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Introduction:
In this paper, I will survey the ancient Cynicism, its origins, and its key principles as a philosophical school as espoused by its most famous practitioner, Diogenes of Sinope. Additionally, I will assert that the famous contemporary comedian George Carlin can be rightfully considered a modern-day Cynic because his views and comedic routines align with the principles of ancient Cynicism. Through a comprehensive cross examination of Diogenes’ and Carlin’s key beliefs, I will demonstrate how Carlin's sharp satire, social commentary, and relentless questioning of societal norms reflect the essence of Cynicism. I aim to illuminate the continuing relevance of philosophical political ideas in contemporary culture and highlight the profound impact of Carlin's comedic legacy on challenging conventional wisdom and promoting critical thinking.

What is a Cynic?
First, I must note how I am using the central term of “Cynic” or “Cynicism.” When most contemporary people use the term “cynic” (with a lower-case c), they think of a person who always thinks or expects the worst in others. Today, cynicism often means that one must have a pessimistic perspective on life (Marmysz, 2020, p. 97). However, when I use the term “Cynic” or “Cynicism” in this paper (with an upper-case C), it is to be understood as referring to the ancient Greek philosophical school of Cynicism or its Cynic practitioners, and not simply as being cynical towards something or someone as in contemporary colloquial uses. The capitalization will therefore differentiate between colloquial uses (lower-case c) and formal references to the ancient school (upper-case C),
Cynicism was born in ancient Greece and remains a captivating and often misunderstood school of thought. At its core, Cynicism represents a radical departure from conventional wisdom, advocating for a lifestyle characterized by self-sufficiency, a return to nature, and fearless speech (Desmond, 2010, p. 574).
While some debate who the original founder of the Cynicism is, many attribute its essence to Diogenes of Sinope. Despite his lack of written works, his philosophy is encapsulated in short sayings preserved by Diogenes Laertius, shedding light on his practical, embodied approach to philosophy. (Roubineau, 2023, pp.7-8). Diogenes, born in Sinope to a banker named Hicesias, faced exile due to either himself or his father's involvement in coin tampering. While the authenticity of the incident is debated, it contributes to the legend of Diogenes “defacing the currency” in other words, defacing societal norms and values (Higgie, 2014, p.186). Exiled from his home in Sinope, Diogenes went to either Corinth or Athens because, according to Dio Chrysostom, Diogenes considered that “the sage should look to settle where fools are most numerous, in order to reprove them and correct their stupidity.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Dio Chrysostom, Discourses 8.5; quoted in Paquet, Les Cyniques grecs, p. 196.] 

