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ABSTRACT

An appreciation of the ‘more philosophical’ aspects of ancient medical writ-
ings casts considerable light on Aristotle’s concept of nature, and how he un-
derstands nature to differ from art, on the one hand, and spontaneity or luck, on
the other. The account of nature and its comparison with art and spontaneity in
Physics 11 is developed with continual reference to the medical art. The notion
of spontaneous remission of disease (without the aid of the medical art) was a
controversial subject in the medical literature, and Aristotle’s aporia about the
notion of spontaneous generation of natural things runs parallel to this contro-
versy. Aristotle’s account of spontaneous generation in the Metaphysics and in
the Generation of Animals can also be profitably illuminated by looking at the
comparison with medicine in detail. The aim is a clearer and more consistent
picture not only of Aristotle’s concepts of nature, art, and spontaneity, but also
of the influence of medical writings and concepts on his natural philosophy.

Commentators since antiquity have emphasized two groups of predecessors
in the background of Aristotle’s discussion in Physics II: the materialists,
e.g., Empedocles and Democritus, who are accused of chalking up the caus-
es of all natural things to luck and spontaneity; and the creationists, e.g.,
Socrates and Plato, who reject these as primary causes of natural things,
championing art or intelligence instead.! In his dialectical account of how
nature itself is a cause of natural things, Aristotle proceeds, by and large, by
comparing and contrasting nature with the other causes and describing how
nature differs from art, spontaneity, luck, and necessity. In so doing he en-
gages these materialist and creationist predecessors more or less directly.
But when he offers a positive account of what nature is and how it is a
cause, Aristotle repeatedly and almost invariably draws a comparison with
various aspects of medicine: the physician, the medical art, health, and so
forth. This fact strongly suggests that a third group of predecessors, not so
often mentioned by commentators, constitute an important influence on

I The dialectical interpenetration of these views in antiquity is researched in detail and
synthesized in the extraordinarily important study of Sedley 2007.
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Aristotle’s concept of nature: the medical writers of the Hippocratic Cor-
pus.? o

Aristotle’s position on the importance and interrelationships between the
causes differs in important ways from both the materialists and creationists:
he firmly rejects the notion that all natural things are caused by luck or
spontaneity, although he does accept that some living things are spontane-
ously generated. He also rejects the view that natural things have been cre-
ated by an intelligent designer. Despite various proposals throughout histo-
ry to assimilate him to one or the other of these opposed camps of his pre-
‘decessors, Aristotle in the works of the Corpus consistently follows a via
media between the extremes of “spontaneous generation” materialism on
the one hand, and “intelligent design” creationism on the other. His alterna-
tive account of natural causes, which remains his most original and most
influential contribution to physics and the life sciences, is explained by par-
allelism with the medical art.

The purpose of the present study is to examine Aristotle’s theory of na-
ture and spontaneity in light of the Hippocratic corpus. In section L, I review
the prima facie reasons for supposing Aristotle’s physics to have been in-
fluenced by the Hippocratic medical writers. In section II, I discuss how
Aristotle’s theory of nature as a cause is explained in Physics 11 by analogy
to the medical art, and I argue that the context of the aporia about sponta-
neous generation of Physics Il relates to an important position in the medi-
cal literature on how spontaneity is a cause. In section III I discuss how the
concepts of nature, art, and spontaneity are understood as causes in some
Hippocratic writings. In section IV 1 show that Aristotle’s solution to an
aporia about spontaneous generation in Metaphysics VI reflects a medical
perspective on spontaneity. In section V I argue that this background casts
light on Aristotle’s theory of spontaneous generation in the biological
works and its relation to modern theories about spontaneous generation.

By reinterpreting Aristotle’s account of how spontaneity is a cause of
both human health and of many organisms, but also of the limitations of
that kind of cause in natural science (including medicine), I hope to develop
a clearer positive interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of nature.

2 Medical writings were not arranged into what we now call the Hippocratic Corpus until
after Aristotle. References to the Hippocratic Corpus in this paper use the abbreviations in H.
G. Liddell and R. Scott, Greek-English Lexicon (9™ ed. with suppl., Oxford 1996), xvi-xvii.
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1. Aristotle and Medicine

The prima facie case for thinking that Aristotle’s philosophy has been
shaped by medicine is really very strong, beginning with well-known bio-
graphical facts about Aristotle.? Aristotle’s father Nicomachus was court
physician to the Macedonian king Amyntas, and traced his descent to As-
clepius, the hero of medicine; his mother also claimed medical lineage, alt-

hough the facts on her side are more obscure.# From Galen we learn that
~ Asclepiadic physicians trained their sons in dissection and that this kind of
primary education had a deep impact on its pupils.® There is strong evi-
dence that Aristotle himself carried out dissections, and he defends the
close inspection of animal physiology in an exhortation to the life sciences
of Parts of Animals 1 5. Throughout the biological works he refers to a work
on dissection or “anatomy,” and the ancient lists also attribute to him works
on “the medical art.”® Unfortunately we have lost Aristotle’s medical writ-
ings, with the exception of those in the Parva Naturalia, the Problems (es-
pec1ally book I), and History of Animals (especially book X). But the dis-
covery of a first century BC papyrus known as the Anonymus Londinensis
provides substantial evidence that Aristotle had directly entered the fray of
Hippocratic medical controversies, and either compiled or had a pupil com-
pile an extensive collection of medical opinions, presumably for the sake of
a projected work on health and disease, which was either planned but never
finished, or lost.”

