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Abstract

Until recently, Aristotle’s notion of gpdvnoig dominated the conversation regarding
the merits ancient philosophy might have for contemporary bioethics. On the other hand, the
platonic approach of medicine was severely underappreciated by specialists in ancient
philosophy. In this paper we argue that some of Plato’s teachings can be relevant for
contemporary medicine. Specifically, we show that the Dialogues provide a special
understanding about approaching the relationship between part and whole when dealing with
individual patients and communities. Secondly, we argue that the contemporary notion of
autonomy might get clearer if we use Plato’s distinction between appearance and good. The
paper concludes that root philosophical definitions that doctors and patients need might be
inspired by Plato, and that the medical profession as a community of peers might play a role
in balancing political definitions as well as individual ones with respect to the very core of
medical practice.
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Introduction

The way Plato uses medicine in his Dialogues is quite famous. For his time and the
time of his predecessors, medicine served the arguments brought forward in order to support
several theses about politics, city and Justice. In the Dialogues, medicine is used as a
metaphor (Lidz, 1995), as an example of privileged practice (Joly, 1961), as philosophy’s
analogy (Thivel, 2004), is mentioned as a craftmanship (téyvn) sometimes regarded with
despise, sometimes worthy of respect. In fact, the discourse Plato had about medicine seems
to parallel the evolution of his Theory of Forms. Some recent research hypothesized a rivalry
that Plato had with medicine (Levin, 2014). This is because his opinion changed from
disrespect to praise and then back to reconciliation along his works. The connection Plato had
with medicine is less famous than Aristotle’s. Therefore, the works that thoroughly analyze
Plato and medicine came later and brought up interesting new cues (Lombard, 1999). It is
not surprising, therefore, that some of the teachings of the great philosopher have come to be
considered relevant from the point of view of current medical practice, including bioethics
(Levin, 2014). In the following paper I will argue that some of Plato’s teachings are relevant
for contemporary medicine.

First argument: dislocation from the Whole

In some previous publications, we argued that, for Plato, ,,patient” means a part that
got dislocated from the metaphysical order of the whole (Rotaru, 2018; Rotaru & Toader,
2018). To briefly state the argument, we will highlight the important elements. In English, the
noun patient means a person receiving or registered to receive medical treatment (Pearsall,

v v

2001). It is derived from the Latin patiens, a present participle of patior which in turn, means
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to suffer, to endure, to be the victim of (Gaffiot, 2002). When referring to a person who
receives medical care, Plato often uses a present participle of the Greek verb xauve (Plato,
1903b, p. 342d, 1903c, p. 720d). The word’s meaning is to work, win by toil, labor, toil, to
be weary, to be sick. to be suffering, to be distressed (Liddell & Scott, 1940). In the Republic,
Plato asks ,,neither does any physician in so far as he is a physician seek or enjoin the
advantage of the physician but that of the patient?” (Plato, 1982a, p. 342d). The same term
appears in the Laws: ,,But the free-born doctor/[...] talks with the patient himself and with his
friends” (Plato, 1967a, p. 720d).

Therefore, the term in ancient Greek has a broader meaning than our current
understanding of the notion patient. It refers to someone or something who suffers, is weary
of or sick from the effect of some other agent. The possible questions to be raised about these
meanings deal with the relationship among those who suffer, those who provide care, the
kind of suffering and the kind of care being provided. Across the Dialogues, the patient
appears to be the whole of one person and a part of a person or a community of people.
Intertwining these four elements: the sufferer, the care provider, the suffering and the care,
this paper argues that who suffers and who gets care in Plato’s Dialogues is meaningful for
today’s medical practice.

In Charmides, Plato shows us the important relationship between the part and the
whole. In order to alleviate young Charmides’ headache, Socrates teaches that one cannot
consider a cure for the part without a cure for the whole: ,, This Thracian said that the Greeks
were right in advising as | told you just now: «but Zalmoxis,» he said, «our king, who is a
god, says that as you ought not to attempt to cure eyes without a head, or a head without
body, so you should not treat a body without a soul»; and this was the reason why most
maladies evaded the physicians of Greece—that they neglected the whole, on which they
ought to spend their pains, for if this were out of order, it was impossible for the part to be in
order.” (Plato, 1955, p. 156d-e). Suffering is a headache, the sufferer is a part of the body,
care is a charm (énwdn) and the one offering care is Socrates himself. This part-whole
relationship is an important aspect of the way Plato thinks (Lidz, 1995). In this example,
therefore, the patient is a part of a human being connected with the mind-body whole.

