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The Interplay Between Philosophy
and Medicine:
Plato and Aristotle

Konstantina Konstantinou!

Abstract

This paper explores the convergence of philosophy and medicine in Ancient Greece, focusing on the influences of Plato
and Aristotle on medical thought and practice. Rooted in the socio-economic transformations of the fifth-century BCE
Athenian “golden age’, this period marked a transition from mythological explanations of health to empirical, observation-
based medicine. Socrates’ personae, as portrayed by Plato, played a role in shifting thought from speculative ideas to
rational inquiry, laying a foundation for the Hippocratic Corpus. The study examines how Hippocratic principles shaped
both Platos and Aristotle’s philosophical frameworks, focusing on the empirical and ethical principles these thinkers
integrated into their understanding of health and the human body.

Using literature review, textual analysis, and comparative evaluation, this paper highlights the philosophical overlap in
medical thought across Plato and Aristotle and how their thoughts still influence current medical practice. For Plato,
medicine served as an ethical and practical science grounded in rational inquiry, and his works such as Gorgias and
Phaedrus reflect the view that medicine, like philosophy, seeks truth and moral purpose. He advocated for medicine as
a “perfect art’, valuing both individual health and the ethical governance of society. Aristotle, influenced by his medical
lineage, advanced a more empirical approach, distinguishing between types of bodily motion and introducing early ana-
tomical classification in his studies of homogeneous and heterogeneous body parts. He emphasised that medicine must
aim at human flourishing (eudaimonia) through balanced, adaptable care, with compassion and ethical responsibility
central to medical practice.

This paper argues that Hippocratic ideas on natural causation, observation, and patient-centred ethics significantly shaped
both philosophers. Their works established fundamental principles for Western medicine, bridging empirical observa-
tion with moral philosophy and creating a framework within which modern medicine continues to operate, grounded
in scientific inquiry, ethical integrity, patient autonomy and holistic care.

Key Words: Medicine, ancient philosophy, history of philosophy, Plato, Aristotle

Introduction

The development of rational thought in Ancient
Greece, transitioning from mythological to empirical
approaches, is closely intertwined with socio-economic
transformations that influenced scientific and intel-
lectual pursuits. The fifth century BC, marked by the
“golden age” of the Athenian Republic, witnessed foun-
dational shifts in scientific thinking and methodology.
This period laid the groundwork for scientific inquiry
in various disciplines, particularly medicine, which

began distancing itself from mythological explana-
tions and integrating observational, evidence-based
practices'.

Socrates (470-399 BC) personae, given to future
researchers by Plato, and others?, exemplified this
intellectual progression. His innovative “midwifery
method” (maieutics) engaged his interlocutors in
discovering knowledge within themselves, moving
philosophy towards a process grounded in dialogue
and inquiry. His choice of the term ‘midwife’ is
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significant, symbolising the connection between
intellectual exploration and the emerging field of
medicine. Socrates’ influence catalysed the gradual
shift from speculative theories to natural explanations
of phenomena, positing that an expert in intellectual
dialogue who works through induction and formu-
lation of definitions creates a stable interpretation
for all human actions*. This approach eventually
laid the groundwork for the Hippocratic Corpus, a
seminal body of texts outlining scientific principles
for diagnosing and treating diseases while discard-
ing supernatural interpretations. Medicine was thus
gradually separated from archaic knowledge through
research for ‘reasons why this is’.

This article examines the synergy between philoso-
phy and medicine in Ancient Greece by focusing on
two key philosophers, Plato and Aristotle, to reveal how
their philosophical inquiries established ethical and
empirical foundations in medical practice. Through
a study of these thinkers, we explore how Ancient
Greek philosophy shaped the methods and values that
still inform the ethical and empirical frameworks of
contemporary medicine.

Method

The article employs a methodology rooted in lit-
erature review, textual analysis of primary sources,
and comparative evaluation.

Literature Review: This study begins with a com-
prehensive literature review of works by Plato and
Aristotle and of broader texts on the sociohistorical
context in which they lived. Each text is examined for
its portrayal of medical ethics, diagnostic principles,
and the nature of the soul-body relationship.

Textual Analysis: Through close readings of texts,
we identify key themes where philosophical inquiry
overlaps with medical practice. Their analysis clarifies
how these thinkers” works contributed to the ethical
and empirical frameworks that structured ancient
medical practices and led to the philosophical founda-
tions of modern medicine.

