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Analyse the role of divination within the theory and practice of ancient Greek medicine.

Introduction

Divination and Medicine is something that would not usually be viewed as going hand in hand. However, when looking more closely at the two side by side, especially during Ancient times, divination may play a greater role in medicine than one may assume at first. By using ancient sources to first define what divination was to the Ancient Greeks and secondly how medicine was used, one can outline how much of a role divination may have played during the time of the Ancient Greeks. Continuing onwards it is then prudent to look at both how illness was identified and then how treatments were implemented. Before divination in medicine can be analysed in detail, the definition and belief of what Ancient Greek divination and medicine practice was must be answered.

What is Divination?

Divination is a concept that can be defined in a numerous amount of ways depending on the era that is being looked at, the culture surrounding it and even individual opinion. What is the case though is that most of these definitions, which can be found within literary sources and divination have a recurring theme of something supernatural being involved, and a sense of communication between one “distant” party to another. Of course, when researching Ancient Greek divination, it is best to try find what their own definition would have been.  Cicero states:

There is an ancient belief, handed down to us even from mythical times and firmly established by the general agreement of the Roman people and of all nations, that divination of some kind exists among men; this the Greeks call μαντική—that is, the foresight and knowledge of future events.

Through Cicero it can be ascertained that the Ancient Greeks would have viewed divination as with the ability to know or foretell the future. Continuing into the book, Cicero quotes philosopher Chrysippus who provides a more detailed definition:


Chrysippus, indeed, defines divination in these words: 'The power to see, understand, and explain premonitory signs given to men by the gods.' 'Its duty,' he goes on to say, 'is to know in advance the disposition of the gods towards men, the manner in which that disposition is shown and by what means the gods may be propitiated and their threatened ills averted.

Not only does it confirm the idea of divination being linked to knowing the future, but how they could do this and where they believed this knowledge or sign came from. The end of the quote is particularly interesting and something that will be later addressed in this essay, due to its ambiguity and possible link to medical practice/theories in Ancient Greece. For now though, returning to the definitions of divination, an idea of how they have viewed and used it in their life has become more apparent; however how would this have been applied to medical practice and theory within ancient Greece?

What was considered to be medicine?

In some ways it is difficult to define what medicine was in Ancient Greece, mainly due to having to establish which type of medical treatment is being addressed; secular or sacred. Depending on the time the scholar or historian was focusing on, the treatments available and those administering the treatments would more than likely be different. Whether it would be secular or sacred or even both would depend on the fact that like anything else, medicine in ancient Greece would and did change with time as ancient Greeks developed and discovered new methods of treatment. For example, if one was focusing on the era of Hippocrates there is the method of the four humors to consider, and Hippocrates’ views on the place of divinity in medicine.
 On the other hand there was the method of going to temples, such as that of Apollo who according to Plato ‘…discovered the art of archery, medicine and divination’
 and later Asklepios for healing through prayer or dreams.
 Therefore it is difficult to class medicine in one particular light as there was medicine from the divine (oracles and/or priests) and then the medicine from the physicians, although equally the ancient Greeks would have viewed either one as a suitable healer or possibly would have preferred one over the other. According to Lisa Raphals ‘More generally, newer naturalistic methods, including Hippocratic medical prognosis and astronomy, competed with older mantic practices. The newer disciplines competed actively with each other, and with their predecessors.’
 However, despite the fact they may have been competing with each other, medicine never completely left the supernatural behind. The divine consistently had a role in medicine, also adapting alongside it. According to Elizabeth M. Craik ‘Apollo was god of both prophecy and medicine. Asklepios took over the latter function but retained an element of the former. Poetic narratives powerfully demonstrate that secular and sacred healing coexisted in Greek thought patterns’
 an opinion shared with by Lisa Raphals: ‘Prognosis and divination had similar goals and used similar language, and in some cases similar techniques’.
 If this is the case, then divinity may have had a significant role in medical practice and theory.

