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 Preface

For most of his professional life, the author of the present book, P.A. (Piet) 
Meijer, was university lecturer in Ancient Philosophy in the Classics depart-
ment of Leiden University where he taught with contagious enthusiasm. 
His classes were characterized by an attractive sort of irreverence towards 
academic authority. Any scholar, no matter how great his or her reputation, 
could be wrong and Meijer would take great pleasure in demonstrating that, 
in his view, they often were, on the basis of thoughtful and often innova-
tive readings of the primary texts. In much the same spirit he meanwhile 
produced a steady stream of studies on a variety of subjects, such as Plotinus’ 
metaphysics (Plotinus on the Good or the One (Enneads VI,9): An Analyti-
cal Commentary, Amsterdam 1992), Parmenidean ontology (Parmenides 
Beyond the Gates: The Divine Revelation on Being, Thinking and the Doxa, 
Amsterdam 1997) and Stoic theology (Stoic Theology: Proofs for the Existence 
of the Cosmic God and of the Traditional Gods, Delft 2007), to mention but 
the most important ones.

Upon his retirement, Meijer continued to do research with an almost 
youthful zeal. He had discovered Antisthenes, whose wit, intellectual 
acuity and subversive character had clearly struck a cord with him. As 
Meijer himself sets out in the introduction to this book, Antisthenes was 
one of the most important and colourful followers of Socrates. He made a 
major contribution to the history of ancient philosophy by offfering the fĳ irst 
defĳ inition of logos. Unfortunately, his reputation would soon be eclipsed 
by that other pupil of Socrates, Plato. As a result, Antisthenes’ many books 
dropped out of circulation and hence did not survive. For the reconstruction 
of Antisthenes’ views, then, we depend on reports of others, and those of 
Aristotle in particular. In the fĳ irst part of this book, Meijer argues that 
Aristotle did not do justice to Antisthenes and sets out to offfer a new, 
provocative interpretation of the famous logos doctrine of the latter. He 
argues that Antisthenes’ famous oikeios logos is not a defĳinition, as Aristotle 
had claimed, but an argument that teaches or clarifĳ ies what something was 
or is. One attractive aspect of Meijer’s new understanding of Antisthenes’ 
logos concept is that it allows him to connect this important aspect of 
Antisthenes’ thought to another, that of the study of Homer. Thus, Meijer 
interprets Antisthenes’ well-known discussion of the question why Homer 
calls Odysseus polytropos as an example of an Antisthenean oikeios logos: 
it clarifĳ ies the name of a fĳ igure from the (mythological) past. This is the 
topic of the second part of this book. The third part, fĳ inally, deals with the 
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meagre remains of Antisthenes’ ethics, including his views on sex, marriage, 
and adultery.

Meijer had virtually completed this comprehensive study of Antisthenes 
when, on 29 January 2010, he sufffered a heavy stroke. Ηe made a partial 
recovery, yet it gradually became clear that he would never again be in a 
position to see the manuscript through the press. It is at this point that his 
friends stepped in and made the present publication possible by generous 
donations of their time and energy. The initiative was taken by the unflag-
ging Inge Aksoycan-de Bever, who made sure that everything that needed 
to be done was in fact done and found the book a home at Amsterdam 
University Press. Tony Foster, not for the fĳ irst time, and Judith Deitch took 
it upon themselves to correct Meijer’s English, once described by Meijer 
himself as ‘an almost impossible task’. Peter Stork compiled the indexes, 
bibliographies, and concordances and made new translations of passages 
from Xenophon to replace outdated ones. If it had not been for them, this 
book would never have seen the light of day. Meijer is hugely thankful for 
their effforts and would here have expressed his gratitude to them himself, 
had he been able to do so.

R.M. van den Berg
Leiden, June 2016
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 Introduction *

1 Antisthenes’ status

Antisthenes, a follower of Socrates and a rival of Plato, did not like democracy 
very much. On one occasion, he ridiculed the practice of voting, advising the 
Athenians to elevate donkeys to horses by voting. The Athenians considered 
this advice, to say the least, foolish. However, Antisthenes explained it by 
adding further insult: ‘But among you there are generals who have not 
learned anything but have been elevated to the rank of general only by 
voting’.1

This anecdote shows that Antisthenes was a witty philosopher, an out-
spoken character, and a rude fellow who enjoyed surprising his interlocutors. 
When someone once remarked that many people praised him, he retorted: 
‘Why, what did I do wrong?’2 It is important to note his rudeness as well as 
his surprising reversals of established opinion because many fragments are 
marked as authentic precisely on account of these characteristics. These 
fragments often contain short, pithy statements that were very apt for 
quotation and in this way found their way into the tradition; but we shall 
see that he was also very capable of argument in a strictly philosophical 
manner. This study will also demonstrate that the pithy one-liners were 

