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On the Dialectical Character of Antisthenes’
Speeches Ajax andOdysseus

Vladislav Suvák
Prešovská Univerzita v Prešove

1 Introduction

The aim of this chapter is neither a detailed analysis nor a systematic inter-
pretation of Antisthenes’ speeches Ajax and Odysseus1 but rather a study of
their integration into the broader context of Socratic literature and the nar-
rower context of Antisthenes’ testimonia. I would like to ask a simple question:
Is it possible to read Antisthenes’ speeches as texts belonging to what we call
the Socratic literature? If it is possible to interpret the speeches in terms of the
Socratic dialectical reasoning that we find in Plato or Xenophon, then Ajax and
Odysseus could represent an alternative form of the Socratic search for a good
life—an alternative to the genre of Socratic dialogues as a whole.
The two most extensive texts surviving under Antisthenes’ name are Ajax

(ssr v a 53) and Odysseus (ssr v a 54).2 These speeches present a fictional
rhetorical confrontation betweenwell-knownHomeric heroes. As themythical
background implies, the ostensible theme of the speeches is the contest for the
armsof Achilles. But readers can findat adeeper level another subject. Ajax and
Odysseus show two moral characters engaged in the debate over the meaning
of virtue. The older line of scholarly interpretation took the speeches as exem-

1 The speeches have survived in the codices under the titles Αἴας ἢ περὶ Αἴαντος λόγος and
Ὀδυσσεὺς ἢ περὶ Ὀδυσσέως. It is clear that the first title is connected with Ajax’s apologia of
his own person.We could therefore retitle the second theΟδυσσέως λόγος, because Odysseus
too defends himself.

2 The authenticity of the speeches has been much discussed in the past. Mullach 1867, 2.269–
270, described them as late imitations of Gorgias’ speeches. Radermacher 1892, 569–576,
considered the speeches to be late prose transcription of an unknown tragedy of Ajax.
Other classical philologists (Dahmen 1897; von Arnim 1898; Joël 1901; Altwegg 1907; Lehnert
1909; Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1912; Gomperz 1922) have entered into the discussion to
express slight or profound objections against the authenticity of the speeches. Contemporary
historians, however, and almost without exception, consider the speeches to be genuine (e.g.,
Höistad 1948; Decleva Caizzi 1966; Patzer 1970; Rankin 1986; Giannantoni 1990; Brancacci
1990; Lévystone 2005). For more details see Prince 2014, 198–199.

For use by the Author only | © 2018 Koninklijke Brill NV



142 suvák

plary rhetorical exercises and placed them into a relationship with epideictic
speeches of the type exemplifiedbyGorgias’Encomiumof Helen. FriedrichBlass
was probably first to notice that these speeches have, besides a rhetorical form,
also a dialectical character.3 Historians turned their minds to a closer study
of their content and became gradually convinced that Antisthenes depicted,
through an ethical-rhetorical prism, his own understanding of human charac-
ter.4 Contemporary scholars, except for some minor exemptions,5 agree that
the speeches pose ethical questions. Many of these scholars are actually con-
vinced that Antisthenes created them not under the influence of sophistical
rhetoric, but as a Socratic.6 This means that we could or actually should read
them in the context of Socratic thought. But if we try to do so, we will face a
cardinal question: What relationship between rhetoric and dialectics should
we ascribe to Ajax and Odysseus?
This question is not arbitrary. Under the influence of a tradition that relies

mainly on the portraits of Socrates in early Plato’s dialogues to interpret Soc-
ratic thought, we tend to set rhetoric in explicit opposition with dialectics.
From this perspective, rhetoric creates speeches without the internal possibil-
ity of dialogue and without the opportunity to think about and know what is
actually and not just apparently good and right. Rhetoric helps us when we
aim to convince someone, even to convince ourselves, but it does not foster
a relationship with truth.7 In this Platonic sense, we understand rhetoric as
something opposed todialectics and truephilosophizing. According to this line
of thought, the rhetorical features of Antisthenes’ speeches entail their undi-
alectical and thus unphilosophical character.
These speeches will show themselves in new light, however, if we real-

ize that dialectical investigations, with which most modern interpretations of
Plato’s and Xenophon’s dialogues are concerned, cannot be separated from
their rhetorical framework. I will first analyze some passages from Xenophon
and Plato that imply various forms of the relation between rhetoric and dialec-
tics. Then I will turn to Antisthenes’ speeches, and try to read them by the help
of extant theses attributed to Antisthenes.

3 See Blass 1892, 310–315.
4 See Höistad 1948, 94–102; Patzer 1970, 213.
5 See Luttazzo 1996, 275–357.
6 Contra, e.g., Patzer 1970, 246–255; especially the conclusion on 255: “the Presocratic Antis-

thenes never existed.”
7 See e.g. Pl. Phdr. 259e4–260a4.
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on the dialectical character of antisthenes’ speeches 143

