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ON ANCIENT MEDICINE ON THE
NATURE OF HUMAN BEINGS

Mark J. Schiefsky

Summary

This paper discusses the theory of human nature (phusis) presented in On
Ancient Medicine, In contrast to thinkers who claimed that medicine must
be based on an account of the origin and development of human beings out of
clomental constituents, the author of this treatise argues that the true foundation
of medicine is knowledge of the humoral constitution of different individuals and
of the interastions of the internal organs with fluids and air in the body. Such
fnowledge is limited in scope and can be attained only by reasoming from every-
day experience and experience in medicine. :

In this paper I shall attempt to bring out the distinctive character
of the theory of human nature (phusis) developed by the author of
the Hippocratic treatise On Ancient Medicine (De vetere medicing, VM)
Scholars have long recognised that the methadological dispute between
the author of this text and his opponents marks a crucial moment
in the development of the relationship of medicine and philosophy
in ancient Greece. The author’s vigorous attack on his opponents,
who advocate adopting a philosophical foundation for medical prac-
tice, has attracted a great deal of scholarly attention. But perhaps
because of the very success of the author’s criticism, the originality
of his own positive proposals has attracted rather less attention, It
has somectimes escaped notice that the author of VM, far from
renouncing the need for medicine to be based on knowledge of
human phusts, in fact considers a certain kind of knowledge of human
phusis to be essential for medical practice and sets out a coherent
and highly original method of attaining it. My goal here is to give
an account of the character of this theory and to place it in con-
text by contrasting it with a style of theorising about human phusis
that found numerous representatives in philosophical and medical
writers of the fifth and fourth centuries BC. I shall do this by means
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of a close examination of chapter 20 of the text, where the issue of
what kind of phusis theory should be adopted as a foundation for
medicine comes into sharp focus.

I begin by offering a translation of chapter 20 and a summary of
its contents:'

20 1 Now concerning these matters I think that I have given an ade-
quate exposition of my views. But some dactors (@i} and sophists
(sophisiai) say that it would be impossible for anyone to know medi-
cine who does not know what the human being is, and that anyone
who is going to treat patients correctly must learn this. Their account
tends towards philosophy (philosephiz), just ke Empedocles or others
who have written about nature {phusis) from the beginning, what the
human being is and how it originally came to be and from what things
it was compounded, 2 But I say that whatever has been said or writ-
ten about nature (phusis) by a sophist ar doctor pertains less to the art
of medicine than to writing (graphiké), and I think that it is impossi-
ble to have clear knowledge about nature (phusis) from any source
other than medicine. This can be acquired when one has correctly
comprehended all of medicine, but until then it is impossible—F mean
this science (fistorié) that consists in knowing what the human being is
and by what causes it comes to be and all the rest, with precision. 3
For this I think is what it is necessary for a doctor to know about
nature {phusisy and to make every effort to know, if he is going to
fulfill any of his obligations: what the human being is in relation to
foods and drinks and other practices, and what will be the effect of
cach thing on each individual—mnot simply that “cheese is harmful
food, for it causes trouble to one who eats a lot of it,” but rather what
trouble, and why, and which of the things in the human being it is
inimical to. 4 For there are many other harmfiil foods and drinks that
affect the human being in a different way. Accordingly, let me take
this example: “unmixed wine, drunk in large quantities, affects human
beings in a certain way.” All who see this would recognise that this
is the power (dunamis) of wine and that it alone is responsible; as for
the things in the human being that it is especially able to affect in
this way, we know what they are. 5 This is the sort of truth that I
want to be revealed in other cases as well. For cheese (since I have
made use of this example} does not harm all human beings alike: there
are some who can eat their fill of it without being harmed at all, and

' All translations from VM are my own, based on Jouanna’s text  Jouanna 1990},
I have also adopted the section divisions from his edition, Translations of other
texts are my ownt unless otherwise indicated. For further elaboration and justification
of the argument presented in this paper, see Schiefsky (2005},
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indeed it provides a wondrous strength to those v'vhom it br:n'cﬁts; but
there are others who have difficulty coping with it. 6 Accordingly the
natures (phusies) of these people differ, and the dlfferepcc concerns th(e1
very thing in the body that is hostile to cheese and is stirred up an

set in motion by it. Those in whom such a humour (chum‘os) happens
to be present in greater quantity and to exert more power in the body
will naturally suffer more; but if cheese were bad for human naturff
( phusis) in general, it would harm all people. (pp. 145.17-148.2 Jouanna;

1.620-624 L.)