As for the works that do survive, convincing studies have already demon-
strated the importance of medical concepts models and theories to Aristo-
tle’s productive and practical philosophy. Medical theories and analogies
pervade the Ethics; in particular the doctrine of the mean seems to be mod-

3 The most influential twentieth century biographers, Jaeger 1923, Diiring 1957, and
Chroust 1923, all begin their accounts of Aristotle’s intellectual development not with his
medical heritage, but with his arrival at Plato’s Academy. Natali 1991 provides more evi-
dence about Aristotle’s medical heritage, but does not treat this as a factor in his intellectual
development. For a discussion in recent medical scholarship see Nutton 2004, 118-121.

% Diogenes Laertius V 1. See Diiring 1957, 57 and 267.

> Galen, On Anatomical Procedures 2.1: “they practiced dissection from childhood under
parental instruction, as they did reading and writing. . . . One so instructed from his earliest
years would no more forget what he had learned from experience than would others the al-
phabet” (tr. C. Singer).

6 gvatopdv (Diog. Laer. V 25, title 104); éxhoyn dvatoudv (title 105); iatpucd (title 111).
See Kollesch 1997.

7 Althoff 1999; Manetti 1999. For text and translation, see Jones 1947. For general back-
ground, see: Jouanna 1992; tr. DeBevoise, 59-60; Nutton 2004, 58-60.
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eled on a contemporary medical theory.® Similarly, the Politics utilizes
medical theories and analogies, notably the treatment of the polis as an or-
ganism, the comparison of the statesman to the physician, and the classifi-
cation of constitutional types into “correct” versus “defective, perverted,
and contrary to nature.” Aristotle in the Poetics makes such extensive use
of medical notions (such as “crisis” and “catharsis”) that the work as a
whole can be understood as a kind of medical text, and has been by a lead-
ing scholar of ancient medicine.!?

But when we turn to Aristotle’s natural philosophy, there are disappoint-
ingly few studies of role of medicine.!! Medical historians, for their part,
have tended to offer oversimplified accounts of the relationship between
philosophy and medicine by assuming a unidirectional causal influence be-
tween one and the other (with some arguing that medical theory was a ma-
jor influence on natural philosophy, but not vice versa, and others arguing
- the opposite).!? Both of these approaches are evidently inadequate for un-

derstanding Aristotle’s complex relationship to medicine. |

Two passages, one from the beginning and another from the end of the
Parva Naturalia, show that an account of medicine and the principles of
health and disease were thought by Aristotle to be an end of his natural phi-
losophy:

The scientist should grasp the first principles of health and disease, for there
can be no health or disease in lifeless creatures. Thus, generally speaking, most
natural scientists end with a discussion of medicine, and most of the doctors

who research their subject more philosophically (pthoco@dtepog) start on the
basis of principles from the study of nature. (Sens. 436al7-b1)

- Concerning health and disease, not only the physician but also the physicist
must, to a certain extent, provide explanations. To what extent they differ and
theorize different things must not be neglected, since it is a fact that their ob-

- jects, at least to a certain extent, are coterminous. For those physicians who are
refined and detail-oriented say something about nature, and consider it im-
portant to draw their principles from it; while the most accomplished of the

8 Wehrli 1951, Jaeger 1957, Lloyd 1968, Tracy 1969.

9 Jouanna 1980.

10 Craik 2006. See also Janko 1992.

11 The most important twentieth century work on this topic is Solmsen 1960 and Lloyd
1966. The most notable recent exceptions to the general neglect of the topic are Longrigg
1993, chap. 6, and the work of P. J. van der Eijk, who recently wrote that “the medical back-
ground of Aristotle’s biological and physiological theories has long been underestimated by a
majority of Aristotle scholars—and if it was considered at all, it tended to be subject to gross
simplification . . . the subject of Aristotle’s relationship to medicine is a vast area, and the
study of the role of Aristotelianism in the development of ancient medicine is still in its 1nfan-
cy” (2005 15-16).

2 Edelstein 1952; Longrigg 1963.

N
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physicists complete their investigations taking them so far as the principles of
medicine. (Resp. 480b21-30)

Aristotle in these passages argues that both physicians and physicists should
discuss the principles both of nature and of medicine. That they did, I think,
is borne out by even a cursory examination of the works of the Hippocratic
Corpus; and on the other side of the fragments of the early Greek philoso-
phers (especially Parmenides, Empedocles, and Democritus) and Plato’s
Timaeus (which includes a discussion of the principles of both nature and of
medicine). Thus there is no room for doubt that Aristotle, as a physicist if
not as a physician, was committed from birth to a serious examination of
the principles of medicine and their relationship to the principles of nature.

Aristotle saw the value of philosophy for medicine to be a clarification of
the principles or starting points of the science. Physicians, then, begin from
these principles and proceed to the practical application of their knowledge
to specific causes of health and disease.!®> And although Aristotle held that
the treatment of health and disease properly come at the end of the physi-
cist’s account of nature, and although his own treatment of the causes of
health and disease are positioned near the end of his works on nature, we
will see in the next section that Aristotle already presupposes substantive
views about the medical art in his own discussion of the principles of nature
in Physics 11.