For me, Diogenes of Sinope exemplifies three key concepts that all cynics must have: (1) striving after self-sufficiency and freedom, (2) holding nature above convention, and (3) engaging others with parrhesia.
Self-sufficiency and freedom stand as cornerstones of Cynicism. Rejecting the trappings of wealth, power, and social status, Cynics adopt a life of simplicity and autonomy. For the Cynic, true freedom lies not in accumulating material possessions but in liberation from dependence on external things. Diogenes famously embraced a minimalist lifestyle, avoiding material comforts and social conventions (Trujillo, 2022, p. 17). Diogenes was known for provocative acts, such as living in a barrel and begging for food (Laertius, 2018, 6.31, p. 274). By relinquishing societal expectations and material attachments, he sought to demonstrate the possibility of living a fulfilling life without needing external validation or support. Self-sufficiency, for Diogenes, extends beyond mere economic independence. It also encompasses a mindset of self-reliance and inner resilience, wherein one’s happiness and well-being are not contingent upon external circumstances. By cultivating inner strength and fortitude, Diogenes aspired to transcend the fleeting pleasures and anxieties of the material world, finding solace in the simplicity of animal existence. In a society driven by consumerism and the pursuits of both wealth and social status, Diogenes the Cynic’s emphasis on self-sufficiency and freedom served as a reminder of the intrinsic value of human agency and autonomy. Cynicism challenges us to question the prevailing notion that happiness can be bought and sold, urging us instead to seek fulfillment through inner satisfaction rather than external validation. 
Also central to the Cynic philosophy is the concept of living in accordance with nature. Rejecting the artificiality and decadence of urban life, Diogenes advocates for a return to the simplicity and purity of the natural world. For Diogenes, nature serves as the ultimate source of truth and wisdom, offering guidance on how to live a virtuous and authentic life. The Cynics view civilization with suspicion, seeing it as a corrupting influence that alienates individuals from their true essence. Moreover, Cynics idealized the simplicity and authenticity of the state of nature, where human beings are free from the constraints of societal norms and artificial desires. In his famous encounter with Alexander the Great, Diogenes exemplified the Cynic commitment to living with nature. When asked by the mighty conqueror if there was anything he desired, Diogenes replied, “for Alexander to step out of his sunlight!” (Marmysz, 2020, p. 103). This bold assertion highlights his disdain for worldly power and his preference for the natural light of truth and simplicity. Diogenes found no appeal in Alexander's material power and riches, instead valuing the inherent richness of sunlight and the liberating force of freedom. Living in accordance with nature involves embracing a life of austerity and moderation. By simplifying their needs and desires, Cynics aim to achieve a state of inner harmony and alignment with the natural order of the universe. In doing so, they seek to transcend the artificial divisions and conflicts that plague human society, finding unity and peace in the interconnectedness of all things. In today's era of environmental decay and habitat loss, Diogenes the Cynic would advocate for living in harmony with nature; not merely distancing ourselves from societal norms and technology but also redefining our bond with the natural world. 
Finally, parrhesia, or fearless speech, lies at the heart of the Cynicism. Rooted in the profound commitment to truth and authenticity, parrhesia embodies the Cynic ethos of speaking one’s mind without fear or reservation. Diogenes Laertius states that when Diogenes was “asked what was the most beautiful thing in the world, he said, ‘Freedom of speech [parrhesia].’” (Laertius, 2018, 6.69, p. 291). Parrhesia represents a radical departure from the conversations of polite societies, where conformity and manners often precede honesty and integrity. Diogenes, renowned for his outspokenness and disregard for social niceties, embraced parrhesia as a means of challenging hypocrisy and falsehood. He saw truth as a weapon against the tyranny of ignorance and deception, and he wielded it with fearless conviction in his quest for justice and enlightenment. In contrast with Socrates, who was known for engaging with others rationally and calmly, Diogenes was prone to reduce philosophy to bodily functions as he wanted people to change their behavior and not just to think, leading to Plato calling Diogenes “Socrates gone mad.” (Marmysz, 2020, p. 100) Parrhesia, for Diogenes, is not merely a matter of speaking one’s mind but also of living by one’s principles and values. It requires courage to challenge prevailing norms and confront injustices and hypocrisy, even at significant personal risk. In other words, simply speaking the truth does not equal to parrhesia, it also involves action, Rebecca Higgie states that, “the parrhesiast is always less powerful than the one to whom they speak” (Higgie, 2014 p. 188). Meaning that, parrhesia occurs when a person with less power speaks to someone with more power, making it risky to speak frankly. In doing so, Diogenes aspired to inspire others to question authority and to seek truth and authenticity in their own lives. In our modern world plagued with misinformation and manipulation, the Cynics' emphasis on parrhesia offers a powerful antidote to the forces of deception and tyranny. It calls upon us to speak truth to power and to defend the values of honesty and integrity in the face of deceptions, or public relations moves, even at significant cost to those who speak plainly. In embracing parrhesia, we honor the legacy of Diogenes the Cynic and reaffirm our commitment to the pursuit of truth and justice in all its forms.
So then, self-sufficiency and freedom, living according to nature, and parrhesia are principles fundamental to Cynicism. These principles resonate across time and space. By embracing self-sufficiency and freedom, we liberate ourselves from the shackles of materialism and social expectations, forging a path to inner strength and autonomy. Similarly, through a commitment to natural living, we reconnect with the inherent wisdom of the natural world, finding solace and harmony in nature. Perhaps most importantly, the ethos of parrhesia shines brightest in the Cynic legacy. Through their unwavering dedication to fearless speech and relentless pursuit of truth, the Cynics challenge us to question the status quo to confront injustice and hypocrisy.  Being a Cynic is a call to action and not mere contemplation. 