* The fragments of Antisthenes’ work have been collected by F. Decleva Caizzi, Antisthenis 
Fragmenta, Milan 1966, Frammenti nos. 1-195, p. 17-74; Note ai Frammenti, p. 77-128 (D.C.) and 
by G. Giannantoni, Socratis et Socraticorum Reliquiae, Naples 1990, VA Antisthenes Atheniensis, 
nos. 1-208, II, 137-225 and Note 21-40, IV, 195-411 (SSR VA). Giannantoni provides an enormous 
amount of discussion of the scholarly literature and is required reading for every investigator, 
not only of Antisthenes’ work but also of the other Socratics and Socrates himself. It is a pity 
that Giannantoni provides no collation with Caizzi’s fragments because the older literature uses 
Caizzi’s numbering, therefore for convenience’s sake I have added a concordance (p. 195-204). 
Giannantoni’s collection is more extensive than Caizzi’s, and it is unfortunate that there is no 
discussion of the embedding of the extra fragments in his Note. There are occasions where ‘new’ 
fragments lacking the name of Antisthenes are added with out convincing reasons, making 
these so-called fragments dubious; explanations based on this type of fragment are often 
not convincing either. Nevertheless, Giannantoni’s great work is impressive, inescapable and 
indispensable. See also Goulet-Cazé 1989, 249-250, who adds some new parallels and passages. 
A recent collection of the fragments of Antisthenes is S.H. Prince, Antisthenes of Athens. Texts, 
translations and commentary 2015.
1 D.L. 6.8 (SSR VA 72; D.C. 169). Antisthenes wrote a series of political works (D.L. 6.16; see 
pp. 128-139). Here we may also observe Antisthenes’ interest in learning, which will play a role 
in my discussion below.
2 D.L. 6.8 (SSR VA 89; D.C. 178C).
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often mitigated in his theoretical discussions or in further statements of 
his personal views. Such slogans, then, were meant to be provocative and 
to draw attention to his views, and this explains the imbalance in relation 
to Antisthenes’ other utterances.

With regard to his historical reception, Antisthenes has sufffered quite 
a run of bad luck. According to Popper, Antisthenes was the only worthy 
successor to Socrates, the last of the ‘Great Generation’.3 Although his intel-
lectual status in his own day was high, his social class was low: his father 
was a dealer in salt fĳ ish and his mother of non-Athenian descent, a Thracian 
by birth.4 The prominent rhetor Isocrates wrote twice against his rivals 
(Against the Sophists [13] and the Helena [10]), presumably at the opening 
of his school in 393 B.C. or just after that,5 and the fĳ irst rival hinted at in 
the Helena is Antisthenes,6 ranked before Plato and others. It would seem 
that at that time Plato was less known or less important, perhaps still at 
the beginning of his philosophical career and not yet having developed his 
doctrine of the Ideas.7 Antisthenes was also eager to respond to Isocrates, 
which can be seen in three book titles, as listed by Diogenes Laertius, 
launched against Isocrates and Lysias.8 Thus, Antisthenes seems to have 