II. Medzczne in Physics Il and in the Background of the Aporia
- about Spontaneity in Physics 11 8

When defining nature in Physics II 1, Aristotle immediately draws a com-
parison to medicine: -

Nature exists as a principle and cause of change and rest in that in which it in-
heres primarily and intrinsically and not incidentally. I say ‘not incidentally’
because he who is a physician might himself be a cause of health to himself.
Nevertheless, it is not in accordance with being a patient that he has the art of
medicine, but coincidentally the same person is both physician and patient.
And that is why these attributes are sometimes separate from one another. It is
similar with all other products of art. None of them has in itself the principle of

13 Lennox 2005, 66-68, points out that the natural philosopher as a zoologist will explore
the proper functioning of the animals’ parts, and thus the principles of their health. The physi-
cian will then take over these principles in order to understand how to restore health, but may
look to other sciences (such as meteorology) as well (this is especially evident in medical
treatises like Airs, Waters, and Places). Lennox also points out that Aristotle is likely to see
the relationship between medicine and physics as being similar to the relationship that obtains
between, for example, optics and geometry, or harmonics and arithmetic, where the science
closer to the phenomena gets its principles from the superordinate and more general science.
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its own production. But while in some cases, for example houses and the other
products of manual labor, that principle is in something external to the thing, in
other cases, those which may cause a change in themselves incidentally—it
lies in the thmgs themselves but not intrinsically. (Phys II 1, 192b21-32; cf.
Pol. 111 6, 1279a1-21)

In Metaphysics IX 2, Aristotle also defines art in a way that corresponds to
this definition: ““all arts, and thus all productive kinds of knowledge, are
capacities. For they are principles of transformation in another thing or in
the artist himself considered as another thing” (Metaph. 1X 2, 1046b2-4).
What is stressed in these definitions is the mode of causality, whether in-
trinsic or incidental, and not the regularity or constant conjunction of the
cause-effect relation.

The two examples that Aristotle contrasts here, health and a house, are
significant, and are repeatedly paired in the Metaphysics VII 7-9 discussion
of the causes of spontaneous generation and elsewhere.!* According to the
analysis of how the medical art functions in Metaphysics VII 7 (see below),
a physician has the formula of health (e.g., a balance of hot and cold) in his
own soul and aims by the medical art to produce this form in another, i.e.,
the patient. Nature, by comparison, has an internal principle of production
according to which producer and product are the same. As Aristotle says in
Parts of Animals 1 1: Just as art exists in the products of art, so in the
things themselves there is some other similar principle and cause derived
like the hot and the cold from the universe” (641b12-15). Consider a patient
who just so happens to be a physician, and so, by applying the medical art,
determines what interventions are necessary, and acts-to bring them about
in himself (for example, creating internal warmth by taking a bath, or by
rubbing, or consuming a hot liquid). Such a case will have a certain resem-
blance to natural reproduction, because it looks like the producer and the
product are identical, since the formula of health is identical in the producer
and the product. That case, Aristotle is cautious to explain, can only happen
by coincidence, and remains a case of artificial, not natural production. It is
not insofar as he is a physician that he is healed, but insofar as he is a pa-
tient. To hold otherwise would be to obliterate the distinction between
spontaneous and technical causes of health, because if the patient were
healed insofar as she were a doctor and had the cause of health internal to
her, this application of the medical art would be indistinguishable from the
spontaneous production of health. And yet, while some diseases can be
cured spontaneously, only some can, but others require the external agency
of the physician.

14 The importance of the repetition of these examples in Physics 11 and Metaphysics V11
is noted by Lloyd 1996, 287.
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Aristotle underscores this point in Physics 11 when he makes a second
comparison between nature and art, and argues that nature, as a form and
end, is not like medicine, but like health:

Nature in the sense of generation proceeds towards nature. For it is not like

medicine, which 1s said to be a route not to the medical art, but to health. For it

is necessary for those practicing medicine to proceed from the medical art, not

to it. But this is not how nature relates to the natural thing; rather the growing
thing grows out of something as it grows into something. What, then, grows?

Not that out of which it grows, but that into which it grows. The shape, there-

fore, is a nature. (Phys. 11 1, 193b12-18)

The earlier point was that nature is not like a physician curing herself, be-
cause a physician is the cause of health in another, and in oneself only inci-
dentally. The present point is related but different. Nature is not like medi-
cine, which aims to produce something other than itself, namely health (not
the medical art) and in another (not in oneself, except incidentally). Nature
by contrast produces itself by exact duplication (univocal reproduction) of
the paternal form in the maternal matter. The medical art, on the other hand,
produces the form of health in the body of the patient: the physician does
not re-produce the medical art in himself, but produces the form of health
by means of the medical art, in another, i.e., the patient.

A third comparison between nature and medlcme occurs 1n Physzcs II 2- 3
and later in II 9 where Aristotle argues that natural science, like medicine,

deals not only with matter (like bodies and their elements) but also with
form (like health):

If we look at the ancients, natural science would seem to be concemed with the
matter. Empedocles and Democritus barely mentioned form and what it is to
be something. But if art imitates nature, and it 1s part of the same discipline to
know the form and the matter up to a point, then, it would be proper for natural
science to know nature in both its senses. For example, the doctor has
knowledge of health, but also of bile and phlegm, in which health is generated;
and the builder has knowledge both of the form of the house and its matter,
specifically that it is bricks and beams, and so forth. (Phys. II 2, 194a18-27; cf.
194b11)

Again [nature is a cause], in the sense of end or that for the sake of which, e.g.,
health is the cause of walking. Why is he walking? By saying ‘To be healthy’

- we think we have stated the cause. The same is true also of all the intermediate
steps which are brought about through the action of something else as means
towards the end, e.g., of health, reduction of flesh, purging, the drugs, or the
surgical instruments. (Phys. I1 3, 194b32-195al)

The necessity in nature, then, is plainly what we call by the name of matter,
and the changes in it. Both causes must be stated by the student of nature, but
espemally the end; for that is the cause of the matter, and not vice versa; and
~ the end is that for the sake of which, and the principle starts from the definition
or essence: as in all artificial vproducts since a house is of such-and-such a
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kind, certain things must necessarily be generated or be there already, or since
health is this, these thmgs must necessarily be generated or be there already, so
too if a human being is this, then these; if these, then those. (Phys. II 9,
200a30-b4; tr. Hardie and Gaye, mod.)

