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Cynicism in the Pseudo-Hippocratic Letters

A. Outline of letters under discussion (Letters 10-17; probable date 1¥ C BCE)

Letter 10:! The Council and the People of Abdera to Hippocrates
o Democritus has fallen ill; Abderites beg Hippocrates to come and cure him
o Symptoms described: “he is constantly wakeful night and day, laughs at everything large and small, and
thinks life in general is worth nothing” (€ypnyopmg kai vokto kol nuépny, yeAdv kacta WK kol LeYaAa,
Kol und&v oidpevoc ivon ov Blov dhov Srorelel. 10.9-10)°

Letter 11: Hippocrates to the Council and People of Abdera
o Hippocrates will come and cure Democritus (if he is ill)
o H. will not accept payment

Letter 12: Hippocrates to Philopoimen (his guest friend in Abdera)
o Hippocrates accepts Philopoimen’s invitation to stay with him when he comes to Abdera
o H. praises those who seek solitude for the purpose of philosophy/the intellect

Letter 13: Hippocrates to Dionysius (a friend who will be staying at his house while he is in Abdera)
o H. thinks Democritus is not ill; it is the Abderites who need treatment, as they have fallen sick
with worry
o While H. is away, Dionysius asked to discipline H’s wife: “a woman always needs someone to
discipline her, for by nature she has the untameable within herself; wherefore, if she is not pruned every
day, she runs to wood [i.e. goes wild], just like trees.” (...aigl xpnlet yovi coepovilovtog, Exel yap QUoEL
T0 AkOAOGTOV €V EMVTEY, Omep, €l PN kad' Nuépnv €mkdmtorto, mg T 6Evdpa kKabviopavéet. 13.26-28)

Letter 14: Hippocrates to Damagetus (ship-owner
o H. asks Damagetus to send the ship, Helios, so he can sail to Abdera

Letter 15: Hippocrates to Philopoimen (his guest friend in Abdera)
o H. recounts dream he had about Democritus; gives an allegorical interpretation

Letter 16: Hippocrates to Crateuas (herbalist)

o H. asks for purgative for Democritus, though hopes he won’t have to use it

o  Wishes that Crateuas could instead cut out the root of the love of money: thus “we would purge the
diseased minds of men along with their bodies.” (...€xabnpapev dv @V avOpdOTOV LETA THV COUATOV Kol
TG Yuyog voseovoas. 16.16-17)

Letter 17: Hippocrates to Damagetus (ship owner)

o H. has met Democritus; Democritus was not mad; H. recognizes that Democritus is the man most
capable of giving prudence to (co@povilev) mankind; H. will be his herald
o Reports LONG Cynic diatribe he heard from Democritus

! Possibly a later addition, as letter 11 is found in the papyrus tradition without 10 preceding it (Smith 1990: 24)
? Translations throughout adapted from Smith 1990.


https://camws.org/sites/default/files/meeting2022/2803CynicismPseudo.pdf
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B. Cynic Elements in Letter 17
1.Rejection of accepted social practices: “[Men] rush to marry women whom they cast out shortly

later; they love, then they hate; they beget children in desire, then they case them out when they are
grown. What is this empty and irrational passion, no different from madness?” (yapsw onevdovaLy,
aic pet’ OMyov kPaAlovoty, Ep@doty, lto LGEOVGL, HeT' Embuping Yevvdoty, et EkPaAlovot
teAeiove. Tig 1 kevi) omovdn Kol dAdyleToC, UNndev paving dapépovoa; 17.141-3)

2.Self-sufficiency: “In their passions what excess have [men] left for irrational beasts — except that
beasts retain self-sufficiency” (Ev 8¢ toict Bvpoiot i mepiocov {dhoiov dAOYoIot Topaie oiTacty;
TV 611 v avtapkein pévovoty ot Bfjpeg. 17.232-3)

