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Although one of the shortest of the Hippocratic writings, the Oath
still remains the most interesting to both laymen and physicians, not
only on account of its high moral ideals, but also because of its
unique nature. For it is the written constitution with which Medi-
cine, alone of all Sciences, was provided by its founders, from almost
the very start, and which still continues to guide its destinies and
influence its moral evolution.

Unfortunately, the recent, almost cataclysmic, onward rush of the
scientific phase of medicine, seems to have placed its moral values
into the background, and the Oath scarcely now receives attention
from the teacher, or notice from the student of medicine. Or, when
physicians have occasion to refer to it. they do so in order to case
their conscience when doing violence to moral medical tradition. mis-
quoting one or another paragraph in an attempt to show that strict
adherence to the letter or spirit of the Oath is incompatible with
modern society.

In a previous paper ' I have attempted to remove a blasphemy
from the Oath by giving a new interpretation of the lithotomy clause,
which harmonizes logic and grammar. In this paper an effort is made
to explain another obscure point and at the same time attempt to
establish the date and authorship of the Oath. The hope is expressed
that in the near future opportunity will permit the reinterpretation
and clarification of other seemingly obscure clauses, and finally, to
render a complete interpretation of the Oath in its entity, without
violence to its letter and with justice to its spirit.

* From the Thomas Henry Simpson Memorial Institute for Medical Research,
University of Michigan.

! Nittis, Savas: The Hippocratic Oath in reference to lithotomy. A new interpre-
tation with historical notes on castration. Bull. Hist. Medicine, 7: 719, July, 1939,
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AUTHORSHIP AND PROBABLE DATE OF HIPPOCRATIC OATH 1013

No student of the Oath was ever certain what is actually meant
by évyypady, “ stipulation,” “ indenture,” as it is usually translated.
The word is found twice in the text and once more in participial
form, évyyeypappévos. That in all cases it refers to a written document
there can, of course, be no doubt.? In the first paragraph &vyypady
must refer to some document in front of the person taking the Oath;
Svyypadiy mivde.  Or perhaps it refers to the Oath itself in its written
form, as distinguished from the oral form, which the candidate was
at the moment reciting. The &fvyyeypapnévois te kal dpkiocuévols vépw
mrpwg implies that the student must undergo the same or a similar
ceremony as the one the present taker of the Oath is undergoing now,
before he becomes eligible to begin the study of medicine. He will
have to be already &vyyeypappévos. Was this &vyypady a known “ law
or tradition? Or does it refer to the fvyypady of the first paragraph?
Whatever it was, the document could not have been an impersonal
one, such as the Athenian constitution, for instance, which was
binding upon all citizens, whether each and every one, individually,
wanted it or not, and which all the Epheboi swore to defend and
preserve. It was a very personal document to which the student and
his fellows are already ‘ syngegremmenoi” by their own free
choice and desire. “ Together-written-in ”” would be the literal trans-
lation. Was it an agreement between two parties? A contract?
An indenture? Or was it the * immutable law ”’ of medicine, or the
“ constitution ” or ritual of a brotherhood?

Qualifying, before beginning the study of medicine, by joining a
fraternity, should not imply that such fraternity or society had to be
a closed one. A society, of course, it was; but there is nothing to
make us suspect that it was a secret or a mysterious one, or that

2 For the convenience of the reader the first part of the Oath, from the Littré
text, is given here:

YOuvupe *AméA\wra inTpdy kal *Ackinmidy kal “Lyelav kal Mavdkeiar kal feods wdvras
Te kal wdoas [oTopas mwoiebuevos, émireNéa mwoujoeww katd SVvamy kal kpiow éuny Bpkov
Tévde Kal Evyypagny ThHvde:

Hyhoachar uév Tov 8iddfavrd ue Ty Téxvny TalTyy lga vyevérpow éupoicw kal Blov
xowdoaclar kal xpedv xpntlovrt perddoowv mouoachar rxal yévos 16 €& duréov dSehgeois
{oov émukpwéewy dppect kal Siddéewy THy Téxvyr, Ay xpntiwot pavfdvew, &vev pwicboi kal
Evyypapiis, mapayyeNins Te Kal dkponoios Kal TAs Nouwis awdons uabrhoios perddooiy
Tohoaclar vioiol Te duoiot kal Toiot Tov éué Siddfavros xal pabnraict cuyyeypauuévois
Te kal wpkiopévols véuw InTpikd, ENkw 8¢ oldevi. )
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1014 SAVAS NITTIS

admission was exclusive and limited by other than moral standards,
as many scholars have suggested. After all, the physician disposed
of the life of his patients at will, in a society where there could be
recourse, neither to law for malpractice, nor to lawless violence for
justified or unjustified revenge. But does the document support the
idea of existence of such medical fraternal societies? Before further
considerations, let us first review briefly the history of the various
trade and religious associations in Greece, their character, social
significance and standing.

