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The success of Greek medical development strongly attributed to Mesopotamian civilization which laid a strong foundation for a pursuit of both academic and technological advancement. Mesopotamia, which located between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, was the origin of medical traditions. There were mainly Sumerians in Mesopotamia who were good at dealing with mundane economic and administrative transactions. The Sumerians had sufficient capitals to explore and inherit the ideas about science, mathematics and medicine. Also, under the religious influence of priests, both law and science were classified as the “divine origin” of the Mesopotamian race. Even the pre-historic written language, namely “Cuneiform texts”, divided medicine into three categories. The medical texts implied the meaning of “therapeutics”. The symptom texts implied the meaning of “omen collections”, a way of forecast and prediction on humans’ possibility of being infected by diseases. The miscellaneous texts delivered the information on disease and medical practices. For Mesopotamian scholars, they also divided the medical traditions into “practical schools” and “scientific schools”, which inherited medical texts and symptom texts respectively. The “practical schools” provided typical experimental and consultation practices for students and gave advising instructions to patients. The “scientific schools” were supported by priests. The healers there performed direct physical examinations to discover signs and omens. If there wasn’t sufficient information from examinations on patients, physicians would adopt the signs in the viscera (內臟) of sacrificial animals for better healing. But, physicians in that era still appreciated the effectiveness of folk medicines and certain magic rituals in healing those with particular disorders which couldn’t be easily tackled by chemical means. However, while the West was entering the era of Egyptian civilization, the medical advancement was suspended. Under Pharaoh’s socio-ideological control, Egyptians believed more in spiritual approach of after-life and eternity than in rational approach of scientific exploration. Physicians made less intervention on natural death, but put their greatest emphasis on chemical preservation of dead bodies.

There was a turning point in the Era of Greek Empire once a flux of intellectuals and philosophers aroused in academic field and proclaimed their support to the revival of scientific thoughts. The Greek civilians abandoned their passive attitude and actively explored workable methods for illness control. Religiously, the Greeks worshipped Apollo to beg for a holy protection against epidemic diseases. Homer, a philosopher, regarded medicine as an ancient and noble art, which comprised values for humans to investigate. Physicians in Iliad firstly introduced a scientific combination between psychological therapy and physical treatment. They utilized the regional resources in Iliad for effective healings, such as using soothing agents and fumigants for surgical narcosis. With the growing popularity of this medical invention, patients felt more confident to expose themselves to both internal and external surgical treatments regardless of possible side-effects or aftermath pain.

Natural Philosophers

As Lois N. Magner commented on his publication “A History of Medicine”, unlike the previous civilizations, the Ancient Greeks were not primarily organized around agriculture or priesthood. The “city-states” became Greek scholars’ units of organization. And because Greece was relatively overpopulated in relation to cultivatable lands, trade, colonization, industry and shipping, the earlier Greek natural philosophers were profoundly interested in the natural world and the search for explanations of how and why the world and humans came to be formed. By the 6th Century, the Greek natural philosophers adopted their everyday experiences and craft process of analogies-finding to explain the workings of the Universe, in which their ideas accommodated the inspiration of rejuvenated medical thoughts in Greece. Pythagoras and Alcmaeon found some universal regularity similar to Chinese yin-yang concept, which was the idea of harmony and balancing among pairs of secular opposites. Empedocles found that, changes and transformations of the cosmo and human body strongly associated to the mixing and unmixing processes of four humors, i.e. air, earth, water and fire. Aristotle believed that one’s status of physical health was proportional to one’s level of behavioral cultivation, and this idea could be elaborated to evaluate the properness of a state’s governance and welfare in terms of nation-widely keeping civilians in a healthy condition. Aristotle associated health to a sense of family obligation. Among the physicians, Aristotle also worked hard to reiterate the scientific ideal of objectivity without exactness and absolutes.

Hippocrates

Here I’d like to introduce Hippocrates, the Father of Greek Medicine, who changed the history and brought Western medical development to a golden era of honor. Hippocrates thought that actual observation was more important than the application of established theories, as physician might also possess a mind of “skepticism” (that means suspicion) to evaluate the applicability of certain healing methods. He rejected superstitious means of remedy upon the particular disorders or epidemic diseases, as he preferred physicians to adopt rational approaches of scientific exploration as a way of encountering the challenges, while he was stressing the need of integrating the healing skills with a natural sense of harmony in order to restore patients’ bodies to a harmonious balance.  Hippocrates also emphasized moral ethics which should be pursued by the physicians. Hippocrates considered the bitterness of patients in the community, thus he urged doctors to adjust the medical fees according to the actual status of the patients. He encouraged the use of fumigations to ease the difficulties of surgical consultations. He regarded physicians as “prognosis” (that means fortune teller), as they should be able to provide a history of patients’ illness and predict crises and deaths.

Hippocrates drew a closed relationship between health & disease and the humors, qualities and elements, trying very best to combine scientific, logical, mathematical and philosophical ideas together. From his theory of “Four Humors”, Hippocrates theoretically classified water as spit, earth as black bile, air as blood and fire as yellow bile. These were the essential liquid humans ought to pay attention to, as an excess of one of these humors would result in an abnormal reaction. Patients’ excretions, secretions and effluvia (that means odor smell) had to be studied directly by physicians’ sense perception, as it had to be ensured that no disordered or harmful matters were stored which affected the restoration of humoral equilibrium.

