diogenes laertius lives of eminent philosophers

Diogenes Laertius Lives of Eminent Philosophers stands as a monumental work, offering a captivating
glimpse into the lives and teachings of ancient Greek thinkers. This comprehensive collection,
compiled in the 3rd century AD, remains an invaluable resource for understanding the philosophical
landscape of antiquity. It delves into the biographical details, core doctrines, and often eccentric
personalities of figures ranging from Socrates and Plato to Epicurus and Stoics. This article will explore
the structure and content of Diogenes Laertius's work, its historical significance, and its enduring
relevance for contemporary readers interested in the birth of Western philosophical thought. We will
uncover the wisdom and wit contained within these lives, examining how they shaped intellectual

history and continue to inspire.
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The Enduring Legacy of Diogenes Laertius

The work known as "Lives of Eminent Philosophers" by Diogenes Laertius has secured a unique and
enduring place in the annals of classical scholarship. For centuries, it has served as a primary, and
often sole, source for biographical information on a vast array of ancient Greek philosophers. Without
his meticulous compilation, much of what we know about these foundational thinkers would have been
lost to time. His legacy lies not just in preserving facts, but in presenting them in a narrative format that
brings these intellectual giants to life, showcasing their personalities alongside their profound ideas.
This collection is more than a dry recitation of doctrines; it is a vibrant tapestry woven with wit,

anecdote, and philosophical discourse.

The sheer scope of Diogenes Laertius's endeavor is remarkable. He covers a chronological sweep of
Greek philosophical history, providing a framework for understanding the evolution of thought from its
earliest beginnings to his own time. The influence of his work has been profound, shaping how

subsequent generations have interpreted and understood ancient philosophy. Even with the discovery



of new texts and a deeper critical understanding of the ancient world, Diogenes Laertius remains an
indispensable guide, offering a foundational understanding of figures whose ideas continue to

resonate.

Understanding the Structure of Lives of Eminent Philosophers

Diogenes Laertius structured his magnum opus by presenting the lives of philosophers in a roughly
chronological order, often grouping them by school or philosophical lineage. The "Lives" is divided into
ten books, each dedicated to a particular philosopher or a group of related thinkers. This organization,
while not always perfectly systematic by modern academic standards, provides a coherent narrative
flow that allows readers to trace the development of philosophical ideas across different schools and

eras.

Each entry typically follows a recognizable pattern, although there is considerable variation. Diogenes
Laertius usually begins with a biographical sketch, providing details about the philosopher's birth,
family, education, and significant life events. This is often followed by an account of their philosophical
doctrines, presented through summaries, quotations, and explanations of their key concepts. The
inclusion of anecdotes, letters, and even epitaphs adds a human dimension, revealing the personal
character and social interactions of these prominent figures. This multi-faceted approach makes the

"Lives" a rich and engaging read, offering more than just abstract philosophical arguments.

The Socratic Tradition

A significant portion of Diogenes Laertius's work is dedicated to philosophers who followed in the wake
of Socrates. This tradition is crucial for understanding the development of Western ethics and

epistemology. Socrates, famously, did not write anything himself, and our knowledge of his philosophy
largely comes through the writings of his students. Diogenes Laertius devotes considerable attention to

figures like Plato and Xenophon, who preserved and interpreted Socratic thought.



Plato's entry is particularly detailed, covering his theory of Forms, his political philosophy, and his
significant dialogues. Diogenes Laertius provides insights into Plato's life, his relationship with
Socrates, and the founding of the Academy. Xenophon, another prominent Socratic, is also discussed,
offering a different perspective on Socrates' teachings and his trial. The emphasis on these figures

highlights the foundational role of Socratic inquiry in shaping subsequent philosophical discourse.

The Cynics

Perhaps one of the most distinctive and memorable groups discussed by Diogenes Laertius are the
Cynics. This school, characterized by its rejection of conventional social norms, pursuit of virtue
through a life of simplicity, and often provocative behavior, is vividly portrayed in the "Lives." The
namesake of the school, Antisthenes, is presented as a disciple of Socrates, but it is Diogenes of

Sinope, the "Dog," who truly embodies the Cynic ethos.

