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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this article is to summarize the principles of the-
ories about sickness and health in the Hippocratic Medicine. A
thorough study of the Hippocratic and Galenic Corpus was un-
dertaken, along with a selection of analyses of modern scholars
on the subject. Important aspects on human health include the
“four humors theory”, the strict connection of human physiol-
ogy with the laws of Nature and the interconnection between
the functions of the human body and the way of life and habits
of the patient. The humoral theories provided the basis for treat-
ment strategies in Hippocratic medicine which was strictly indi-
vidualized and case restricted. Hippocrates, on the basis of those
theories, also suggested a set of rules for everyday life in his
“Regimen” suggesting a direct association between health and
life style. In all aspects of human life, the golden mean is con-
sidered to be the optimum way, according to the writer of the
Hippocratic texts, in order to restore the balance between op-
posing powers that tend to disturb the homeostasis of human
health.
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INTRODUCTION
Sickness and health are the antipodes of human existence.
Health according to the definition given by theWorld Health Or-
ganization is “the complete physical, mental, and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease and infirmity”. The
two terms which are used to describe sickness, are disease and
illness. Disease is a biological entity, whereas illness is used to de-
scribe a perceived condition.
There are two different theoretical perspectives on disease :

the ontological and the functionalist (or holistic). The ontologi-
cal view of disease gained favour from about the middle of the
nineteenth century mainly as a result of important conquests in
public health, discoveries in bacteriology, and – in the beginnings
of the twentieth century – the development of sulfa drugs and
antibiotics. Those events significantly elevated the social and cul-

tural status of physicians and their overall influence. Before the
nineteenth century, however, functionalism was the dominant
theory in academic medicine. Healers selected and applied treat-
ments that would restore the “proper function” of the organ-
ism as a whole.

HEALTH AND DISEASE IN THE
HIPPOCRATIC TRADITION
The history of Western medicine, as well as the comparative
study of medicine in diverse societies, shows clearly that diseases
are not inevitably conceptualized as they are in modern day. The
way diseases are conceptualized, depends as much on the sci-
entific sophistication of a society as on the pathological realities
of a given historical moment in a specific geographical area. The
Hippocratic medical teachings are full of examples of this con-
cept. The theory of humors is the logical consequence of the in-
fluence of the Ionian philosophy and a faithful reflection of the
pathological and clinical features of the diseases which were en-
demic in the Mediterranean basin.1

The Hippocratic-Galenic doctrine remained influential
throughout the middle ages and well into the 18th century. This
doctrine not only associated disease chiefly with the environ-
ment, but also incorporated concepts of pollution and impurity
in explaining the causes of disease. Until the 17th century, and
probably much later, a mixture of environmentalism and hu-
moralism dominated the interpretations of disease’s causes. For
most people, health rested in the proper balance of the four so-
called humors – i.e. black bile, yelow bile, blood, and phlegm;
disease arose from the imbalance of those four elements, a gen-
eral state of disequilibrium which could be caused by environ-
mental changes. Thus, in Hippocratic medicine, diseases were
unique to individuals whereas specific diseases or syndromes as
nosological entities did not exist. Attaining and preserving a state
of health, therefore, required balance which was inherently elu-
sive and easily forfeited. Environmental changes could upset the
body’s internal hydraulics with predictably pernicious results.
The Hippocratic tradition, moreover, postulated a continuum

between health and illness and located each individual some-
where on that band. Health was, in fact, “an unattainable ideal”
and most people hung “forever suspended between health and
illness”.2
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