Proceeding onwards, examining how divination may or may not have been used in prognosis or diagnosis by Hippocrates will not only aid in showing whether divination was used, but also how important it was to the medical field in practice or theory. By addressing how the Ancient Greeks would first identify what was wrong with the patient, it can then be attained what treatment may have been used. To make sure there is a good mix of both secular and sacred medical practices the prognosis will focus more on secular, whereas the treatments will be based more on the sacred. This should highlight whether divination had an important role to the medical world of ancient Greece in both secular and sacred treatment. 

Hippocratic Prognosis 

In any form of medical treatment, the doctor/physician has to first have a prognosis or a diagnosis. There are those who sometimes confuse the two terms, prognosis and diagnosis, thinking they are the same thing, but they are completely different. Whereas diagnosis is to identify the problem and give it a name usually via scientific means, prognosis is at first a theory linked to previous knowledge to both the illness and the outcome of treatment. Similarly, to how doctors in the modern era diagnose an illness through a prognosis so too would the healers of ancient Greece. However, ancient Greek physicians did not diagnose. According to Manetti, G., ‘In contrast with doctors of today, who read signs in connection with the diagnosis of illness, early Greek doctors used signs in connection with the prognosis’
. Unlike the modern era doctors, ancient Greek physicians had no ability to scientifically diagnose and confirm their prognosis via blood tests etc, they could only theorise. But being informed of an illness by means of only a theory may not have been comforting to the patient. Therefore, instead of stating this, physicians would go via a different route in order to gain credit and trust.  Within Hippocrates, Prognosticon it states in the opening paragraph:

It appears to me a most excellent thing for the physician to cultivate Prognosis; for by foreseeing and foretelling, in the presence of the sick, the present, the past, and the future, and explaining the omissions which patients have been guilty of, he will be the more readily believed to be acquainted with the circumstances of the sick; so that men will have confidence to intrust themselves to such a physician.

From this passage it can be gathered that prognosis was not only a prediction of future events but also involved knowledge of the present and the past of that patient.  Once again there is that connection of knowledge and divination mixed together as one, as previously highlighted earlier in the “Definition of Divination” and “What was considered to be medicine”. Looking at only the first chapter, it can be established that divination was used as a source of comfort as well as a way to gain trust from the patient to take the treatment prescribed by the physician. 

Through Hippocrates stating the words ‘by foreseeing and foretelling, in the presence of the sick, the present, the past, and the future,’
 there is the link back to the divine being Apollo, as Giovanni Manetti states ‘Nothing can escape his sight in the past, present or future’.
  It was a crucial part of both divination and medicine. To use it in medicine would suggest that one would have to possess the divine gifts of Apollo’s sight – to foresee or to read the signs of what the future will bring and what the past was. Therefore, divination would have played a crucial role in medicine in what can be taken from Hippocrates’ book so far. 

However, there is more to Hippocrates’ book than the previous paragraph highlighted, and further reading can change everything about this perspective. Hippocrates goes on in his next chapter to state:

He should observe thus in acute diseases: first, the countenance of the patient, if it be like those of persons in health, and more so, if like itself, for this is the best of all; whereas the most opposite to it is the worst, such as the following; a sharp nose, hollow eyes, collapsed temples; the ears cold, contracted, and their lobes turned out: the skin about the forehead being rough, distended, and parched; the color of the whole face being green, black, livid, or lead-colored.

At this point his original first quote changes meaning in such a way that it could lead to excluding divination. Scholar Michael Boylan makes interesting points about how knowing the ‘past, present and future’ condition of the patient may not have been due to divination but knowledge and gathered information that had ‘…been part of a handbook catalogued through similar case studies. The practitioner could memorize each individual description…’
 and so on. The point is however that it cannot be proven they did this, but similarly it cannot be disproven that they did not. Kim Beerden backs this theory when stating that it is possible to separate medicine and divination: ‘From an etic point of view, in medical prognosis there was an actual cause and effect relation between illness and outcome. There was no such cause and effect relationship between divinatory signs and the predicted consequences.’
 This may have been why Hippocrates did not believe in the use of divination in medicine:  

I however, will not indulge in this kind of prophecy; rather I record the things on the basis of which one must estimate which men will recover and which will did…I hope in these and other cases to make predictions which are more within human capabilities that those which are reported