The examples Aristotle gives to illustrate the point are, again, precisely the
same examples he used at the outset of Physics 11. The physician must un-
derstand the body in which by means of art he is going to produce the form
of health, just as the builder must understand the bricks out of which, by
means of art, he is going to produce the form of a house. But it will not do
to know only the matter, as Empedocles and Democritus would supposedly
have it, because in all cases a form has been produced out of the matter, and
usually the form is very different from the matter. The exceptions, of
course, are the spontaneously generated organisms and processes, since
their forms are so closely tied to the kind of matter they are produced out of
(as Aristotle argues in the Generation of Animals—see below). That much,

but no more, Aristotle was willing to concede to the materialist predeces-
sors on this issue. In most cases in nature, and in the most important cases
in nature, generation does not happen like that, just as most health does not
improve spontaneously but requires the assistance of the medical art.

In Physics 11 4-6, Aristotle gives a direct account of spontaneity and luck.
He states that we must determine what kind of cause they are, because
“many things are said both to exist and to be generated as a result of luck
and spontaneity.” Aristotle believes many things, such as health, plants, and
animals, to be generated both spontaneously and not spontaneously. But in
reviewing the “materialist” theories of his predecessors, Aristotle makes it
clear that he does not believe that a// things can be generated spontaneous-
ly, beginning with the cosmos itself. He describes those “who actually as-
cribe this heavenly sphere and all the worlds to spontaneity. They say that
the vortex arose spontaneously” (196a25-26; tr. Hardie and Gaye). He takes
them to task for holding that the causes of plants and animals are not luck
but nature or intelligence or something like that (since a natural kind is gen-
erated from a natural kind of the same form), but at the same time holding
that “the heavenly sphere and the most divine of visible things were gener-
ated spontaneously” (196a34). This he argues is absurd “when they see
nothing being generated spontaneously in the heavens, but much happening
by luck among the things they say are not due to luck, whereas we should
have expected exactly the opposite” (196b2-4). Aristotle firmly rejected the
position that the universe as a whole, including the planets and stars, could
be generated spontaneously.!> His reasoning for this seems to be that the

15 Phys. 11 4, 196a24-b5; Cael. 11 5, 287b25; PA1 1, 641b12-23.
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spontaneous is opposed to the regular, or what exists “always or for the
most part,” but the heavens and nature, by contrast, are perfectly regular.!¢
He can see nothing being “generated” among the stars, and so spontaneous
generation on a cosmic scale seems out of the question. To some extent
these views were theoretical blinders that prevented him, along with other
Greeks, from noticing phenomena like supernovae. 17

Aristotle makes precisely the same argument in both On the Heavens and

On the Parts of Animals.'8 It is thus crucial to his physics that some things
are generated spontaneously, but only some, while many things, including
the cosmos as a whole, are not. If this is acknowledged, then it arguably
follows that since the heavens and the cosmos is more like those things not
generated spontaneously than like those things that are, we ought to assume
that the cosmos itself and as a whole is not spontaneously generated.

- 'What, then, about things that are generated spontaneously? In Physics 11
5, Aristotle defines spontaneity (and its subclass, the lucky and unlucky) in
terms of incidental cause:

Things that are for the sake of something include whatever may be thought or

done as a result of thought or of nature. Things of this kind, then, when they
~ are generated incidentally are said to be by luck. Just as a thing is something

either in virtue of itself or incidentally, so may it be a cause. For instance, the

house-building capacity is in virtue of itself a cause of a house, whereas the
pale or the musical is an incidental cause. . . . When a thing of this kind is gen-

erated among events which are for the sake of something, it is said to be spon-
‘taneous or lucky. (Phys. I 5.196b21-31; tr. Hardie and Gaye, mod.)

For my purposes, the most important thing about this definition is that the
spontaneous is not understood as that which does not come about always or
for the most part, but rather as that which comes about by an incidental
cause. This shows that Aristotle’s primary concern is with the mode of cau-
sality and not the regularity of the cause-effect relationship. Later we will
see that Aristotle specifies that in the case of spontaneous generations (un-
like sexual reproductions) the formal cause is not univocal with its moving
and final causes. This is not to deny the regularity of the material, moving,
and even final causes of spontaneous generations.

16 «“Nothing that is spontaneous can be indestructible or ungenerated, since the products
of spontaneity or luck are opposed to what exists or is generated always or for the most part,
while anything which exists for a time infinite, either absolutely or from a certain point, is in
existence either always or for the most part” (Cael. 1 12, 283a31-b2; tr. Stacks, mod.). “The
things which are generated by natural processes all do so either always or for the most part in
a given way; while any exceptions—any results that occur neither always or for the most
part—are products of luck and spontanelty” (GC1I 6, 333b4-7; tr. Joachim, mod.).

