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Abstract

Going over the main bibliography on the text (which has not 
failed to arouse interest even in recent times), a comparison 
is made between the famous fragment 4 D.-K. by Alcmaeon, 
containing the oldest definition of health and disease in terms 
of ἰσονομία and μοναρχία τῶν δυνάμεων, and a passage from 
De sanitate tuenda by Galen, also relating to the definition of 
those concepts.
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1. Studies on the fragment
Fragment 4 D.-K. by Alcmaeon represents – as Jacques Jouanna observed in the first 
edition of his Hippocrates1 – the oldest definition of the concepts of ‘health’ and ‘dis-
ease’ that the Greek world has handed down to us:

Ἀλκμαίων τῆς μὲν ὑγιείας εἶναι συνεκτικὴν τὴν ἰσονομίαν τῶν δυνάμεων, ὑγροῦ, ξηροῦ, 
ψυχροῦ, θερμοῦ, πικροῦ, γλυκέος καὶ τῶν λοιπῶν· τὴν δ’ ἐν αὐτοῖς μοναρχίαν νόσου 
ποιητικήν· φθοροποιὸν γὰρ ἑκατέρου μοναρχίαν. […] τὴν δὲ ὑγείαν τὴν σύμμετρον τῶν 
ποιῶν κρᾶσιν.

Alcmaeon says that health is the result of the equality of the forces, the moist, the dry, the 
cold, the hot, the bitter, the sweet and the others, while the exclusive predominance of one 
of them produces disease; indeed, the exclusive predominance of each single quality is 
destructive. […] Health instead is the well-proportioned temperament of the qualities2. 

Attention to this text, long neglected compared to others by the doctor and thinker from 
Croton, began to assert itself – I believe not by chance – in the 1980s. Indeed, the first 
pioneering studies by Mario Vegetti and Giuseppe Cambiano were carried out in that 
period. Both scholars, participating in the IV Colloque International Hippocratique 
Formes de pensée dans la Collection Hippocratique held in Lausanne in September 
1981, gave talks referring to the relationship between medical thought and political 
thought, starting precisely from the fragment by Alcmaeon.
In his talk Mario Vegetti, through a close comparison with various texts of the Corpus 
Hippocraticum, observed that in them there is evidence of the substantial absence 
of a ‘political’ model understood as a practice of mediation, of assembly discussion, 
of consensus, of shared power, and that instead there is a reference to an idea of 
social relations expressed (according to the Homeric and ‘pre-political’ model) in 
terms of conflict and violent domination (verbs κρατεῖν, ἐπικρατεῖν, δυναστεύειν, 
ἰσχύειν, πολεμεῖν, στασιάζειν). And he concluded by observing that: “(nel Corpus 
Hippocraticum) l’immagine medica del corpo resta tenacemente pre-anatomica; 
l’interpretazione dei suoi processi resta parallelamente pre-politica, o comunque le-
gata a un’idea della politica come conflitto”3.
Also starting from fragment 4 D.-K. by Alcmaeon, Giuseppe Cambiano focused his 
analysis on a comparison with some Platonic dialogues (in particular Sophist and 
Republic) in which the identity between στάσις and νόσος is affirmed with a view to 
a definition, this time, of ethical-political categories4. Reprising some observations 
by G. Vlastos and J.E.R. Lloyd, the scholar highlighted the fact that in Plato illness 
is not identified tout court with the ἄρχειν of one person alone, but rather consists in 
the inversion of the natural hierarchy of power5. The central egalitarian presupposi-
tion in the Alcmaeon fragment (whatever form of egalitarianism it is) having disap-
peared, the place of ἰσονομία was thus taken by ἁρμονία, which could also be con-
stituted starting from unequal elements. The Platonic reference point was therefore 
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Pythagorean harmony, rather than Alcmaeon’s ἰσονομία, which would lead one to 
underline the differences, rather than the affinities, between the doctor from Croton 
and the Pythagoreans6.
A much-discussed aspect in the critical debate that – within a broader reflection on the 
theme of equality in Greek thought – has developed around fragment 4 D.-K. is iden-
tification of the specific form of ἰσότης referred to in it. In particular, scholars have 
wondered whether the equality referred to by Alcmaeon is to be understood – to use 
categories employed in Plato’s Laws – in an ‘arithmetical’ sense, or, as is more likely, 
in a ‘geometrical’ one7.
In this direction there go the essays by Charlotte Schubert (1984), according to whom 
the reference to ἰσονομία in Alcmaeon is strictly linked to the reforms of Cleisthenes8, 
and this is even more evident in the case of Jaap Mansfeld (2013), who specifically 
highlights the parallel with a passage from Herodotus’ logos tripolitikós in which, 
precisely, the two terms μουναρχίη and ἰσονομίη are contrasted9. The theme is also 
addressed by Stavros Kouloumentas (2014), who is responsible for the richest and 
most detailed study on the Alcmaeon fragment10, as well as in the very recent essay 
by Sierra Martín (2023), essentially focused on a comparison between Alcmaeon and 
Airs, waters, and places, the only Hippocratic text in which a reference to equality ap-
pears (chap. 12: ἰσομοιρίη, said, however, of the best climate, that is, the one in which 
no element violently predominates)11. 