Comparative Evaluation: We engage in a compara-
tive analysis, evaluating the similarities and differences
in the views of Plato and Aristotle on medicine. We
explore how each thinker approached the role of ob-
servation, natural causation, and ethical obligations
within medical practice. By comparing these perspec-
tives, we outline their contribution to the progression
from speculative to empirical methodologies and
the evolving emphasis on patient welfare and moral
responsibility.

34

Konstantina Konstantinou

The revolution of Hippocratic Medicine

Ancient Greek medicine underwent a gradual trans-
formation, culminating with the work of Hippocrates
and his followers. They established a comprehensive
medical approach that relied on natural explanations
for diseases and rejected religious and supernatural
causation®. The Hippocratic Corpus, a collection of 53
works encompassing clinical observations, diagnostic
methods, and treatments, emerged as a cornerstone of
this new rational approach to healthcare.

Central to the Hippocratic school of thought were
three principles:

Natural Explanations for Disease: Disease was
no longer seen as punishment from the gods but as
a natural phenomenon, thereby enabling objective
diagnostic methods’.

Observational Diagnosis: Physicians studied pa-
tients through observation, listening, and physical
examination, which represented a departure from
speculative interpretations®.

Avoidance of Theocratic Medicine: In contrast
to theocratic approaches, Hippocratic practitioners
supported the body’s natural ability to heal, focusing
on strengthening and correcting the body’s defences’.

Hippocrates (c. 460-375 BCE), slightly older than
Plato (428-348 BCE) and preceding Aristotle (384-322
BCE), influenced both philosophers with his ideas on
medicine and natural causation. As they developed
their philosophical frameworks, Plato and Aristotle
drew on Hippocratic principles, integrating his empiri-
cal methods and ethical approach to health into their
own thinking. Hippocratic thought provided an early
model of rational, empirical medicine and introduced
ethical guidelines that would shape their perspectives
on health, science, and ethics!’.

Hippocratic influence on Plato

Plato, building on universal principles and Em-
pedocles’ doctrine of the four elements, incorporates
this theory into his understanding of the medical art,
which he references across dialogues such as Gorgias'!,
Phaedrus®?, Charmides'®, and Theaetetus'. Of these, Gor-
gias® and Phaedrus'® most directly address his views
on medicine, revealing how Plato’s moral philosophy
connects health, ethics, and society.

In Gorgias", Plato critiques various disciplines by
examining their status as sciences and asserts that true
arts, particularly medicine, - unlike rhetoric - validate
their scientific status by grounding their doctrines
in reason. Medicine thus stands as a genuine science
of health and disease - a “perfect art™®, aligned with
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rational inquiry and ethical purpose - in contrast
with fields based on fame or faith, which Plato views
as subordinate to the more precise logic of dialectic.
Medicine, with its well-defined objective, purpose,
and scientifically rigorous methodology, embodies this
“real science”, a notion further explored in Charmides”,
where reason-based disciplines are seen as superior
to subjective pursuits.

Plato describes the ideal mode of knowledge, par-
ticularly in the context of statecraft, as one where
understanding and reasoning are proportionate to
the truth they reflect. He believes that the diversity
within forms of governance mirrors this diversity
in knowledge, where each faculty of understanding
must match the clarity of its subject matter, akin to
Hippocratic medicine’s approach to diagnosing and
treating the body. In this encounter with rhetoric,
Plato underscores that the art of Hippocratic medicine
involves acknowledging the limitations of words alone
in addressing health.

In Gorgias, this idea manifests as a rejection of
rhetoric as a primary tool for health, while in Phae-
drus, it evolves into an endorsement, suggesting that
well-guided rhetoric can support holistic well-being?
in a framework in which medical knowledge and
moral philosophy should work together to support
personal and societal well-being. This reflects Hip-
pocratic influence, where medicine is both a practical
science and a moral discipline, dedicated to holistic
health. For Plato, true knowledge - including medical
knowledge - should focus on both the health of the
individual and the ethical structure of society.

In The Republic’* and Laws?, Plato extends this per-
spective to politics, where he discusses the ethical
dimension of law and medicine. Here, he suggests
that laws should operate like medical treatments: as
tools that balance coercion with guidance and respect
for individual autonomy. Just as medicine serves the
body with a sense of ethical duty, so laws should serve
the state, promoting principles of patient (or citizen)
autonomy and informed consent.