Hippocrates regarded brain as a chief functionality to regulate and stop the spread of illness throughout the body and viscera. He stated that, drugs could be classified as either “mild mediation” or “straight-forward remedy”. Surgeries were beneficially needed in case of physical dislocations and serious injuries, as it helped those who faced the risk of getting physically disabled to achieve an immediate rescue and recovery. Hippocrates’ humoral theory rationalized the therapeutic regimen designed to assist the natural healing tendency, like by bleeding, purging and regulation of diets in order to remove and prevent the formation of harmful humors.

From his publication “On Disease IV”, Hippocrates regarded body as a system of intercommunicating reservoirs, whereas stomach, head, heart, spleen and liver were joined together by pipes, comprising blood, bile, spit and water as a profound transitional mechanism. According to Hippocrates’ study in his another publication “On Regimen I”, the regulation of stomach corresponded to the sea, as it allowed an interaction between cold and wet water, as well as a passage for cold and hot breath. All in all, Hippocrates’ study on medicine, disease and anatomical structures revealed his strong secular traditions, but he could also accommodate his rational findings to the natural philosophical ideas in order to allow room for future skeptical revisions.

The Age of Alexander to Hellenistic Period

Alexander the Great initiated a nation-wide construction of super-structures to accommodate the on-going medical advancement. He established the Alexandrian Library and the Museum of Medicine, as well as employing medical experts to promote physical health throughout the nation. At the end of Alexander the Great’s reign, there was a growing tendency of anatomical studies, which facilitated biological studies to accommodate the on-going medical experimentations. Herophilus and Erasistratus were two of the remarkable scientists who made systematic dissection on the bodies and viseras with theoretical basis. Herophilus proclaimed four life-guarding faculties, which are: a nourishing faculty in the liver and digestive organs, a warming power in the heart, a sensitive faculty in the nerves and an intellectual faculty in the brain. Erasistratus adopted “atomic theory” of Democritus for a better understanding on mechanical concept of physiological phenomena. Erasistratus found the term “body tissues”, which was used to describe subdivisions like veins (靜脈：血管), arteries (動脈) and nerves. He also recommended the physicians to help patients diminish the air from blood throughout the arteries to prevent from the accumulation of poisoning elements.

There was another Greek medical scholar called Francis Adam, who was from the Late Renaissance Period, making contributions on the studies of sexual diseases. Francis Adam found that emphantiasis (象皮病) and syphilis (梅毒) were different stages of one and the same diseases. He found out two pairs of comparative logics for easier differentiation, that the same diseases but with different manifestations (which means demonstration of symptoms) might be regarded as having a relation, while two entirely different diseases with certain similar or even the same features could not be randomly regarded as the same category of diseases like Syphilis and Gonorrhea (淋病).

Historians’ compliments on Greek medical advancements

The Greek Civilization implied a rejuvenated start of professionalism in the field of fostering medical talents. Plato stated that, physicians since the Era of Greek Civilization pursued a kind of honesty and selflessness, in which they should try their best to alleviate patients’ bitterness in illness even their lives were unable to be saved ultimately. Diller, another scholar, stated that medicine ensured no certainty and exactness, thus physicians had to utilize their observation abilities based on other’s past experiences and important discoveries. G.E.R Lloyd, the author of “Principles & Practices in Ancient Greek & Chinese Medicine”, stressed that, physicians should pursue an ideal of “equality” in their therapeutic professions. Never saw some patients as culturally, racially, politically or economically more deserving than others, but to deliver truths by objective mathematical operations, believing in a “common human intelligence” in this diversified human culture.

G.E.R Lloyd, in another publication of him, concluded that, science was a platform for curious humans to exploit new fields of research and explore the delivery of ultimate truths with open-mindedness to skeptical revisions. Scientists were not to foretell the future, but to advise for prospective ways of experimental solutions through a delivery of “universally-aware implications”. They had the obligation to bridge the gap between human social relations and the phenomena of the external world integrated by previous investigators, for example, the movements of heavenly bodies could be philosophically applied to the theoretical observation on the functioning or dissection of human bodies.

Greek Thoughts concerning Universe

Ancient Greeks also accommodated their astrological perceptions (占星學) to the study of nature, which was later elaborated to be an idea of spiritual and mental cultivation. Hipparchus developed the lunar theory based on the Eccentric Model proclaimed by Apollonius, which was later adopted by China and other Asian civilizations to be a convincing observation on the seasonal and climatic changes, as well as the measurement on seedling, cultivation and harvesting periods. Plato believed in humans’ ability of having a harmonious union with nature. He, based on Ptolemy’s theory, stressed the usefulness of regularities in the heavens as a nourishment to help mankind regulate the movements of their own souls, so as to become better developed, kind and properly behaved persons. As mankind would foster perceptiveness to the essences of nobility and divinations, their spiritual health could regulate a proper physical condition which helped them get more resistant to the infection of diseases.

Critique to Greek approach of scientific thought

As G.E.R Lloyd commented, Greek approach of scientific thought could not escape from the association to power (which meant authority from the ruler) and effective utility of rather regional resources for medical experimentation. Everything depended on mathematization of physics, thus physicians might sometimes be unable to pursue an advanced level of understanding upon the fanciful or mysterious phenomenon through an absolutely rational application of numbers. But, we could not deny that, Greek approach of scientific thought did benefit the enhancement of socio-ideological structures of other countries, as it enlightened a logical system of thoughts, like correspondence, correlations, continuum, physiology, anatomy, geology, cosmology (integrity of universe), atomism, optics and harmonics, which had truly contributed to the base-structural advancements of Europe for the rest of the centuries.
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