2 Socrates on Rhetoric in Xenophon’s Memorabilia

In Xenophon’s Memorabilia, we do not come across an explicit opposition
between rhetoric and dialectics. In Book 3 Socrates claims that the most noble
principles in life, which correspond to laws of our community, we acquire by
the help of speech, and it is precisely through speech (διὰ λόγου) that we gain
every piece of knowledge: “those best at teaching use speech the most; and
those who have the most understanding of the most serious things converse
most nobly.”8 There is no conflict between a good teacher, a virtuous thinker,
and rhetorical skill; a wise man is, as a rule, both a virtuous teacher and a vir-
tuous orator. This does not mean, however, that Socrates educates his disciples
to become orators in the sense of giving them a rhetorical political education.
Xenophondefends Socrates against accusations of having a bad influenceupon
youth, saying that Socrates “did not rush his companions to become skilled in
speaking and in taking action and in contriving. Socrates thought that mod-
eration should come to be in them before these things. For he held that those
who had these abilities without being moderate (σωφρονεῖν) are more unjust
andmore able to domischief” (Mem. 4.3.1).What must precede rhetorical skill
is moderation (σωφρονεῖν). At the same time, we see that Xenophon does not
contrast the man capable of dialectical dispute (διαλέγονται; cf. Mem. 3.3.12)
with the orator (ῥήτορ; cf.Mem. 4.6.15). InMemorabilia 4, Xenophon describes
Socrates as themost convincing orator: “whenever he went through something
in argument (λόγος) by himself, he proceeded via what was most agreed upon,
holding this to be safety in argument. Therefore, of those I know, he, when he
spoke, produced by far the most agreement in his listeners. And he said that
Homer, too, applied to Odysseus the attribute of being a reliable orator (τὸ
ἀσφαλῆ ῥήτορα εἶναι) on the grounds that he was competent to lead his argu-
ments through the opinions of human beings” (4.6.15).
This passage is significant because Xenophon uses a vocabulary very similar

to that in Antisthenes’ interpretation of Odysseus’ problematic epithet πολύ-
τροπος. Letmequote the part of the fragment that citesAntisthenes’ interpreta-
tion of Odysseus’polutropia (ssr v a 187): according to Porphyry, “Antisthenes
solves the difficulty by saying:What then? Is Odysseus bad because he is called
πολύτροπος? Is it not because he is wise (σοφός) that Homer has given him that
name? Τρόπος sometimes designates character, sometimes the use of speech.
For on the one hand a man is εὔτροπος (‘of good ways’) when his character is

8 Xen.Mem. 3.3.11–12: οἱ ἄριστα διδάσκοντες μάλιστα λόγῳ χρῶνται καὶ οἱ τὰ σπουδαιότατα μάλιστα
ἐπιστάμενοι κάλλιστα διαλέγονται. I follow Amy L. Bonnette’s (1994) translation of Xenophon’s
Memorabilia.
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turned toward the good, and on the other, τρόποι of speech are inventions of
various kinds.”9 Antisthenes’ concept of a polytropic man is strikingly similar
to the attitude that Xenophon ascribes to Socrates. For Antisthenes, rhetoric
and philosophy do not form two different fields; he is Socratic in his approach
to rhetoric.10 Giannantoni notices parallels between Antisthenes’ interpreta-
tion of Odysseus’ attribute πολύτροπος and Xenophon’s Memorabilia (4.6.15)
and connections between Antisthenes’ interpretation of polutropia and the
discussion about Odysseus’ attribute πολύτροπος in Plato’s Hippias Minor (Hp.
mi. 364c–365c, 369b–371e).11 Giannantoni rejects the traditional opinion of
German scholars that Antisthenes’ Homeric interpretations are based on the
sophistic concept of rhetoric. These interpretations represent instead a dis-
tinctive appropriation and development of Socrates’ examinations, and in this
sense fit into the framework of “investigation of names” (ἐπίσκεψις τῶν ὀνο-
μάτων, ssr v a 160). Based on the passages mentioned above (Mem. 4.6.15)
it seems that Xenophon’s works do not place dialectics into an opposition to
rhetoric as Plato’s early dialogues do.

3 Socrates in Plato’s Protagoras about Rhetoric

Plato opposes sophistic rhetoric to Socratic dialectics in various ways: clever
speaker vs. man who speaks the truth, probability vs. truth, persuasive speech
vs. true speech, long monologic declamation vs. short discourse.12 In Plato’s
Protagoras, Socrates formulates one of the main critiques of rhetoric. It will be
significant for our investigation that this critique has an interesting connection
to Antisthenes. Let us first recall the scene of Protagoras 334c–338c.
In reaction to Protagoras’ long talk (μακρὸς λόγος, Prt. 334c9), Socrates

demands that the renowned orator Protagoras shorten his answers, to answer
only as briefly as needed (334d7–9). He must make use of his art of succinct-

9 I quote fromSilviaMontiglio’s translation (2011, 22). SeeGiannantoni 1990, 4.345–346,who
links Antisthenes’ interpretation of Odysseus’polutropia with the investigation of names
(ἐπίσκεψις τῶν ὀνομάτων; cf. ssr v a 160). See the detailed commentary of the fragment
ssr v a 187 in connection with ὀνομάτων ἐπίσκεψις in Brancacci 1990, 45–60.

10 See Patzer 1970, 186.
11 See Giannantoni 1990, 4.345–346.
12 Cf, e.g., Pl. Ap. 17a–c, in which Socrates emphasizes from the start that, since he believes

that what he says is just, his speech will be simple, unprepared, and composed of casual
words. Socrates assures everybody that he will tell the bare truth, in contrast to his
accusers, who can speak convincingly but have yet to speak a single true word.
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on the dialectical character of antisthenes’ speeches 145

ness (βραχυλογία, 334d7–335a3) to meet this demand; otherwise they will not
have a dialectical conversation (διαλέξεσθαι, 335a2). Protagoras objects that if
he accepted Socrates’ demand—to carry on as his opponent prescribes him
to do—he would never win a rhetorical contest (335a4). Protagoras acknowl-
edges that victory is the goal of his performance, just as it is for athletes striv-
ing in competition.13 Socrates, however, cares for something else: investiga-
tion, understanding, and the self-knowledge that helps a person make a bet-
ter decision. Despite Socrates’ not explicitly saying so, Plato’s reader senses
that Socrates assumes a fundamental difference between Protagorean λέγειν
and Socratic διαλέγειν.14 Socrates claims that he cannot follow Protagoras’ long
speeches, and proposes replacing the extensive discourse with a concise one.
Hewould be ready to leave if Protagoras carried onwith long speeches, but Cal-
lias stopshim. Socrates’ demand is simple: Protagorasmust respond to Socrates’
questions briefly (336a6–7). Only in this manner will he dispute with him.
Socrates’ admirer Alcibiades also supports his demand, asserting that Socrates
has notmastered the art of long talk inwhichProtagoras reigns but can carry on
a dialogue (διαλέγεσθαι) because he has mastered the art of giving and receiv-
ing logos (336c1). If Protagoras thinks he is able to win over Socrates in the art
of brief speech, he can join him in a dialogue. The only condition is not to slip
into a long speech (μακρὸς λόγος), that is, not to use a trick to avoid justified
exposition (διδόναι λόγον). It is necessary for each of them to make plain his
opinion (336d5).
Other participants in the dispute hope that Socrates and Protagoras con-