Diogenes of Sinope Masturbating:
Among the anecdotes about Diogenes, one particular incident stands out: his public masturbation in the marketplace, accompanied by the statement, “If only one could relieve hunger by rubbing one’s belly.” (Laertius, 2018, 6.46, p. 282)
At first glance, this act may appear vulgar or base, but like many of Diogenes’ actions, it carries layers of meaning. I see this act of public masturbation through the lens of self-sufficiency, living according with nature, and parrhesia. Diogenes was a persistent critic of conventional morality and social conventions, which he saw as artificial constraints imposed by society. By engaging in acts that violated these norms, such as masturbating in public, Diogenes aimed to challenge the hypocrisy and absurdity of social conventions. In this context, his statement about relieving hunger has a deeper meaning. Diogenes is not merely indulging in a crude act for shock value; instead, he highlights the disparity between basic human needs and the complex, often arbitrary system that governs human behavior in public or in society. In other words, as far as freedom is concerned, Diogenes’ point is this: nobody would look twice at an individual who is relieving his hunger by rubbing his belly; in that same way, nobody should care if an individual is relieving his sexual desires by masturbating. Both are necessities, and their solutions are natural and should be normal. Diogenes advocates for a return to a more authentic way of life, free from civilization's traps, norms, and customs. 
For this and other acts, Diogenes was labeled a “kyōn,” or dog (Laertius, 2018, 6.60, p. 287) because he chose to live a natural life, meaning that he chose to live in a homeless condition, from the food that people gave him, and by defecating and masturbating in public. (Higgie, 2014, p. 186) In this context, masturbating in public is more than just a vulgar action. Diogenes is trying to advocate that just like a dog that lives according to nature, humans are also capable and should live according to nature by avoiding arbitrary social norms that typically only produce pain and unhappiness. Emperor Julian stated that Diogenes’ Cynicism held “the definition of happiness among the gods, too, namely that they live in their natural state and with autonomy.” (Usher, 2022, p. 163).
Lastly, by actually masturbating in public, instead of just talking about it, Diogenes is practicing parrhesia. As mentioned before, Cynicism is not a theoretical philosophy that is merely logically argued. Cynicism is an embodied philosophy meant to be practiced for personal growth and as a means of teaching it to others. By engaging in such a brazen and taboo act openly, Diogenes is deliberately provoking others, defying social conventions, and asserting his right to speak and act truthfully, regardless of the consequences.
So now we can see that Diogenes' act of masturbating in public was more than just a mere senseless or even vulgar act. Diogenes is talking the talk and walking the walk. Diogenes is embodying what it means to be a Cynic. By masturbating in public, Diogenes is saying that he is free and self-sufficient, that he will live in accordance with nature, and most importantly, that he will act and speak truthfully.

George Carlin:
George Calin emerged as a profound voice in American comedy, transcending mere entertainment to offer insightful social commentary. While his comedic journey began in 1956, it was in the 1980s that he unveiled a deeper layer of socio-cultural critique. Carlin’s audacious style, characterized by unapologetic candor and disrespectful wit, served as a conduit for challenging entrenched societal norms, values, and cultural constructs.[footnoteRef:2] Through his performance, Carlin skillfully dismantled conventional wisdom, illuminating its inherent contradictions with clever counterexamples and employing the method of reductio ad absurdum (Engels, 2021, p.4). In doing so, he allowed audiences to confront the absurdity and foolishness intertwined into the fabric of their beliefs. Thus, Carlin’s comedic genius became a vehicle for philosophical reflection, inviting introspection and interrogation of the constructs governing our collective consciousness.  [2:  On July 3, 1978, the Supreme Court delivered its landmark verdict in Federal Communications Commission v. Pacifica Foundation, a case arising from a New York radio station's broadcast of George Carlin's "Filthy Words" monologue on October 30, 1973. This decision continues to shape regulations concerning indecent language on television and in mass media. The case, decided with a 5-4 split among the Justices giving the victory to the FCC. See: Bomboy, S. (2023, July 3). Looking back: George Carlin and the Supreme Court. National Constitution Center. https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/george-carlin-and-the-supreme-court
] 

Some people might think that Carlin's jokes are not to be taken seriously or philosophically because Carlin's objective is simply to make people laugh. However, I think that Carlin’s jokes are proper cynical teachings because they espouse self-sufficiency and freedom, living according to nature, and parrhesia. Because his jokes serve these values, they are proper Cynic philosophy. Along with his jokes, Carlin also utilized four distinctive rhetoric techniques. First, he highlighted evident counterexamples to prevalent societal beliefs and values. Secondly, he assumed a premise as true, subsequently unraveling its inherent absurdities. Third, he evoked seemingly outlandish scenarios, provoking laughter, only to reveal the unsettling resemblance of those scenarios to contemporary realities. Lastly, Carlin often spoke of the deceptive nature of our language. (Engels, 2021, p. 6) Carlin’s humor transcends mere shock or vulgarities; instead, it is exceptionally crafted to hold the values of a particular society, upset the sensibilities of a specific audience, and lead them to question their beliefs in a manner reminiscent of Diogenes. Thus, Carlin emerges not solely as a philosopher but also as a skilled rhetorician, akin to Diogenes.
One joke that shows that Carlin employs parrhesia is his 1996 special “Back in Town.” Carlin had the following to say:
“Pro-life conservatives are obsessed with the fetus from conception to nine months. After that they don’t want to know about you … No neonatal care, no daycare, no head start, no school lunch, no food stamps, no welfare, no nothing. If we are pre-born, you’re fine. If you are pre-school you’re fucked. Conservatives don’t give a shit about you until you reach military age. Then they think you are just fine. Just what they’ve been looking for. Conservatives want live babies so they can raise them to be dead soldiers.”