17 L1oyd 1996.

18 Cael. 112, 283a31-b2, 287b25; PA1 1, 641b12-23.
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To illustrate his point about incidental causation, Aristotle uses the stock
example of building, just as in the first definition of nature and the several
examples discussed above. For a house, a builder is the intrinsic cause, and
the pale or the musical is at most an incidental cause (if the builder happens
to be pale or musical). Similarly, a doctor is intrinsically the cause of
health. If a pale or musical person should restore health, it is only inci-
dentally; intrinsically the cause of health, unless the cause is spontaneous, is
due to the doctor. If the cause is due to an agent that happens to be the same
as the patient, the cause is again incidental, for the reasons mentioned
above. If the cause were completely internal to the patient, and not due to
any external agency, the cause would be spontaneous.

In Physics 11 6, Aristotle refines his discussion by defining the lucky and
unlucky as species of spontaneous effects that happen to fall into the realm
of human aims:

The spontaneous is found both in the beasts and in many inanimate objects.

We say, for example, that the horse came spontaneously, because, though his
coming saved him, he came not for the sake of being saved. Again, the tripod
fell spontaneously, because, though it stood on its feet so as to serve for a seat,

it did not fall so as to serve for a seat. Hence it is clear that in those things that
are generated for the sake of something (without qualification), when they are .
incidentally not generated for the sake of it because the cause is external, we
say that they are generated spontaneously (4no tadtopdrou). And we say that
they are generated luckily (&md toynGg) when things are generated spontaneous-
ly among the things being chosen by agents having choice. (Phys. II 6,
197b13-22; tr. Hardie and Gaye, mod.)

That Aristotle says “the spontaneous is found both in the beasts and in
many inanimate objects” suggests that he is not abandoning, but rather em-
bracing, his position that some animals have spontaneous causes (see be-
low), and may even be referring to animals being generated from inanimate
materials. Commentators have, however, expressed justified dissatisfaction
with the examples of spontaneity supplied by Aristotle in this chapter: the
horse that wanders from camp just before a raid and so is “spontaneously”
saved; and the three-legged stool that happens to land upright “for the sake
of”” being sat upon.!® The second example should, it is agreed, probably be
dropped because, since it is in the realm of human interests (something
turns up suitable for a human to sit on), it is an example of what Aristotle
stipulates as luck, not chance. But the example of the horse deserves a clos-
er look. Having come back to the camp looking for food, “not for the sake
of being saved” (0¥ 10D cwBijvar Eveka), the horse nevertheless was saved
(¢600n), but by an incidental cause. This example of an end is also men-

19 Charlton 1970, 109-110; Lennox 1982, 234.
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tioned in the Posterior Analytics: “Among the products of thought, some
never occur spontaneously—e.g., a house or a statue—nor from necessity
either, but for the sake of something; but others occur also by luck—e.g.,
health and safety (Vyiewo xoi cotpia)”’ (4An. Post. 11 11, 95a3-6; tr. Barnes,
mod.). Just as the cause of health may be spontaneous (if an agent, not in
accordance with the medical art but incidentally, produces the form of
health in a patient), so the cause of safety may be (if an agent gets safe but
not for the sake of safety but for some incidental reason). |

Given that earlier and contemporaneous medical writers so frequently
mention the spontaneous recovery from disease as an example of a sponta-
neous cause (see below), one wonders why Aristotle does not here in Phys-
ics I 6 use the more natural example of spontaneous production of health,
as he does in Posterior Analytics, Parts of Animals, Metaphysics, and else-
where. The answer is terminological: in the Physics passage just quoted
Aristotle stipulates that spontaneous results in the domain of human inter-
ests are due to luck. The spontaneous production of health or remission of
disease is for Aristotle technically an example of luck, and so in the midst
of making the terminological distinction between spontaneity and luck he 1s
forced to avoid his own stock example of spontaneous health. But the philo-
sophical point is much clearer if we drop the terminological distinction and
consider Aristotle’s example of the spontaneous production of health as
discussed in the Metaphysics and elsewhere (see below). When the materi-
als of the body are moved so as to restore the equilibrium between hot and
cold, but not by a doctor for the sake of producing health, the result is spon-
taneous (which is exactly how certain medical writers would put it). But
since it happens among the things that both the doctor and the patient would
have produced in accordance with the medical art, it is called lucky.

Thus, spontaneous outcomes are defined with respect to ends that would
otherwise be chosen by art or nature. As he puts it in the conclusion of
Physics 11 6, they are “causes of effects which, though they might result
from intelligence or nature, have in fact been caused by something inci-
dentally” (198a6-7). Given this conception, he argues that spontaneous out-
comes must be posterior to nature and intelligence, since nature is an intrin-
sic cause of what the spontaneous is incidentally a cause, and luck is inci-
dentally a cause of what art is intrinsically the cause. The terms of the anal-
ogy are: nature is to spontaneity as art is to luck. Elsewhere he puts this
analogy in even starker terms:

Each substance is generated out of something with the same name. Both the
natural substances and the others [i.e., the artificial ones] are generated in this
way, for they are generated by art or nature or luck or spontaneity. The princi-
ple of art is in another, but the principle of nature is in the thing itself (for a
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human gives birth to a human), and the remaining causes are prlvatlons of
these. (Metaph. XI1I 3, 1070a4-9)

Luck and spontaneity are defined simply as the achievement of an artistic or
natural end, but without art or nature being the cause, that is, without the
same form being present in the mind of the artist or in the nature of the
(sexually reproducing) organism. Thus spontaneity and luck are understood
as causes, but only as incidental causes, and in a sense as privations of in-
trinsic causes. This outcome of Physics II is consistent with the original
definition in Physics II 1 of nature as a source and cause of motion and rest
in that in which it intrinsically inheres, and not incidentally.