tinue their conversation. Obviously again, it is not by chance that many re-
nowned sophists are present among them. Prodicus asks Socrates and Pro-
tagoras to agree upon the mode of discourse as friends who come along with
each other and not as opponents and enemies who squabble (337b1–b3). Hip-
pias proposes that neither Socrates nor Protagoras should insist upon their
demands—Protagoras should not stretch out all the cable, letting himself go
with the breeze and escaping into a sea of words; Socrates should give freer rein
tohis speeches, showing themelegantly shaped in their true colors (338a).They
should choose an overseer who watches out that each of them will observe a
moderate measure of words.
Hippias’ proposal is acclaimed by others. This is the breaking point of the

whole passage. It is here that we see that the present sophists understand

13 As the sophist Hippias mentions, he will participate in rhetorical competition during the
Olympic Games. Hence he uses the same word as athletes do: ἀγωνίζεσθαι (cf. Pl. Hip. mi.
364a).

14 Cf. Prt. 334d2, 335a2, 335b2, 335d3, etc. See Burnyeat 2013; Moore 2016.
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the λόγος quite differently than Socrates does. All of them approve the “mid-
dle course” (μέσον τι ἀμφοτέρους τεμεῖν, 338a6–7) between long (rhetoric) and
short speech (dialectics). But the attentive reader of Plato’s dialogue “knows”
that Hippias’ proposal is a misunderstanding of Socrates’ demand for concise
speech. There is no middle course. Socrates rejects Hippias’ proposal, observ-
ing that it is not possible to appoint an umpire for their dialogue. A worse
man would not be able to oversee the better, an equal would do the same as
they do, and they would not find a better, that is, wiser, man than Protago-
ras. Instead, Socrates proposes that Protagoras serve as examiner first while
Socrates answers, and that they subsequently switch roles. Everybodywho par-
ticipates in a conversationwould be a judge then, because anyonewould easily
find out if someone responds improperly.
Based on the above-mentioned passagewe could conclude that Platonic δια-

λέγεσθαι means adhering to a “brief speech” (βραχυλογία). Brief speeches are
the opposite of “long talks” (μακροὶ λόγοι), all prepared speeches, “created” as
somepiece of work (ἔργον) bymeans of a skill, namely the rhetorical skill (τέχνη
ῥητορική). Brief speeches, by contrast, constitute the investigative exchange,
which as a living speechmust be in the formof questions and answers. Rhetoric
will not lead us to an unexpected truth; its speeches aim to persuade the listen-
ers about something which is expected by the speaker from the beginning. The
truth about things which Socrates seeks in a dialogue, however, is not expected
but becomes evident only after a process of dialectical inquiry.

4 Antisthenes on βραχυλογία, λόγος μακρός, and οἰκεῖος λόγος

The conclusionwe reached above has a formof a particular thesis: investigative
dialogue based on brief speeches is the opposite of the long talks of rhetori-
cians. We shall not take this thesis for being absolute. However, in a certain
sense this thesis can serve us because themajor part of the surviving fragments
of Antisthenes likewise take the formof theses. If wewant to understand them,
we must read each with the help of the parallel texts that form the broader
framework of Socratic literature.
Let us begin with one of Antisthenes’ unfamiliar fragments, ssr v a 104 (=

Gnom. Vat. 743 n. 12 [= Gnom. Vindob. 99]). Antisthenes, we are told, “says that
excellence (aretê) does not usemanywords, but badness [uses] infinitelymany
(ἔφη τὴν ἀρετὴν βραχύλογον εἶναι τὴν δὲ κακίαν ἀπέραντον).”15 If we were to take

15 Giannantoni 1990, 4.389, associates this formulation with another “definition” of ἀρετή:
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this statement to reflect Socrates’ perspective in Plato’s Protagoras, we might
take it as a claim that the investigation of aretê requires brief speech (βραχυλο-
γία). Antisthenesmight not havemeant succinctness in the conventional sense
only, because βραχυλογία is essential for any investigative discourse (διαλέγε-
σθαι). This is confirmedby the secondpart of the statement, according towhich
erroneous acting (κακία) must be connected with the opposite of βραχυλόγος,
the μακρὸς λόγος of rhetoric.
But we do not need to take this statement to reflect the perspective of the

Protagoras, and in fact we have reasons not to. For we might find that the
“endless talk” (ἀπέραντος λόγος) enables to understand not only Antisthenes’
view of Socratic dialectics, but also his critique of Plato’s Socrates method
of inquiry.16 The statement could be asserting that the prolonged attempts
to answer “What is it?” (τί ἐστι) questions we find in the Platonic dialogues
in fact fail to lead us to excellence just because they are not βραχυλογίαι.
There is no excellence in endless (theoretical) disputes, for these lead to the
recognition that the “What is it?” question remains unanswered. Indeed, many
dialogues of the early Plato end with a recognition of this lack of an answer:
“I know that I do not know ‘what (excellence) is.’ ”17 Therefore, Antisthenes’
statement that excellence is a short speech (τὴν ἀρετὴν βραχύλογον εἶναι) could
be understood as a refusal of Plato’s recommendations to seek essentialist
definitions of excellence, against which Antisthenes puts his οἰκεῖος λόγος—
maybe in some specific form of brief speech, βραχυλογία, which at the end of
every inquiry arrives at the root of the “name” (ὄνομα) of what is investigated
(see ssr v a 160).
Evidence in favor of this interpretation comes from other Antisthenic frag-

