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Ancient Greece: Medical Metaphors in Ethics

Nino Chikhladze
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This short article is just one preview of the vast use of medical metaphors in ethics.
Human beings have often imagined and established what a good society should be like
by borrowing medical metaphors, and to achieve this purpose they have often used
medical metaphors to create representations capable of providing models, like utopias,

which society should even-tually match.
Keywords: Antiquity, philosophers, doctors, metaphors.

One of the reasons why medicine in Greek culture grew popular was
its connection to philosophy: thanks to philosophy, medicine reached a clear
understanding of its own purpose and methods, and worked out the classical
expression of its own particular conception of knowledge.

Greek medicine had two aims: curing diseases and preserving health. While
the former principally concerned knowledge of causes and effects, and the
most appropriate remedies to restore bodily homeostasis, the latter essentially
concerned people’s education — since we need good habits to preserve sound
health. “Caring for oneself” (epimeleia heautou) is the conditio sinequa non for
being healthy. Such caring can be oriented inwards or outwards: in the former
case, it is aimed at the attainment of peace of mind (ataraxia) by increasing
knowledge and wisdom; in the latter, it is designed to avoid physical suffering
by satisfying primary needs such as accommodation, food, and clothing and by
curing diseases. From this perspective, illness is conceived as a privation of health
(physical suffering) and a lack of self-care (ab- sence of inner peace ). The state of
agitation that impedes inner peace is caused by fear, which is in turn triggered by
false opinions and beliefs, such for example the proportion “so life isrichness as
death is poverty”. These false metaphors urge people to seek wealth and to fear
the loss of it.

Proportion, symmetry and balance are markers of good health, while
disproportion, asymmetry, disequilibrium, and inequality denote a state of poor
health. For this reason, ancient Greeks could read, carved in the stone of Apollo’s
temple in Delphi. The connection that stitches medicine and ethicstogether about
the concept of metron is clear: any person who acts by exceeding commits hybris
which will, in turn, unleash catastrophic outcomes. In medicine, this is the case
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of thepatient who disobeys the principles of a diet based on moderation, self-care,
and the harmonious balance of mind and body, abuses drinking and overeat. In
ethics, this is the case ofthat who acts by following hybris with disregard for the
fundamental principles of the goodlife or eudaimonia, and consequently lives by
indulging in one’s own inclinations without restraint.

The metaphor of isonomy. The metaphor of isonomy first appeared in the
Athenian reforms of Clisthenes in 508 BC. Clisthenes significantly modified the
political organization of the polis and inaugurated the democratic period based
on the concept of isonomy, which, according to Herodotus, means government of
the masses “in the most positive way by the characteristic devices of the democratic
constitution: election by lot, the audit of public officials, the powerof the assembly
to discuss and decide all questions of public policy.”

According to Alcmaeon, a great deal of indefinite active principles or
qualities exist in the body. In a state of good health or normality, they form a
homogeneous and harmonious (isonomia) compound called krasis. The disease
spreads because of the loss of such equilibrium as the effect of the pathological
supremacy (monarchia) of one single principle upon the others, which could be
caused by internal as well as external factors.

The proportion deriving from these connections metaphorically determines
that health corresponds to democracy and that illness corresponds to monarchy.
Like in the body, wherehealth means a good balance among the organs, in politics
good health or democracy existswhen all social parts coexist in equilibrium.

The metaphor of adulation. The metaphor of adulation represents one of
the most dangerous threats to the health of the individual and society. According
to Plato, adulation produces both corruption in politics andillness in the body.
Plato refers to medicine in all his writings and one can therefore saythat “among
the arts (technai) that served as models for the thought of Socrates and Plato,
medicine occupied a considerable position.” Plato wrote the Republic by starting with
the observation of his society, which was a sick polis where moral degradation was
spiralling outof control. In book VII 544c, Plato starts with the premise that the city
is sick, which urges the philosopher to investigate the symptoms and understand the
causes of such a disease, as well as to find the cure to restore its health.

The most important references related to the topic of this article belong to the
first period of Plato’s production, the so-called early dialogues such as Charmides,
Crito, Gorgias, and Laches. In Charmides, Plato distinguishes charlatans from
doctors by stating that theonly medicine worth being called the science of health
(165c) is that of Hippocrates. In Gorgias, Plato challenges through Socrates
Gorgias’s claim for the supremacy of rhetoric over medicine. Gorgias states that
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“many and many a time has I gone with my brother or other doctors to visit one
of their patients, and found him unwilling either to take medicine or submit to the
surgeon’s knife or cautery; and when the doctor failed to persuade him I succeeded,
by no other art than that of rhetoric” (456b). This means that to convince patients
about what they ougth to do to get better the orator is more effective — although
he lacks medical knowledge — than the doctor. Socrates, conversely, affirms
that rhetoric, in medicine as well as inpolitics, is not a science but only a way of
producing pleasure through adulation. To Socrates, politics is the art of the soul
while medicine and gymnastic are the arts of the body. Therefore, the adulation
that corrupts knowledge andproduces imbalance and social and physical maladies,
is cookery in medicine and rhetoric in politics.

This short article is just one preview of the vast use of medical metaphors in
ethics. Human beings have often imagined and established what a good society
should be like by borrowingmedical metaphors, and to achieve this purpose they
have often used medical metaphors to create representations capable of providing
models, like utopias, which society should match.
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