The author attacks thinkers who claim that a doctor nccd§ knowl-
edge of “what the human being is” (& T dotiv .c’ivepmmg) m“order
to treat patients correctly. He responds that this procedure tends
towards philosophy” in the manner of Empedocles and other::.‘, who
attempt to explain how human beings first arose and the constituents
from which they were formed. In section 2 the author rejects the
claim that this kind of knowledge of human phusis is necessary to
treat patients correcily: everything these thinkers have.said or written
“concerning nature” (peri phusios) is m'ore-appropnate to writing
(graphiké) than to medicine. But his claim is not :chat such kn‘owé—
edge is unattainable; on the contrary, he argues that ‘It can be at‘tame ,
i one masters medicine first. His position is that it is impossible to
know anything clearly “about nature” {peri phusios) except from med-
icine, where knowledge “about nature” is the .kno'wledge of human
origins and development that his opponents cla}unis a necessary pre-
requisite to therapy: “I mean this science {(fistorid) that.consmts n
knowing what the human being is and by what causes it comes i0
be and all the rest, with precision.” Despite the vehcmc.nce of the
author’s tone in the opening two sections of the chaPter, it becomes
clear in section 3 that it is not the claim that medicine needs to be
based on a theory of human phusis that he rejects. Rather, :what he
objects to is the attempt to make a parﬁcula‘u‘ sort of phusts t}‘leory
the foundation of medical practice. In section 3 helem!)h-atlca]ly
states that the doctor must know “what the human being is in rela-
tion to foods and drinks and other practices” and “what will be the
effect of each thing on each individual.” The doctor’s %mowledge
must go beyond crude generalisations such as “cheese' 1’s harmful
food, for it causes trouble to one who has eaten a lot o'f it”: he must
be able to specify the precise nature of the trt?uble, its cause, and
the thing in the body that it harms. The remzfunder of the chapter
presents two examples that are meant to clarify the nature of the
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doctor’s knowledge. The first example (section 4} appeals to differences
between foods: other foods and drinks, such as wine, can cause harm,
but they do not affect human beings in the same way as cheese,
The effect of drinking too much wine is different from the effect of
eating too much cheese, and the doctor must know what these effects
are and how they are caused. The second example (sections 5—6)
appeals to the variation between different individuals, Cheese when
eaten in large amounis is not harmful to all; while some are harmed
by it, it is beneficial to others. These individuals differ in phusis, and
these differences are understood as differences in their humoral con-
stitution: those in whom the humour hostile to cheese is present in
greater quantity or in greater concentration suffer more by eating
it. Cheese is not harmful to human nature in general; if it were, it
would harm all people in a similar way.

Before turning to a closer examination of the type of phusis theory
that the author rejects here as irrelevant to medicine, I want to make
two preliminary points. First, it is clear from this summary that the
issue between the author and his opponents is not whether medi-
cine should be based on a theory of human phusis, but rather what
sort of theory it should he based on. The author is no sceptic about
the possibility of acquiring knowledge of human phusis. His point is
not that a knowledge of human origins and development is unat-
tainable, only that it is irrelevant to medicine. Indeed he states quite
clearly that the knowledge of human origins and development which
his opponents purport to have can be acquired, though not by the
method they follow. I shall return to this remarkable claim at the
end of this paper. For the moment, I want only to stress that the
author shares with his opponents the assurnption that medicine must
be based on a theory of human phusis. This is just one illustration
of the fact that despite the vehemence of the author’s attack on his
opponents, he and they actually share a good deal of common ground.
In particular, they share a conception of medicine as a fechnd, an art
or science made up of a set of procedures organised in a highly sys-
tematic fashion and based on an understanding of the phusis of its
subject matter: the human body and the various factors that account
for healih and disease. This conception of iecin was later developed
by philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle and came under intense
scrutiny In the debaie between the so-called Rationalist and Empiricist
doctors in the Hellenistic period; but the evidence suggests that it
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was first clearly articulated within medicine its.elf, quite independently
of the epistemological concerns that drove this 'later dﬁ:bate..We can
grasp one reason why this conception arose 1nl fnedlcal circles by
considering the opposition between tachné and fuch? (chance} that was
a characteristic theme in Greek thought from the middle (‘)f the fifth
century BC. As is well known, a number of Hippocratic a.uthors
were concerned to establish the status of medicine as a genumne art
(techn#) against those who claimed that it was merely a matte.r.of
chance (fuché). To confront the claim that the successes of mechc.me
were due to luché, not fechné, the doctor needed to do more than just
point to successful results; he needed to be able to show that those
results were actually due to medical treatment. Hence the doctor
needed knowledge of causes (attiar), knowledge that W(?uld enfible
him to explain and justify his practice and so to establish a direct
causal connection between that practice and a successfl ou.tcomtz
{or indeed to explain why he was not at fault in cases of fa_ﬂure).
The importance of the concept of phusis in the. teshni-iuché debate
stems from the close connection between the notions of natre and
cause. With the concept of phusis was associated the notion of the
regularity of nature, the idea that phenomena had naturgl causes
that could at least in principle be discovered by human l?emgs and
that were not duc to arbitrary divine intervention. ThlS" eInerges
especially clearly in On the Sacred Disease (De‘ morbo 'sacm), which opens
with an argument against the view that epilepsy is caused b“y dlvms
intervention on the ground that the disease has bc?th a “nature
{ phusis) and a “cause” ( prophasis).® Knowledge_ .Of phusis brf)ught vtqth
it the knowledge of causes, and hence the ability to explain and jus-
tify medical practice. This, then, is one reason ‘.fvhy knowledge' of
phusis came to be considered an essential foundation of the medical
techn? by a wide range of medical authors, among them the author
d his opponents.
OfNVIY\‘/Jsi:ond pre}fiijninary point concerns the place. of chapter 20 in
the author’s overall argument. VM opens with.a vigorous artta'ck on
thinkers who “lay down as a hupothesis for their account” (bréBectv
ot smutoioty drobépevor @ Adyy, p. 118.2 Jouanna; 1.570 L.) one
or more fundamental principles such as the hot, the cold, the wet,