ments surviving in theAristotelian tradition. InMetaphysicsh 3Aristotle refers
to the problem which occupied the minds of Antisthenes’ followers (1043b4–
32 [= ssr v a 150]): “one cannot define what a thing is, since a definition is a

that virtue is in deeds (ssr v a 134). Neuhausen (2010, 158–160) notes in his commentary
on the pseudo-Platonic Alcibiades ii that Antisthenes apparently initiated the identifica-
tion of ἀρετή with βραχυλογία. The Spartan concept of prayer may serve as an inspiration
for this identification. It is significant that the Spartans concentrate on the essential use
of a prayer formula (βραχυλογία) that they recognize as an expression of φρόνησις. This
idea also applies to ordinary language usage, in which they restrict themselves to what is
“necessary to be said” (ἃ δεῖ λέγειν) (cf. Alc. ii. 148b–c; Pl. Prt. 342e, 343b5; Leg. 1.641e4–7).

16 Cf. Diogenes the Cynic on Plato (ssr v b 55): ὡς ἀπεραντολόγον; cf. also Stob. 3.36.21 (= ssr
v b 55).

17 See Pl. La. 199e11 and 200e5; Chrm. 175b2–4; Euthphr. 15c1–12; Lysis 223b7–8.
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long formula (λόγος μακρός). However one can explain what it is like (ποῖον);
for instance, one cannot say what silver is, but one can say that it is like tin” (tr.
Bostock 1994).We do not know to whom exactly Aristotle refers when hemen-
tions the “followers of Antisthenes” (οἱ Ἀντισθένειοι), but it seems that he has
in mind those who objected to Platonic-Aristotelian definition by genus and
species, specifically those Socratics who denied the possibility of defining τί
ἐστι. Aristotle makes an unflattering comment about them (calling the follow-
ers of Antisthenes ἀπαίδευτοι [“uneducated”], Metaph. η.3, 1043b24), but does
not deny that the problem of defining is of some concern to Antisthenes.18
One more supplementary remark should be made here. “The things” (τὰ

πράγματα) disputed in Socratic dialogues are not just random things, and by
no means the things-in-themselves, but those which concern our life, or the
way of life we should pursue.19 From this point of view, Aristotle’s example in
the case of silver is surprising, in fact even misleading. Between “silver” and
“excellence of character” lies a cardinal difference. If I have acquaintance with
some peculiar field of knowledge, in the art of metalwork, for example, then
I am able to accept the identifications of “things” that belong to this field;
otherwise, I could not agree or argue with others about how, say, a certain alloy
is produced.Wewould not, however, as easily find two peoplewhowould agree
upon the definition of “justice” or “courage.” This is not because they would be
ignorant in the field concerned, but because the art of living (τέχνη τοῦ βίου)
is a knowledge of a different sort than mathematics or metalwork. In fact, it
is in contrasting approaches to the Socratic “knowledge of ignorance” that we
should search for the point of departure for the two distinct routes that our
two Socratics followed. While Antisthenes understood dialegesthai rather as
an examination of one’s character and a way to inner refinement, what Plato
made of it was a route to ultimate knowledge that should become a criterion
for the transformation of man and community in the spirit of the maxim that
to know the good is to act in accordance with this knowledge.
Aristotle’s other reference to Antisthenes (Metaph. δ 29, 1024b26–34 [= ssr

v a 152]) says that he “naively considered that nothing can legitimately be
described except by its own proper formula (οἰκεῖος λόγος), one to one (ἓν ἐφ’
ἑνός); an opinion from which it resulted that there is no such thing as contra-

18 On this Aristotelian passage, see further Döring 1985, 232, with Simplic. In Aristot. categ.
208,28–32 [= ssr v a 149], Ath. 5.220d–e (= ssr v a 147), dl 3. 35 (= ssr v a 148).

19 The expression τὰ πράγματα could be translated as “practicalmatters.” See the equivalents
proposed in Bonnette’s translation of Xenophon’s Memorabilia (1994, 169): “practical
matters,” “business,” “affairs.”
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diction (μὴ εἶναι ἀντιλέγειν), nor even practically as falsity (ψεύδεσθαι).”20 For
now, let us not occupy ourselves with the logical-metaphysical argumentation
against the concept of λόγος as οἰκεῖος λόγος formulated by Aristotle mainly
to affirm his own doctrine of definition (ὅρος). We will also bypass the ques-
tion whether Antisthenes’ argumentation was aimed primarily against Plato’s
teaching.21 Instead, wewill direct our attention towards another aspect of Aris-
totle’s testimony in the Metaphysics. If the theses οὐκ ἔστιν ἀντιλέγειν and οὐκ
ἔστιν ψεύδεσθαι22 constituted a part of the teaching about οἰκεῖος λόγος—as
the quoted passage of Metaphysics δ 29 assures us—we should not refer to
them in connection with the teaching of sophists, even if most of the com-
mentators encourage us to do so.23 The theses concerning the impossibility
of ἀντιλέγειν and ψεύδεσθαι do not express what Protagoras’ thesis that every-
thing is true (πάντα ἀληθῆ) does, because for Antisthenes only the οἰκεῖος λόγος
is true. Furthermore, it seems that Antisthenes pursued in his argumentation
something other than a defense of relativism or skepticism, because he did
not reject “contradiction” in its ordinary sense. As he says in fragment ssr v
a 174, you should not stop a man arguing against you by arguing against him,
but you should teach him, as “nobody cures a madman by going mad himself”
(οὐδὲ γὰρ τὸν μαινόμενον ἀντιμαινόμενός τις ἰᾶται).24 Antisthenes’ comparison
between an individual who contradicts and the one who rushes headlong into
nowhere shows that he proceeded from the Socratic assumption about the
badness of alleged knowledge.25 The symptom of madness could be, for exam-
ple, the flattery against which we must protect ourselves when using Socratic
dialegesthai. This is confirmed also by Epictetus’ testimony that the “beginning
of all education is the investigation of names” (Epict. Diss. i 17,10–12 [= ssr v
a 160]).26

20 Translated by Christopher Kirwan 1998.
21 See Rankin 1974, 316–320.
22 Some other sources also refer to them: Cf. Arist. Top. 104b19–21 (= ssr v a 153); dl 9.53 (=

ssr v a 154) and Procl. In Plat. Cratyl. 37 (= ssr v a 155).
23 Antisthenes’ “logical theses” are connected with the theses of sophists by the majority of

the commentators—from Zeller to Guthrie. Navia (2000, 53–64) has recently explored
these relations.

