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SUMMARY

Through a reading of some significant passages a reconstruction is made
of the main features of Galen’s rich reflection on the themes of health and
disease, with particular attention to two aspects. On one side, there is an
analysis of the limits within which disease is seen, in the Galenic corpus, as
‘degeneration’ in relation to a ‘natural’ state. On the other side, there is an
investigation of whether, and to what extent, the physician from Pergamon
accepts the idea, partly already present in Hippocrates, of the existence
of diseases that, with a modern term, we would define as ‘genetic’. The
marginality that this aspect seems to present — at least in theoretical works
devoted to embryological themes (De semine, De foetuum formatione) or
relating to pathological aetiology (De morborum differentiis, De morborum
causis, De symptomatum differentiis) — is probably linked to the prevalence
of a solid teleological paradigm deriving from Aristotle.

Galen of Pergamon lived in the 2" century AD and was the author
of a very big corpus of writings on various themes. He gave us the
most variegated and richest reflection on the concepts of health and
disease in the ancient world, as is well known to anyone who has any
familiarity with the history of Greek-Roman medicine'. This reflec-
tion, which in actual fact runs all through Galen’s production, devel-
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ops in a more specific way in some works in which the definition of
the aforesaid concepts appears preliminary to more strictly medical
investigation. These works are, on one side, the treatise on Hygiene,
and on the other the imposing treatise on therapeutics entitled De
methodo medendi (14 books), as well as a series of nosological and
aetiological-pathological writings, in particular De morborum dif-
ferentiis, De morborum causis, De symptomatum causis, De symp-
tomatum differentiis, De causis procatarcticis (the latter has only
survived in a 14"-century Latin translation).

Among the many aspects that Galen’s reflection on these themes
presents, it seems to me there are two that are strictly pertinent to
the theme of our conference. On one side we will try to understand
whether and to what extent disease is presented, in Galen’s corpus,
as ‘degeneration’ in relation to a ‘natural’ state. On the other side we
will consider whether, and within what limits, the physician from
Pergamon accepts the idea, partly already present in Hippocrates, of
the existence of diseases that, with a modern term, we would define
as ‘genetic’.

Regarding the first aspect, of major interest is the treatise on Hygiene,
in six books, devoted - like Hippocrates’ Regime previously - to the
dietetics of healthy people. The words with which it opens appear
particularly significant:

Whereas the science concerned with the human body is one, [...] its fore-
most and largest subdivisions are two: one of these is called hygiene, the
other therapeutics, differing in their respective functions, the former being
concerned to maintain, the latter to modify the condition of the body. But
since, both in importance and in time, health precedes disease (ypove roi
aliopott Tpotepov oty Vyeia. vooov), so we ought to consider first how
health may be preserved, and then how one may best cure disease®.

According to Galen, therefore, health has primacy over disease that
is at once chronological and axiological. Insofar as it arises later in
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the human body, it seems that the morbid phenomenon can be read
as a change - a ‘degeneration’ - of the natural state.

It is however precisely in relation to the categories of ‘natural’ and
‘unnatural’, or of ‘according to nature’ and ‘against nature’, that
Galen’s speculation shows all its richness and depth. The fact is, first
of all, that Galen seems to reject the polarization, traditional in so
much of Greek culture, between katd physin and pard physin, for a
less dogmatic and more open vision of human nature, in which the
morbid phenomenon too is in some measure integrated within the
natural order. In this sense we should read the affirmations (San.
tuend. 1 2) relating to the fact that of the impairments and deteriora-
tions to which our body is subject, some prove inevitable and con-
natural (oOUpdutor), “since, so to speak, they have their roots in the
principles of generation” (Thv olov O(Cav £xovoal Tag AEyOg Thg
vevéoemc)®. So - we could say - the transition to degeneration is, in
a sense, inherent in generation itself.

At the same time, working out a broader and above all more subjective
idea of what is ‘according to nature’ (katd physin) allows Galen to go
beyond a rigid opposition between ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’, and to
redefine the concept of katd physin centring it on the single individual:

Nor is weakness of function, strictly speaking, a sign of disease, but only
what is contrary to nature of individual (000 yop 1 TV évepyerdv dobéveia
VOGOV YVOPIoUG, E0TLV, 0BT GIADG EITODOLY, GALO. 1) TOPO. TV EKGOTOD
poorv). We all see poorly, if we compare ourselves with eagles and with
the lynx, and hear poorly compared to Melampus, and are weak in the feet
compared to Iphicles, and in the hands compared to Milo, and in every
function should be considered almost crippled in comparison with those
excelling in this respect*.

