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After his return to Ithaca, Odysseus is a party to a number of recognition scenes. 

One of the most affecting involves his old dog Argos (the word means "shining"), who 

now lies helpless, shinging no longer, in filth and fleas at the door of the palace. Though 

he and Odysseus are both much changed for the worse, each recognizes the other 

immediately. Argos wags his tail and drops his ears, but is too weak to move toward his 

master. Odysseus, concealing a tear, asks his companion, the swineherd Eumaios, why 

such a fine-looking dog lies here amid the dung. Eumaios, still ignorant of the identity of 

Odysseus, answers that Argos was once a fine dog, but now no one cares for him, since 

his master perished in a far land. The two men move past the dog Argos to enter the 

palace; and the narrator tells us: 

But the fate of black death took hold of Argos, 
Having seen Odysseus again in the twentieth year. 

(XVII. 3 26-7) 

Clearly Argos dies of joy, at the sight of the man he has awaited for twenty years. No 

one else, recognizing Odysseus, gives such clear evidence of pure faithfulness and 

devotion. For that matter, no other human being penetrates Odysseus' disguise instantly, 

without tokens or persuasion. Of those that recognize Odysseus on his return, the only 

other character to see through his disguise is the goddess Athena, herself disguised, on 

the beach in Book XIII. 



On the showing of this episode, we would likely assume that both Odysseus and 

Homer hold dogs in high regard. But recall another moment of recognition, this one in 

Book XXII: Having easily strung the bow and shot an arrow through the axeheads, 

Odysseus reveals himself to the suitors by killing their leader, Antinous. Still, they do 

not recognize him; but Odysseus puts them out of doubt, saying: 

0 you dogs [~ K6vsc;], you thought I would never come again, 
returning home from the land of the Trojans ... 

(XXIl.35-6, emphasis mine) 
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[digression on the word K6mv, KVVO<;-(use the blackboard): A third declension 
noun, the embarrassingly erroneous name of the women's soccer team ["K6vm x0rovtm"] 
to the contrary notwithstanding; derives from Inda-European root kwon-; etymologically 
related to cynic, cynosure, canine, kennel.] 

Isn't it puzzling that in this moment of passion, the worst thing Odysseus can call his 

mortal enemies, the faithless usurpers of his kingdom, his house and his marriage, is 

"dogs"? Has he forgotten Argos so soon? 

Now those among us who own both dogs and houses might argue that there is no 

contradiction at all in claiming that dogs are, on the one hand, utterly faithful and selfless 

defenders of the house, and on the other hand, utterly shameless, wanton usurpers ofit. 

But it seems unlikely that Odysseus was referring to the cheerful fecklessness with which 

dogs chew up valuable garments, destroy lawns and gardens and shed fur and other 

excreta on every available surface. Admittedly, dogs are slobs, but such negligence 

seems to be a far cry from the deep-seated malice that Odysseus attributes to the suitors. 

When we look at other allusions to dogs in the Homeric poems, and elsewhere in some of 

the Greek books we read, we will see that dogs are presented at best equivocally or 
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ambivalently. In Homer, they get a very bad press most of the time. I will return to 

Argos later; for the moment I only want to suggest that by looking at the Greeks and their 

dogs we may learn something about our attitudes towards our own animals and our own 

animality. 

Perhaps the most surprising negative characterization of dogs involves a kind of 

boldfaced shamelessness-surprising to me because many of the dogs I have known have 

seemed to display the ability to feel a very human kind of shame. Homer uses the phrase 

Kt>ov cioss~ - "fearless dog," in the vocative-as well as words like l(l)Vrom~-"dog-

faced, or dog-eyed"-to refer to this brazen boldness. Helen uses the term of herself 

twice, once in the Iliad and once in the Odyssey. It is also used by Hephaestus, referring 

to the infidelity of his wife Aphrodite (Od VIII), and applied to Athena, Artemis and 

Hera, as well as to the serving-girl Melantho, addressed by Penelope. A striking use of 

l(l)Vcom~ comes in Odysseus' colloquy with the ghost of Agamemon, in the underworld 

( Od XI). Agamemnon says of Clytemnestra: 

She, bitch-faced, turned away, and did not stay to 
close my eyes with her hands or to shut my mouth, 
though I was dying and going to Hades. So there is 
nothing else more fearsome [ mv6rspov] or shameless 
["doglike," Kt>vrspov] than a woman, who takes into 

her mind such deeds as these: the ugly work she devised, 
preparing death for her wedded husband. 

One interesting thing about all these occurrences of "dogfaced," meaning shameless or 

"bold," is that they are all applied to women, frequently in a context of sexual infidelity or 

the immodesty of acting in a way unbefitting a woman, especially rebelling against 

domestic subjugation (Clytemnestra, Hera). In Homer there is only one exception to this 

rule: Achilles, in Book I, addresses Agamemnon as "dogfaced" (l(l)Vc01t11~) and latter 



accuses him of "having the eyes of a dog, but the heart of a deer." We can see that 

Achilles' furious taunting of Agamemnon involves an implicit sexual reference; an 

epithet is applied to him that is otherwise used only of women. 