FRATERNAL AND ‘“ SECRET ’ SOCIETIES

The most ancient ritualistic form and expression of Greek religion,
or perhaps, any primitive religion, (primitive here used in reference
to chronology, not to form), is strangely, but very closely, inter-
woven with the beginning of medicine. The collective effort of man
to comprehend and reproduce the ever-recurring changes in nature,
the desire to unite with, or dominate the outside, supernatural powers,
and the seeming accomplishment of this aim through a magical and
mystic ritual, a mimic death and rebirth, mark not only the beginning
of religion, but, likewise, the beginning of medicine. The Kretan
Kouretes, the guardians of the Zeus-Kouros, the child deity-supreme,
apparently the oldest “ mystic ”” society, were as much priests as they
were medicine men. It was one of them, Epimenides, who was
invited to Athens to cleanse the city from, apparently, an epidemic
pestilence, to which the name of a political pollution was given.
However, their rituals and ‘ mysteries”’ were conducted openly.®
From such movements a multitude of religious, or quasi-religious
societies sprang up to fill the Hellenic world, among which chief
place occupy the * thiasoi,” the *‘eranoi,” and the  orgeones.”
Differing not so much in substance as in name. these societies were

# The Kretans, in claiming that “ they handed on to other peoples the dues of the
gods, their sacrifices and their rites appertaining to mysteries bring forth this
point as being, according to their thinking, the chief piece of evidence. Among the
Athenians, the initiation rites in Eleusis, which is perhaps the most celebrated of all,
and the rite of Samothrake, and the one in Thrace among the Kikones, from where
its founder Orpheus originated, are conducted secretly. While in Krete it is lawful
to initiate all in these rites openly. And whatever among others is imparted in
religious secrecy, among them it is hidden from no one, whosoever wishes to know
these things.” Diod., V, 77.
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AUTHORSHIP AND PROBABLE DATE OF HIPPOCRATIC OATH 1015

at first formed for the worship of some particular god or hero, or,
when commercial intercourse between foreign countries increased,
tor the worship of the home god or hero. The Solonian law, as
Caius states in his 4th book on the Twelve Tablets, accorded recogni-
tion to these various “ fraternal orders,” (if we may use the modern
equivalent), and declared their laws and contracts valid, if not in
opposition to public laws.* This and the well known hospitality and
tolerance of the Athenians promoted the establishment of foreign
religious institutions in Athens.® Resentment to this license, even
though not confined to the verses of the comic poets alone, was either
mild or amusing at first, since most of the converts were women,
slaves, or perverts. But aside from the curiosity and novelty,
definite social, commercial or professional advantages motivated
merchants, craftsmen, professional men, working men of all trades,
to band together, forming societies, at times for common worship,
at times for the sole purpose of comradeship and social intercourse.®
The members of a society, irrespective of their condition and origin,
exercised the same privileges. A stranger could perform priestly
duties and be rewarded for his devotion with a crown, or honorable
mention, or have his picture hung in the society’s hall.

Anyone so wanting could join some society, but it seems that
there was always a test, * Soxipacia,” which was given after the
candidate paid the admission fee and had his name inscribed on a
stele, éyyeypaupévor, while their descendants apparently shared in the
privileges, without the necessity of having their name so inscribed on
the stele.” From another “ Nomos "’ we know that the candidate was

4 "Eav 8¢ dfjpos § pparopes 7} iepdy bpylwy, § vairar, ) clooiror, §) dubragor, 7 fiagdrat,
% émi Nelav olxbuevor %) els éumoplav, 8, Tv v TolTwy Siabdvrar mpds AANNHAovs, klplov elvar,
éav w7 dmwayopeboy Ta dnmboia ypdppara. Diagest. XLVII, 22. De collegiis et
corporibus.

5° Afnvaior & domep wepl 76 dANa ¢ihofevoivTes BaTehovowy, olrw kal mwepl Tos feovs.
TIoANG yap T@v Eevik@y iepdv wapedéfavTo, dore kal ékwuwdninoav, kal & kal 78 @pdxia
kal T4 $piyia.  Strab., X, 3, 18.

S "Eyiar 8¢ 7@y kowwvi@y O Hdovip dokolat yiyveslatl, Gacwtdy kal épavioTéy: alral
wyap Ovolas éveka kal guvoveias. Aristot., Ethic Nicomach., VIII, 9, 7.