If for Galen too it is true that “all diseases are against nature” (San.
tuend. 1 5: mGoaL pev yaQ ai vooou mod ¢piowv), on the other
hand he recognizes that not every disposition according to nature is
in itself equivalent to health, nor is every disposition against nature
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automatically identified with disease (the fact is that in this case dark
skin due to sun or pallor due to spending a long time in the shade
would also be disease). Therefore what distinguishes the healthy
condition from the morbid one is essentially the possibility of per-
forming actions/functions (¢végyetan). So:

Health is a condition producing function in accordance with nature
(OtdBeowy xata Qvow évegyeios momtxyv), and disease a condition
damaging function contrary to nature (Otdeow maga pvow évegyeiag
Pramrixny)’.

Further, as we read in a context of anti-Methodic polemic:

So then, as I do not prevent them from applying names that are neither
Greek nor logical, let them [i.e. the Methodists] in the same way allow me
to apply the name ‘disease’, according to Greek and logical use, not to
every condition that is contrary to nature, but only to whatever might harm
function. Whatever might be contrary to nature and yet does not, in fact,
harm function is not a disease but a symptom of disease (0V véoov, dALa
OVUTITTOUO VOTHUATOG)S.

As we see, in pathology, as in Galen’s physiology, a primary role
is assigned to the concept of ‘action’ ‘function’, and the definitions
of health and disease also prove to hinge on this concept. Within
this perspective, at various points in the corpus Galen affirms that
only perceivable impairment of action (1] Tfig €veQyelag aioOnt)
PAd&Pn) marks a clear distinction between health and disease’.

But, going into more detail, what, according to Galen, produces de-
generation in relation to a healthy state causing disease, which con-
sists, precisely, in perceivable impairment of action? It may be use-
ful, in this connection, to reread - e contrario - some of the numerous
definitions of health that are dotted around in Galen’s corpus:

I have written of this elsewhere, and have shown that health consists in a
definite proportion of warm, cold, moist and dry in so-called homeomers,
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and is fulfilled by the composition of the same homeomers, their quantity,
size, and conformation in the organs®.

First, therefore, [...] health does not consist simply in a proper mixture
or proportion of the elements of which we are composed, as almost all
our predecessors thought, but merely in that of homeomers. Second, let it
likewise be presumed, as also proved elsewhere, that health consists in the
conformation, number, size and composition of homeomers in the organs’.

Hence, consistently with the Aristotelian vision of a triple level of
composition of the bodies of living beings (elements/qualities, ho-
meomers, organs)'’, diseases, according to Galen, are referable to
three typologies: dyscrasias or bad temperaments (applicable to ho-
meomers), anomalies in morphology and composition (applicable
to organs), and breaks in continuity (applicable both to homeomers
and to organs) ''. The defence of this formulation that, regarding the
first level, is in line with the Hippocratic-Aristotelian-Stoic tradi-
tion, for Galen becomes the terrain of a clash with those, above all
Asclepiad and the Methodists, who move within the horizon of the
atomistic-corpuscular doctrines. For the latter, indeed, disease is
essentially linked to a bad spatial relationship between particles of
matter (onkoi) and the channels (poroi) in which they move.

I can not in this context go into the details of Galen’s theories relat-
ing to the causes of diseases, which show a major influence of the
Stoics, as well as of Hippocrates, the extent of which has been well
highlighted in studies by Robert J. Hankinson'?.

Inside this rich and variegated reflection on pathological aetiology,
in Galen is there any idea of disease which to some extent can be
qualified as ‘genetic’?

As is well known, sporadic references to the heredity of certain dis-
eases or certain characteristics can be found in Greek medical and
biological literature before Galen. Thus in chapter 14 of Airs wa-
ters places, speaking of the distinctive physical characteristics of
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macrocephalic people, the author affirms that, originally due to cus-
tom (VOUOG), in the course of time it ended up becoming ‘natural’
(év ¢ploeL €yéveto), being transmitted - like other characteristics
(baldness, squint, blue eyes) - from father to son'*. A more strictly
nosological context is referred to in the famous passage in The sa-
cred disease (2 4-5) relating to the origin of epilepsy, where we read
that “[Epilepsy] begins, like other diseases too ((OomeQ ®al TAAA
vovonuata), through heredity (wata y€vog); in this connection, if
a phlegmatic person has a phlegmatic child, a bilious person a bil-
ious child, a person with consumption a child with consumption and
a person suffering with the spleen a child suffering with the spleen,
in the case in which a father or a mother is affected by this illness,
what is to prevent his or her child from having it too?'*” In both these
works the idea of transmission of physical characteristics or diseases
through heredity is connected to adhesion to the pangenetic theory
of the seed (either male or female). By contrast, the generalization to
be found in the passage in The sacred disease — which actually has
no echo in any other work by Hippocrates — is very probably to be
connected to the general context of the work and to the author’s very
evident concern to place epilepsy too in a general aetiological frame-
work, explaining its genesis in the same (natural) terms as those that
explain the genesis of all other diseases.