Diogenes Laertius dedicates a substantial section to Diogenes of Sinope, recounting his legendary life
in a tub, his public pronouncements, and his deliberate asceticism. The anecdotes surrounding

Diogenes of Sinope are legendary, illustrating his pursuit of virtue and his disdain for hypocrisy. Other
Cynics, such as Crates of Thebes and his wife Hipparchia, are also discussed, further illuminating the
radical and often challenging nature of Cynic philosophy. Their emphasis on self-sufficiency, freedom,

and living in accordance with nature continues to hold a certain appeal.

The Stoics

The Stoic school, which emerged in Athens, is another major focus for Diogenes Laertius. Stoicism,
with its emphasis on virtue, reason, and living in accordance with nature, became one of the most
influential philosophical movements of the Hellenistic and Roman periods. Diogenes Laertius covers

the founders of Stoicism, Zeno of Citium, and its subsequent prominent figures.



The work details Zeno's life, his shipwreck and subsequent philosophical awakening, and the founding
of the Stoa Poikile. It explores the core tenets of Stoicism, including their physics, logic, and ethics.
The ethical framework of Stoicism, with its focus on cultivating virtue, accepting what is beyond our
control, and fulfilling our duties, is presented with considerable detail. Philosophers like Cleanthes,
Chrysippus, and later Stoics such as Epictetus (though Diogenes Laertius predates him, his work
includes earlier Stoics who paved the way) and Seneca are discussed, tracing the evolution and

dissemination of Stoic thought across different periods.

The Epicureans

The Epicurean school, founded by Epicurus, is also given significant coverage in Diogenes Laertius's
"Lives." This school, often misunderstood as promoting hedonism, actually advocated for a life of
moderation, intellectual pleasure, and freedom from fear and pain. Diogenes Laertius presents

Epicurus as a benevolent figure, dedicated to teaching his followers the path to a tranquil life.

The text details Epicurus's teachings on atomism, his understanding of pleasure as the absence of
pain (ataraxia), and his philosophy of life. It includes the famous "Principal Doctrines" and letters,
offering direct access to Epicurus's own words. The emphasis on friendship, simple living, and the
pursuit of knowledge as paths to happiness is clearly articulated. Other Epicureans, such as
Metrodorus and Hermarchus, are also mentioned, reinforcing the communal and intellectual spirit of

the school.

The Skeptics

Diogenes Laertius also delves into the various schools of Skepticism, which questioned the possibility
of certain knowledge and advocated for suspension of judgment (epoché). The Pyrrhonian Skeptics,

named after Pyrrho of Elis, are presented as pioneers in this approach to philosophy.



The work provides biographical sketches of figures like Pyrrho, Timon of Phlius, and Arcesilaus, the
head of Plato's Academy who adopted skeptical methods. The core arguments of Skepticism, including
their modes of reasoning and their aim of achieving tranquility through doubt, are explained. The
inclusion of these schools highlights the diverse and often critical currents within ancient Greek

philosophy, demonstrating a rich tradition of questioning and intellectual debate.

The Pythagoreans

The early philosophical traditions, including Pythagoreanism, also find a place in Diogenes Laertius's
collection. While the philosophical contributions of Pythagoras himself are often shrouded in mystery,
Diogenes Laertius presents him as a significant figure, a mystic, and a mathematician whose teachings

influenced later schools.

The work touches upon Pythagorean cosmology, their emphasis on numbers as the essence of reality,
and their ascetic lifestyle, including dietary restrictions. While the biographical details are often
legendary, the text provides a foundational understanding of this influential early Greek thinker and the
distinctive way of life associated with his followers. The inclusion of Pythagoreans showcases the

breadth of philosophical inquiry that existed in ancient Greece.

Biographical Insights and Philosophical Anecdotes

One of the most compelling aspects of Diogenes Laertius's "Lives" is the wealth of biographical details
and colorful anecdotes he includes. These stories provide a vivid portrayal of the philosophers'
personalities, their interactions, and their often unconventional approaches to life and thought. Far from
being dry academic treatises, these accounts offer a glimpse into the human side of these intellectual

giants.