7., . bwboor &v TH orhAn éyyeypauuévor elolv f ToUs TobTwy évvbvovs. Eav &¢ Tis
ime . .. "Omws & &y ds mheioTor Gow Opyedves ToU iepov, éfeivar 7 [ovAouérw
eloevéykavre . . . dpaxmuas pereivar alrdt Tovu iepov kal els Ty oTHAnY éyypddeshar

Tobs & éyyeypapuévovs els v orhhqr Soxwudlewr Tobs Spyedras. Foucart, P., Des
Associations Religieuses chez les Grecs, p. 189, Paris, 1873, Klincksieck.
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1016 SAVAS NITTIS

examined first if he were “ pure, pious and good,” ® almost the
same expression used in the Hippocratic Oath, and possibly by the
primitive Kouretes.® Unfortunately, with the exception of the
Iobakchoi, we have only fragmentary references to ““ laws ”” of other
societies.’ From these fragments we know that this “law ” regu-
lated many activities of the society, such as admission and expulsion,
convocation of the assembly, the matter of dues and penalties for
failure to pay on time, premiums, sacrificial dues paid by members
and strangers for sacrificing in the temple, the use of the revenue,
guaranties, the nature and value of compensation for benefactors,
and the measures taken to assure respect of the law and execution of
the decrees. Questions, however, pertaining to the mystic part of the
ritual were, apparently, recorded and preserved in the sacred books.
Aischines read from such books the formulas which the initiates
repeated during the initiation and purification rites of the thiasos of
Sabazios.* We have one reference to the “immutable law,” *?
besides the one to the ““ holy law,” ** but we cannot be certain if they
refer to the law inscribed on a stele, or the sacred books.

The so-called * mysteries ” and ‘‘ unmentionables,” (dppyra), of
all ancient religious rites, are still completely unknown. But were

8 Néuos épaviardy.

Mndevi étéoTw émiévar els THv ceuvordTny

glvodoy Tav épavicTdy, wplv &v Boki-

pachy el éoTi dyvds kal eboeBys kal dya-

06s- SikipatéTtw 8¢ & wpooTaTys etc. Foucart, P., I c., p. 202.

4 ‘Ayvov 8¢ Blov Telvwy éf o
Auws 'Idalov pborns yevéuny
kal vvkTimélov Zaypéws PBpovrds
Tds T @uogpdyovs daitas Tehéoas
unTpl T Opely dddas avaoywy
kal KovpnTwWy
Bakxos ékAnlny éaiwbets.
Eurip., Melanippe the Wise. (Nauck, Frg. 484)

19 For a list of references to a véuos see Ziebarth, E., Das griechische Vereins-
wesen, p. 144, Leipzig, 1886, where 16 fragments are listed referring to such
documents.

11 Demosth., On the Crown, 259-260.

12 "Eyoxos éotw véuw 1¢ dxwihtw. Corp. Insc. Gr., No. 2525b. (Foucart, P., I c,,
insc. No. 46, line 104, p. 227.)

13 Aedbxfar Tois 'ATTMoTals kvpdoar pév Tov iepdy véuov. Corp. Insc. Gr., 3069.
(Teos, 2nd c. B.C.)
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AUTHORSHIP AND PROBABLE DATE OF HIPPOCRATIC OATH 1017

they, in all cases, really mysteries, or only * mystic ’? Forbidden to
be seen by, or be revealed to, the uninitiated, or simply sacreligious
and 1mpious to be seen by the uninitiated, and be mentioned by the
initiated? Evidently the latter was the view held by the Kretans.?
If the god was not * demoteles,” (publicly established), it was not
offensive to mention ““arrheta” publicly, as we may assume from
Demosthenes’ speech.'* Probably such ‘ mysteries ’ were no more
mysterious then, than the Mysteries of the Greek Church, called
Sacraments in the West, are today.

Aside from societies formed just for social intercourse and mutual
benefit, without having to be secret or mysterious or exclusive,
certainly there existed fraternities restricted to the members of one
family. And in most societies, while members had their names
inscribed on a stele, their sons and descendants were not required
to have their names so inscribed, in order to be considered members.
(““ éyyeypappévor 3 Tobs TolTwy évydrvovs*)." Not only membership, but
also certain honors bestowed upon a member, were, if so specified,
hereditary.**

Since every imaginable trade and profession is represented on
the stone remnants of such fraternal organizations, it would seem
unreasonable if the physicians belonged to no union or society of
their own, either for the purpose of common worship, or otherwise
for pleasure. Unfortunately, the existing fragments are not clear
enough on this point, but in many cases there is little doubt that
the reference is to a medical society. Such are the  oi 4ro rot Movoeiov
larpol,” ‘‘ Tvpvacwapxév Tév iatpov’’ etc., from Ephesos, * *Apxiarpos kai
iepopdvrys ’ from Kula, etc.*®* The monument to the famous physi-
cian, Menekrates was erected by his * yvopwor ” who called him their
“ Heresiarch.”