2 talty On the Art (D¢ artey 5 (pp. 228-230 Jouanna; 6.6-8 L.).
3 g? ;.Slg;g (1379) 49-35 o(n the development of the notions of nature and cause

in the Hippocratic authors.
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and the dry, and go on to reduce the causes of all cases of disease
and death to one or more of these factors. Up to the beginning of
chapter 20, the argument is directed against the claim that one or
more of these factors is the cause and cure of all diseases. The begin-
ning of chapter 20 thus seems to mark a fresh start, as the author
turns to the claim that medicine must be based on an account of
the origin and development of the human being from its elemen-
tary constituents. He nowhere attributes such a theory to the oppo-
nents attacked in chapters 1-19, nor does he ever associate the term
hupothesis or the principles hot, cold, wet, and dry with the oppo-
nents attacked in chapter 20. But though he does not make the con-
nection explicit, it seems very likely that the author considers
the positions attacked in chapters 1-19 and chapter 20 to be closely
related and to result from what is essentially the same mistaken pro-
cedure: the attempt to draw on the tradition of the Presocratic
“inquiry inte nature” (peri phusefs historia) to give medicine the theo-
retical foundation it needed io qualify as a genuine #echné By the
“Inquiry into nature” I refer to the project of what may be called
cosmological speculation that began in sixth-century Miletus and
whose most prominent representatives in the latter part of the fifth
century were thinkers such as Empedocles, Anaxagoras, and Diogenes
of Apollonia. These thinkers attempted to give an account of the
origin and development of the universe and of human beings within
it.* The author makes a thinly veiled reference to this tradition in
chapter | in remarking that the use of fupotheseis is necessary when
discussing “things in the sky and under the carth” (olov mepi tédv

petetpov | v ord yiv, p. 119.7 Jouanna; 1.572 L), topics that

were characteristic of Greek cosmological speculation. He refers more

clearly to the tradition in section 20.2 in remarking that the oppo-

nents “tend towards philosophy like Empedocles or others who have

written about nature from the beginning” and by using the term Ais-

forié to refer to the kind of knowledge that they consider an essen-

tial foundation for medicine. The distinction between the polemic of
chapters 1-19 and chapter 20 is thus a matter of a difference of
emphasis: in chapters 1-19 the focus is on that aspect of the oppo-

* A crucial passage for understanding the scope and approach of the Presocratic
inquiry inte nature 15 Plato, Phaeds 96 ¢. Jouanna (1992) rightly stresses the impor-
tance of this passage for the interpretation of the more “philosophical® Hippocratic
writings such as On Fleshes {De carnibus) and On Regimen (De vict).
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nents’ theorising that has the most direct implications for medicine,
the reduction of the cause and cure of disease to a very small num-
ber of factors, while in chapter 20 the author steps back to discuss
more generally the kind of phusis theory that underlies this position.