As we have seen, Aristotle rejects the idea that spontaneity could be the
cause of the heavens and the entire cosmos, and that argument is based on
views about the causal regularity of the heavens. These views did not stop
him, however, from positing the existence of spontaneously generated or-
ganisms, or recognizing the phenomenon of spontaneous remission of dis-
ease in the terrestrial zone. And yet the assumption that spontaneous things
do not happen in the same way “always or for the most part” seems to be in
tension with the claim that many organisms, and likewise health, can be
generated spontaneously in a perfectly regular and causally determinate
way. Some commentators have seen this as a fundamental contradiction
between Aristotle’s physical and metaphysical principles and his biology.2
For example, David Hull has written: “if lower animals can partake in the
eternal and divine without the help of efficient, formal, and final causes
coinciding, why not all species? . . . if spontaneously generated forms are
considered species, there is no need to postulate static essences as the ends
toward which all things strive to explain the stability in the organic world.
The material cause will do, and the materialists such as Empedocles are
right.”?! The question that Hull and others have raised had already been
raised by Aristotle himself in the famous aporia of Physics 11 8:

Why then should it not be the same with the parts in nature, e.g., that our teeth
should come up of necessity—the front teeth sharp, suitable for cutting, the
molars broad and useful for grinding down the food—since they did not arise
for this end, but it was merely a coincidental result; and so with all the other
parts in which we suppose that there is a purpose? Wherever they as if happen-
ing for the sake of something, these things survived because they fittingly
adapted due to spontaneity (dno tod avtopdrov cvotdvto émTndeimc). But
wherever they were not so adapted they perished and are perishing, just as
Empedocles says the ‘cow progeny with human faces’ were. So this argument,
and others like it if there are any, may present difficulties. Yet it is impossible

20 See Balme 1962, 96- 97; Hull 1967-1968, 247; Lennox 1982, 228-229.
21 Hull 1967-1968, 247, 249; cf. Lloyd 1996, 118.
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that this should be the true view. For these and all the natural things are gener-

ated in a certain way (oUt®) either always or for the most part, but none of
them by luck and spontanelty (Phys. 11 8, 198b23-36; tr. Hardie and Gaye,
mod.)

If the last sentence of this passage is 1nterpreted to mean that no products of
spontaneous generation are generated in the same way regularly (“always or
for the most part”), then there is a flat-out contradiction between Aristotle’s
principles in the Physics and his conclusions about spontaneously generated
organisms in the biological works and about spontaneously produced health
in the Metaphysics (see below). If the account of spontaneous generation in
those other works is correct, then it is not available to Aristotle to resolve
the aporia of Physics 11 8 by arguing that nothing that is generated sponta-
neously is generated regularly. For, as we will see, he gives a complete
“four” causal analysis of spontaneously generated organisms, and deter-
mines that certain material and moving factors necessitate that a certain
form will be generated, forms that are “more or less noble” depending on
the complexity of their vital powers. There is no notion whatsoever that
these organisms are produced “without a cause,” “randomly,” “in vain,” or
“at chance,” or that they do not come about through the same causes “al-
ways or for the most part.”

- But does Aristotle really contradict himself? In the rest of Physzcs 11, the
spontaneous itself is never explicitly denied to occur “always or for the
most part.” Aristotle seems to apply the “not always or for the most part”
restriction only to luck, which is a subset of spontaneous results (those that
happen to occur in the realm of human interests).??> As for the passage in
Physics 11 8 that we are presently considering, the only way I can see to
avoid a contradiction is to interpret the words “all the natural things are
generated in a certain way (oUtw) either always or for the most part” as re-
ferring to a particular mode of generation, the most natural one, i.e., sexual
reproduction. His point is that for the most part natural things reproduce
sexually (according to the ‘“univocal” principle, with producer-product
sameness—see below); this does not exclude the possibility that some
things are not generated sexually, but rather spontaneously, and it does not

22 Neither of the two passages cited by Hull 1967-1968, 247, support his point: Phys.
196b10 talks only about luck, not spontaneity; and 196b29, although it talks about both luck
and spontaneity, describes them as incidental causes and says nothing about “always or for
the most part.” And the same is true of the other passages cited to the same effect by Balme
1962, 96: APo. 87b20, Phys.197a32 and 199b24 refer to luck, not spontaneity. That leaves
only Cael. 283b1 and GC 333b5. Aristotle seems to have refined his position in Phys. II and
allowed that regular results may be produced spontaneously; but in the case of results that
happen to coincide with our own purposes, that is lucky results, they cannot be spontaneously
produced “always or for the most part.”
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require that spontaneous generation be irregular. As we will see, spontane-
ously generated organisms are generated by “equivocal” causes, where the
producer 1s different in form from the product.

Notice that what Aristotle specifically criticizes about Empedocles’ theo-
ry is his theory of reproduction: the “man-faced cow progeny” is absurd
because “a human begets a human,” and concomitantly a cow a cow, and
that is because in such cases the sexual reproduction of a form is at work.
Empedocles has no grounds for reducing cases of univocal sexual reproduc-
tion to equivocal spontaneous generation, where the producer and the prod-
uct are not the same. Aristotle can make this argument even while conced-
ing (and in effect maintaining his own position), that some kinds of organ-
isms, admittedly very lowly ones, can in fact regularly be generated sponta-
neously. In other words, Aristotle does not, and cannot, argue against Em-
pedocles that no organisms are spontaneously generated; rather he argues
that only some can, but most, and the most important, cannot be generated
that way but must have some other kind of cause. The question then be-
comes, what cause? Aristotle’s answer is that it is nature itself.