Outrageous boldness is also represented in comparative and superlative forms of 

an canine-related adjective. In Book XX of the Odyssey, Odysseus is forced to restrain 

himself and endure watching the women of the palace behaving wantonly. His heart 

growls within him, the narrator tells us, 

as a dog growls,standing over her tender puppies, seeing an 
unknown man, and ready to fight. 

But then Odysseus strikes his breast and exclaims, 

"Endure, my heart! You endured a worse thing (1C6vi-spov-a 
"doggier" thing, a more outrageously degrading thing) on the day 
when the mighty Cyclops devoured my noble companions ... " 

(Od XX.18) 
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We get the superlative form in Iliad X, in the Doloneia, when Odysseus, after stealing the 

horses of the sleeping Thracians, ponders what biggest outrage ( 6 n 1C6vi-awv, the 

doggiest thing) he can do to them. 

This is an etymological conjecture unsupported by Chantraine, but I think the 

idea of dogginess might also be represented in the Greek word for a catamite, rivmoo~, 

one who has the rLtOOO~, the shame, of a dog-that is, none. lCLVatOSia, the abstract noun, 

is the word for ''unnatural lust" or "sexual perversion." But sexuality is not the only 

physical drive connected with dogs. Odysseus says to the Phaiakians: 

"But let me dine, even though I am grieving; for there is 
nothing more shameless [1C6vi-spov, "doglike"] than the 
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loathsome belly, which by necessity commands a man to 
remember, even when he is worn down and holds grief in 
his heart, as I do, and bids me always to eat and drink, and 
to forget all that I have suffered ... " 

(Odyssey VIl.216f) 

So the idea that dogs are particularly shameless seems to be connected with physicality in 

general, both with sexual lust and with other appetites that we share with dogs and other 

beasts, like the need for food and drink. This association of dogs with our corporeality 

reminds me of some lines from the American poet May Swenson: 

Body my house 
my horse my hound 
what will I do 
when you are fallen .... 
How will I know 
in thicket ahead 
is danger or treasure 
when Body my good 
bright dog is dead 

["Question," 11. 1-4, 11-15] 

That dogs stand for physicality also means that they are connected with death. As 

we saw, Argos' most eloquent action, the only tribute he can give to his returning master, 

is to die--to die like a dog, as we still say. In one way the dog is our surrogate, the body 

which dies; in another way the dog is purely other, a threat to the fate of our bodies after 

we are dead. At the very beginning of the fliad, we are told that the rage of Achilles sent 

the souls of many heroes to Hades, but made them themselves-that is, their bodies-a 

prey for dogs and the delicate feastings of birds. Dogs are feeders on carrion. It is 

disgraceful to become a prey for dogs, in the same way that death is disgraceful, only 

more so. Both death itself and becoming a feast for dogs and birds represent being 

reduced to mere physicality. Repeatedly, the threat of being eaten by dogs is used to 



urge men to fight harder, or to taunt them (e.g., lliadII.393, VII.379, XVIII.179, 

XXII.339, etc.; Odyssey XXI.363). Ifwe care too much for the safety of our bodies, we 

consider ourselves to be nothing more than our bodies, which becomes a self-fulfilling 

prophecy when the dogs and the birds get us in the end. Perhaps that is why both 

Diomedes and Achilles use the epithet "dog" in accusing Hector of cowardice: 

"Now once again you have escaped death, you dog, 
but the evil came close to you; now again Phoebus 
Apollo saved you. You must have prayed to him as 
you went among the hurtling spears. But I will make an 
end of you when I meet you later. .. " 

(fliadXI. 362 f. and XX. 449 f.) 
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In similes, dogs are usually on the defensive, an undifferentiated group of faceless 

antagonists for some brilliant lion or boar who attacks the flock. Almost always it is the 

Trojans who are the dogs, serving as foils for some isolated Greek hero who becomes 

briefly godlike. Sarpedon speaks of his Trojan allies as cowering before Diomedes, in his 

aristeia, his moment of excellence, "like dogs around a lion" (fl. V. 476). Similarly, in 

the fight over the body of Patroclus: 

As when some mountain-bred lion, trusting in his strength 
snatches from the grazing herd whichever cow is best, first 
taking its neck in his strong jaws he breaks it, and then gulps 
down the blood and all the innards, and around him the dogs 
and the herdmen shout from a distance, but are not willing to 
come closer, for pale fear seizes them; so the spirit of none of 
them dared to go against glorious Menelaus. 