Consider the famous anecdotes about Diogenes of Sinope, such as his living in a tub, his



confrontation with Alexander the Great, or his habit of carrying a lamp in broad daylight searching for
an honest man. These stories, whether entirely factual or embellished, serve to illustrate his Cynic
principles of self-sufficiency, his disdain for pretense, and his commitment to living authentically.
Similarly, the accounts of Socrates' philosophical discussions, his unwavering commitment to his
principles even in the face of death, and his often witty exchanges with Athenians reveal a man of

profound integrity and intellectual courage.

The inclusion of such personal details humanizes the philosophers, making their ideas more accessible
and their lives more relatable. Diogenes Laertius's narrative style often lends itself to memorable
portrayals, capturing the spirit and character of each philosopher in a way that academic expositions
might miss. This blend of philosophical exposition and biographical narrative is what makes the "Lives"

such a unique and enduringly popular work.

Historical and Cultural Significance

The "Lives of Eminent Philosophers" holds immense historical and cultural significance, serving as a
crucial bridge between the ancient world and subsequent eras. Diogenes Laertius's compilation was
instrumental in preserving and transmitting the philosophical heritage of Greece to the Roman world

and, through later translations and commentaries, to medieval and modern Europe.

The work reflects the cultural milieu of the Hellenistic and Roman periods, showcasing how these later
societies viewed and engaged with their philosophical predecessors. It provides insights into the
intellectual trends, the methods of philosophical education, and the values that were prevalent during
Diogenes Laertius's own time. By collecting and organizing the biographies and teachings of so many
philosophers, he created a canon, influencing which thinkers and schools were considered most

important.

The very act of compiling such a comprehensive work demonstrates a deep respect for and interest in

philosophical inquiry. It highlights the importance placed on understanding the lineage of ideas and the



lives of those who contributed to them. This preservation effort has had a direct impact on the

development of philosophy, influencing thinkers across centuries and continents.

Critical Reception and Scholarly Analysis

Diogenes Laertius's "Lives of Eminent Philosophers" has been a subject of continuous scholarly
attention and critical analysis since its compilation. While universally recognized for its immense value
as a source, scholars have also engaged in critical examination of its methodology, accuracy, and

potential biases.

Early scholars and critics often debated the reliability of Diogenes Laertius's sources. He himself
admits to drawing from a variety of traditions, some of which might have been oral, anecdotal, or even
legendary. This has led to discussions about the historical accuracy of certain biographical details and
the fidelity of his summaries of philosophical doctrines. However, modern scholarship increasingly
recognizes the value of Diogenes Laertius not just as a historian, but as a compiler and editor who

presented a particular perspective on ancient philosophy.

Modern critical editions and scholarly commentaries often focus on identifying his sources, comparing
his accounts with other ancient texts, and analyzing the structure and purpose of his work. The
philological approach seeks to establish the most accurate text and understand the linguistic nuances.
Furthermore, scholars examine the philosophical content, seeking to understand how Diogenes
Laertius interpreted and presented the doctrines of the philosophers, and what this reveals about
intellectual trends in his own time. The ongoing scholarly dialogue underscores the complexity and

richness of this foundational text.

Diogenes Laertius's Impact on Modern Thought



The influence of Diogenes Laertius's "Lives of Eminent Philosophers" extends far beyond academic
circles, subtly shaping how we understand the history of ideas and the very nature of philosophical
inquiry. His work has served as a primary gateway for countless individuals encountering ancient

Greek philosophy for the first time.

Through his biographical narratives and witty anecdotes, Diogenes Laertius has made complex
philosophical concepts more accessible and the lives of philosophers more human and relatable. This
has fostered a continued interest in figures like Socrates, Plato, and the Stoics, whose ideas continue
to inspire contemporary ethical discussions, personal development, and even therapeutic approaches.
The enduring appeal of Stoic philosophy, for instance, owes much to the clear and engaging

presentations found within the "Lives."