But the absence of an intelligent and deliberate cause acting in nature
might be thought to imply the nonexistence of a definite end. To this Aris-
totle responds in several different ways. One response is to acknowledge
that nature does not always reach its end, but sometimes produces freaks or
monstrous outcomes. This, he argues, is analogous to a mistake in writing
(one is tempted to translate “a transcription error’) or to “the doctor who
pours out the wrong dose” (Phys. 199a34-35). But such cases do not show
that nature does not have an end, but rather that there is a natural end which
nature sometimes fails to reach. Another response that Aristotle makes is as
follows:

It is absurd to deny seeing generation for the sake of something, unless the
thing changing is seen to deliberate. Indeed, even art does not deliberate. If the
ship-building art were present in the wood, it would produce similarly to na-
ture. The result is that if the cause for the sake of which is present in art, then it
is present in nature too. The point is clearest when a physician treats himself:
nature is like that. Thus that nature 1s a cause, and a cause in the sense of that

for the sake of which, is plain. (Phys. II 8, 199b26-33)

In the case of the spontaneous generation of health, and of plants and ani-
mals, Aristotle supposes that the matter must somehow be capable of mov-
ing or being incidentally moved in such a way that an equilibrium is gener-
ated that would otherwise be brought about by the art of medicine or by
nature. Aristotle now goes so far as to envision the art being present in the
matter: the building art present in the “wood” (literally, the “matter”). This
is essentially the case with spontaneous generation: the form that is pro-
duced is determined by the matter out of which it comes to be, not a pre-
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existent form. Most cases of natural generation are not however like that;
rather, the form is determined by an identical form, not the matter. When

Aristotle illustrates this by analogy to a physician treating himself, he
- comes full circle from the point he started—arguing that nature is an intrin-
sic not incidental cause, where the example of an incidental cause is a phy-
sician treating himself. In the next section we will look at the background of
this discussion of nature, art, and spontaneity as principles in the context of
“the medical literature. - |

1. Medical Writers on Spontaneity

The preceding brief overview of Physics 11 shows that analogies and com-
parisons between nature and the medical art lie at the heart of Aristotle’s
understanding of how nature exists as a principle and come at the very be-
ginning of his physical speculations. Aristotle’s claim in the Parva Nat-
uralia that the “more philosophical” and “refined and detail-oriented”?3
physicians say something about nature, and that the investigations of nature
and medicine form a continuum, is evident in many of the surviving works
of the Hippocratic Corpus. It has even been argued, convincingly in my
opinion, that the concept of nature later employed by sophists and early
philosophers originated largely in medical literature.?* |

The author of On Regimen I*> argues that “he who aspires to treat correct-
ly of human regimen must first acquire knowledge and discernment of the
entire nature of the human being (navtog vy dvBpodnov): knowledge of
its constitution out of principles, and the discernment of those components
by which it is controlled.” The basic therapeutic method is to provide a bal-
anced proportion (cvppetpia) of food and exercise relative to a particular
kind of constitution: “were it possible to discover for the constitution of
each individual a balanced proportion of food to exercise, an exact discov-
ery of health for humans would have been made” (Vict. 1.2; tr. Jones, Loeb
IV, 229, mod.). On Regimen I identifies two fundamental principles of na- -
ture in general: fire and water, and discusses their properties, primarily the
hot and the cold, in many ways parallel to arguments about first principles
found throughout the extant fragments of early Greek philosophers. A series
of parallels to Heraclitus, Parmenides, Anaxagoras, Democritus, and Py-
thagoreans are made as the author reasons from observable facts about these

23 For a useful and thorough discussion of these terms, see Van der Eijk 2005, 194-196.
24 Heidel 1910, 91-95; Nestle 1938, 8-17.
23 epi Suaitng = Vict.; tr. Jones as On Regimen I (Loeb IV).
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elements and the cosmos to a theory of physiology and nutrition. All
change, including generation and destruction, is due to mingling and sepa-
ration of water and fire. The author argues at length that the activities of arts
are all imitations of the nature of the cosmos and the human being; the doc-
trine that art imitates nature is elaborated in minute detail. On Regimen I
continues with accounts of: nutrition; the formation of the embryo; the gen-
eration of twins; superfetation; differences in human constitutions related to
the environment, age, sex, and intelligence. »
As even this bare outline suggests, there is much of interest in this work
to Aristotle, and in fact many concerns central to his biological works, es-
pecially the Generation of Animals. Consider the following passage, in
which it is argued that nature and the medical art are in certain respects the
same: | |
Cobblers divide wholes into parts and make the parts wholes; cutting and
stitching they make sound what is rotten. Man too has the same experience.
Wholes are divided into parts, and from the union of the parts wholes are
formed. By stitching and cutting, that which is rotten in man is healed by phy-
sicians. This too is part of the physician’s art: to do away with that which caus-
es pain, and by taking away the cause of his suffering to make him sound. Na-
ture spontaneously knows how to do such things (M @voig owtoua'm TovTo
émiotaton). When a man is 31tt1ng it is a labor to rise; when he is moving it is a

labor to come to rest. And in other respects too nature is the same as the medi-
cal art (td ovta Exer i) oot intpikh). (Vict. 1.15; tr. Jones, Loeb IV, mod.)