In many, or probably in all fraternal societies, in imitation of
the pattern of the ‘“demoteles” religious societies, such as the
Eleusinian Mysteries, there were some sort of initiation, or rather

14 The custom was so general that specific references seem superfluous here.

1% See Ziebarth, E., l.c., p. 98, and Poland, F., Geschichte des griechischen
Vereinswesen, p. 120, Leipzig, 1909, Teubner.

16 TyBeplew Khavdiwe Kovpeivar Mevekpater latpie Kawodpwy kal I8las Noyikijs évapyovs
laTpicsis krioTne év BifNlois prat’, 8 v éreypnfn Vwd TEv évhoyiuwy wébhewy Ynplopacwy
évreNéar, ol yrdpipor TGL éavTdy aipeoudpxme 10 Hpdor. Insc. Gr., 1759,
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1018 SAVAS NITTIS

purification, rites, or some test for purity of character.>*” The
members were ‘‘ éyyeypappévo.” on a stele, and I believe they could
be * ovyyeypapuévo,,” without any change in meaning or intention.
By the Iobakchoi they were ‘ éroyeyypauuévor ” and the process was
called dmoypag, a word so curiously similar to the ovyypadn of the
Oath. Ziebarth translates this “ officielle Anmeldung,” erroneously.
I believe, for just a little below, the statute states that those that
inherited the membership from their father could procure this
amoypagy by paying 25 drachmas, one half of the regular initiation
fee of 50 drachmas.'” Although in some societies admission was,
apparently, open to ‘“ anyone willing ”’ to pay the fees and dues,
¢ Bovlopéve,” it is unreasonable to believe that such an attitude,
despite the democratic ideas of the race, would prevail always. We
know that before admission a qualifying test was given ™ **7 and
an oath was administered.”® Even in the Hippocratic Oath the “ and
to none others,” should not be construed as making the medical pro-
fession, or their association, if it is referring to one, exclusive, any
more so than the “ dokimasia-test” concerning “ purity, piety and
goodness,” ® or ““ worthiness and fitness "’ ** of other societies.

Both the entrance fee and the monthly contribution or dues con-
nected with the membership, could be waived in certain instances.
By the Iobakchoi in Athens ** and the Hymnodoi in Pergamon the
sons and even the uncles of a member were preferred for admission
to membership, and they paid only a fraction of the regular entrance
fee. By the Gerousiastai of Asklepios in Hyettos, the son of a
member inherited the membership without payment, and in the
absence of a son, the next in line of relationship, who paid only half.
In Asia Minor this custom was more frequently observed and,
apparently, it implied some distinction, for such members were called
“ patrogerontes,” by the Gerontes of Ephesos.?®

17T Mndevi étéotw 'IéBakyov elvair, éav un wpdToy dmoypdymrar waph TE ilepel THY
vevoulauérny dmoypadny kal dokiuacdfie Vwd TOW ’Iomm, el &dfos aivoiro
kal émirndetos 7@t Bakxelwi. “Eorw 8¢ 10 lomh\bowoy 7dt py dwd marpds Apx. v kal
omovdy opolws, Kkal ol dwd warpds dmoypadéofuwaay émi Apx. e Ziebarth, E., [ ¢.,
p. 141 and 156.

18 'Evavriov 76 8pkw v Gpocav ral Té dpd fiv Elkadeds émwmphoaro. Ziebarth, p. 142.

Kard 7év 8pkov dv duocav Tois épavorais. (C.I1.A., 11, 619,9) Ziebarth, p. 142,

** Poland, F., I c., p. 298 (“ Die Familie”) and p. 301 (“ Die Kinder”).
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AUTHORSHIP AND PROBABLE DATE OF HIPPOCRATIC OATH 1019

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

In recapitulation, we have observed that there existed, from an
early date, trade, professional, religious and medicinal fraternal
organizations, not really secret or mysterious or exclusive, with
by-laws and laws valid even before the civil authorities. Such
organizations imitated, even in phraseology, the structure of the
constitution of the city in which they existed. The document binding
the members to certain moral and financial responsibilities was
apparently called “ nomos-law " generally. At times, laws provided
for the transmission of certain honors to the sons and descendants
of members, and in some societies the sons acquired the membership
from their father by inheritance, without any payment and without
the necessity of inscribing, i. e., signing, their name on the society’s
catalogues.

