Euripides’ Hippolytus and the Origins of Greek Sexual Ascesis


Foucault’s influential History of Sexuality attributed the origin of sexual asceticism to a range of voluntary protocols of self-control he identified in prose texts of the fourth century BCE and later. As is well-known, he largely neglected poetic texts and minimized the role of traditional religious or cultic prescriptions. I wish to argue that these traditional concepts of purity, especially as adapted in counter-cultural systems like Orphism, played a more important role in challenging ideologies of masculine sexual license as early as the fifth century.


In Hipp. 948-57, Theseus explicitly accuses his son of having “Orpheus as lord” and honoring vaporous writings. Commentators have generally dismissed these lines by observing that , as a hunter and devotee of the Olympian goddess Artemis, Hippolytus could hardly be a vegetarian Orphic. However, I argue that Euripides did intend his character to portray a type of individual known in his own era, who, like radical Orphics, adhered to a doctrine of purity precluding intimate contact with females. Euripides clearly knew Orphic literature: the verb bakcheuein (Hipp. 954) was a technical term for the Orphics (San Cristobal 2009) and Cretans, fr. 472.16-17 (from a passage that clearly alludes to Orphism) has the chorus proclaim pheugô genesin brotôn (not “I flee childbirths,” but “I shun the process of begetting children”). Sexually continent males elsewhere figure as virtuous characters in Euripides (Electra’s husband, Ion [Ion 150], probably Chrysippus). The concept of asexual childbirth (Hippolytus’ fantasy in vv. 618-24) was firmly embedded in the earliest and purest stage of the Orphic cosmogony in the form of the Cosmic Egg and the bi-sexed Phanes-Metis who begets out of him/herself. Orpheus himself notoriously shunned women after his ascent from the Underworld; iconography and testimonia represent his followers as exclusively male. Given the inherent uncleanness of women (Carson 1990) and heterosexual coitus (Parker 1983: 74-103) in Greek thought, as well as the abstinence demanded of priests in some traditional cults of male gods and heroes (Fehrle 1910), rejection of heterosexual relations should not surprise us as an Orphic ideal, even if strictly observed by only the most enthusiastic.


Orphism was fundamentally a movement of alienation from the polis and its civic rituals; for some, that alienation may have included a refusal to perpetuate the polis through generation of offspring. As such, Theseus is not far from the truth in imputing it to his bastard son, who stands outside the city in more than one sense, and emphatically rejects one of its gods.
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