In Phaidros, an important religious treatment is mentioned (Schuhl, 1960). Plato talks
about ,, diseases and the greatest troubles” that have stricken whole ,, families through some
ancient guilt” (Plato, 1925, p. 244d). The treatment provides release for those in need (oig
£oet amoAlaynv ndpeto). Here, it is an entire family who suffers, the suffering itself consists
of diseases (voowv) and troubles (movov). It follows that the patient is, in this case, an entire
group of people related to each other and who have, by some means, inherited a spiritual
imbalance.

Plato teaches in the Laws about different global lifestyles : ,, Let us pronounce that
one of them is the temperate life, one the wise, one the brave, and let us class the healthy life
as one; and to these let us oppose four others—the foolish, the cowardly, the licentious and
the diseased.” (Plato, 1967a, p. 733d-e). In this fragment, the ,,patient” is the community as a
whole, a group of people needing guidance about how to live their lives in accordance with a
fair distribution of pleasure and pain.

The relationship between part and whole, relevant to medicine, is illustrated in other
spots of the platonic works. In Phaidros, Socrates asks the question: ,, wuyiic 0dv pvov é&icmg
Aéyov Katavoijoar oiel dvvarov eivar dvev Tiic 0D Slov gdoewe; ~ (Plato, 1903a, p. 270c).
This fragment has been translated in a variety of ways, like ,,the nature of the Universe”
(Platon, 1983), either by ,,the nature of the whole man” (Plato, 1925), although our
interpretation would be ,,Now do you think one can acquire any appreciable knowledge of the
nature of the soul without knowing the nature of the whole? ”. This translation fits the point of
view of other scholars on this passage, like Schul (1960).
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We suggest that the common thread of all the examples is metaphysical. ,,The
«patient» is a part of the whole which, for one reason or another, got dislocated from the
metaphysical order. This metaphysical order is common for body parts, soul parts, city parts.
To break the connection with this metaphysical harmony is to suffer, to be weary, to be a
victim, to toil, to endure. The care is provided through various means, and it always seeks to
restore that specific element to its original place and function.” (Rotaru, 2018). For
contemporary medicine, this is a relevant teaching. A patient asking for help might be
considered as a piece of a larger structure that fell into disarray. Healthcare would, therefore,
mean restoring the person or the community into the general order of appropriate functions
and places. It means reconnecting someone to the whole.

Second argument: contemporary autonomy as the ancient platonic fovlopm

The precise meaning of the term ,,autonomy” in contemporary biomedical ethics is
still disputed. A minimal definition would consider autonomy a self-governance which is free
from both the controlling interference of others and free from interference that would prevent
a meaningful choice. Such an example would be, for instance, inappropriate understanding.
For many bioethicists, the autonomous person is the one who acts freely according to a plan
of their choice. Oppositely, a person with diminished autonomy is, in some significant
respect, controlled by others or incapable to deliberate or to act based on their own desires
and plans. Almost all theories that discuss the ethical meaning of ,,autonomy” take into
consideration two essential prerequisites. One of them is freedom, understood as independent
from controlling influences and the other one is agency or ability to act with intention
(Beauchamp & Chidlress, 2013, pp. 101-102).

Plato does not hesitate to give examples of how the exercise of autonomy is
concerned. He shows us in the Laws that a similar condition with what we currently
understand by autonomy is a privilege owned only by the citizens but not by the slaves. ,, But
the free-born doctor is mainly engaged in visiting and treating the ailments of free men, and
he does so by investigating them from the commencement and according to the course of
nature; he talks with the patient himself and with his friends, and thus both learns from the
sufferers and imparts instruction to them, so far as possible; and he gives no prescription
until he has gained the patient's consent, and only then, while securing the patient's
continued docility by means of persuasion, does he attempt to complete the task of restoring
him to health. ”’(Plato, 1967a, p. 720d-e).