24 Cf. Rankin 1986, 122.
25 See Röck 1903, 67–68.
26 Giannantoni 1963, 228–237, explicates the theses οὐκ ἔστιν ἀντιλέγειν and οὐκ ἔστιν ψεύδε-

σθαι with the help of διαλέγεσθαι, that is the Socratic conception of ἀλήθεια understood
as an agreement (ὁμολογία). Cf. also Brancacci 1990, ch. 4, about the dialectical method in
Antisthenes.
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To put it simply, Antisthenes looks to be in agreement with Plato that the
investigation of aretê requires “brief speech” (βραχυλογία). On the other hand
his statement that “excellence does not use many words” could be understood
as a rejection of Plato’s effortful search for essentialist definitions of aretê.
Antisthenes sets against Plato’s notion of dialectics his own concept of οἰκεῖος
λόγος—maybe in some specific form of βραχυλογία. Antisthenes’ thesis about
the impossibility that two λόγοι should contradict each other shows that his
attitude is not sophistic but rather Socratic, in line with Socrates’ conception
of the ill character of alleged knowledge which is in reality ignorance (ἀμαθία).

5 Antisthenes’ Speeches in the Context of Socratic Literature

If we applied this perspective to Antisthenes’ speeches Ajax and Odysseus, we
could claim that Odysseus speaks to Ajax as to a human being who lives in
the world of alleged knowledge. He reproaches him for an ignorance that pre-
vents him from attaining excellence (τὰ καλά; ssr v a 54, §13), and describes
ignorance as the greatest evil for those who suffer from it (ssr v a 54, §13).27
An example of a human being controlled by an ill-fated ignorance is for Anti-
sthenes precisely Ajax, the tragic hero of Oedipus’ type, whose alleged knowl-
edge will lead him to madness and ultimately to suicide. Odysseus makes sev-
eral allusions to Ajax’s tragic end, for example when he reminds Ajax of his
naïveté and childishness,28 or when he compares him to an angry wild boar
(ssr v a 54, §6). Odysseus distinguishes the ignorant man from the good man
(ἀγαθόν), who cannot suffer any harm from anyone—neither from a compan-
ion, nor an enemy, nor even from himself (ssr v a 54, §6).29
Ignorance (ἀμαθία), understood as a diseased condition of soul, belongs

among the key themes of Socratic thought. There is no doubt that Antisthenes’
Odysseus speaks of ignorance in a Socratic manner when criticizing Ajax for
being subjected to common opinion about what is good.30 Ajax’s ignorance,

27 See Pl. Chrm. 173d: temperance (σωφροσύνη) would not allow ignorance (ἀνεπιστημοσύνη)
to interfere with our actions.

28 Cf. ssr v a 54, §6: ἠλίθιος ἦσθα.
29 InOdysseus’ wordswe canhear an echo of some theseswell known fromPlato’s dialogues,

e.g., that a good man is not supposed to suffer harm from anyone and for a good man there
is no evil death or alive (that is, nothing that happens to a good man harms him; Pl. Ap.
41c–d). See Lévystone 2005, 208–212.

30 See ssr v a 54, §5: “I don’t blame you for your ignorance—like everyone else you suffer
this condition involuntarily”; ssr v a 54, §3: “You don’t know anything if you call the
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despite being unintentional, is according to Odysseus the real cause of erro-
neous judgment and acting (ssr v a 54, §4).31
A well-known fragment of Antisthenes quoted by Epictetus (Diss. i 17,10–

12 [= ssr v a 160]) could be interpreted as an affirmation of the fact that
Antisthenes used his Socratic sequence in defining excellence akin to the way
Plato does in his dialogues or Xenophon in the Memorabilia.32 Antisthenes’
dialectical investigation starts by clarifying thename (ὄνομα) of each excellence
and is aimed at making practical decisions leading to good actions. Epicte-
tus, or more precisely Antisthenes, uses the expression παίδευσις to emphasize
that dialectical investigation ends up with a systematic process of education.33
The attempts of modern interpreters to discover intersections between Anti-
sthenes’ ὀνομάτων ἐπίσκεψις and Prodicus’ investigation of synonyms are not
convincing; nor are the supposed allusions to Antisthenes in Plato’s Cratylus.34
The idea that education should begin with a systematic investigation of names
acquires specific meaning only when we read it in Socratic manner, namely as
an examination of statements (ἐξετάζειν τὰ λεγόμενα).35
The echo of Antisthenes’ ὀνομάτων ἐπίσκεψις (ssr v a 160) can be heard in

Odysseus’ reaction toAjax’s accusation that he is a temple robber (ἱερόσυλος),36
or in Odysseus’ response to Ajax’s accusation that he treats a crime as if it were
a noble act (καλόν). Ajax casts doubt on Odysseus’ courage by referring to the
episode where under the cloak of night37 he stole a temple statue of goddess

man who rescued the statue of the goddess a temple-robber”; ssr v a 54, §4: “you are
too ignorant to understand how you benefited.”