(XVI.61-69) 

We seem to have come quite a distance, from shameless boldness to shameless 

timorousness. But if one class characteristic underlies these various instances, I would 

say it is the degraded condition of dogs, the lumpish physicality that either does not or 
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ought not assert itself. If humans are halfway between gods and beasts, the particular 

beast that we are above is often the dog. For the Greeks ideationally, as for us 

orthographically, "dog" is "god" spelled backwards; to be a dog is essentially to be 

ungodlike, to be the gods' polar opposite (hence my whimsical, quasi-dyslexic title, 

which Judy Seeger says was very difficult for her to type). I infer this pattern of 

opposition partly from general experience. If the Homeric gods are complex, wild, free, 

masterful and mysterious, dogs seem to be simple, domestic, slavish and transparent. 

Think of Baudelaire's poem Les Chats, in which he portrays cats as divine in origin, 

arrogantly beautiful, and sheerly enigmatic. A cat-god makes perfect sense. Could we 

without laughter imagine such a poem about dogs? But in addition to general experience, 

I can appeal to a number of details in Homer's text. I have already mentioned that there 

are two recognition scenes in which Odysseus is recognized immediately, one with the 

goddess Athena and one with the dog Argos. Athena herself is in disguise; Argos is 

incapable of disguising his responses, but also too weak to express them openly enough 

to be a danger. He is the only loyal member of the Ithaca household that dies, and that is 

all he does. In all this he is the opposite of godlike. There is another episode to support 

the claim that Argos and Athena form a pair of sorts, framing the other, human 

recognition scenes. In Book XVI, Athena appears to Odysseus in the swineherd's hut in 

order to urge him to reveal himself to Telemachus: 

She came near, and she looked like a woman, tall and 
beautiful of body, and skilled in beautiful works. She stood 
against the door of the hut, appearing to Odysseus, but 
Telemachus did not see her in front of him or recognize 
her. For somehow the gods do not appear clearly to everyone. 
But Odysseus saw her, and so did the dogs. They did not 
bark, but with a whimper they went in fear to the far side 
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of the farmstead. 
(XVl.157-163) 

Here once again Athena and the dogs are symmetrically positioned on either side of 

Odysseus, excluding other humans. 

Another illustration of the notion of dogs as ungodlike: The wild dogs who are 

eaters of carrion are outside the human community: They are fuµocp<iym, raw meat eaters, 

like the Cyclops, and as such not fit to live in cities. We remember Aristotle's dictum 

that whoever does not live in a city is either a beast or a god. At the other extreme, the 

gods do not eat the roasted flesh that is offered to them; they only smell the sweet smoke 

of it. We humans, city-dwellers, in our medial position, we eat the cooked meat. 

The only Homeric dogs that constitute a clear exception, in my view, are the 

wonderful dogs in Phaiakia. As we hear in Odyssey VII: 

On either side [of the door] there were golden and 
silver dogs, which Hephaestus had made with skilful 
cunning to guard the home of greathearted Alkinous; 
They were deathless and ageless all their days. 

(VIl.91-94) 

This is the kind of exception that proves the rule. In magical Phaiakia, every aspect of 

the natural order seems to be inverted: Ships steer themselves and trees bloom and bear 

fruit together in every season. All the more reason to think that dogs as a class are the 

opposite of these splendid specimens. 

Speaking of dogs as the polar opposites of gods leads me straight to a 

semidigression on the interesting topic of Socrates' oath, "by the dog." In a learned note, 

E.R. Dodds, the editor of the Oxford edition of Gorgias, tells us that this oath was 
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thought by ancient commentators to be a euphemism, coined by Rhadamanthus the Just 

in order to avoid taking the names of the gods in vain. (It is thus almost exactly cognate 

with our expression "Doggone it" instead of "Goddamn it.") 1bis humorous, colloquial 

substitution of the name of dog for the name of god confirms my claim that dogs and 

gods are polar opposites. Even in its simpler, un-Egyptian form, the oath draws upon this 

opposition. "By the dog" is not peculiar to Socrates; Dodds cites a usage of it by a slave 

in Aristophanes' Wasps. (In other comedies, characters swear "by the wild goose" and 

"by the cabbages.") If the oath was euphemistic in origin, it does not seem to fill that role 

for Socrates, since he is on many occasions not averse to swearing by Zeus, by Hera, by 

Hercules, and so forth. I count ten uses of "by the dog," three in Republic, one each in 

Phaedrus, Cratylus, Apology and Phaedo, and three in Gorgias, including one special 

one I will come to in a moment. One might suppose that if we are right about the 

opposition of gods and dogs, swearing by the dog might be an indicator of a tone of 

pointed irony on Socrates' part, perhaps even a suggestion that he does not mean what he 

is attesting by his oath. But on the contrary, most of the attestations seem to be both 

sincere and emphatic, though qualified by a kihd of folksiness or a tone of mock surprise: 

- By the dog! I said, we seem accidentally to have 
purged the city that we said was luxurious! 