Two types of expressions in no apparent connection with the medical problem are
very helpful in determining a meaning close to the present-day definition of ,,autonomy”. It
can be observed in a fragment in Gorgias: pnui ydp, & Idle, éya kai 0D priTopos Kai Todg
TOPAVVODG OOVaoHor UEV &V TAIS TOAETLY GUIKPOTATOV, WOTEP VOVON EAEYOV: ODOEV YOp TOIETY
@V Bobrovior d¢ érog einelv, moielv Hévtor 0t1 v avtois 00én féltiarov eivou (Plato, 1903a, p.
466d-e). In English: ,,For I say, Polus, that the orators and the despots alike have the least
power in their cities, as | have stated just now; since they do nothing that they wish to do,
practically speaking, though they do whatever looks better to their opinion.”

There is a lexical relation between 86&a (opinion, appearance) and dokeiv (to appear,
to make a resemblance of). This dichotomy is not particular to the Dialogues, and it appears
in early ancient Greek literature (Euripides, 1902). This interesting dichotomy between
phrases containing fovAopon and dokéw, respectively is superposed to a larger classification
in Gorgias. Some pairs of notions build a true map of reading for this dialogue. The
classification in question can be observed in Table 1. On a discussion about rhetoric, Socrates
made a distinction which later came to prove a classification for almost all-important human
professions at the time. A téyvn is connected to knowledge and is preoccupied with real
health. This includes the soul’s health, meant to be corrected by politics and the body’s
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health, where we take gymnastics and medicine into consideration. These occupations are
connected to knowledge and truth (like true health). Therefore, 1éyvan are those occupations
that really target the ,,good”. For them, the most suitable act of will is one labeled by
BovAopor (to do what one really wants). We find ourselves in a comfortable superposition
with the contemporary concept of autonomy, as it is debated in current bioethics. Briefly,
there is a nuance of autonomy in the light of Plato’s teachings: for a patient to really engage
in something they really want, they must really engage in what is good for them. This
engages a real knowledge, from the patient’s part, of what is good for themselves. It does not
purport to a freedom to do only what looks best to their opinion but, in reality, is not good for
them.

Verbs To desire what looks better for one’s To desire What one really wants
opinion (expressions using 60k®) (expressions with Boviopar)
Re:]aegﬁrrl] to apparent health real health
Epistemological flattery knowledge
value basic practices (éumepio) arts (téyvar)
Metig:\ggcal they are meant for pleasure they are meant for good
sophistr creates apparent legislation creates real
Occupations for P y health lit 9 health
the soul rhetoric restores apparent POTIIES ustice restores real
health J health
. creates apparent . creates real
Occupations for cosmetics health gymnastics health
the body cookin restores apparent i medicine restores real
g health health

Table 1: The dichotomy doxéw - fodlouar in the classification of Gorgias 462c-469b

We can easily notice, by opposition, that Socrates describes all the basic practices
which are only apparently good, but they are only meant for pleasure. Therefore, there is no
epistemological value to them. These basic practices usurp the real arts, deal with apparent
health and consist in all kinds of flattery behaviors. In the way the soul is concerned, they
present themselves as sophistry (which creates apparent health) and rhetoric (which restores
apparent health). In the way the body is concerned, cosmetics and cooking play,
correspondently, the same role.

Where should we put contemporary autonomy in this context? Did Platon speak, even
in his own terms, about the patient’s freedom to choose? We argue that this is the case.
However, freedom of choice is exercised only in the realm of good!. ,,Good” as the patient
understands it might not be understood as real. An apparent good can usurp the real good.

In Crito, the exercise of freedom for the good means listening to proper sources of
information and authority: ,,If'a man is an athlete and makes that his business, does he pay
attention to every man's praise and blame and opinion or to those of one man only who is a
physician or a trainer? [...] And he must act and exercise and eat and drink as the one man
who is his director and who knows the business, and who thinks best rather than as all the
others think” (Plato, 1982b, p. 47b). In Alcibiades, Socrates warns: ,, Then do you note that
mistakes in action also are due to this ignorance of thinking one knows when one does not?”
(Plato, 1955, p. 117d). In other words, we are talking about the one who acts according to
what seems best to his opinion and not what one really wants. On the other side, the exercise
of freedom which is not directed towards good cannot be considered a choice in terms of

1 We don’t consider her the purely transcendental meaning of Good that transpires in the Republic 509b (o0x
ovoiog dvtog tod dyabod), but only the meaning that is used in Gorgias.
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BovAopon but a mere orientation towards appearance. This appearance is often destructive,
and Socrates also denounces this aspect in Alcibiades: ,, For if a man, my dear Alcibiades, is
at liberty to do what he pleases, but is lacking in mind, what is the probable result to him
personally, or to the state as well? For instance, if he is sick and at liberty to do what he
pleases—without a medical mind, but with a despot's power which prevents anyone from even
reproving him—what will the result be? Will not his health, likely, be shattered” (Plato, 1955,
pp. 134e-135a)?