Alongside these two well-known passages there is a list of pa-
thologies that are in some measure ‘congenital’ ( Yo Euyyevég
TL TOVTEWV TOV voonudtwv) and hence difficult to eradicate
(Ovoasahhoaxtov), contained in Prorrhetic 11 5: dropsy, consump-
tion, podagra (or gout) and, naturally, epilepsy'*. And a chapter of De
genitura (11), while on one side, again within the framework of the
pangenetic theory of the seed, it repeats the idea of the transmissibil-
ity of malformations through heredity, on the other side it affirms:
“that healthy children are born from people affected by malforma-
tions, happens in most cases (Ot 8¢, memMEWUEVOV AVOQOTWV,
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vyLa yivovtar to oudia, og €m to mhelotov ovpPaiver)'s.”
Finally, the existence of ‘congenital’ (cuyyevind) diseases, connat-
ural to the body, is attributed to the Egyptian physician Ninyas, not
otherwise known, in the doxography of Anonymus Londinensis" .

A perspective in many respects analogous to that of the Hippocratic
author of De genitura can be found in a chapter of Aristotle’s Historia
animalium (VII 6, 585b), in which the transmissibility of acquired
characteristics also seems to be admitted (there is the example of
the tattoo on the arm that reappears, in the form of a dark spot, after
a generation)'®, as well as the impairments (“maimed parents also
have maimed children, for instance crippled people have crippled
children and blind people have blind children”), but the conclusion
is that “such cases are nevertheless rare; usually maimed parents
have perfectly healthy children (t0. 8¢ mhetota yiveTor OAOrRANQ
éx nOMOP V) and there is no fixed norm for these things (rol 000V
amotétaxtor Tovtmv)®.” In all the great mass of biology texts by
Aristotle this is the only explicit mention of the heredity of some
pathologies and this phenomenon is presented in very open terms.
This - as we shall also see speaking of Galen - is neither a chance one
nor one without significance.

Coming round more specifically to Galen, here we will only make
some essential observations. On one side, in Galen’s corpus, some
clear references can be found to ‘congenital’ (rather than ‘heredi-
tary’) diseases. One of the many is in a passage in the treatise on
Hygiene (I 12) in which it is generically stated that “some bodies
present such a bad constitution from birth (¢vio. y0.Q o0TwS €VOVG
€€ doyfg rateonelaotor nox®s) that they could not even reach
the age of sixty even if Asclepius himself was responsible for treating
them.?”” And the congenital nature of various malformations and mu-
tilations is here and there expressly recognized in Galen’s corpus®'.
Yet neither the embryological works (De semine, De foetuum forma-
tione) nor those dedicated to pathological aetiology (De morborum
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differentiis, De morborum causis, De symptomatum differentiis, De
causis procatarcticis) seem to take up - at least in an organic way -
the theory of the existence of hereditary pathologies. This theory - as
we saw - was already partly present in Hippocrates, and in the works
mentioned Galen’s reflection does reach a very high level of devel-
opment and in-depth examination. So this datum appears very sig-
nificant. An illuminating example is that of the numerous references
by Galen to epilepsy and its causes®. In none of these - as it seems to
me emerges from the preliminary examination I have made of them
- does he repeat the affirmation of the hereditary character of disease
found in The sacred disease: a work that after all, as it is well known,
Galen doesn’t ever cite. Further, the xnota yévog connection “used
there by the Hippocratic author in the specific meaning of ‘through
heredity’” in Galen’s corpus has quite another meaning.

The impression that is derived is that if allusions to ‘genetic’ (or more
simply ‘hereditary’) diseases can be found within Galen’s very big
production, these must be sought in the numerous presentations of
clinical cases the corpus is full of. By contrast, the absence of any
systematic treatment of the theme in the theoretical works devoted on
one side to embryology, and on the other to pathological aetiology,
cannot be - I believe - due to chance. Indeed, if it is natural that, as
a professional of wide experience and a careful reader of the Corpus
Hippocraticum, as well as of Aristotle’s biological works, Galen could
not ignore the theories of his predecessors on the subject of heredity
of characteristics and also, in some cases, of diseases, on the other
hand it appears evident that excessive stressing of this aspect - above
all in theoretical writings - would have involved a weakening of the
teleological perspective that so much permeates the philosophical-
scientific horizon of our author, as it already did that of Aristotle®. It
is perhaps not hazardous to conclude that because of the prevalence
of this strong paradigm - even more than because of strictly technical-
scientific limits or because of the lack of interest attributed in antiquity
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to medical treatment of children (Grmek) - the systematic discovery of
‘genetic’ disease was only to come several centuries later.
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