2. Definitions of Health and Disease: Alcmaeon and Galen Compared
At this point, we must ask ourselves what remains of the happy metaphor present in 
the Alcmaeon fragment in the Greek author who most specifically and thoroughly 
dealt with health and disease, as well as their definitions, that is, Galen.
With Galen, as could easily be expected, we arrive at a very detailed and complex 
definition of the two concepts. It is a definition constructed here and there in various 
works of the immense corpus handed down under his name, but one which becomes 
the object of a systematic treatment in the great treatise on Hygiene, and in particular 
in the first of the six books that make it up12. He does this first of all, by following 
the path of overcoming (and ‘refunctionalizing’) the two concepts usually used in the 
previous tradition, συμμετρία and εὐκρασία13, as well as through valorization of the 
idea of ‘fulfilment of actions’ (ἐνέργειαι) and the introduction of the innovative notion 
of ‘breadth of health’ (πλᾶθος τῆς ὑγιείας)14. 
What, in general, is the attitude of Galen – a profound connoisseur and attentive 
critic of all the previous scientific and philosophical tradition – towards the doctor 
from Croton? Apart from some citations in the pseudo-Galenic Historia philosopha, 
Alcmaeon is remembered, together with other important thinkers of the past, among 
the παλαιοί who wrote περὶ φύσεως, in some lists that can be read in the De elementis 
ex Hippocratis sententia and in the Commentary on De natura hominis15. 
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But what can we say with specific reference to fragment 4 and the political lexicon 
used in it? First of all, it will not be without significance that in the Galenic corpus 
there are no attestations of ἰσονομία, while there are numerous attestations of the 
abstract ἰσότης16. However, the extent of the distance that separates the two authors 
can be appreciated above all by reading a passage from the last book of the treatise on 
Hygiene: De sanitate tuenda VI 5.
It should first be remembered that in the work the concept of ‘health’ is worked out 
with reference to two essential data: constitution (διάθεσις/κατασηευή) and the social 
condition of the subject considered.
Galen justifies his decision to begin the discussion starting from the man of excellent 
constitution completely free from commitments, in consideration of the paradigmatic 
character that such a figure may have17. Then he illustrates a plan of the work that 
will include exposition of the regime first of all of the man of excellent constitution 
who is perfectly free (ἀκριβῶς ἐλεύθερος), and then of the man who is free but has 
an imperfect constitution, and finally of those who have an imperfect constitution and 
lead an unfree life, and he underlines with great clarity the canonical role that the first 
typology of subjects covers within this order:

The hygienic method, like any other method, requires that the exposition begin precisely 
in this way. In fact, what is simple and perfect in each kind must be placed, as a sort of 
canon, before those things which are neither simple nor perfect (τὸ γὰρ ἁπλοῦν καὶ ἄμεπτον 
ἐν ἑκάστῳ γένει, καθάπερ τις κανών, ἁπάντων ἐθέλει προτετάχθαι τῶν οὐχ ἁπλῶν οὐδ’ 
ἀμέμπτων). Being simple and perfect corresponds, in bodies, to having an excellent con-
stitution, and in life to being perfectly free (ἁπλοῦν δὲ καὶ ἄμεμπτον ἐν μὲν τοῖς σώμασι τὸ 
κατεσκευασμένον ἄριστά ἐστιν, ἐν δὲ τοῖς βίοις τὸ ἀκριβῶς ελεύθερον). 

Therefore we will first consider the combination of these two elements, then those in which 
a bad constitution of the body and a free life are combined, and then a good constitution of 
the body and various kinds of servile life. Finally, if our reasoning is to be complete, we will 
consider the combination of a bad constitution of the body and a bad kind of life18.

Despite repeated declarations according to which the promises of hygiene are ad-
dressed to all men, Galenic treatment actually only focuses on the ideal model rep-
resented by the man of excellent constitution who is completely free. It is no coinci-
dence that this treatment occupies the first five books of the work, while only in the 
sixth does Galen, rather hastily, turns his attention to subjects who do not fall within 
the canon of perfection analyzed up to that point, first taking into consideration the 
case of those who have a relatively (κατὰ πλάτος) perfect constitution but lead a 
non-free life:

ὑποκείσθω τοίνυν ἐν τῷ λόγῳ πρῶτος ὁ τὴν κατὰ πλάτος ἄμεμπτον ἔχων κατασκευὴν σώματος, 
ἐν βίῳ δουλικῷ δι’ ὅλης ἡμέρας ὑπηρετῶν ἤτοι τῶν μέγιστα δυναμένων τισὶν ἢ μονάρχων, 
χωριζόμενος δὲ περὶ τὰ πέρατα τῆς ἡμέρας19.
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Therefore let us assume first in our discussion him who has broadly a perfect constitution of 
body, in a slave’s life, serving all day either some of the greatest magistrates or a monarch, 
but leaving his master at the end of the day. 

This is a passage that in the use of δύναμις and μόναρχος (key terms – as we have 
seen – in the Alcmaeon fragment) very clearly highlights the fact that the medical 
dimension and the socio-political dimension are now radically distinct, at least on the 
level of the definition of key concepts, but certainly not on that of the relationship with 
political power. Indeed, the latter, with Galen, becomes completely organic, as shown, 
among other things, by the recent book by Gaetano Arena, with the eloquent title La 
cura del potere e il potere della cura. Studi su Galeno20. 
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