There is an apparent paradox. From the dialogue, one can understand that being
autonomous means letting oneself be led by the one who owns a superior definition of the
,,2ood” in question. Being autonomous has nothing to do with an apparent blind liberty which
goes either way: ,,And before getting virtue, to be governed by a superior is better than to
govern, for a man as well as a child” (Plato, 1955, p. 135b). If we can think the
contemporary notion of autonomy as a form of freedom disciplined towards the good, it is
easier to understand the whole fragment of Gorgias. In this fragment, true knowledge is set in
opposition with spoiled behaviors, with respect to those who, apparently, choose freely: ,,so
that if a cook and a doctor had to contend before boys, or before men as foolish as boys, as to
which of the two, the doctor or the cook, understands the question of sound and noxious
foods, the doctor would starve to death. Flattery, however, is what I call it, and | say that this
sort of thing is a disgrace” (Plato, 1967b, pp. 464d-465a).

From the platonic works we can sort out a nuance of autonomy which refers to
exactly what the patient is supposed to know when deciding. Are they to decide by their own
definition of good, or must they be guided with information about the decision to be taken?
This autonomy-paternalism discussion has another nuance in Lysis, where Socrates explains
the manner in which people are free or must they allow themselves to be ruled by competence
and maturity: ,,/ went on: what, pray, of the Great King? Would he allow his eldest son, heir-
apparent to the throne of Asia, to put what he chose into the royal stew, or would he prefer us
to do it, supposing we came before him and convinced him that we had a better notion than
his son of preparing a tasty dish? - Clearly, he would prefer us, he said. - And he would not
allow the prince to put in the smallest bit, whereas he would let us have our way, even if we
wanted to put in salt by the handful. - Why, of course. - Again, if his son has something the
matter with his eyes, would he let him meddle with them himself, if he considered him to be
no doctor, or would he prevent him? - He would prevent him. [...] The case then, my dear
Lysis, | said, stands thus: with regard to matters in which we become intelligent, everyone
will entrust us with them, whether Greeks or foreigners, men or women and in such matters
we shall do as we please, and nobody will care to obstruct us. Nay, not only shall we
ourselves be free and have control of others in these affairs, but they will also belong to us,
since we shall derive advantage from them; whereas in all those for which we have failed to
acquire intelligence, so far will anyone be from permitting us to deal with them as we think
fit, that everybody will do his utmost to obstruct us not merely strangers, but father and
mother and any more intimate person than they; and we on our part shall be subject to others
in such matters, which will be no concern of ours, since we shall draw no advantage from
them” (Plato, 1955, pp. 209d-210c).

Conclusion

For a contemporary doctor, finding relevant information for medical practice in texts that are
over twenty-three centuries old might seem a strange endeavor. However, we have shown
that Plato’s Dialogues contain a lot of wisdom with respect to at least two main topics of
contemporary medicine. One of them concerns the holistic approach: it brings forward the
idea that a ,,patient” might not be an individual person only, but also a community, a line of
succession or even part of a human being, material or spiritual. Healing deals with
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reintegrating what is considered ,,patient” into the whole of proper functions and places. So,
contemporary medicine might ask itself who owns the definition of ,,the whole”. It doesn’t
appear to be something an individual person is capable of formulating. On the other hand, it
is dangerous to allow it to become an exclusively political definition.

The other topic of relevance relates to what we perceive today as autonomy. We all know the
notion is still disputed, at least in bioethics. Current definitions, although prestigious, are
unsatisfactory. Plato teaches us that there might be two ways of wanting: wanting something
that appears attractive to one’s opinion and wanting something for real because it is for the
real good of the patient. In parallel to the first topic, the medicine must ask itself who owns
the definition of ,,good”. And again, we can be warned about the dangers of making it an
exclusively political notion or an exclusively individual one. In both cases, a possible
solution might be getting back to the profession as a community of conscience. A consensus
of peers might be the first step in providing the definitions that find themselves at the very
root of a medical practice and medical choice. Plato can help. Even over millennia.
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