3 Popper, The Open Society, 194; for other, less f lattering judgements, see Guthrie III, 305; for 
my own judgement see pp. 174-175 below.
4 See p. 132-133 below about Antisthenes’ parents.
5 Mikkola, Isokrates, 293, and Mathieu and Brémond, Isocrate, 160. 
6 Isocrates, Helena [10], 1 (SSR VA 156; not in D.C.).
7 Plato’ s Academy started in 387 B.C. Some believe that Plato was included in the attack on 
Antisthenes in the Helena; see Giannantoni, Nota 27, IV, 274. Even so Antisthenes was more 
important than Plato because the description given does not fĳ it the teaching of the young Plato, 
but is typical for Antisthenes (see for the contents of the attack below p. 34 and n. 16).
8 D.L. 6.15 (SSR VA 41.7-8; D.C. 1.7-8). Among these polemic writings we fĳ ind a work entitled 
Against Isocrates’ ‘Without Witnesses’ (‘Amartyros’). It is rather difffĳ icult to imagine what objec-
tions Antisthenes launched against this work of Isocrates. The text discussed the fact that 
Euthynus, a nephew of Nicias, refused to pay back the full sum of three talents which Nicias 
had given him in deposito ‘without witnesses’, restoring afterwards only two talents and saying 
he had received only two talents. It seems that a trivial thing such as the repayment of money 
was an object for polemics; but this appears to underestimate the issue. It became a cause 
célèbre, which involved not only Isocrates but also Lysias. Isocrates wrote an assisting work 
(a deuterologos) to function as a defence of his friend Nicias, who pressed charges against his 
cousin Euthynus (in 402 or 403 B.C.). Lysias’ speech contained an attack on Nicias in favour of 
Euthynus. Isocrates’ work was the target of Antisthenes’ detailed criticism. Twenty years later, in 
380 B.C., Isocrates complained that he and his work had been victims of many trivial criticisms, 
intending in his turn to criticize Antisthenes. Thus, we may conclude that Antisthenes’ criticism 
touched Isocrates deeply since he returned to the issue after two decades had passed. See Patzer’s 
thorough discussion of the entire issue in Antisthenes, 234-238. We may conclude that even in 
380 B.C. Antisthenes still had a prominent place in the intellectual debates of the time.
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been – at least in the period after Socrates’ death – an important intellectual 
fĳ igure. He would perhaps have become Socrates’ most important and most 
famous disciple if he had not been overshadowed by the genius of Plato, a 
younger companion of Socrates. Antisthenes regarded Plato as his major 
rival and quarrelled with him because he felt that Plato had victimized 
him. Therefore he wrote a work with the rude title Sathōn, which means 
‘penis of a little boy’, a parody of Platon, or perhaps suggested by the fact 
that Plato was also a nickname, meaning ‘the broad one’ because of his build 
or his forehead (cp. Greek πλατύς, ‘broad’).9 Incidentally, Plato in his turn 
did not make any attempt to refute Antisthenes publicly under his name. 
Furthermore, Plato was not the only adversary Antisthenes introduced 
by a rude nickname; the above mentioned rhetors were also victims of 
Antisthenes’ verbal jokes: Isographēs (‘Plagiarizer’) for Isocrates and Desias 
(‘Arrester’) for Lysias.10 The use of these nicknames is evidence that some 
titles as we know them from Diogenes Laertius’ catalogue were given by 
Antisthenes himself and thus must be authentic.

9 Plato’s real name was Aristocles (after his grandfather); see D.L. 3.4; Guthrie IV, 12, n. 1.
10 Plato is the only philosopher Antisthenes attacked by name according to the list of titles in 
Diogenes Laertius, albeit only by hinting at Plato through the nickname Sathōn (6.16; see also 
pp. 34-35 n. 16); whereas two rhetors (Λυσίας καὶ Ἰσοκράτης) appear in Diogenes’ list by name 
(D.L. 6.15). On the word Σάθων see Caizzi, p. 99 on frs. 36-37, and Giannantoni, Nota 34, IV, 328, 
on VA 147-148. The meaning of the word is not quite clear. Caizzi refers to Phot., Lex. σ 21 s.v. 
σάθων (III, 335), who quotes Teleclides (F 71 PCG VII, 692) as saying that ὑποκόρισμα παιδίων 
ἀρρένων means ‘the diminutive of the member of little children’. Giannantoni renders Σάθων 
by minchione (‘asshole’), an Italian word that can also have sexual implications. According to 
Patzer (Antisthenes, 232) it indicates Plato’s sexual attitude (‘spielt auf Platons Sexualverhalten 
an’). In any event, it is not meant to be a friendly word, hence the alienation of both Socratics. 
It appeared to be a rather rude habit of Antisthenes to sometimes introduce his adversaries 
under a nickname. The rhetors Lysias and Isocrates also appear under nicknames: Desias and 
Isographēs. Isographēs means Plagiarizer, as Patzer points out (Antisthenes, 228, 229): ‘He who 
writes the like, the same as another’. Patzer compares Ἰσογράφης, a self-coined word, with 
Timon’s qualifĳ ication of Plato τέττιξιν ἰσογράφος (‘writing like cicadas’) in the sense of ‘sweet 
voiced’. Perhaps Ἰσογράφης, which is undoubtedly negative, signifĳ ies something like ‘he who 
writes the same’ (as himself), in the sense that he repeats himself, hence being far from being 
original, whereas Isocrates was proud precisely of his originality. Just like someone who is 
poly-graphos ‘writes much’, an iso-graphos ‘writes the same’. In fact Isocrates actually repeats 
the reproaches against teaching rivals in the Helena that he had already launched in the Against 
the Sophists. Desias seems to mean ‘Binder,’ ‘Arrester’, a reversal of Lysias ‘the Liberator’: δέω 
‘enchain’ (in prison) is the opposite of to liberate (λύειν) which Antisthenes heard in the name 
Lysias. Lysias was a writer of pleas. Thus, to be named ‘Arrester’ is not a professional compliment 
for a barrister. We owe to Pohlenz the reconstruction of the title as read in the manuscripts (see 
SSR VA 41.34; D.C. 1.32) , who was the fĳ irst to recognize the names Desias and Isographēs in the 
MSS (see Patzer, Antisthenes, 221). Patzer has the best discussion of the whole issue, but see also 
Giannantoni, Nota 27, IV, 268-270.
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The work Sathōn dealt with the subject of contradiction, a highly interest-
ing subject which will be discussed further. Antisthenes’ book, with its 
degrading title bears silent witness to this animosity, and to the fact that he 
has been silenced by Plato’s overwhelming influence. For from the numer-
ous works of Antisthenes (more than 60 titles, some of which consisted of 
several scrolls!11) virtually nothing remains, apart from two rather short 
speeches and a small cluster of fragments. Nevertheless, although reduced 
by history to the status of a minor philosopher, his thinking and views 
certainly merit further exploration.

