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SUMMARY

THE IRRESISTIBLE FASCINATION
OF MEDICAL THEORIES ABOUT OPPOSITES

Theurgical medicine was a part of the eternal fight between
good and evil and health was reconciliation with the gods.

This duality characterized ancient medicine, i.e. greek medici-
ne after the homeric age or chinese traditional medicine. In the
passage to medicine of observation due to the School of Cos duel
between good and evil becames the substrate of new medicine and
the balances between opposites represented by elements and qua-
lities were the fundaments of the humoralism.

Fascination of opposites continues for centuries up to now,
both in western and far eastern medicine: yin/yang, antibody/
antigen, cAMP[cGMP, oncogene/antioncogene are examples of
this attractive theory.

Although fundaments of biological and medical observations
are the basis of theories of opposites, the trend is to overcome
reality and today represents, following idealism in the 19th centu-
ry, an inconscious ancestral reminiscence of theurgical philosophy
and medicine.

In writings of classical ancient time, such as in homeric
poems, a duality between god and devil (9e6¢ and daipwv) is not
present, because the only duality is between gods, who stated
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the fate and humans, who suffered the fate, with heroes as
attempt of bridge to invain force the fate. Originally, the term
Saipwv, which in following centuries represented opposition to
- god, is from Safopa, that is to decide fate (good fate or unfavou-
rable one). In ancient mythology the fate was guideline for
humans and heroes were great performers, with any personal
possibility of different interpretations. The first change was the
appearance of heroes winner by using mind, such as Oedipus
and Cadmus, in place of heroes killer of monsters with the
sword, i.e. Theseus and Jason‘.

The war of Troy represents the final conclusion of this age,
with not yet necessary heroes killing needless heroes and the
emerging of the myth of the man who search knowledge more
than killng of enemies: modern man is born with Odysseus, who
refuses in the island of Calypso immortality and choses to be
only a man, single-handed sailor in the sea of the unknown,
sometimes discoverer and sometimes ship-wrecker. And with
the advent of the predominance of logos, dialectics is emerging®.

Dialectics as philosophical method is clearly formulated first
by Heraclitus, who stated, as reported by Aristotle, that conflicts
between opposites produce all things of the world. Aristotle
discussed the importance of opposites and affinities in the Trea-
tise ‘EVix6v Nikopdyxetov and in the Metapvoikii®: opinion of
Heraclitus is evidenced and compared with the ideas of Alc-
maeon of Crotona and of the Pythagorean School. Alemaeon —
Aristotle says — maintains that duality is an intrinsic characte-
ristic of the human kind (white and black. good and bad, big and
little, etc.), while in the Pythagorean School the dichotomy of
reality had a mathematical origin: in fact in pythagorean mathe-
matics the even number may be divided in two parts and reag-
gregated.

These philosophical theories were well known in the 5th
century B.C. (when the new medicine was develpped by Hippo-
crates and his School), surviving for centuries from Aristotle up

134

Fascination of medical theories about opposites

to the scholastic medicine and philosophy. And Hegel reported
in his Logic the thinking of Heraclitus: after the homeric age op-
posistes are present in the philosophical thinking up to now.

Is this true for natural sciences and for medicine too?

As ancient and medioeval medicine were largerly dependent
on naturalistic views of ancient Greece, may be interesting to
note the analysis of the thought of Aristotle, who was living just
after Hippocrates: for him differentiation occurres following a
natural teleology and the principle of opposites is one of rules:

Further, one should divide by opposites. Opposites are differentia-
ted one from each other, for example whitness and blackness, strai-
gness and curvedness. Therefore if one of two is differentiated, the
division must be made by its opposite, not one by swiming and the
other by colour®,

In the works of Aristotle opposites may be found as rule of
continuity of species and sex is the governing prihciple (cpy1) of
generation, toghether with the soul (nutritive soul for incoming
life). Thus, an interaction of opposites (so called: DGA 716 b 1) in
copulation is the basic principle of reproduction. Castration
demonstrates the loss of the opposite's quality (DGA 716 b 5).
The same asexual reproduction requires a meeting of two com-
ponents, like in sexual reproduction: warm mud and active form
of soul (DGA 716 b 14: also spontaneous generation requires the
two components). In fact, for Aristotle meeting sex-opposites is
the general principle for generation of higher living and only
primitive life, as represented by vegetative livings, is excluded:

For perhaps at same time it will also be clear in what way formation
from contraries has its place in all things that arise from semen

(DGA 724 b 7-9).

And again:
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We must now resume and state what is the primary nature of
semen, as it is called.

Now every substance, whatever it may be, that we find in the body,
must of necessity be one of the following: (1) one of the parts which
are there in accordance with nature, in which case it will be one of
the uniform or non-uniform parts (literally: non-homoeomerous or
homoeomerous - dvopotopepdv 7 duoropepdv); (2) one which is there
contrary to nature, e.g., a tumour: (3) residue; (4) colliquescence; (5)
nourishment (DGR 724 b23-26).

Biological principles of ancient medicine derived from both
four humors theory of Hippocratic School and naturalistic view
of Aristotle: health/illness balance depends from the individual
constitution (xp&oig in greek, complexio in latin): the body is a
mixture of different primary qualities (hot and cold, dry and
humid, ete.).

Thus, elements as constituents of the nature as well as of the
human body are present in the presocratic philosophy and later
on in the medicine. The classical western medicine is a conti-
nuos sequence of theories founded on a balance of elements,
mainly presented as opposites; is it a biomedical reality or is it
a paleosemantic residue of theurgical medicine, in which the
balance/unbalance between good-health and evil-sickness®s the
double reality of the same general thought?

Opposites in ancient western medicine: contraria contrariis

Few centuries later, Galen represents the encyclopedic wit-
ness of ancient medicine and Ars medicinalis or Ars medica is
the summa of his thought: in the chapter XXVIII theory of
opposites is clearly explained. When sickness is beginning, the
therapy is the administration of the opposite of the “evil”, which
is the unbalanced element.

At the beginning of a medioeval manuscript of Ars Medicina-
lis we may read:
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Medicina est scientia salubrium et insalubrium et neutrorum;
which is ‘

Medicine is science of health, illness and neutral,

that means “of healthy situations and not healthy situations and
balanced™®.

The concept of Galen was expressed by his therapeutical
principle contraria contrariis, by which cure is conceived as
administration of the opposite quality of that shown in the
desease.

Galen regarding therapy says that necesse est per contraria
fiat corum alterius in alterum translatio with the aim (maxime
generalis scopus, he says) of contrarietas. And concludes:

Quoniam quod aegrotat bene valenti est contrarium, per contraria
est ab illo in hoc via®,

And in the Methodi Medendi, liber XI, says that:

unum esse omnium morborum communem curationis scopum con-
trarietatem ipsam @,

Almost in the same period, Celsus (1st century A.C.) had
clearly explained this principle in an ethiological view:

Evidentes vero eas appellant, in quibus quaerunt, initium morbi
calor attulerit an frigus, fames an satietas, et quae similia sunt:
occursurum enim vitio dicunt eum, qui originem non ignorarit®,

Celsus, regarding therapy, observed that prescriptions
should be found on the opposite (i.e. in digestive diseases):

Cognito igitur eo quod ex his est, si corpus adscrictum est, digeren-
dum esse; si profluvio laborat, continendum... (DM, p. 18),
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