(Republic 399 E) 

... sinceby the dog, I think these tendons and bones 
would long since have been in Megara or Boeotia, 
carried there by an opinion about the best thing, if I 
had not thought it juster and nobler to endure whatever 
punishment the city might decree, rather than to flee. 

(Phaedo 98E) 



The uses of "by the dog" often accompany a personal apostrophe to the interlocutor 

Socrates is addressing; the oath is a gesture of familiarity, like clapping him on the 

shoulder in a friendly way. 

And by the dog, 0 men of Athens, for I must tell you 
the truth, I experienced something like this: Those with 
with best repute of wisdom seemed almost the most lacking. 

(Apology 22A) 

By the dog, Gorgias, to examine sufficiently how these 
things are will require a lengthy conversation. 

(Gorgias 461B) 

The special usage that begs our attention most urgently is the notorious exclamation at 
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Gorgias 482B, "by the dog, the god of the Egyptians" or, as it is often rendered, "by the 

dog that is god in Egypt." As Eva Brann tells us, the allusion is to Anubis, the dog-

headed Egyptian god who served in the Egyptian pantheon some of the functions of 

Hermes in the Greek one. Notably, and most relevant for our purposes, he was the 

'1'1>X01t0µ1t6~, the conductor of the souls of those who had recently died, who were being 

brought into the underworld to be judged. Now it seems to me that ifthere is any validity 

in a tradition of opposmg gods and dogs, our reading of the immediate context of this 

oath in Gorgias may be enriched in a number of ways. I want to claim that this use of the 

canine oath is not in continuity with other occurrences of "by the dog," but in pointed 

contrast to them. 

Recall that Socrates has been forcing his interlocutor Polus to concede that, since 

it is worse to commit wrong than to suffer it, the wrongdoer should desire and seek 

punishment as an expiation. Therefore, instead of using rhetoric to try to evade 
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punishment, he could only use it to accuse himself with greater eloquence-or, if it was 

an enemy who had done wrong, the rhetorician should try to punish his soul by pleading 

that his body should be let off scot-free. At this point the politician and demagogue 

Callicles breaks in to claim that Socrates must be joking. For, he says, 

if you are being serious and if these things you say 
tum out to be true, what else can we think but that 
the life of humans would be turned upside-down and 
that we do everything, as it seems, the opposite of how 
we ought to do it? 

(481C2-6) 

In response, Socrates says it is one of his two beloveds, Philosophy, that speaks thus, not 

he. She is more constant than the other beloved (Alcibiades), for her words are always 

the same. Socrates concludes: 

So either refute her about what I just said, show that wrongdoing 
and remaining unpunished for it is not the ultimate of all evils, or if 
you leave it unrefuted, by the dog, the god of the Egyptians, Callicles 
will never agree with you, 0 Callicles, but will be in discord with you 
for your whole life. 

(482B3-8) 

If the common opinion holds, and holds truly, that dogs are essentially and precisely not 

gods, then the oath "by the dog," insofar as it is intended to be recognized as an ironic 

euphemism, would endorse that common view. Thus it might be a suitable choice of 

attestation to guarantee the view that our common opinions about crime and punishment 

are valid ones. But Socrates, in putting forth a radically upside-down view of crime and 

punishment (according to the common opinion), uses his oath to point out an analogous 

upside-down case: In Egypt, contrary to the common opinion of the Greeks, a dog is in 

fact a god. Not only that, but this very dog-god aids in the dispensing of otherworldly 

punishments for crimes committed here. Callicles, if he does not make a rational 
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argument but nonetheless persists in his common opinion, is not just in a state of self-

contradiction; he is, remarkably, committing a kind of impiety. BUT: He would be seen 

as impious only in .Egym, which for Socrates is often the source of many crucial pieces of 

exotic ancient wisdom. To muddy the waters even further, this dog-god, regarded in 

Greece, where dogs are not gods, might seem to be in discord with himself, just like 

Calli cl es. The use of the quaint and paradoxical oath, apart from suggesting that Socrates 

feels a certain complacency about the point he has just forcefully made, seems to raise the 

stakes of the argument. The entrance of Calli cl es, who will be Socrates' interlocutor and 

antagonist for the rest of the dialogue, represents a critical moment in the discussion. At 

the same time, I think I want to claim that the tonal ambiguity of "by the dog, the god of 

the Egyptians" leaves open the possibility that Socrates will not carry the day. 

End of Digression. I have been making the Greek case against dogs, that they are 

not only ungodlike but quintessentially, shamelessly bestial. What, you may be thinking, 

has happened to Man's Best Friend? The dog, after all, is the proverbial domestic 

animal. We must beware of saying that dogs are the beasts that are unfit to live in cities. 

