
Heraclitus and the Physicians


The interest of Greek doctors in the cosmologist Heraclitus presents a number of problems for the historian of ancient science. Unlike Democritus or Diogenes, Heraclitus had little to say about the body, health, and disease—just a few comments on the drinkability of seawater (B61), on wet and dry souls (B117–118), and on the similarity of the soul to a spider (B67a). When he mentions physicians, it is not in the best light: “Cutting and burning and torturing the sick, physicians complain that they don’t get an adequate fee from their patients” (B58). In the biographical tradition, a dropsical Heraclitus spurns the physicians and smears himself in ox-dung, leading to an unusual—and quite disgusting—death (A1). All in all, he is not the sort of person one would expect to attract the medically minded. But attract them he did. 


In Plato’s Symposium, the doctor Eryximachus famously cites a saying of Heraclitus (187a). The treatises On Regimen and On Nutriment both rework the philosopher’s doctrines while also mimicking his style, and his dictum on the circle (B103) whose beginning and end are “common” (xunon) is appropriated by the authors of On Places in Humans and On the Nature of Bones. If Heraclitus himself had little to say about medicine, why did these doctors find him so attractive? How can we explain the popularity of Heraclitus among physicians of the Classical period?


In this paper, I examine the popularity of Heraclitus among doctors of the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. I focus in particular on two traditional components of medical thinking: (1) the concept of stability among diversity, framed in terms of an aphorism or general principle, and (2) the sympathy of the parts, in which the body is viewed as an interconnected whole. Both of these concepts developed within the medical tradition, independent of the early cosmologists. At a certain point, however, it was noticed that they coincide with the views of Heraclitus, encouraging a merging of doctrines.


On the topic of stability among diversity, we might note that Greek doctors were already thinking in terms of universals and particulars, commonalities and differences, wholes and parts long before Heraclitus came into view. As we see in the seven books of Epidemics, physicians were engaged in their own program of historiē, in which they attempted to isolate general principles (also known as “aphorisms”) through the comparison of particular cases. These aphorisms were presented as “commonalities” (koina) that could be applied in clinical settings, and it was widely believed that the more general the aphorism, the better it was, leading some to take their generalities to the farthest possible extreme. In the end, this drive for higher-order generalities turned Heraclitus into an attractive model. Not only did his universal logos, which is “common” for all, reflect the priorities of Greek doctors, but his frequent comparison of the one to the many employed the same language that was used in aphoristic texts.


As for the sympathy of the parts, this concept is already found in Egyptian medicine, and is also attested in Greek texts that show no sign of Heraclitean influence (e.g. Diseases of Women I 38). It is a key component of humoral theory, in which diseases “flow” from one part to another, and in which the treatment of one part (e.g. by fomentations or bloodletting) can relieve an ailment somewhere else. It is well known that Heraclitus viewed the cosmos in similar terms (e.g. B30–31), while his comparison of the soul to a spider even extends this concept to human beings (B67a). It is in reference to such sympathy that On Places in Humans and On the Nature of Bones both rework his dictum on the circle (B103), and the concept also plays an important role in both On Regimen and On Nutriment’s use of Heraclitean language.


By examining these affinities, I hope to shed light on a neglected stage in the reception of Heraclitus. I also hope to stress the importance of including medical writers in our modern surveys of early Greek thought.