3.Unfavourable comparison of humans to animals: “What lion ever hid gold in the ground? What
bull butted out of greed? What leopard overfilled himself insatiately? A wild boar feels thirst for as
much water as he takes, a wolf devours what he gets for needed nourishment and stops. But, days
and nights strung together, man is never glutted with a banquet.” (Tig yop Aéwv £¢ YTV Katékpoye
¥PLOoV; Tig Tadpog TheoveEiny €kopvcaTo; Tig mhpdalig aninotiny KexdpNKe; Syt pev dpylog odc,
6cov BOUTOC MPEYON” AKOG 08 dapdAyag TO TPOGTEGOV TG AvayKaing TpoPt|g dvamémavtor
nuépnot 8¢ kai voéi uvamtopévnotly odk Exel Boivng kopov dvBpmmog. 17.233-7)

4.Laughter as therapy: “when you learn it [i.e. the cause of my laughter], I know that you will take
on a better cargo than you brought on your embassy, and carry back my laughter as therapy for your
country and yourself, and you will be able to instruct all others in prudence.” (uaOmv §' €0 01d' 61t
Kkpéocova, Tig TpecPeing avtipopticduevog droicelg Oepameiny Tov LoV Yélmta, Tf) TaTpidt kol
£0VTEQ, Kol TOVG dALovg duvion coepovilew. 17.110-2)

5.Contempt for/mockery of the rest of humanity. Long list of vices/irrationality we succumb to
unnecessarily. “When we see these wretched, unworthy pursuits, so many of them, how can we fail
to mock a life that cleaves at such wantonness?” (Tdg dva&iovg oDv kai SuoTivoug Yuydc Opedvteg
Kol Toca0Tag, TAG U YAEVACOUEY TOV ToMVOE dkpaciny Egovta Blov adtémv; 17.281-3)

6.Foolishness of avoiding the “shortcut to virtue”: “They do not see the straight path of virtue,
clear and smooth and free of harm... They are borne along struggling on a treacherous and twisted
path, burdened and stumbling” (Trv yap 0pO1v kéhevbov Tiig dpetiig ov Bewpedot kabapnyv Kol
Aeinv Kol ATPOCTTAIGTOV. .. PEPOVTOL OE £l TNV ATET] Kol ooAmv, TpNyVPoTEOVTES,
KaTaQePOUEVOL KOl TPOOKOTTOVTEG... 17.218-221).
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C. Hippocrates as Internal Audience
1. And I said, “Oh great Democritus, I shall carry the great gifts of your friendship back to Cos. You have

filled me with great wonder at your wisdom. I shall go away as herald that you have tracked down and
understood the truth of human nature. And taking from you the therapy for my intellect I shall go
away...” “For [ have seen Democritus, wisest of men, alone most capable of teaching mankind virtue”
(17.298-310)

Kol enui, ® Anpoxpire peyadddole, peydhog ye TV odv Eevinv Swpedg eig Kd dmoicopot moilod yap
e Thi¢ o1i¢ co@ing Bavuacpod Terinpmrag ArovosTém 6¢ cov kijpué dAndeiny dvlpamivne pvclog
E€yvedoovTog Kai vonoavtog. Ospaneiny & Aafav mapd oed Thg Euf|g dtavoing, amaAldccouat. . .
Anuoxpirov yap £idov, dvdpa copaTaTov, cnePovilely avipdTovg Lodvov SuvaTdTaToy.

2. Man’s life is pitiable: through the whole of it, like a winter wind, the unbearable love of money has
slipped in. If only all doctors would come together to cure a sickness which is worse than madness...
(11.26-29)

Oiktpog ye 6 TV avOpdnwv Piog, dTL 61" GAov aDTOD Mg TVEDUA YEWEPLOV 1) APOPNTOS QLAAPYLPIN
dradéovkey, €' fjv €i0e padiov dravteg intpoi Euvnecav EAOVTES dmobepamedoat YOAETOTEPNV HOVING
vodoov...

3. When the intellect wants to stop being battered by tumult it takes the body quickly then to quiet. Then
it stands upright in itself and looks round in a circle at the place of truth, where there is no father, no
wife, no children, mother, sibling, relatives, menials, no chance, in sum, none of the things that will
make tumult. (12.23-28)

oxoTaVY Yap 0 voic V1o TV EEMm PPOVTId®V KOTTTOUEVOG Avoradoat OeAnon TO odua, TOTE ToYEWMG £G
Novyinv petAhatev, eita dvactig pOp1og &v EmLTd mePLEcKOTEL KOKAQ Yopiov dANnOeinc, &v @ ov
ATIP, OV PNTNP, OV YUVI], 00 TEKVA, OV KAGTYVITOG, 0V EVYYEVEES, 0V SUMES, OV TOY1], 0VY OAMG
0V0¢V TOV B6puPov épmomcavrov:

D. Cynicism as the shortcut to virtue

1. Polemical Use: Julian, Ilpo¢ Hpdrleiov kovikov 7.225
[The Cynics] say that they are traveling the short and ready road to virtue. I would that they were going
by the longer, for they would more readily arrive by that road than by this of theirs.