In taking the wild carrion-eating dogs as paradigms for the whole species, we are 

committing the error against which the Eleatic Stranger warns in Plato's Sophist. Let us 

not, he says, confuse the sophists with dialecticians, lest we give them too much honor. 

Young Theaetetus objects that the description just given seems very like them; but the 

Stranger replies: 

Yes, and indeed a wolf is very like a dog, the wildest thing 
like the tamest. But it is necessary for the careful man always 
to be on his guard [1[oU::icr0m niv q>uA.alcfJv] about resemblances, 
for they are the most slippery kind of things. 

(231A7-10) 
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As the phrase "be on his guard" reminds us, dogs are the good guys who stand on guard 

against wolves and sophists. We have already seen dogs guarding flocks and houses, not 

only poor old Argos, but those very downtrodden dogs who served as spearcarriers in the 

similes where the lions or boars played the starring role. And since every dog must have 

his day, sometimes the dogs even get the top billing: In IliadX, for example, Nestor and 

Diomedes go in the middle of the night to seek the other Greek leaders: 

And when they came in among the guards who had 
gathered together, they did not find the leading guards 
asleep; but they all sat in wakefulness with their weapons. 
As when dogs keep painful watch over the flocks in the fold, 
hearing the strong-hearted beast as he comes down through 
the woods among the hills, and there is a great cry against him 
from both men and dogs, and their sleep is destroyed; so was 
sweet sleep destroyed from the eyelids of the guards, watching 
through that terrible night. 

(X.179-194) 

In ancient Greece, a domestic dog was a working dog; as Carl Page recently 

reminded me, the Greeks didn't do pets. If they weren't guards or sheepherders, they 

might be hunting dogs, who also figure in a number of Homeric similes. We can see that 

these two household jobs draw to a great extent on the same doggy virtue. Dogs do not 

initiate, but they do perseverate; it is not for nothing that they give their name to the word 

"dogged," and proverbially the old ones don't learn new tricks. A guard dog is expected 

to repel change from without, to preserve the status quo. He needs to endure, to keep on 

keeping on. And so does a hunting dog, who in following a trail tries to keep the same 

scent in his nostrils. Both of these roles are in play in the Oresteia of Aeschylus. As 

early in the trilogy as the third line of the Agamemnon, the loyal watchman laments that 

he has to sleep on top of the palace KUvoc; ~tld]v, "in the manner of a dog." (Later in the 
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play, the Chorus uses the same phrase to describe Cassandra, sniffing out the terrible 

secrets of the House of Atreus.) In her disarming flattery of Agamemnon, Clytemnestra 

hails him as "the watchdog of the fold," the first of a string of effusively complimentary 

epithets. Cassandra later describes this flattery as a bitch's fawning. In the Libation 

Bearers, Electra complains that she is kept pent up in the house, like a dog. Later in the 

trilogy, the watchdogs give way decisively to the hunting dogs: The Furies are 

consistently portrayed as dog-like, both by themselves, by Orestes, and by Clytemnestra 

(and her ghost). Of course, most of these canine comparisons are somewhat ambivalent. 

It seems that a fawning watchdog can turn on its master; we recall that the ghost of 

Agamemnon in the Odyssey described Clytemnestra as a shameless bitch. Here again, 

the guardian of the house may also be its usurper. The Furies, in their tenacious pursuit, 

illustrate the virtue of a good hunting dog (though we do first see them asleep on the job). 

But they are complicated figures: deathless, sinister and threatening but also sort of 

comically dopey. They are loathsome in aspect, hated and feared by gods and men. In 

my problematized reading of the ending of Eumenides, it is not clear that these old 

hunting dogs will be able to learn the new trick of keeping beneficent watch over the city 

of Athens. 

In the same way, the maenad chorus in Euripides' Bacchae, which are also 

repeatedly referred to as hounds, are a kind of safety valve for the city's passions, but 

also potentially destructive of the city. Just as a sheepdog may revert to wildness and tear 

his own flock, a hunting dog may turn upon his master. The famous case, of course, is 

the huntsman Actaeon, who was tom to pieces by his own hounds after inadvertently 

seeing Artemis naked. Actaeon is mentioned in the Bacchae; Cadmus points out that 



Pentheus was killed on Mt. Kithaeron, the same place where Actaeon died. The usual 

allegoresis of the story of Actaeon, in both ancient and modem times, has been that the 

hounds represent the passions, which will destroy the person who is subject to them. 
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So even domesticated dogs, useful and even indispensable though they clearly 

are, can revert to brutish wildness. We might ask whether the canine characteristic of 

perseveration is better instantiated by a dog's remaining tame or by his reverting to his 

wilder nature. When we domesticate dogs, are we merely diverting them temporarily 

from a constant path? As tame dogs, they are our artifacts; we teach them to imitate us, 

and we take pleasure in their resemblance to us, as we take pleasure in any imitation. But 

a likeness is not fully assimilated to the thing it resembles. Dogs seem simple to us

they off er us a kind of trusting, unconditioned love, and hence we feel safe around them. 