However, despite the fact that it is possible to separate the two it is also incredibly difficult. Even with what Hippocrates stated about not using divination in medicine, and even with that prior knowledge of the patient, the predictions of what would happen to the patient can still be classed as a form of divination due to it being concluded through signs of illness on the patient; as  Kim Beerden also states ‘…both divination and medicine were based on the idea that ‘an anticipation of the future’ was possible.  The doctor would observe and interpret contextual and medical signs…’.
 So, divination still did play an important role in medical prognosis as despite the fact Hippocrates may not have classed it as such, according to the ancient Greek definition on what was divination, he did follow that path in his prognosis. Of course, there are more ways in which divination could affect ancient Greek medicine and when the prognosis has been made, then treatment must follow.

Treatment

Within ancient Greece there were many different forms of treatments, ranging from amulets,
 prayer, herbal remedies
 and even wine.
 Of course, the treatment the patient would receive would depend on who they would go to for medical advice. As already discussed, the two forms of healers ancient Greeks could visit would have been either the diviners (oracles and/or priests) or physicians.  For treatment from those classed as diviners they would most likely have gone to temples, particularly ones focused around either Apollo or Asklepios. However, although physicians may have had a different way of bringing remedies to their patients, they would probably have also still invoked the gods’ help in healing or for a reason of the illness through divine means. 

Perhaps the most influential person amongst the diviners was Asclepios, known for healing those with ailments such as being blind, deaf, paralysed and more. According to Homer he was renowned for kindness and compassion, helping the sick stating in the Homeric Hymn; 

[1] I begin to sing of Asclepius, son of Apollo and healer of sicknesses. In the Dotian plain fair Coronis, daughter of King Phlegyas, bare him, a great joy to men, a soother of cruel pangs.

[5] And so hail to you, lord: in my song I make my prayer to thee!

Through this it can be garnered how revered he was, even Socrates last words to Plato was; ‘I owe a cock to Asklepios. Pay it and do not neglect it’
. Like any of the Gods, Asclepius usually would require an offering in return for aid. Socrates last words to Plato suggests he had gone to Asclepius for healing and still needed to fulfil his end of the offering. What was the most interesting about this god though was how it was said he healed those in need of curing.  It was not through secular medical treatment that the patients were healed or thought to be healed by those of Ancient Greeks, but that of the sacred. It is perhaps through this method of treatment that divination played its most important role, through the act of healing and through the aid of the priests afterwards.

Asclepios became a renowned god known for originally being the mortal son of Apollo. His temples were the most renowned areas to receive healing, known even long after Ancient Greece he is a well-known figure within the art of healing, up to Christianity
. Asclepios would heal his patients through their dreams. People would visit his temple and fall asleep, and it was within the patient’s dreams that he would visit and proceed to heal the patient this is known as dream incubation. Dream incubation is a significant form of divination, it was meant to aid those seeking questions to speak to the gods and ask for help. According to Frank MacHovec ‘Dream healing was valued more than a priest’s advice, though the priest would help interpret the god’s message’
. It was likely more valued due to the belief that the answer to cure oneself came from the divine who would be more knowledgeable on principle. If so, divination played a very crucial role in the practice of healing and receiving treatment. From what MacHovec presents above if not for gaining the answer through the art of divination, the physical/diviner may not have been listened to and treatment may not have been used.
Conclusion

As stated in the introduction, there are two sides to medicine, the secular and the sacred. From what has been presented within this essay divination appears to have played an important role in the practice of medicine in Ancient Greece. In the sacred it was necessary in order to interpret the dreams sent by the gods to heal, to read the signs of why this illness had happened, and what would happen in future; and in a similar way it impacted the secular as well. Physicians required the ability to “see the future” in order to know if they could heal the patient or not, as well as see what the best treatment could be. Although it can be argued in some ways that this was done through knowledge of medicine and experience of knowing the illness or the patient, they would have still had to make a prognosis based on theories of the signs the patient was exhibiting. This being the case, according to the Ancient Greek definition of divination this would have been classed as divination. It did not seem to matter how much more knowledge the medical field gained in time, the Ancient Greeks still relied on a form of divination, whether it be through a physician or a diviner.
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