Trv cvvtopov paciv 000V Kol GUVTOVOV &l TNV ApeTrv <mopevechar>" dpelov Kol VUELG TV LOKPOY
gmopeveche

2. Democritus’ claim:
They do not see the straight path of virtue, clear and smooth and free of harm... They are borne along
struggling on a treacherous and twisted path, burdened and stumbling... (17.218-221)

Trv yap opbnv kékevbov Tiig dpetiig 0O Bewpedot kabapnv kol Aeiny Kol 4rpOGTTAIGTOV. .. PEPOVTOL OE
Emi TNV amel1] kol okoAmv, TpNYLPATEOVTES, KATAPEPOLEVOL KOl TPOGKOTTOVTEG. ..
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E. Hippocrates’ Activities as Wasted Time

And I said “By Zeus, Democritus, you speak truly and wisely. For that reason I consider you blessed to
enjoy such leisure. It has not fallen to be to share in it.” And when he asked “Why, Hippocrates, has it not
so fallen?” “Because,” I said, “traveling, children, debts, disease, death, servants, marriages: such things
whittle away my leisure.” Thereupon the man was swept back to his usual manner. He burst out laughing;
he scoffed and then remained silent. (17.85-92)

Kéyo, vi) Ala, Epnv, @ Anpdxpite, dAn0éng ve ki ppovipmg Aéyelg, 60ev eddaipova e kKpive TocadTng
dmolaovto ovying MUV 88 petéyev tanvtg ovk émtétpontar. Epeopévon 8¢ did ti, @ Tnmdkpatec, ovk
gmrétpomray; 6ti, Eenv, 1j dypoi 1j oikin f| tékva 1 ddvewn 1j vodoot §j Oavarot §j dudeg 7 yapot fj tolodtd
Tva TV €0katpiny vrotauvetal. 'Evtadfo on 6 avip &ig 10 elmbog mdbog katnvéyOn, kai pdia aBpdov Tt
dverdyyooe, koi énetddooe, Koi TO Aowmdv fovyiny Nyev.

F. Democritus and the Therapeutic Power of Laughter

1. The Abderites, standing about me downcast, their eyes not far from tears, said “You see Democritus’
way of life, Hippocrates, how mad he is, how he doesn’t know what he wants or what he is doing.” One
man, who wanted even more to point out his madness wailed shrilly like a woman lamenting a child’s
death. The another groaned imitating a wayfarer who had lost his belongings. When Democritus heard the
first, he smiled, on hearing the second, he laughed. (17.37-45)

O1 6¢ APdnpitor mepleoTMTEG e KATNPEEG Kol 00 TOPP® TUG OY10G SUKPLOVTIOV EYOVTEG PAGLV, OPTG
névrol tov Anpokpitov Biov, ® Tnmdkpateg, OC péunve, kol odte 8 L 0€Aet 0idey obte & Tt Epdet. Kai
TIG aOTE®V £TL pdAlov €vdeifaoBatl Bovddpevog TV paviny adtod, 0E0 AvekdKVGEY elkeEAOV YOVAIKL L
Bovatm Tékvov ddvpopévn, elt’ AVOU®EE TEAY BALOG DTOKPIVOUEVOS TTapodiTNV ATOAEGAVTH TL MV
dexople’ kai 6 AnpoKpITog HITOKOVOV TA PEV Epeidia, To 08 E€eyEral. ..

2. Aristotle, De generatione et corruptione 315b15 (attributed to Democritus)
From the same letters, tragedy and comedy arise.

€K TAV a0TAV YOp Tpay®mdio Kol KOUmOio YiVETOL YPOUUATOV.
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