Ancient Greek Medicine: Hippocrates

The Theory of the Four Humours

Hippocrates was a Greek Philosopher and mathematician. He developed a number of ideas about the way in which the body worked. These ideas were extremely important in the switch from supernatural to natural forms of medicine. Hippocrates’ arguments were based upon principles of science. This was a change in the way that people viewed health. His ideas were based upon periods of observation of patients and a series of ideas that were known as the theory of the Four Humours: originally developed by Aristotle.

The diagram below briefly illustrates the theory of the Four Humours.








How does it work?

The body needs a balance of the 4 bodily fluids or humours. Any in-balance of these will lead to illness or disease. The different humours are connected to the four different seasons: and problems with each humour can be associated with each corresponding humour. Each of the seasons in turn is connected to a natural element: again these influence the balance of the humours. 

How does a Doctor use this?

If you have a Cold you have lots of Phlegm in your system. Using Clinical Observation along with the theory of the Four Humours the process of identifying the ailment and dealing with it would be as follows:

Patient feels ill


Patient visits doctor


Doctor makes diagnosis (establishes the symptoms)


Doctor then makes a prognosis (decides what is likely to happen next)


Patient is then observed for a period of time. Doctor can ascertain whether or not diagnosis and prognosis were correct.


Treatment is given based on the results of the observations.

A Doctors guide to Ancient Greek Hippocratic medical practices: 

1. Disease is caused by imbalances of the elements.

2. Treatment should be based on observation, not instant reactions.

3. Concentrate on the patient, not the disease.

4. Let the disease run it’s natural cause. Only apply remedies once you are SURE of what is happening.

Hippocratic medicine: a Change or a Development?

	Changes
	Developments

	Clinical observation is new. Previously doctors had observed symptoms then acted.
	Observation itself wasn’t new. The Egyptians had used observation: but they’d done it differently and reacted in a different way.

	A focus on the patient rather than the illness is new. Earlier practice had been to identify a type of illness and to then apply a cure.
	Use of herbal remedies wasn’t new. This had formed part of Prehistoric and Egyptian medicine.

	Basing the cause of disease on the elements is new. This required a change in the way that doctors approached illnesses.
	Recording findings wasn’t new. The Egyptians had done this, the Greeks refined and developed the process of noting treatments, reactions and symptoms.

	Hippocratic medicine rejected the use of supernatural cures, the use of charms or of magic. This was new as previously civilisations had always used remedies in conjunction with supernatural ideas.
	Basing ideas on natural elements wasn’t a new idea. People had associated the seasons and elements with life and death before Hippocrates came along. Aristotle’s ideas were a development of this. 


How does this compare with previous forms of medicine?

Consider the following two sources.

	Source A
	Source B

	Chest trouble is heralded by sweating, a salty bitter matter in the mouth, unaccountable pains in the ribs and shoulder blades, trembling hands and dry coughs. They should be treated with a mixture of radishes, cardamoms, mustard, purslane and rocket powdered together and mixed with warm water. These will cause an easy and healing vomiting.
	When you come across a swelling of the flesh in any part of the body of the patient and your patient is clammy and the swelling comes and goes under your finger unless the finger is still, then you must say to your patient, ‘It is a tumour of the flesh. I will treat the disease. I will try to heal it with fire since cautery heals.’ 


Tasks

1: Which of these sources is from the Ancient Greek era? Explain how you have established this.

2: Which of these sources is from the Ancient Egyptian era? Explain how you have established this.

3: What are the similarities between the two forms of treatment mentioned in the sources?

4: What are the differences between the two treatments mentioned in the sources?

Complete the following chart to illustrate the change from Supernatural to Natural forms of medicine.

	Feature of Supernatural medicine
	Change caused by?
	Feature of Natural medicine

	Belief in Spirits as a cause of disease
	
	

	Use of charms to cure ailments
	
	

	Combination of herbs, prayers and charms as cures.
	
	

	Prescribed firm of treatment.
	
	

	Diagnosis then treatment
	
	

	Lack of understanding of cause of disease.
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