I now wish to examine more closely the kind of knowledge of human
phusis that the author rejects here as irrelevant to medicine. In sec-
fion 20.1 the phrase “how it [sc. the human being] orignally came
to be and from what things it was compounded” (Brwg gyéveto np@tov
xai onélev cuvendyn, p. 146.6-7 Jouanna; 1.620 L.} suggests an
account of anthropogony, ie. an attempt to explain how the first
human beings arose from eclementary constituents during the for-
mation of the universe. Then in section 2 the author describes the
knowledge on which his opponents propose to base medicine as th‘c
science (pistori#) of “what the human being is and by what causes it
comes to be and all the rest, with precision.” Here the present tense
formulation of the question as concerning how human beings come
to be (gignetas) suggests an account of the formation and develop-
ment of humans in the present day, ie. embryology. What unites
these two formulations is a concern with origin and development:
the opponents take an account of “what the human being is” to be
an account of what human beings arise from and how they develop,
whether in the present day or at a point in the distant past. In asso-
ciating phusis with the concepts of origin and growth, these thinkers
remain close to the etymological meaning of the word, which is prob-
ably derived from the verb phuomai (“to grow”).

The author names Empedocles as a representative example of a
thinker who engages in this kind of theorising about human phusis.
Since the mention of an opponent by name is very rare in the Hip-
pocratic writings, we should consider carefully why the author -rcfers
to Empedocles in particular here. The general characteristics (?f
Empedocles’ work place him squarely in the tradition of the Presocrafic
inquiry into nature. He attempts to give a complete account of the
origin and development of the cosmos and of the place of human
beings in it on the basis of a small number of principles: the fc?ur
elementary substances earth, air, fire, and ‘water, and two motive
forces, Love and Strife. Two distinctive features of Empedocles’ work

5 For the etymology, see Kahn (1960) 201 n. 2.
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help to explain why the author mentions him here. First, he had a
keen interest in anthropogony and embryology. Several fragments
and testimonia deal with the original formation of human beings,
and the doxographers report an attempt to explain the formation of
human tssues from the four elements that probably had its original
place in a description of the emergence of the first human beings
(DK 31 A 78).5 In embryology, Empedocles treated such questions
as mensiruation (DK 31 A 80), sex differentiation and the resem-
blance of parents to children (DK 31 A 81), and the length of time
it takes male and female embryos to develop (DK 31 A 83). His
embryological accounts were closely linked to accounts of the first
emergence of living things: according to DK 31 A 70 Empedocles
held that trees were the first living things to emerge from the earth,
and also drew an analogy between the way they were nourished by
the heat in the earth and the way the embryo is nourished in the
womb. Empedocles also takes a developmental approach to gues-
tions of physiology. The famous fragment in which he compares the
eye to a lantern to elucidate its structure and function (DK 31 B 84)
is in fact a description of the creation of the eye by Aphrodite, the
personificaiion of the cosmic force of Love.” Secondly, while carlier
thinkers may have identified particular substances such as air or fire
as fundamental, Empedocles is the first thinker to develop a clear
concept of an elemental constituent. The Empedoclean elements
earth, air, fire, and water are unchanging and indestructible, and all
change results from their combination and separation, This concept
of an elemental constituent made Empedocles the obvious figure to
illustrate the concern to give an account of “from what things the
human being was compounded” (6n80ev svvendym). That Empedoces’
own term for element is “root” {rhizdma), however, indicates that for
him the elements are embedded within a larger, developmental frame-
work and are much more than just constitient substances, The four
elements or “roots” {rhizématd) are both the origin of all things and

¢ For anthropogony see DK 31 B 62, and for the original emergence of other
living things DK 31 B 60-61; cf. also DK 31 B 15. DK 31 A 72 (atiributed to
Agtius) speaks of four stages in the coming te be {genesis) of animals and plants.

" DK 31 B 84: “As when a man who intends to make a journey prepares a
light for himself, a flame of fire blazing through a wintry night , . . thus o that fime
(ig 8 161"} was the primal fire concealed in the round pupil .. .” The reference is
to the tme when Aphrodite first fashioned the eye: DK are right to remark “bei
der Bildung des Auges” in their translation.

ON ANCIENT MEDICIVE ON THE NATURE OF HUMAN BEINGS 77

that to which all things return when destroyed. Like the Homeric
gods, each has its own privileges (#imai), and they share dominance
over the world in an endless process of cyclical variation.”