This ethical framework is later echoed by Aristotle
in his Nicomachean Ethics®, where he builds upon Plato’s
principles, advocating for a compassionate and morally
accountable approach in both politics and medicine.

Hippocratic influence on Aristotle

Aristotle believed that motion differed between
living and non-living things, as inanimate objects
move only when acted upon, while animate beings
can initiate movement independently. Heat and cold
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(exterior or interior), for example, create motion?.
He classified movements into voluntary, involuntary,
and automatic: voluntary movements arise from an
individual’s will, involuntary ones happen in states
like sleep, and automatic motions, such as internal
organ function, occur without conscious thought®.

Aristotle’s early exposure to medicine began
through his father, Nicomachus, a court physician
to King Amyntas of Macedon and a member of the
Asclepiad family - a lineage renowned for its medical
knowledge, which later adopted the name Aristotelian.
Their children were educated not only in literature
but also in anatomy. This foundation led Aristotle to
prioritise medicine as a cornerstone of rational inquiry;,
situating it between myth and emerging philosophical
frameworks as part of the pursuit of scientific knowl-
edge.

Aristotle, belonging to the Platonic school of
thought, believed that medicine’s foundational prin-
ciples could be deduced from general philosophical
principles. He contributed significantly to the estab-
lishment of scientific medicine, and his corpus of
work - much of which intersects with themes in the
Hippocratic Corpus® - explores various wellness top-
ics. Aristotle also reflected on virtues, distinguishing
between aesthetic virtues and moral virtues, the latter
aimed at the happiness of the ‘aristos’” (the noble or
virtuous individual).

In his ethical framework, Aristotle defines moral
virtues as qualities related to both actions and internal
emotions, each accompanied by pleasure or pain?.
Through this lens, virtue itself can be associated with
the balance between pleasure and pain, a theme he
explores extensively in his wo rks. Cicero later ex-
panded on Aristotle’s concept of ethos (character or
moral disposition) in De Re Publica, translating these
ideas into the Roman concept of moralibus.

Aristotle often used metaphors from medicine to
illustrate his views on moral philosophy and citizen-
ship. He argued that a doctor’s reliability is not solely
based on formal qualifications but grows through
genuine engagement - by speaking with, listening to,
and reasoning with patients and society. In his analogy
between rhetoric and medicine, Aristotle highlighted
the uncertainties within both fields, emphasising that
a practitioner must skilfully adapt their methods to
persuade or treat effectively®.

For Aristotle, medicine€’s goal is to restore the pa-
tient’s health as fully as possible, but where complete
recovery is unattainable, treatment should aim to bring
the patient to the best possible condition. He introduces
the term epieikeia (equity) to describe the physician’s
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adaptive approach, considering the specific circum-
stances of each illness. In this way, a well-informed
practitioner must use knowledge thoughtfully, avoiding
missteps that might arise from relying on incomplete
information or rigid formulas.

Aristotle’s philosophy aligns with Pythagorean
orthodoxy, particularly in his views on ethics within
the arts. Drawing on Pythagorean principles, he as-
serts that ‘bad’ aligns with the ‘infinite’ and ‘good’
with the ‘finite] thereby linking vice to excess and
deficiency, while virtue lies in moderation. This
concept is central to Aristotle’s virtue ethics, which
emphasises cultivating balanced personality traits
to encourage virtuous actions in both learners and
practitioners. Aristotle believed this principle of
moderation applies universally, guiding those in
scientific and artistic pursuits as well as aspiring
medical professionals to strive for a harmonious and
ethical approach in their work?®.

Results

The integration of medical thought appears early
in Plato’s (428-347 BCE) work and even more promi-
nently in Aristotle’s (384-322 BCE) philosophy. In
Alcibiades®', Plato conveys his belief that the human
being comprises a celestial, immortal soul that uses the
body it is trapped in as a tool for acquiring knowledge.
This dualism establishes the body as separate from
the soul, which Plato describes as longing to recon-
nect with a realm of pure, eternal ideas - a concept
developed further in Phaedrus®. This perspective on
the soul and body influences his broader views on
health, where the state of the soul reflects and affects
physical well-being.