In this joke, Carlin cleverly engages with the ideological landscape surrounding the “pro-life” stance, postulating a critical inquiry into the apparent incongruity between professed reverence for life and the selective application of such sentiments. He wisely examined the tendency among proponents of this viewpoint to prioritize the protection of unborn life while neglecting the establishment of social support systems for those already born. Furthermore, Carlin explains the implicit contradictions inherent in conservative ideologies, which champion the sanctity of life yet demonstrate a readiness to deploy young individuals into the theater of war as soon as they reach the age of eligibility for military service. At the heart of Carlin’s comedic commentary lies a profound philosophical inquiry regarding the consistency and integrity of moral principles. He challenges the conservative notion of reverence for life only in certain stages to advocate a more holistic ethics that encompasses the well-being of all individuals. Carlin's utilization of parrhesia, characterized by both fearless speech and a commitment to the truth, amplifies the potency of his message. Moreover, Carlin employs “defacing the currency” by going against conservative commonly held beliefs. 
Carlin consistently held natural life over conventional obsessions and artificial removal from natural life, as shown in his joke about germaphobes. Carlin critiques the absurdity of over-the-top measures taken by individuals to protect themselves from viruses and germs when the human body naturally has an immune system. Carlin states that “when germs come along, your body is not going to be prepared […] you are going to get sick, you are going to die, and you are going to deserve it cause you’re fucking weak” (Carlin, 1999). Here, Carlin advocates for us to live according to nature and strengthen our immune systems. Just as Diogenes hugged icy statues to get used to cold weather and rolled in hot sand to get used to the heat of summer (Laertius, 2018, 6.23, p. 270), Carlin, so he states, swam in raw sewage when he was a kid and ate food that he dropped on the floor to strengthen his immune system, which led him to never getting sick. 
Calin also advocates for self-sufficiency and freedom of humankind by distancing ourselves from hypocritical and deceptive norms, beliefs, and institutions, such as advertisement, politics, salesmen, parents, teachers, and law enforcement, but most of all, from religion, or the “greatest bullshit story ever told.” Carlin states plainly and clearly that if honesty were to be introduced into society, American culture would collapse (Carlin, 1999). This, to me, is a clear exemplification of Carlin Cynicism, to live freely according to nature, and to speak frankly.
In drawing parallels between George Carlin and Diogenes, it's evident that both individuals employ the same rhetoric techniques, for the same reasons. Carlin through comedy and Diogenes through his bodily actions, challenge societal norms and advocate for more authentic ways of life. Carlin's jokes, much like Diogenes' actions, are infused with the values of self-sufficiency and freedom, living in accordance with nature, and fearless speech. Through his comedic routines, Carlin critiques societal constructs and exposes their inherent contradictions, much like Diogenes did with his provocative acts. Carlin's jokes are tailored to disrupt audiences and prompt introspection, akin to how Diogenes aimed to upset societal sensibilities to prompt reflection and change on the nature of societal norms. By employing rhetorical techniques such as highlighting absurdities, evoking counterexamples, and defying conventional beliefs, Carlin challenges his audience to reconsider their perspectives and embrace a more minimalist and natural way of life. Therefore, by exhibiting the same principles, methods, and effectiveness as Diogenes in challenging societal norms and advocating for philosophical reflection, George Carlin deserves recognition as a philosopher in his own right. Just as Diogenes used his actions to embody philosophical principles, Carlin uses his comedy to engage audiences in philosophical contemplation, making him a contemporary counterpart to the ancient philosopher. It could be argued that if we are going to consider Diogenes of Sinope the ancient father of Cynicism, then we should consider George Carlin the contemporary father of Cynicism.

Conclusion:
Examining the Cynic School of Philosophy, its foundation principles of self-sufficiency and freedom, living according with nature, and parrhesia illustrate a profound and timeless philosophical ethos. Diogenes of Sinope, often regarded as the quintessential Cynic, exemplified these principles through his rejections of materialism, his embrace of simplicity and authenticity, and his fearless defiance of social conventions. Likewise, through his comedic routines, George Carlin employs a blend of satire, irony, and fearless speech to challenge prevailing societal beliefs and values. His incisive critiques of societal institutions, cultural norms, and ideological hypocrisies mirror the spirit of Cynicism. From my perspective, Carlin should not only be thought of as a Cynic and Philosopher but also be taught alongside Diogenes as an embodied member of the Cynic School of Philosophy.
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