But should we? If the patina of domestication conceals an enduring nature in opposition 

to it, then tame dogs are not simple but complex, and it is we that have made them so. 

Perhaps this is the source of the complexity and ambivalence of the Greek response to 

them. The possibility of a good dog gone wrong might lead us to wonder about how fully 

domesticated we ourselves are, whether we have been educated enough to subdue the 

bestial appetites within us. And by this route, we have come at last to the dogs in Plato's 

Republic. Here the ambivalence toward dogs, the doubt about whether they are indeed 

reliably tamable or educable, is thematized; and what is at stake is nothing less than the 

survival of the city-in-speech. 

Almost as soon as we leave the city of pigs, it is clear that the newly expanded 

city will need warriors, guardians, as Socrates calls them. And almost immediately, these 

guardians are likened to dogs-first through a pun ( crK6A.a~, "puppy," is close to cpuA.a~, 



"guard") and then through a consideration of the temperament required for a guardian. 

Like dogs of good breeding, the warrior-guardians must have a high degree of 0uµ6~, 

spirit, in order to be courageous in defense of the city. But can such a warrior also be a 

safe presence in the city he is to defend? Socrates claims at 375D to solve the problem 

through the likeness to dogs; he argues that since it is clear that dogs can be made tame 

while retaining spiritedness, it is therefore possible for one nature to have both qualities. 

But this supposed solution is almost immediately undercut. Socrates goes on to claim, 

outrageously, that dogs are not only gentle and spirited but also philosophic: 

Does it seem to you also that our future guardian will need, 
in addition to the spiritedness in his nature, to be philosophic? 
-How so? he said. I don't understand.-Y ou will see this also 
in dogs, I said, which is something in the beast well worth wondering 
at.-What?-lfhe sees someone he doesn't know, he gets angry, even 
if he has never suffered anything bad from him. But anyone known 
to him he welcomes, even if he has never gotten anything good from 
him. Haven't you ever marveled at that?-Not much, he said, I never 
thought about it before now; but it's clear that he does it.-But it 
shows an exquisite feeling in his nature, and a truly philosophic one.
How?- Why, I said, in that he distinguishes a friendly sight from an 
unfriendly one by nothing but having learned one and not recognizing 
the other. And indeed, how could it not be a love oflearning, defining 
what is akin to him and what is other by understanding and ignorance?
It couldn't, he said.-But then, I said, aren't love of learning and 
philosophy the same thing?-Y es, he said. 

(375E-376B) 

Where do we begin, in attempting to deconstruct this farrago of nonsense? In the first 

place, pace Glaucon, it is by no means clear that this is how dogs behave. Our dog has 

heard and smelled the same mailman every day for years on end; yet she never fails to 
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hurl herself at the closed door with paroxysms of self-righteous barking. Or, if you prefer 

authority to experience, we need look no further than "the master of those that know" 

[Inferno N.131], Aristotle, who says in the Nicomachean Ethics: 

But let us observe that a lack of restraint for spiritedness is 
less shameful than a lack of restraint for desires. For spiritedness 
seems to listen to reason to some extent, but to mis-hear it, just 
as servants in a hurry, who rush off before hearing everything 
that is said, get the instructions wrong, or dogs, before looking 
to see if it is a friend, bark if there is merely a noise. 

(tr. Joe Sachs, l 149A25-30, BK. VII. Chap. 6) 

It's notable that the very question under discussion in this passage is the one Socrates was 

embroiled in: whether 8uµ6c;, spirit, can be responsive to reason. I would even surmise 

that Aristotle had the Republic passage in mind, and was answering it explicitly. 

Aristotle would seem to be a more trustworthy guide than Plato (even if Plato were in 

deadly earnest here) on questions of animal behavior. But let us grant, for the sake of 

argument, that dogs do behave as Socrates describes. Still it is clear, as Allan Bloom and 

other commentators have noted, that the example proves the exact opposite of what 

Socrates wants it to prove. Dogs do not want to learn anything or anyone new; they bark 

at the unknown instead of making it more known to themselves. They are masters of 

perseveration and old tricks; they love not what is true or good, but what is their own. If 

philosophy were the love of what we already know, Socrates' reasoning would be right; 

but if Eros is philosophic, as Diotima says, then the philosopher's love must be for the 

wisdom that he lacks. And it seems clear from the long quoted exchange between 

Socrates and Glaucon that Socrates knows this full well. Otherwise, why would he even 
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raise the question of whether it is the same thing to be cpiA.6crocpo~, a lover of wisdom, as 

to be cpiA.oµaSfJ~, a lover of learning? 