The general approach to the study of living things suggested by
this evidence is brought out clearly by Aristotle in a passage of On
the Parts of Animals (De Partibus Animalium):

For coming to be (genesis) is on account of substance (susia), not sub-
stance on account of coming to be, Hence Empedocles was wrong to
say that many things belong to animals because it happened in this
way during their coming to be, for example that they have a back-
bone of such a kind because it happened that it was twisted and bro-
ken. (P4 640 a 18-22 = DK 31 B 97)

From Aristotie’s point of view, Empedocles errs in trying to explain
the fully developed organism by reference to the way it comes to
be, rather than explaining the processes by which it comes to be
from a consideration of the nature of the mature organism. We need
not accept Aristotle’s commitment to a teleological approach to the
study of nature to appreciate the correctness of this observation about
the character of Empedoclean explanations. Aristotle’s remark makes
quite clear that Empedocles’ approach to the study of the nature of
a living thing is to try to give an account of how it came to be the
way it is,

In response to the opponents’ attempt to base medicine on this
sort of developmental theory of human phusis, the author of VA
claims that medicine must be based on an understanding of human
phusis that has nothing to do with origin or development. Instead of
a theory of how human beings came o be from simpler constituents,
medicine must be based on a theory of what human heings are in
relation to their regimen: “what the human being is in relation to
foods and drinks and other practices, and what will be the effect of
each thing on each individual” (20.8). It would be quite wrong to
interpret this passage as indicating a commitment to a doctrine of
philosophical relativism, as some commentators have done. As we
have seen, the author is no sceptic about the possibility of attaining
knowledge of human phusis. His position is that medicine must be
based on the kind of knowledge of human phusis that will enable the

8 Yor the clements as “roots” see DK 3} B 6.1; for their cyclical variation and
cqual “privileges” (fimai) sce DE. 31 B 17.27-35, On the development of the doe-
trine of elements of Kahn (1960) 133-63.
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doctor to relate human beings to their regimen in a systematic way.?
As far as he is concerned, afl knowledge of the formation and devel-
opment of the human being is simply irrelevant to this purpose.
What the doctor needs to know is not how human beings developed
out of a set of primary elements but how the various foods, drinks,
and other components of human regimen will affect each individ-
ual. This knowledge must be both highly precise and explanatory.
It is not enough for the doctor simply to know that cheese is harm-
ful; he must know what trouble cheese causes, why it causes it, and
which of the things in the body it affects (20.3). The conviction that
medicine must be based on a body of precise, explanatory knowl-
edge that is directly refevant to medical practice leads the author to
sct out a theory of human phusis that has two primary aspects: (1)
knowledge of the interactions between the fluid substances or humonurs
present in different individuals and different foods and drinks, and
(2) knowledge of the capacities of the internal organs to affect and
be affected by fluids and air in the body.

The need for the doctor to have knowledge of the humoral con-
stitution of the body and of foods emerges clearly in sections 20.5-6.
The different effects that cheese has on different human beings imply
that these individuals differ in phusis, and this difference is under-
stood as a difference in the relative amounts and strengths of the
humours in their bodies. If cheese has an especially powerful effect
on a person, it is because the humour (chumos) that is disturbed by
cheese “happens to be present in greater quantity and to exert more
power” in that person’s body (twyyéver mhelwv dvedv kui poAiov
EvBovaotedov év 1§ odpor, p. 147.19-20 Jouanna; 1.624 L.). The
theory is set out in more detail in chapter 14, where the author pre-
sents it as the culmination of the discovery of medicine by a group
of nameless investigators in the distant past:

14 3 For since they did not think that it was the dry or the wet or
the hot or the cold or any other such thing that harmed human beings,
or thai human beings nceded any of these things, but rather the strength
of each thing, that which was too powerful for human nature (phusss),
what the latter could not overcome—this they thought caused harm,
and this they sought to remove. And the strongest of the sweet is the

® Pohlenz {i918) 405 correctly calls this knowledge of phusis “eine unmittetbar
fiir die Praxis verwendbare Physiologie, die iiber das Verhalten des menschlichen
Organismus zu Nahrung usw. aufkliren und dapach Diit und Therapie regeln will”
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sweetest, of the bitter the hitterest, of the sour the sourest, and of each
of all the constituents, the extreme degree. 4 For they saw that these
things are also in human beings and that they harm them: for there
is in the human being salty and bitter and sweet and sour and astringent
and insipid and myriad other things having powers of all kinds {pan-
totas dunamias}, in quantity and strength. These when mixed and blended
(memigmena kai kekrémeng) with one another are neither manifest nor
cause the human being pain; but when one of them is separated off
and comes to be on its own, then it is both manifest and causes pain.
{pp. 135.14-136.16 Jouanna; 1.602 L.)