Furthermore, the very concept of a "biography of philosophers" as a distinct genre can be traced back
to Diogenes Laertius. His approach has influenced how subsequent historians of philosophy have
structured their own accounts, blending biographical context with doctrinal exposition. The "Lives"
continues to be a vital resource for educators, students, and anyone seeking a comprehensive and

engaging introduction to the intellectual foundations of Western civilization.

Navigating the Text: Practical Considerations

For readers new to Diogenes Laertius's "Lives of Eminent Philosophers," approaching the text with a
few practical considerations can greatly enhance the reading experience. The sheer volume and the
ancient context can sometimes present challenges, but with a little guidance, the rewards are

immense.

It is often helpful to begin with a good modern translation. Many excellent English translations are
available, each with its own strengths in terms of fidelity to the original Greek, clarity of language, and
scholarly apparatus. Consulting the introduction and notes provided by the translator can offer valuable

context regarding Diogenes Laertius's life, his sources, and the historical period in which he wrote.



When reading, it can be beneficial to focus on specific philosophers or schools that pique your interest.
Diogenes Laertius's work is not a continuous narrative that requires strict linear reading. You might
choose to start with the more famous figures like Socrates and Plato, or explore the more
unconventional lives of the Cynics. Taking notes on key doctrines, significant anecdotes, and recurring

themes can also aid comprehension and retention.

Understanding that Diogenes Laertius was a compiler and not always a critical historian is also
important. Some accounts may be legendary or contain inconsistencies. Rather than getting bogged
down in verifying every detalil, it is more productive to appreciate the collection as a rich tapestry of
ancient thought and biography. Ultimately, engaging with Diogenes Laertius's "Lives" is an invitation to

explore the intellectual heritage of the West in a direct and often delightful manner.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary purpose of Diogenes Laértius’ 'Lives of Eminent
Philosophers'?

The primary purpose of 'Lives of Eminent Philosophers' is to provide a biographical compendium of
ancient Greek philosophers, covering their lives, doctrines, and anecdotes. It serves as a valuable,

albeit sometimes anecdotal, source for understanding the history of Western philosophy.

Which philosophical schools are most prominently featured in Diogenes

Laértius' work?

Diogenes Laértius covers a wide range of philosophical schools, but prominent among them are the
Presocratics (like Thales and Heraclitus), the Socratic schools (Platonists, Cynics, Stoics, Cyrenaics),

and the Epicureans. He also includes figures from Skepticism and other lesser-known movements.



How does Diogenes Laértius' approach to philosophy differ from
modern philosophical scholarship?

Diogenes Laértius' approach is more biographical and anecdotal than modern philosophical
scholarship, which often focuses on textual analysis and systematic argumentation. While he presents
doctrines, his emphasis is on the lives and personalities of the philosophers, often including gossip and

colorful stories.

What is considered the main appeal or enduring relevance of 'Lives of
Eminent Philosophers' today?

The enduring relevance of 'Lives of Eminent Philosophers' lies in its comprehensive coverage of
ancient philosophical figures and their ideas, making it an accessible entry point for many. Its
anecdotal style also offers a humanizing perspective on these influential thinkers, revealing their

characters and the cultural context of their times.

Are there any notable criticisms or limitations of Diogenes Laértius'
'Lives of Eminent Philosophers' as a historical source?

Yes, a notable criticism is that Diogenes Laértius sometimes prioritizes sensationalism or amusing
anecdotes over strict historical accuracy. His sources are not always clearly cited, and the work can
contain inconsistencies or biases. Modern scholars treat it as a valuable, but not infallible, primary

source that requires critical evaluation.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Diogenes Laértius's Lives of Eminent Philosophers, with descriptions:

1. The Lives of the Philosophers

This classic text, Diogenes Laértius's magnum opus, offers a fascinating biographical compendium of



ancient Greek philosophers. It covers a wide range of thinkers, from Thales and Socrates to Epicurus
and the Stoics, presenting their lives, anecdotes, and philosophical doctrines. The work is invaluable
for its historical insights and for preserving many lost philosophical writings and traditions. It provides a

vivid, if sometimes gossipy, portrait of the intellectual landscape of antiquity.

2. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: Diogenes Laértius

This entry offers a comprehensive and scholarly overview of Diogenes Laértius himself, his life, and
his significant work Lives of Eminent Philosophers. It delves into the historical context, authorship,
sources, and critical reception of the Lives. The encyclopedia provides an academic perspective on the
reliability and importance of Laértius's biographical accounts for understanding ancient philosophy. It's

an excellent resource for researchers and students seeking in-depth analysis.

3. The Cambridge Companion to Ancient Greek Philosophy

While not solely focused on Diogenes Laértius, this companion offers a broad exploration of the
philosophical movements and thinkers he documented. It features essays by leading scholars on
various periods and schools of thought, providing context for the philosophers profiled in the Lives.
Readers can gain a deeper understanding of the intellectual currents that shaped the lives and ideas

Laértius presented. It helps to place Laértius's work within the larger tapestry of ancient philosophy.

4. The Fragments of Heraclitus

Diogenes Laértius played a crucial role in preserving the scattered writings and sayings of
philosophers like Heraclitus. This collection of fragments, often sourced through critical examination of
later authors like Laértius, allows us to reconstruct the philosophy of this enigmatic pre-Socratic. It
demonstrates the value of Laértius's work as a repository of otherwise lost philosophical material. The

insights into Heraclitus’s thought are foundational to understanding early Greek philosophy.

5. The Hellenistic Philosophers: Volume 1, Translations of the Principal Sources with Philosophical
Commentary

This volume directly engages with many of the philosophers whose lives and doctrines are detailed by
Diogenes Laértius, particularly those from the Hellenistic period such as Stoics, Epicureans, and

Skeptics. It provides translations of primary texts and extensive commentary, often referencing



Laértius's accounts to contextualize the philosophical ideas. The work serves as a crucial companion
for anyone wanting to move beyond Laértius's biographies to a more direct engagement with the

philosophical material. It highlights the enduring relevance of Laértius's biographical framework.

6. The Stoics: Between the Early Academy and the Stoic Synthesis

This book explores the development of Stoic philosophy, a school heavily featured in Diogenes
Laértius's Lives. It examines the foundational figures and key doctrines of Stoicism, drawing upon
biographical details and philosophical expositions found in Laértius's work. The book provides a
scholarly analysis of the intellectual lineage and evolution of Stoic thought. It underscores how
Diogenes Laértius remains an indispensable source for understanding the biographical and

philosophical foundations of major ancient schools.

7. The Cynics: The Cynic Movement in Antiquity and its Legacy

Diogenes of Sinope, the most famous Cynic, is a central figure in Diogenes Laértius's Lives. This book
delves into the Cynic movement, examining its origins, practices, and impact on ancient thought and
beyond. It uses Laértius's often colorful and provocative anecdotes about Diogenes the Cynic and his
followers to illustrate their unique philosophy of life. The work highlights how Laértius’s biographical

sketches of the Cynics are crucial for appreciating their radical lifestyle and teachings.

8. The Presocratics: A Collection of Critical Essays

This collection of essays focuses on the earliest Greek philosophers, many of whom are introduced
and discussed by Diogenes Laértius. The essays provide critical analysis of their philosophies, often
referencing the information and biographical details transmitted by Laértius. It demonstrates the
foundational importance of Laértius's work for accessing and understanding the thought of these early
thinkers. The book offers diverse scholarly perspectives on figures like Thales, Anaximander, and

Parmenides.

9. The Sceptics: An Introduction to the Ancient Sceptical Traditions
Ancient Scepticism, a philosophical movement Diogenes Laértius extensively covers, is the focus of
this book. It explores the key figures and arguments of Sceptical schools, often relying on Laértius for

biographical details and accounts of their debates. The work aims to provide a clear understanding of



the nuances and complexities of ancient Scepticism. It shows how Laértius's compilation is vital for

tracing the historical development and key proponents of Sceptical thought.
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