Though Socrates in this passage claims to believe that the domestication of dogs 

is a success story that can be paradigmatic for the taming of the high-spirited warrior, he 

returns to the topic later on, just after introducing the Noble Lie: 

It is the most fearful and shameful thing of all for the shepherds 
to train such dogs as helpers of the flocks, in such a way that 
through dissipation or hunger or bad habit those very dogs raise 
their hands against the sheep, to injure them, and instead of dogs 
to resemble wolves. 

(416A3-8) 

Socrates goes on to reiterate the importance of education to prevent this scenario. But 

there was really no need to raise it, out of the blue, unless it serves the dramatic purpose 

of betraying a kind of insecurity that the previous argument did not dispel. The issue is 

important enough for Socrates to go on worrying at it, as a dog gnaws away at a bone. 

If dogs represent the thumoeidic in humans, we have seen that there is an ample tradition 

of negativism about the possibility of making this brute impulse safe for the home or for 

the city. It seeins likely that Socrates is deliberately evoking this tradition in choosing the 

comparison of the guardians with dogs. What he may be implying about the attainability 

of the best city or of justice on earth, I will not here conjecture. 

I am almost finished with this cavalcade of canines, but I cannot resist adding an 

epilogue about the Cynics. The question of whether dogs are philosophic might naturally 

raise the question of whether philosophers are, or ought to be, doglike; the Cynics-the 

K6viKm or dog-philosophers- said yes. The founder of this school is said to have been 

Antisthenes, one of the most faithful followers of Socrates, according to Xenophon. 

After the death of Socrates, he began teaching his doctrines of virtue in the Gymnasium 
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called Cynosarges, or "white (or shining) dog." We remember poor old Argos-though 

the name seems not to be an allusion to him, but rather to a white dog who carried off a 

sacrifice which was meant for Herakles. Some information about Antisthenes is 

available in Diogenes Laertius' Lives of the Philosophers; but it's a rather skimpy 

account; one pregnant detail is that one of his lost treatises was entitled, "On Odysseus, 

Penelope and the Dog." I wish it had survived; it would be interesting to see the Cynics' 

reading of Argos. The real inaugurator of the Cynic tradition was a student of 

Antisthenes, Diogenes of Sinope, who became a revered and semi-legendary figure 

among the Stoics and others; his name is often yoked by Epictetus with that of Socrates 

himself. Diogenes Laertius gives a lot of space to the life of his namesake, Diogenes of 

Sinope. It is an entertaining account full of anecdotes and vignettes, usually culminating 

in triumphant one-liners by the crusty dog-philosopher. Whatever the origin of the name 

of"Cynic," Diogenes clearly embraced the name with literalistic enthusiasm. He referred 

to himself as a dog: The tale goes that Alexander once came and stood next to him, 

saying,"! am Alexander the Great King," whereby Diogenes replied, "And I am 

Diogenes the Dog." And when he was buried, the Corinthians erected a statue of a dog 

over his grave, by the city gate leading to the Isthmus. 

Why did Diogenes welcome the name of dog-philosopher? What elements of the 

traditions I have sketched about dogs might have appealed to him? For one thing, the 

brute physicality of a dog's life, which to a Homeric warrior might have seemed 

shameful, was for Diogenes a laudable simplicity and self-sufficiency. He lived as a 

beggar, slept out in his cloak and tried to have as few possessions as possible. He once 

tried to eat raw meat, but could not digest it. When he saw a child drinking out of his 
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hands, he exclaimed that he had been outdone in plainness of living, and then threw away 

the drinking cup he had carried. He proudly claimed for himself a physical hardihood 

due to plain living: Once he hugged a marble statue to show how easily he could endure 

the cold. Another time, when people asked him what kind of dog he was, he replied: 

"When hungry, a Maltese; when full, a Molossian. Most 
people, while praising these, don't dare because of the labor 
to go along hunting with them. In the same way, you are not 
able to live with me out of fear of the discomforts." 

(Diog. Laert., Lives, Vl.55) 

At times this robust physicality seems to have gone over the line in its defiance of 

convention: As the biographer tells us, once at a feast people mockingly threw bones at 

Diogenes as ifhe were a dog. In response, he acted like a dog and peed on them. 

Actions like these were not undertaken only in momentary fits of irascibility. 