31 See Pl. Ap. 25d–26a, 37a on the difference between intentional and unintentional acting,
which is reformulated by Plato in other dialogues in the form of the paradoxical thesis no
one errs intentionally. For more detailed description of the Socratic origin of the Platonic
thesis that ignorance is the ultimate cause of erroneous acting, see Kahn 1996, 92, who
compares it with Antisthenes’ Odysseus.

32 See, e.g., the conclusion of Socrates’ dialogue with Euthydemus (Mem. 4.2) which ends in
a typical aporia (see Pl.Meno 79e–80b), where Euthydemus can no longer respond.

33 See ps.-Pl. Def. 416a27–28.
34 See Pl. Cra. 429d, 432d–e, 433d; Dümmler 1881, 1–9; Festugière 1932; Navia 2000, 23–24.
35 A good example of such an examination could be the passage from Plato’s Laches 197e–

198b. For further details see Giannantoni 1990, 4.384–385; Giannantoni 1963, 228–237.
36 See Mazzara 2010, 257–268. According to Mazzara, Antisthenes proceeds in a manner

similar to Gorgias’ in Encomium of Helen 7, when he investigates what a “barbarian”
(βάρβαρος) is.

37 Ajax uses the opposition λάθρα–φανερῶς (secretly–openly; ssr v a 53, §5) to discredit
Odysseus’ courage. Odysseus is a coward because he acts in secret (e.g., when he dresses
himself in beggar’s clothes). Odysseuswill respond toAjax’s accusations (ssr v a 54, §10).
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and even displayed it to the Achaeans, as if he had done a fine deed (καλόν).38
Ajax proceeds from the conviction that temple robbery is a crime that can gain
an appearance of a refined action (καλόν) only in speech (λόγος) but never in
deed (ἔργον). Odysseus in Ajax’s view obscures the true nature of his actions
with the help of speech (rhetoric). Let us recall that Ajax both begins and ends
his speech by referring to the contrast of words and deeds (λόγοι–ἔργα). It can
actually be said that the whole of Ajax’s speech is built upon the antithesis of
λόγου–ἔργου. At the verymoment he appeals to umpires tomake a just decision,
he says that “many long speeches (μακροὶ λόγοι) are given because people
cannot do anything” (ssr v a 53, §8). As we see, Ajax repudiates rhetoric as
such and puts plain heroic deeds in the spirit of traditional morals of warrior
against its long speeches.39
Odysseus defends himself against Ajax’s accusation by reminding him of

the sufferings and dangers he had to face as he set out after Athena’s statue
(ssr v a 54, §3). No one can describe his raid as an act of cowardice. At first
sight it seems that Odysseus defends himself in a manner usual for a court
speech. But we also notice that his primary objective is not a refutation of
Ajax’s accusations, as it would be in judicial rhetoric. Odysseus goes beyond
refutation as he recalls the circumstances that led him on a secret journey
behind the walls of Troy. He had to bring the statue of Athena; it was necessary
for the ultimate victory of Achaeans. It was not a case of sacrilege, then, but a
fulfilment of prophecy. Ajax has shownoncemore his ignorance (ἀμαθία)when
he claims that sacrilege was committed by the one who rescued the lost statue,
Odysseus, and not by the one who stole it treacherously, Alexander. Odysseus
gives his view of what has happened and with his speech he gives meaning to
things that happened. Only after making clear the circumstances that led him
to his deed does he return to Ajax’s critique of speech and rhetoric. Odysseus
allegedly boasted in front of others that he had done some noble and fine deed
(καλόν), but in fact he acted viciously. Odysseus responds to Ajax with a further
explication:

Ajax appeals also to jurors to judge in public, and not in secret—jurors also have to realize
they will be punished justly for bearing out a false verdict (ssr v a 53, §8).

38 I follow the translation of Gagarin (Gagarin andWoodruff 1995).
39 Joël (1901, 2.1.146) connects Antisthenes’ speech with the supposed polemic between

Laches and Nicias in Plato’s Laches, which in his opinion argumentatively parallels that
between Ajax and Odysseus. Joël supposes that Laches is in dispute with Nicias over
φρόνησις and ἰσχύς, λόγος and ἔργον, ἀνδρεία understood as καρτερία (Laches) and σοφία
(Nicias). Contra Joël cf. Giannantoni 1990, 4.260.
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So, while everyone is praying for the capture of Troy, you callme a temple-
robber for trying to discover how to accomplish this? Well, if it’s a good
thing (καλόν) to capture Troy, surely it’s a good thing to discover the key
to doing so. Everyone else is grateful, but you criticize me, since you are
too ignorant to understand how you benefited. I blame you not for your
ignorance—like everyone else you suffer this condition involuntarily—
but because you cannot be persuaded that these very acts for which you
reproach me are your salvation.

ssr v a 54, §4–5

Odysseus puts things right in elucidating who is a temple robber (ἱερόσυλος)
and what is a good thing (καλόν). The process of explication could be inter-
preted as a representation of an inquiry into names (ὀνόματα), or, more pre-
cisely, investigation of the common words ἱερόσυλος and καλόν.40 Odysseus is
not running the risk that hewill fail to prove he is right, but aims to explain and
instruct Ajax rather than to refute him (see ssr v a 174). In Odysseus’ speech
we sense the powerful pedagogical tone we find in other Socratics.41 Its aim is
not only an agreement with the subject, but also a transformation of the self
and those who participate in the discussion.
Ajax’s speech is shorter and simpler than Odysseus’. Ajax doubts the value

of defences realized in speech. The only criterion for justice should be deeds:

What sort of justice would there be when the jurors know nothing, and
have their information from speeches, although the events took place in
reality (τὸ δὲ πρᾶγμα ἐγίγνετο ἔργῳ)?

ssr v a 53, §1

Ajax is anxious about the fact that the jurors did not witness the event they
are going to judge.42 By what speech can he persuade them that he acted in
the right way? He calls into question the jurors’ and the courts’ competence. In
making an absurd demand of the jurors, to judge deeds only, and not to take

40 See Pl. Resp. 6.495c–d. The passage in which Plato’ Socrates points to the abuse of philos-
ophy (“full of noble words and sayings” [καλῶν δὲ ὀνομάτων καὶ προσχημάτων μεστήν]), is
put in connection by some of the commentators with Plato’s critique of Antisthenes and
the Cynics (Adam 2009, 2.28). It is muchmore probable that Plato wanted to criticize the
sophists of Euthydemus’ kind (see Euthyd. 271c–272b).