Aristotle also acknowledges the divinity of the
soul but diverges from Plato regarding its nature®. He
proposes that the soul is the “entelechy;” or actualis-
ing force, of the body’s potential for life, making it
inseparable from physical form3:. For Aristotle, an ideal
human integrates seamlessly into nature, embodying
both ‘potential’ and ‘actual’ states. This integration
shapes his approach to medicine, where he introduces
the early concepts of histology, categorising body parts
into homogeneous (e.g., flesh, bones, blood) and hetero-
geneous (e.g., hand, foot, face) elements, emphasising
that each structure has a unique function within the
body’s overall composition®>.

Aristotle’s approach to medical philosophy in-
volves what he terms “three degrees of composition”,
which classify body structures based on their form and
function. This model laid foundational principles for
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medical science, as it provided a framework for study-
ing the body through observation and categorisation.

Discussion

Doctors should consider various individual fac-
tors in patient care starting with these foundational
concepts. Modern medicine has moved away from
outdated beliefs, seeking to understand underlying
causes through research and experimentation®. Specu-
lative ideas of ancient medicine have been replaced by
theories that are testable, forming the basis for accurate
diagnosis, prognosis, and treatment. Additionally, clini-
cal studies play a critical role in advancing research
and refining conclusions about diseases¥. Since the
human body has intrinsic healing capabilities, the
physician’s role is to support and strengthen these
natural defences, guiding the body toward recovery?.

In ancient Greece, and later in the Roman era, medi-
cine was initially regarded as a divine gift, enjoyed by
many demigod heroes known for their extraordinary
healing powers. However, the transition from mytho-
logical to scientific explanations for health and illness is
closely linked to broader socio-economic changes. The
economic expansion that accompanied Greek colonisa-
tion, especially in areas like Magna Graecia and through
increased trade, transformed governance structures and
promoted democratic values. As societies became more
democratic, their approach to understanding the world
and human behaviour grew increasingly rational. This
shift, particularly during the fifth century BCE in the
Athenian Republic’s “golden age,” marked a significant
advancement in medical knowledge and education, as
medicine began adopting scientific methods.

Science has developed from ancient knowledge
by deepening our understanding of disease through
innovative methods for exploring human nature®.
This progression traces causal relationships from im-
mediate symptoms back to their underlying origins,
seeking the fundamental causes. Such an approach
mirrors the thinking of pre-Socratic philosophers,
who aimed to understand the origins of the world and
natural phenomena. As a result, physicians of that era
could focus medical thought on the natural causes of
illness, moving away from supernatural explanations.

The simplistic views of ancient medicine, often
rooted in religious beliefs, were gradually replaced
by emerging theories - some verified, others specula-
tive - about diseases, which laid the groundwork for
systematic diagnosis and treatment. This transition
from theoretical understanding to practical medical
application advanced research, enabling physicians to
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draw informed conclusions about various ailments®.
Greek cosmology and science, while centred on hu-
man experience, were also profoundly intellectual,
positing that the essence of research lies in the pursuit
of knowledge rather than practical application alone.
For physicians, science was seen as a means to serve
a purpose beyond material gain, aimed at deeper un-
derstanding*. The intellectual currents of that period
introduced universal values across disciplines, values
that continue to resonate today.

Conclusion

The approaches of Plato and Aristotle demon-
strate that a philosophy of medicine can significantly

NEPINHWYH

shape our understanding of the soul, body, and health.
Plato’s concept of medical thought, grounded in the
relationship between body and soul, emphasises the
treatment of illness while striving for truth and the
highest ethical standards.

Aristotle adopts a more practical approach, rec-
ognising the interdependence of soul and body and
focusing on the pursuit of human virtue and happiness
as part of health.

Together, their ideas established foundational
principles that influenced medical practitioners after
Hippocrates, integrating philosophical thought with
medicine and defining the ethical and intellectual
boundaries within which medicine operates today.
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H AMnAenidpaon peta§d tng @hocogiag kat Tng latpikrg:
IM\dtwv kat AptotoTtéAng
Kwvotavtiva Kwvotavtivov