With all these in view it seems that the &yypadn, in the first place
in the Hippocratic Oath, dpxov m6vde rai &vyypadiy ivde, refers to the
“ written law ” of some medical fraternal organization. In the para-
graph dvev pwofol kai Evyypadis, it must imply that the sons of the
teacher must, not only be released from the payment of tuition, but
also be received into the society without test and without payment of
dues. Being born to, and brought up by a teacher of medicine was to
be considered sufficient evidence of purity of character. The par-
ticipial form in the paragraph “ évyyeypappévois te xai dpriopévors vépo
mrpws ” implies that others had to qualify by a test, enrollment in
the society, which naturally meant meeting the financial obligations
of the association, taking the Oath, and the payment of tuition. For,
although undoubtedly there were individuals who attached them-
selves as apprentices to a physician from childhood, and learned the
art in this manner, there must have been others who received their
medical training attending in large groups men  who held them-
selves out to be teachers of medicine.” *°

But was ever the word évyypady synonymous to “law?” In
Athens during the 5th century (450-446 B. C.) the commissioners
appointed to draw up laws for submission to the assembly after
approval by the council, were called &vyypageis, and such laws

2 Plato, Menon, 27.
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1020 SAVAS NITTIS

fvyypagai.®*  Such apparently was the common connotation of the

word even as late as March, 421 B. C. Thucydides states that in
March, 421, during the rule of the Four Hundred, &vyypageis were
elected to introduce laws according to which the city may be best
governed,®” while in October of the same year, after the overthrow
of the Four Hundred, the commissioners are called for the first time,
® Thucydides gives no explanation for this transition in
the connotation of the word, and it may not seem illogical to assume
that during this sharply defined period between March and October
of the year 421 B. C,, the terms &vyypady and vduos might have been
used in Athens interchangeably to convey the same meaning.

In the Hippocratic Oath there is a reference to ‘“ medical law ”
while &vyypadn undoubtedly, at least in the first paragraph, stands for
the collective meaning that ““ the law ” implied in the known frag-
ments of other fraternal organizations.

For this reason it seems very probable that this document was
written in Athens during the period between March and October of
421 B. C. and it was “ the law ” or part of it, of a medical society.

In 421 B. C., Hippocrates was approximately 40 years old, and
was living in Athens, enjoying great reputation, not only as a prac-
ticing physician, but also as a teacher of medicine, as attested by
Plato in Protagoras and Menon. And if we are to believe Soranos,
the Athenians bestowed upon him unusual honors, being ““ the second
man after Heracles to be initiated by them publicly into the Eleu-
sinian mysteries. And they made him a citizen and offered public
maintenance in the Pritaneum to him and his descendants. And he
taught the art generously to the adepts with the befitting oath.”

A physician of such distinguished reputation must have belonged
to a professional fraternal order, since every man of any importance
whatsoever belonged, besides some religious, also to some other,

4
vopolérar ?

21, .. Tdde oi xovyypageis xovvéypagpoav. . . . Adumov elme: Ta pév &N\a
kalBdmep al xovyypagal TE dmwapyés TO Kapmo Toiv feotv, Tas d¢ xovvypagas kal TO
¢oépiopa T6de dvaypagodro & ypauparels. (Athens, 439 B.C.) Dittenberger, W.,
Syll. Insc. Gr., p. 24.

22 Aéka &vlpas éNéglac Evyypageis adTokpdropas, TobTous 8¢ fvyypdyavras yrduny
éoeverykeiv és Tov dijuov és Huépav pmriy kdd 871 dpoTa B wohis olkfoerar, Thucyd.,
VIII, 67.

** Thucyd., VIII, 97.
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AUTHORSHIP AND PROBABLE DATE OF HIPPOCRATIC OATH 1021

trade, fraternal, or professional society. And since the time and
the spirit of the Oath agree with our idea of the historical Hip-
pocrates, it seems to me that the Oath was written by Hippocrates
himself, for an Athenian medical society, which probably he himself
founded.

This “ Oath,” or part of it, or some modification of it, gradually
filtered out of the hall or temple of the Athens Medical Society,
and became the universal moral law of the medical profession, and
it continued to live, long after the societies of ancient Greece, and
their symbols and symbolisms, became meaningless and incompre-
hensible, or changed their forms and names. And although today
all of us may not follow the precepts of the Oath in all their
particulars any more faithfully than we do those of the Sermon on
the Mount, still no one can dispute that, as in the latter document
the lay, so in the first the professional, moral ideals of the individual
found the expression of their highest aims.
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