41 Similar is the role of Socrates inpseudo-Plato’s AlcibiadesorAspasia inAeschines’Aspasia.
See also Mársico (in this volume).

42 See ssr v a 53, §4. See also Pl. Tht. 201b–c.
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the speech in account, he formulates his demands like a warrior who knows
that one cannot reach victory on the battlefield exclusively by speech:

I ask you, therefore, you judges and jurors who know nothing, to examine
deeds (ἔργα) rather thanwords (λόγοι) when you decide about ἀρετή.War
is decided by deeds, not words, and it is impossible to answer the enemy
with a speech:43 you must fight in silence and either win or be enslaved.

ssr v a 53, §7

Ajax implicitly fears his position as an orator to be worse than the experienced
Odysseus’:

If I were contending against aman likemyself, it wouldn’t matter if I were
defeated; but no two men could be more different than he and I.

ssr v a 53, §5

The fundamental distinction betweenAjax andOdysseus lies in their approach
to speech itself (λόγος). Odysseus distinguishes between rhetoric and dialec-
tics: between empty talk and false accusations, on the one hand, and the inves-
tigationof how thingshappened, on theother. Ajaxplaces speech inopposition
to action. For Odysseus, speech is something that could and should be equal to
deeds: we should avoid bad words as we avoid mischief. Here lies the unique-
ness of his character: Odysseus is a man who can put his words and deeds in
harmony, thus being the archetype of the Socratic sage.44
As to their genre, Ajax and Odysseus belong to the genre of epideictic

speeches. But they are apologiai at the same time—even if presented in front
of a fictional court. None of the heroes calls the other by name. Both heroes
appear in front of the jurors todepict their deeds in thebest possible light.How-
ever, there is a difference: Ajax addresses his speech to jurors only, Odysseus
to the jurors and Ajax. From the beginning of the speech, Odysseus proceeds
in his defence in the same way that Ajax does, using the pronoun “I” (ἐγώ). A
reminder of his heroic deeds emphasizes the distinction between him and the
other Achaeans, that is between “I” (ἐγώ) and “you” (ὑμεῖς).45 But as hemoves to

43 Οὐδ’ ἀντιλέγειν ἔξεστι πρὸς τοὺς πολεμίους (“it is impossible to argue against the enemy”).
Some commentators (cf. Patzer following Mullach) point to a parallel with Antisthenes’
proof of the impossibility of contradiction (see ssr v a 152, 153). This interpretation is
rejected by Decleva Caizzi 1966, 90–91, and Giannantoni 1990, 4.263.

44 See Lévystone 2005, 212.
45 See ssr v a 54, §1: “I have done the army more good than all of you.”
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the explication of the events that happened, which are at the core of his argu-
ment, he addresses Ajax repeatedly. Although Odysseus, like Ajax, is hostile to
the jurors, he does not use the most common tool of judiciary rhetoric, that
is, recalling the competence or benevolence of the jurors. Odysseus’ apologetic
speech strategy shifts its attention from thedefence of one’s person to the cause
of the whole plea, from the question of the proper owner of Achilles’ armor to
an inquiry into the excellence of character (see ssr v a 54, §6, 11, 13), which
follows what Ajax had pointed out before (ssr v a 53, §4).46

Ajax and Odysseus are by their genre epideictic speeches, but they also rep-
resent an archetype of judicial and political speeches. Ajax and Odysseus are
involved in a contest (ἀγών). From this point of view it seems that their objec-
tive is not to reach a better communication or understanding, as would be
normal in dialogue, but victory. Proceeding from this assumption, Antisthenes’
declamations should be judged as other epideictic performances of contem-
porary orators are. We could compare them—as Kathryn Morgan does—on
the basis of successfulness.47Were we to do so, Ajax’s speech would emerge as
unsuccessful rhetoric (as an ineffective use of λόγος); Odysseus’ speech would
be an example of successful rhetoric (as an effective use of λόγος). If we asked
what Antisthenes’ speeches refer to, we would likely reach something akin to
Morgan’s conclusion. Ajax’s failure tells us what we should do if we aim to be
more successful, namely, to listen to our teachers of rhetoricmore carefully and
improve our oratory skills.
We could object to such an interpretation that nowhere does Antisthenes

mention the winner of the speech contest. The text does not tell us which of
the speeches prevailed.We can assume that either this was of no importance to
him, or he relied on the fact that the result of the contest was widely known.48
We should consider the possibility that Antisthenes could have made Ajax a
winner, if hemeant to emphasize someof themotifs of Ajax’s speech, for exam-
ple the “excellence which does not require many words.”49 Much more proba-

46 Odysseus’ confident performance in front of the tribunal is similar to Socrates’ defence.
Neither try to win over the judges, and both performances make an arrogant impression.
See Montiglio 2011, 25–26.

47 See Morgan 2000, 119.
48 The Athenian audience could have been familiar with it because of the adaptation of an

episode ὅπλων κρίσις (the contest over the arms of Achilles) from the Little Iliad or from
contemporary tragedies.