To mapdv apBpo Stepevvd tn cOykAon petafd grlocogiog kat tatpiknig otnv Apxaia EANdda, eotidlovtag otig
emppoég Tov IINdtwva kat Tov ApLoToTéAn o TNV LaTpikn okéYn Kat Tpaktikn. Me pileg 6TouG KOVWVIKOOKOVOLL-
KOVG HETAOYNUATIONOVG TG aBnvaikg «Xpuomng emoxr¢» Tov 50v atwva .X. avti n nepiodog onpatodotnoe pia
petdPaon amo tig puboloyikég emelnynoeig tng vyeiag otV UmELpIK LWTPIKT TTOV PacileTal oty Tapatipnon.
H popen Zwkpatn, énwg aneikoviletal and tov IINdtwva, énaile poho oTn HeTATOMON TNG OKEYNG artd TiG Oe-
wpntikés 10éeg atny opBoloyikr épevva, BéTovTag ta Bepéhia yia Ty Inmokpdteia Zolloyr). H pehétn eketalet
TIWG OL LTIMOKPATIKESG aApxES Slapoppwaay Ta PLAocoPikd mAaiota Td6co tov ITAdtwva 600 Kat Tov ApLGTOTEAN,
eoTtdlovTag oTiG EUTELpLéG Kot NOIKEG APXEG IOV EVOWUATWOAV AUTOL OL TTOXAGTEG OTNV KATAVONGT] TOVG yLa THV
vyeia kal To avBpwIVo cwpa.

Xpnotponotwvtog PPAOYPAPIKT] avaOKOTNOT], AVAALGT| KEWEVOL Kat GuYKpLTikh afloAdynor, avtd to dpbBpo
vroypappifet tn erloco@kn emkaAvyn otnv latpikn okéyn atov IIAdtwva Kat Tov ApLOTOTEAN Kal TIG 1) OKEYT
Toug eEakolovBei va emmpedlel v tpéxovoa tatpikn Tpaktiki. Iia Tov IIAdTwva, N wTpikr vinpetel wg nown
KAl TIPOKTIKT emotniun mov Baciletat atnv opBoloyikn épevva, kat Ta épya Tov Onwg o Topyiag kat 0 Paidpog
avTKaTonTpilouvy TNV dmoyn OTL N aTpk), OnwG kat 1 ethocopia, avalntd alfiBeia kau nbkd okomo. YrootrpiEe
TNV LOTPIKT WG «TEAELA TEXVI», EKTIHWVTAG TOOO TNV ATOWIKN Vyeia 600 kat Tnv O StakvPpépvnon tng kowvw-
viag. O AploTOTEANG, ENMNPEACUEVOG ATIO TNV LATPLKT} TOV KATAYWYT), TPOWONCE (ua Lo EUMELPLKT) TTPOGEYYLOT,
SLaKpivOVTAG TOVG TOTIOVG CWHATIKIG KEVIOTG KAl ELGAYOVTAG TNV TIPWILN AvaToK Ta&tvopunon oTig pehéteg Tov
Ylot OHOLOYEVT] KAl ETEPOYEVT] UEPT TOV OWNATOG. TOVIoE OTL N LATPLKT| TIpETEL Vo 0TOXEVEL 0TNV avBpwmivn dvOnon
(evSaipovia) HEow LOOPPOTNUEVNG, TIPOTAPHOOLUNG PPOVTISag, e oupTovia Kat nOikr| evBhvn oTo emikevTpo TNG
LATPLKNG TIPAKTIKNG.

Av16 10 ApOpo VTOoTNPilEL OTL O TTOKPATIKEG LOEEG Y10 TN PLGIKT OUTIOTNTA, TNV TAPATIPNOT KoL TV NOKr e
EMIKEVTPO TOV 0G0V LLUOPPOGAV GNULAVTIKE KOt TOLG dV0 PAocOpovs. Ta £pya Toug Kabiépwaoay Bepelddstg
APYES Y10 T1) OLTIKN WTPIKY], YEPLUPOVOVTAG TNV EUTELPLKT TOPATHPNON LE TNV NOIKT PIAOCOPI0 KoL STLOVPYDVTOS
£va TA0IG10 HEGO GTO O0TTOL0 1) GVYYPOV TPLKY cuveyilel va Aettovpyel, PACIGUEVT OTNV EMGTNUOVIKN PEVVA,
™V N0 axepadTTO, THV CLTOVOUIN TOL a.cBEVODG KoL TNV OMGTIKT PPOVTida.

Né&erg Khewdra: Iarpixct), apyaio pidocogia, totopio 6 grlocogiag, ITIA&Twy, ApiotoTédng
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