They were part of a program of "shamelessness"--hvaibcta-that served as a central 

creed, almost a doctrine, for Diogenes. The very quality that was made a proverbial 

reproach to dogs in the literary tradition is here considered to be a virtue, and I want to 

conjecture a reason for this. Again and again we hear Diogenes raising the question, 

"What is a man?" The story everyone has heard about him is that he went out in broad 

daylight with a lantern. When asked why, he said, "I am looking for a man." (Not "an 

honest man," as the misquotation has it.) When he was asked where in Greece he saw 

good men, he said, "Men nowhere, but boys in Lacedaemon." Once he called out, "Oh, 

people!" When people gathered, he laid into them with his stick, saying "It was people I 

called for, not dregs [Ka8<ipµma]." Once he was returning from the Olympic games, and 

someone asked him if there was a great crowd there.. "Yes, a great crowd, but few men," 
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he said. To Diogenes also is attributed the sarcastic throwing of a plucked fowl at Plato, 

for defining "man" as a "featherless biped." This thematizing of the question "what is 

man?" seems designed not only to humble our pride and preach fortitude; it goes beyond 

that to ask what place we as humans occupy in the ranks of animate beings. Hamlet asks, 

What is a man, 
If his chief good and market of his time 
Be but to sleep and feed? A beast, no more. 
Sure he that made us with such large discourse, 
Looking before and after, gave us not 
That capability and godlike reason 
To fust in us unused. 

((IV.4.33-39) 

But on the other hand, Diogenes wants to remind us that philosophy must not become too 

abstract and speculative. If we try to deny our physical nature, we forfeit our self-

knowledge. Once when Plato was discoursing about "tablehood" [ 'tpa7tss6'tTJ~] and 

"cuphood" [KUa86'tT]~], Diogenes replied, "Table and cup I see, but no tablehood and 

cuphood." lfwe get too fancy or lofty in our aspirations, we need to be humbled. In 

common with the Stoics, the Cynics seem to stress the acceptance of mortal limitations. 

The task of the philosopher is to prescribe an ethical way of living, teaching by example. 

But even so, I don't think Diogenes would have wanted the Athenians in general 

to emulate his doggy ways. In his public behavior, he was performing a kind of theatre 

to challenge them, to raise issues. Epictetus makes this point explicitly about the Cynic 

philosopher, quoting a passage from Plato's Chaerophon where Socrates is compared to a 

tragic deus ex machina: 

He [sc. the Cynic] should be prepared to mount the tragic stage and 
speak the words of Socrates: "O people, where are you bound? 
Miserable ones, what are you doing? You reel up and down, like the 

blind. You have left the real path and are going off on another one." 
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(Discourses, 3.22.26) 

Such a performance requires an audience, in the same way that Socrates requires a 

straight man to answer his prickly questions. Part of Diogenes' theatrical demeanor 

seems to have sprung from a kind of cranky vanity that prompts him to rail at people for 

no good reason. When someone asked Plato what sort of a person he thought Diogenes 

was, Plato replied, "LmKpaTil<; µmv6µEVo<;, A Socrates gone mad." He seems to have 

been an uneasy presence to have in the city. When asked why he was called a dog, he 

said, "I fawn on those who give, I bark at those who don't give, and I bite the wicked." 

This is not strictly true. Like the watchdogs Aristotle portrays, Diogenes barked at 

everyone, at friend and foe alike. This unlovely trait is taken up by Shakespeare in his 

comic portrayal of the Cynic philosopher Apemantus, in the late, unfinished play Timon 

of Athens; and the same crabbiness probably accounts for the way we use the word 

"cynic" in ordinary language today. In his comment about himself as a dog that no one 

cares to go hunting with, Diogenes acknowledges the ambivalence of people's responses 

to him. It is a similar ambivalence to what we have seen expressed in the received 

tradition about dogs: In his high-spirited attack on vice, Diogenes could have represented 

a threat to the city, like Socrates, ifhe had not made himself into a figure of fun. It was 

only centuries later that he was mythologized and given a heroic stature. 

When in a moment of idle curiosity I embarked upon this investigation, I still 

harbored, as I now realize, a number of sentimental notions about dogs. I might well 

have agreed with Sir Walter Scott that "the Almighty, who gave the dog to be companion 

of our pleasures and our toils, hath invested him with a nature noble and incapable of 

deceit." Or to put it in the less sloppy phrasing of Mark Twain, "If you pick up a starving 
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dog and make him prosperous, he will not bite you. This is the principal difference 

between a dog and a man." But the bracing air ofHellas is a good antidote to 

sentimentality: In different ways, a number of the Greek authors we have surveyed seem 

to question the view of Scott and Twain. Is it that the dog is too stupid to be treacherous 

or deceitful? Is our capacity for deceit and disguise inseparable from our godlike use of 

reason? Or is the premise invalid-Will the dog turn on us, lose his patina of passive 

domestication and revert to a wild beast, biting the hand that feeds him? And if he cannot 

be made safe for the city, by discipline and education, are we sure that we can? 

Resemblances are slippery things, but this is the question that has dogged us all night. 

There must have been some dog in the monster Typhon, since he was the father of 

Cerberus. So it is fitting that in the Phaedrus Socrates dismisses mythography, saying 

I let these matters go, believing the customary things 
about them, as I said. I examine not these things but 
myself, asking whether I am a more complicated and 
ravenous beast than Typhon, or a gentler and simpler 
animal who has been allotted a nature that is humble 
and godly. 

(230Al-7) 

* * * * * * * * 