According to this theory the body contains many different fluid sub-
stances or humours (¢humot), each of which is characterised by a par-
ticular flavor such as salty or bitter, and each of which has its own
dunamis, a distinctive power or capacity to affect the body in a cer-
tain way.”® To explain health and disease, the theory appeals to the
notion of krésis or blending: when these fluids are well mixed and
hiended with one another, the person iz healthy, but when one is
separated and stands apart, it canses pain. As we have seen in dis-
cussing the cheese example of chapter 20, the theory is also meant
to explain the effects of different foods on different healthy individ-
uals: different frésets in both foods and individuals are distinguished
by the amounts and strengths of the various humours making them
up. The remainder of chapter 14 makes clear that this theory is
based on a close analogy between the composition of the human
body and the composition of foods. Just as foods cause harm only
when they possess a strong, unblended flavor or humour (shumos), so
the humours in the body cause harm only when they are unblended
(14.5-6). The claim that the same substances are present in the body
and in foods is probably based on a view of nutrition as occurring
by the assimilation of like to like; at any rate the closest parallels to
the author’s theory are found in accounts of plant nutrition that
endorse this view."!

" Following Plambick, I take the basic meaning of the term dinamis to be an
abstract “capacity to affect”, derived from the verb dunamai (1964, 64} In VA{ dunamis
is sometimes used of a quality such as hot or cold; cf. VAL 16.1 {p. 139.4-6 Jouanna,
1.606 L.). But it is important to recognise that this is because the author conceives
of cach quality as having a specific capacity to affect the body.

"' Cf. On Diseases (De morbis) TV, 34.1 {pp. 85.25-86.1 Joly; 7.54¢ L) “For the
earth contains innumerable virtues (dunameis) of all kinds, for it provides every indi-
vidual plant which grows in it with a humour (#mas) similar to that humour which
each plant possesses congenitally and which is akin to that plani—so that each plant
draws from the carth nutriment such as the plant itself is” {tr. Lonie 1981). The
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The detailed interpretation of the author’s theory of krsis involves
a number of complex and somewhat obscure issues that I cannot
discuss here.'” My concern is simply to draw attention to the sharp
contrast between this theory and Empedoclean-style theories of human
phusts, a contrast that involves both the scope of the theory and the
method used to reach it. Like Fmpedocles and a number of Hippocratic
writers, the author gives an account of substances in the human
body whose behavior accounts for health and disease. But he never
claims that these are the constituents of everything in the universe,
like the Empedoclean elements. Nor does he even claim to be able
to give a complete account of the substances in the body: he says
only that “there is in the human being salty and bitter and sweet
and sour and astringent and insipid and myriad other things” (VA
14.4, p. 136.10-11 Jouanna; 1.602 L.). No claim is made about the
role of these substances in the formation and development of the
human being, nor are they said to undergo variation with the sea-
sons like the four humours in On the Nature of Man {De natura hominis),
a text which is widely considered to show Empedoclean influence.
There is also a clear contrast of method between Empedoclean-style
theories of human phusis, which are based on general cosmological
considerations, and a theory like Vafs, which begins from the obser-
vation of the reactions of different individuals to different foods.
Thinkers like Frapedocles treated the origin of the human being in
the context of a general theory of the development of the cosmos
as a whole. In contrast, the author of VA insists on the need to
begin with the study of the capacities (dunameis) of different tndivid-
uals to assimilate different foods, The observation of such differing
reactions provides the only reliable basis for drawing conclusions
about human phusis, as in the cheese example of chapter 20. Such
observation (we may note} is also of fundamental importance in the
account of the discovery of medicine that the author presents in
chapters 3-8,

The second main aspect of the author’s theory of human Phusis
involves knowledge of the internal organs of the body. In particu-
lar, the doctor must have detailed knowledge of the relationship
between their shape, consistency, and/or texture and their capacity

author makes this statement to support his view that human nutrition occurs by
the assimilation of like to like; of. Morh. TV, 33.3 (p- 85.19-24 Joly; 7.544 L),
2 For full discnssion see Schiefsky (2005).
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to act on or be affected by fluids and air in the body‘. The follow-
ing passage from near the beginning of chapter 22 illustrates the

author’s approach:

22 2 Now which structures would best be able to attract and draw
moisture to themselves from the rest of the body: th'c hollow anfi
extended, the solid and round, or the hollow and tapering? 1 think it
is these, the ones that taper from wide and hollow to narrow. 3 But
one must learn these things from evident thir}gs outside the l?ody. For
on the one hand, if you keep your mouth wide open you will not be
able to draw up any liquid, but if you thrust your lips for\fvard anFl
contract and compress them, you will draw some up; and indeed, if
you go on to place a tube upon them, you will easily draw up whalt-
ever you like, Again, cupping instruments that are applied to the skin
and taper from wide to narrow have been crafted for the purpose of
attracting and drawing fluid from the flesh; .an‘d there are many other
examples of this kind. 4 Of the structures within the human being the
following have such a nature (phusis) and ShE.ipE! the bladder and the
head, and the womb in women. These obviously attract most of all
and are always filled with acquired moisture. (pp. 149.10-150.8 Jouanna;
1.626-628 L.}

The author begins by asking which shapes are such as to attract
fluids. Based on experience with things external to thc. body, such
as straws and cupping instruments, he concludes that things that are
hollow and tapering are best able to do this. He t:hen draws: on hig
knowledge of the shape of the internal organs to infer that it is the
bladder, the head, and the womb that are especially ab.le to attract
fluids. The author’s concern here is not with anatomy, if we under-
stand anatomy to refer solely to the structure or consistency of the
internal organs, independent of their capacity to act on and be
affected by the substances in the body. ThrcTughout the chapter h.c
displays familiarity with such features of the internal organs as their
shape, texture, and consistency. The spleen, the lung, and the breasts
he knows to be spongy and porous, and so he concludes that they
arc especiafly suited to absorb moisture (VM 22.6, p. 130.13-17
Jouanna; 1.628 L.). The liver is broad and remst‘ant but also tender,
swollen, bloody, and close in texture, so t.hat it suffers sharp and
frequent pains from the effects of wind in the bod?r (VM 22.8,
p. 152.1-13 Jouanna; 1.632-634 L.). The diaphragm s broad an'd
resistant but also more sinewy and stronger then the liver; hence it
suffers less pain (VM 22.9, p. 152.13-17 Jouanna; .1.634 L) In sum,
knowledge of the shape and consistency of the internal organs is
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presupposed; what the doctor needs in addition is knowledge of how
they will act on and be affected by the substances in the body. This
knowledge is to be gained by drawing analogies with everyday expe-
rience (the use of a straw to draw up liquids) and experience in
medicine {the use of cupping instruments to draw fluids from the
body}.

Once again we may distinguish the author’s theorising about the
internal organs from Empedoclean-style accounts in terms of both
scope and method. His discussion of the internal organs makes no
mention of their formation; the entire discussion is concerned with
their behavior in the mature human being. Moreover it is restricted
to a study of the interactions between the organs and the substances
in the body; the author does not discuss topics such as the opéra-
ton of the sense organs, an understanding of which is apparently
considered an essential part of medicine by some medical authors.!
As for method, it has often been noted that the author's recom-
mendation to use analogies with familiar processes to suggest hypothe-
ses about matters that cannot be directly observed s similar to
Empedocles’ use of analogy to elucidate the working of the eye or
the process of respiration (DK 31.B 84, B 100). But two features at
least distinguish the author’s use of the analogical method from
Empedocles’. First, the author uses analogy to gain knowledge about
matters concerning which he already knows a great deal. He already
has a substantial amount of knowledge about the internal organs; he
uses analogy to learn about how they behave in the body. Secondly,
the hypotheses that he formulates using analogy are confirmed by
his medical experience and serve to explain that experience. Thus
he concludes section 22.4, quoted above, by stating a fact of med-
ical experience which confirms the hypothesis that he formulated on
the basis of analogy: the bladder, head, and womb are known to
attract fluids most of all and to be filled with liquid drawn in from
clsewhere. This carefully controlled appeal to analogy to extend med-
ical knowledge and to explain facts of medical experience stands
apart from Empedocles’ use of analogy to elucidate obscure physio-
logical processes that arguably have no relevance to the practice of
medicine.