2 The importance of Antisthenes’ philosophical views

Antisthenes was the fĳ irst in the history of philosophy to develop a defĳ ini-
tion for the word logos; in addition he was renowned for his theory about 
contradiction. Although the relation between monotheism and polytheism 
was not considered a problem in antiquity, he may also be considered the 
fĳ irst Greek monotheist (however much he may have vacillated and despite 
not having any followers). That he was a philosopher in his own right, and 
not someone who simply depended on Socrates’ thought or attempted to 
only memorialize Socrates’ ideas, can be deduced from the fact that he wrote 
substantial books on a wide range of subjects, so also on subjects which 
were not the focus of Socrates’ attention. Cicero regarded him as acutus, 
a ‘shrewd’ thinker, rather than eruditus, ‘learned’ (hominis acuti magis 
quam eruditi) and complimented him by stating that he enjoyed reading his 
work.12 Cicero must have had more of his texts than one, and therefore it is 
surprising that the wide range of Antisthenes’ works and curiosity escaped 
his attention; otherwise he could not have referred to him as more shrewd 
than learned. As demonstrated above, his status in his own day was high.

Antisthenes seems to have had a powerful style and he was not averse 
to employing rhetorical means. He is reported to have used a pure Attic.13 
It is debated whether his thoughts were presented in a direct manner or 
whether he used the dialogue form, which was highly popular and used 

11 Timon the satirist called him a ‘prolifĳ ic babbler’: D.L. 6.18 (SSR VA 41.75-76; D.C. 2).
12 Cic., Ad Att. 12.38.5 (SSR VA 84; D.C. 13). He complimented him by saying, ‘I liked the Kyros 
(or Kyrsas) of Antisthenes just as I liked his other works’ (mihi sic placuit, ut cetera Antisthenis). 
It could be that Cicero had only Antisthenes’ political works in mind. Although in some MSS 
the name Kyrsas fĳ igures, I prefer ‘Kyros’ because of Cicero’s interest in the person of Cyrus (see 
p. 134 below, and Giannantoni, Nota 31, IV, 295, esp. 298).
13 Patzer, Antisthenes, 98-101; about his style see also Rankin, Antisthenes, 151.
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almost exclusively by competitors such as Plato and Aeschines. In this 
connection we must stress that he was not averse to ad hominem polemics, 
as we saw with Isocrates and Lysias, and that the works involved can hardly 
have been dialogues.14 On the other hand, other works can be shown to 
have been dialogues.

It is difffĳ icult for us to establish whether Antisthenes was consistent in 
his thinking during this long life. It may well have gone through changes 
during his long writing career (approximately 445-365 B.C.).15 Although I 
view his ideas as being quite consistent and without noticeable changes, the 
limitations of what the tradition has left us makes it extremely difffĳ icult to 
trace changes – a problem that has not attracted attention in the scholarly 
literature.

While Antisthenes’ contributions to ancient philosophy have been hotly 
debated in the past and have received ample attention recently, they are 
worthy of another review, for it is clear that both Plato and Aristotle have 
corrupted our perspective on Antisthenes’ ideas on logos.16 In addition, 
his views on theology, especially in relation to Homer, are of interest in 
conjunction with his theoretical ideas and methods. Moreover, his views on 
ethics merit consideration. Therefore, this book is divided into three parts:
I Logos and predicate;
II Antisthenes’ views on theology; his theoretical approach to the study 

of Homer;
III Antisthenean ethics.

14 Cp. D.L. 6.15, and Lysias, see p. 22 and n. 8 above.
15 Giannantoni, Nota 21, IV, 200.
16 See Giannantoni’s notes in SSR IV, 195-411; also important is Brancacci, Oikeios logos (1990; 
French translation with the title Antisthène: Le discours propre, 2005).