49 See ssr v a 134: “excellence is a matter of actions, and does not require many words
and much learning.” Rankin (1974, 151–173) thinks that Ajax and Odysseus present two
distinct aspects of the Antisthenian hero: None of them has a fear of hard labor (πόνος);
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ble, however, is the assumption that for Antisthenes the winner of the contest
was not important. The absence of an evaluative stance should be connected to
the specific character of the speeches. Because together they form a coherent
whole, the question of success becomes less relevant to their proper under-
standing than other questions, for example concerning the correct meaning
of ἀρετή. Ajax and Odysseus are not autonomous apologiai, but an intercon-
nected pair of speeches. Such a pair cannot be called “dialogue” in the Socratic
sense of βραχυλογία, but neither are they merely a series of “long speeches”
(μακροὶ λόγοι) with no relationship to each other. Odysseus responds to many
of Ajax’s accusations (even using “brief speech”!) not only to defend himself,
but also to instruct Ajax and help him becomemore knowledgeable (as knowl-
edge depends on us, but requires the help of a friend). Odysseus reminds us
of Socrates, who by his speech instigated self-knowledge in his interlocutors.
Odysseus’ speech features traits that recall dialectical investigation: Odysseus
shows that merely alleged knowledge forces us to produce errors in judgment
and causes us to act inways thatmake us unhappy. In otherwords, without self-
knowledge we are unable to live our lives correctly and happily.50 Odysseus is
clearly concerned to help Ajax understand his own imprudence and thus avoid
further erroneous action, action that could lead to his self-destruction.51 He is
not involved in a selfish effort to defend his person. His speech is therefore not
only apologetic, but contains a yet more important dimension that relates to
Socratic education: to help the other person knowhimself. Here lies the dialec-
tical character of Antisthenes’ speeches.
If we now turn back to the opening question, whether the opposition of

rhetoric and dialectics constitutes one of the key themes of Socratic litera-
ture, we can say that in Antisthenes’ speeches Ajax and Odysseus this oppo-
sition does not occur. Antisthenes—and under his influence also Xenophon
and, later, other Greek writers influenced by non-Platonic portraits of Socrates
(for example, Dio Chrysostom)—did not understand rhetoric and poetics as
something explicitly opposed to Socratic dialectics. Both forms of knowledge
are constitutive of human life. Each of them is helpful to life in a distinct

Ajax resembles the impulsive and narrowminded Heracles; Odysseus, on the other hand,
resembles the reasoning Heracles; Ajax represents a man who was not rewarded for his
pains, πόνοι, nor for the effort to reach virtue (ἀρετή); all the attributes characteristic of
Ajax indicate his tragic end (one similar to Heracles’).

50 Cf. the progress of the conversation and its conclusion in the Platonic Alcibiades or
Charmides.

51 See ssr v a 54, §5: “but to judge from what is likely (εἰκός), I think your bad temper will
result in some harm to yourself.”

For use by the Author only | © 2018 Koninklijke Brill NV



on the dialectical character of antisthenes’ speeches 157

manner.52 Each of them depends exclusively on us, if we are able to make a
proper use of them.

6 Conclusion

The traditional line of interpretation placed Antisthenes’ speeches Ajax and
Odysseus into a relationshipwith epideictic literature (Gorgias, Isocrates).Most
contemporary scholars agree that the speeches also pose ethical questions,
and that Antisthenes created them as a Socratic. But if we try to read them in
the context of Socratic literature (Xenophon, Plato, Aeschines), we should ask
about the relation that rhetoric and dialectics have in Antisthenes’ Ajax and
Odysseus.
Aristotle’s references (ssr v a 150, ssr v a 152) indicate that Antisthenes’

thesis of the impossibility of ἀντιλέγειν may be part of his teaching about
οἰκεῖος λόγος. The comparison of a contradicting individual to one who rushes
headlong into nowhere (ssr v a 174) implies that Antisthenes proceeds from
the assumption of the Socratic teaching about the badness of merely appar-
ent knowledge (cf. ssr v a 160]). If we apply this perspective to Antisthenes’
speeches Ajax and Odysseus, we can claim that Odysseus speaks to Ajax as
someonewho lives in the realmof apparent knowledge.According toOdysseus,
Ajax’s ignorance (ἀμαθία) is the real cause of his erroneous judgment andacting
(ssr v a 54, §4).We can read this attitude as peculiar to the Socratic question-
ing of a good life.
We can see that the whole of Ajax’s speech is built upon the antithesis of

λόγος–ἔργον. Ajax expresses a strong disbelief concerning any defence realized
in speech. The only criterion for justice should be deeds (ssr v a 53, §1). Ajax
rejects rhetoric as such and puts plain heroic deeds in the spirit of the tradi-
tional morals of warrior against its long speeches. Odysseus defends himself
against Ajax’s accusation by reminding him of sufferings and dangers he had
to face (ssr v a 54, §3). It may at first sight seem that he defends himself in
a manner usual for a court speech. But at the same time we can notice that
Odysseus goes beyond the scope of refutation. In his speech we sense the pow-
erful pedagogical tonewe can find in other Socratics. Its aim is a transformation
of the self and those who participate in the discussion. This is one of the main
purpose of Socratic dialectics.

52 Cf. ssr v a 187. Antisthenes’ commentary on the epithet πολύτροπος shows that Odysseus
is σοφός in both the rhetorical and the ethical sense.
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The fundamental distinction between Ajax and Odysseus may be seen in
how they approach speech itself (λόγος). For Odysseus, speech is something
that should be equal to deeds. An important characteristic of Odysseus is that
he is a man who can put his words and deeds in harmony. In this way he is an
archetype of the Socratic sage. Odysseus does not understand rhetoric as some-
thing in explicit opposition to Socratic dialectics. Both forms of knowledge are
constitutive for human life because they can help us seek out the meaning of
virtue. Each of them is helpful to life in a distinctmanner (cf. ssr v a 173). From
this point of view, Antisthenes’ Odysseus is not only a rhetorical figure of the
epideictic speech, but also amythical proto-image of the Socratic sage. His way
of searching for a good life provides an important and attractive alternative to
Plato’s use of Socratic dialectics.53
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