates, the Cynic 

must call out to others, asking, “Where are you hurry-

ing? What are you doing, you miserable men? . . . You 

are going by another road and have left the true road. 

You search for prosperity and happiness where they 

are not.” For the Cynic, true happiness is not found 

among external goods, things such as wealth and 

power or even bodily goods. “Most of the precious in-

struments of happiness that you so pride yourselves 

on,” notes a Cynic, “are won only by vexation and 

worry.” He goes on: 

 

Give a moment’s thought, if you will, to the gold you all 

pray for, to the silver, the costly houses, the elaborate 

dresses. And do not forget all the trouble and toil and 

danger they cost—the blood and death and ruin. Not 

only do large numbers of men perish at sea on their ac-

count, but many endure miseries in producing them. 

Moreover, they’re very likely to be fought for—the de-

sire for them makes friends plot against friends, children 

against parents, wives against husbands. How pointless 

it all is! Embroidered clothes have no more warmth in 
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them than others. Gilded houses do not do better in 

keeping out the rain. A drink is no sweeter out of a silver 

cup—or a gold one for that matter. An ivory bed makes 

sleep no softer; on the contrary, your fortunate man on 

his ivory bed between his delicate sheets constantly finds 

himself calling on sleep in vain. And as to the elaborate 

dressing of food, I hardly need to say that instead of aid-

ing nutrition it injures the body and produces diseases in 

it.83 

 

True happiness is simple, consisting of simple 

things. Unhappiness, or false happiness, by contrast, 

is complex. “Diogenes often declared that the gods 

had given men an easy life. But the easy life had be-

come obscure over time by their seeking honey-cakes 

and perfumes and like things.”84  

Going back as far as Homer, the “easy life” was 

synonymous with the happy life. The problem for the 

many was that when most imagined the happy, easy 

life, they envisioned the one lived by the gods—full 

of pleasure and every desirable thing.  

True, said the Cynics. The easy life is the life lived 

by the gods. But the true, real happiness of the gods has 

everything to do with desiring nothing rather than 

having every imaginable desire satisfied.

 

So ends Item 3, “Introduction Part 3 — The Big Ideas, Goals, and Practices of the Cynics.” See you in Item 4,  

“The Cast of Significant Cynics — A Quick Reference & Chronology.” 
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2 Diogenes Laertius, Lives 6.104. 
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“Cynicism is . . . a match for the most excellent kind of philosophy.”—Julian, the Roman emperor 

 

“The Cynics hold that the goal of life is to live according to virtue. Some have said that Cynicism is a shortcut upon 

the path of virtue.”—Anonymous (reported by Diogenes Laertius)  
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