Reduced to its bare essentials, the methodological conirast between
the author and his opponents is a contrast between the attempt to

©* A prime example Is Cam.; of. Jouauna (1999).
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éxplaixl the fully-formed human being in terms of its development
from simpler constitutents, and a theory that takes the mature .human
being as its starting point and investigates the effects that dlﬁ‘el‘el.lt
foods have on it. When the author claims that the only way to attain
a developmental account of human phusis is by first attaining a com-
plete grasp of medicine, he is claiming th.at‘ the entire app.ro‘ach of
attemnpting to explain the fully formed living 'thmg b)f giving an
account of its development from simpler constitutents is mistaken.
The way to proceed is not to try to understand the natur.e of the
mature human being from its development, but to try to infer .the
process of development from the study of the mature human ‘F:emg,
In this respect, the author’s stance towards Empedocles and his fol-
lowers is stmilar to that of Aristotle, whao ins%sts 'that the §:tud¥ gf
fully-grown organisms must precede any investigation of their origin
and development.**

Finally we may return to the author’s remarkable statement in sec-
tion 20.2 that the developmental knowledge of human pi{z.'.m which
his oppouents claim to have can be attained, but. only if one has
mastered all of medicine. The author evidently thinks that a com-
plete mastery of medicine will enable the doctor to draw reliable
conclusions about the formation and development of t_hc human
being. Medical experience, in other words, is the only reliable foun-
dation for developing accounts of embryology or anthropogogyl. The
author presumably understands the complete mastery of medicine to
involve a thorough understanding of the effects of all aspects of reg-
imen on individuals with different humoral constitutions, as well as
a full account of the intermal organs and their behavior. It might
also involve the systematic study of the behavior of the humours
outside the body (cf. VM 24, p. 153.7-19 Jouanna; 1.634-636 L.).
To derive an account of human origins and developmentl from a
complete mastery of medicine as the author understands it wow‘u_ld
require drawing conclusions about the past state of the huma{} being
from its present state and behavior. This would presumably involve

W G PA 640 a 18-22 {quoted above, p. 77). Tn saying this I do not mean to
suggest that the reasons that led Aristotle to this cnicism were the same as these
that led PM to his view. What motivates Aristotle to criticise fmpedocles’ approach
to the study of living things is a commitment to teleological explfmat:.on; VM is
concerned instead to stress the speculative character of Empedocles’ approach and
its irrelevance to medicine.
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the use of the analogical method, given the impossibility of investi-
gating such questions through direct observation. It is irportant to
note that the author has no objection to using analogy to draw con-
clusions about the past from the present; such reasoning in fact
underlies the account of the discovery of medicine that he presents
in chapters 3-8." In a similar fashion, he might have thought it pos-
sible to draw on a complete knowledge of the hehavior of the fluid
substances now present in the body and the internal organs to reach
reliable conclusions about the way in which those substances and
organs were originally formed.

I shall close on a somewhat more speculative note. Since the
author is attacking opponents who give an account of human ori-
gins and development in a cosmological context, it is possible that
he thought that 2 complete account of human origins and develop-
ment, appropriately derived from the study of medicine, would have
implications for cosmology as well. If one could somehow develop
a satisfactory account of the substances from which the human being
originated, that might allow conclusions to be drawn about which
substances played the major role in the original formation of the
cosmos, We might thus imagine that the author envisioned the for-
mulation of a general anthropogony and cosmology as the culmi-
nation of the study of medicine. This is a rather tantalising possibility,
but it seems to me unlikely to be correct in light of the author’s
emphatic statement in chapter 1 that no clear knowledge is possi-
ble concerning “things in the sky and under the earth™

1 3 For this reason I have deemed that medicine has no need of a
newfangled hypothesis like things obscure and dubious, concerning
which it is necessary to make use of a hypothesis if one undertakes to
say anything; for example, concerning the things in the sky or under
the carth. If anyone should recognise and state how these things are,
it would be clear neither to the speaker himself nor to his listencrs
whether what he says is true or not, for there is nothing to which one
could refer to attain clear knowledge. (p. 119.4—11 Jouanna; 1.572 L)

This passage, I suggest, expresses a cautious ideal of empirical veri-
fiability: theories about invisible things can be confirmed if there is
some way to assess them on the basis of human experience. But
while the author evidently thinks that inferences to the internal state

¥ Cf. Jouanna {1999) 239 on the author’s use of analogy as a method for recon-
structing the past.
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of the humours in the body or the behavior of the organs fall within
the realm of such empirical verifiability, it is hard to see how any
inference about “things in the sky and under the earth” ever could.
No matter how rich a base of experience we may acc1.1mulate, these
topics are simply so far removed from human experience that we
cannot hope to gain clear knowledge of them.
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