Alexander Naylor                                                                                                                                5
1700041


Alexander went in person to see him and found him basking at full length in the sun. When he saw so many people approaching him, Diogenes raised himself a little on his elbow and fixed his gaze upon Alexander. The king greeted him and inquired whether he could do anything for him. ‘Yes,’ replied the philosopher, ‘you can stand a little to one side out of my sun.’ Alexander is said to have been greatly impressed by this answer and full of admiration for the hauteur and independence of mind of a man who could look down on him with such condescension. So much so that he remarked to his followers, who were laughing and mocking the philosopher as they went away, ‘You may say what you like, but if I were not Alexander, I would be Diogenes.’ Plutarch Life of Alexander 14 

Alexander of Macedon was an intriguing, complex and often confusing character. Raised in a world of excess and privilege, he was always pushing to achieve more, to overshadow his father and, later in his life, to travel further than even the Gods. This passage gives the reader an interesting look into the psychology of Alexander and his attitude towards philosophy which I will explore in more detail in this essay. 

This passage contains one of the most discussed philosophical anecdotes of all time. It has been retold in multiple forms, including mentions by Cicero, multiple writings from the Middle Ages and even impacted the work of Shakespeare in 'King Lear'. Peter Sloterdijk writes that “[This passage] demonstrates in one stroke what antiquity understands by philosophical wisdom – not so much a theoretical knowledge but rather an unerring sovereign spirit... Diogenes' answer negates not only the desire for power but the power of desire as such.”
 This interpretation of Alexander and Diogenes' encounter demonstrates that this anecdote is not only interesting for the manner in which it portrays Alexander but also establishes the philosophical theory behind the fluidity of power and shows Diogenes' strength of character. 

This particular version comes from Plutarch's biography of Alexander's life, written some 400 years after his death. Most historians regard Plutarch's account of the meeting of Diogenes and Alexander as the original telling. This biography has the reputation of, along with Arrian, being one of the most well researched and accurate surviving secondary ancient sources written about the life and times of Alexander The Great. Plutarch used a variety of contemporary sources as research for his biography but focused mainly on the works of Aristobulus and Cleitarchus. Cleitarchus was not actually an eye witness for the events Plutarch wrote about but used the work of men like Ptolemy and Callisthenes as a basis. It is highly likely that the details of conversations and meetings found in Plutarch's work are misconstrued or simply falsified, part of the 'propaganda' behind the cult-worship of Alexander. However, this doesn't mean that what Plutarch has written is any less useful to modern historians as, even if the details are incorrect, it still gives us an idea of the events of Alexander's life and we can see how his work impacted later historians.
Furthermore, this passage can be used to explore Alexander's relationship with philosophy which was developed early in his life, thanks to the tutoring he received at the hands of Aristotle. Plutarch mentions how important this early interaction with philosophy was to Alexander in this sentence: “Alexander not only received from his master [Aristotle] his ethical and political doctrines, but also participated in those secret and more profound teachings which philosophers designate by the special terms "acroamatic" and "epoptic," and do not impart to many.” 
 It is important to note that 'philosophy' in the ancient world was not based around the same ideals as modern philosophy and that literature, medicine and economics would have also been aspects of the discipline. As such, we can see how Aristotle's tutelage impacted Alexander in more than one area, one being his love of literature, especially the Iliad and, according to Plutarch
, he always kept Aristotle's copy of the Iliad under his pillow on campaigns due to the lessons it contained within about the pursuit of glory. As a result of Aristotle's impact on Alexander's life, Alexander had a deep respect for philosophy, even in cases like Diogenes who had a total disregard for status or respect in a manner that would traditionally be unacceptable.
The most interesting aspect of this text is the section “Alexander [was] full of admiration of the hauteur and independence of mind of a man that could look down on him with such condensation.” The reason for this is that it demonstrates that Alexander respected individuality and people that had the presence of mind to consider themselves his equals or superiors, at least in his early life. It is fascinating to compare this earlier mindset to his evolution into being worshipped as a 'God-King' and his tyrannical nature that became especially prevalent in his later campaigns through India and in Babylon. As such, this passage is not only about Alexander's experience with Diogenes as another expression of Alexander' respect for philosophy and his interest in different ways of thinking but it is also a good starting or reference point for Alexander's mental downfall into tyranny.
In conclusion, this passage is deeply fascinating and revealing in a multitude of ways. Not only does it demonstrate Alexander's attitudes towards philosophy, power and respect but it was can be also used to discuss Alexander's evolution, not only of his inner workings but that of his attitudes towards others as well. In addition it raises further interesting points of discussion on cynicism, the dynamics of power and has influenced scholarly discourse in not only the study of classics but also that of philosophy.
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