Two ideas here are fundamental to Aristotle’s philosophy. The first is the
idea that art imitates nature or helps where it falls short.26 On Regimen 1
argues in detail that the work of practically all of the arts are similar to the
medical art in imitating nature and working to improve it; in addition to
cobblers, the author gives as examples ironworkers, fullers, carpenters,
builders, musicians, cooks, curriers, basket-weavers, statue-makers, potters,
trainers, even prophets and writers.?” In all cases the artist works with natu-
ral materials in order to bring about a result that nature brings about sponta-
neously. By such an inductive onslaught it is concluded that nature and the
medical art are similar. The second idea important to Aristotle (and occa-
sioning much controversy) is that certain things in nature come to be (are
generated or produced) spontaneously. The notion that nature spontaneous-
ly generates what is otherwise produced by art, and in particular by the

26 ppys. 11 2.194a21-22, 2.8.199a15-17; Meteor. IV 3.381b6; PA 1 5.645a10-15; Metaph.
VII 9.1034a33-34; Pol. VII 17.1337al; Protr. IX 49.28-50.1, 50.12; X 54.22-23; cf. [Ar]
Mund. 396b1-12. | -

27 Vict. 1.11-24. See Lloyd 1966, 353-354.
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medical art, is widespread throughout the medical literature, as I will at-
tempt to show by a rapid review of some of the texts.

That diseases and their symptoms come on spontaneously is a position
found as far back as Hesiod’s Works and Days.?® Throughout the medical
literature, one can read numerous references to spontaneous diseases and
symptoms in general,?’ and specifically to spontaneous spasms, bowel
movements, bone separations, urination, sweating, swelling, vomiting,
purging, bleeding, lacerations, rupturing, expectoration, menstruation, ul-
ceration, abortion, paralysis, and death.3? On the happier side of things, we
read in several works about spontaneous recovery from a multitude of dis-
eases: for example, of spontaneous recovery from eye disease, joint inju-
ries; pain, dysentery-like conditions, strangury, and flatworm infestation.3!
The physician is advised to pay close attention to “symptoms that cease
spontaneously” as well as symptoms that benefit the patient even when they
arise spontaneously.3? The physician might intervene on the side of sponta-
neity, as when by extendmg the elbow forcibly it is replaced spontaneous—
ly.33

Very often the descriptions of spontaneously produced effects are exphc-
itly contrasted with effects produced by the medical art. For example, it is
said that persons who are attacked by epilepsy in old age, if they do not
succumb, recover spontaneously in a short time and are little benefited by a
physician; several other comparisons are made in the same work between
things that happen spontaneously versus things forced by the physician.34 In
other works we read examples of the same kind of thing, for example of
bile breaking out spontaneously without a purgative or emetic,’> of tuber-

28 Op. 103.

29 Acut. (Sp.) 55 (23.15); Epid. 7.1.60.7; Aph. 2.5.1.

30 geut. 19 (6.16), Acut. (Sp.) 33 (11.45); Epid. 2.5.6.3, 5.1.19.2, 5.1.41.1, 5.1.53.1,
5.1.64.5, 7.1.74.1, 7.1.83.7; Aph. 1.2.1, 422, 421.1, 4.78.1, 6.15.1; Prorrh. 2.16.2; Flat.
10.28-29; Morb. 1.8.11, 1.17.7 (cf. 2.28.12, 2.31.6), 2.71.6, 3.16.122; Ulc. 8.2, 24.1, 4, Med-
ic. 2.19, 10.8; Int. 21.8-9 (cf. 42.22, 24); Mul. 36.29, 38.21, 40.14, 64.8, 67.7;, Nat. Hom.
27.24.

" 31 Prorrh. 11.33.3; cf. 20.9 (eye disease); Art. 46.27, 46.49 (joints); Acut. 14.4.37 (pain, cf.
Acut. (Sp.) 57.25.24); Nat. Hom. 7.33-35 (dysentery); Mul. 7.29 (strangury); Nat. Puer. 54.55
(flatworms).

32 Hum. 2.1 (cf. 1.6) and 4.16 (cf. 6.16).

33 Fract. 43.5.

34 prorrh. 11.9.18: vd 0B adTOPATOL, VO 8 TRV INTPdV fiKiota deerfovrat. The same
work also mentions diarrhea relieved spontaneously versus by administration of enema
(II.23.21); hemorrhages, spontaneous or forced (I1.30.5-10); fa01al paralysis relieved sponta-
neously or by force (I1.38.2).

> Loc. Hom. 33.13-14: @appoxov 8¢ pit’ vnoud pnt’ Euetiplov, YOAN &°, €miv
avtopdrn payif] f] kdto 7| Gve, yolerwtépo TadEw.
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cles either incised or broken open spontaneously,3¢ of menstrual flow in-
duced spontaneously or by medication;3” of an abscess breaking “whether
by surgery or cautery or spontaneously,”3® of blood passing not by phlebot-
omy but spontaneously with sweat,?° of bone fragments coming up sponta-
neously not due to trepanning;*® of spontaneous remission of a disease of
the spleen without cauterization or any other treatment;*! and of spontane-
ous cleaning (avtopatog kabapoduevog) that helps a patient suffering from
a form of typhus.*? The curative effect of purging can come about “either
spontaneously or by means of drugs”; complications of a disease, too, can
happen to a patient either spontaneously or as an “unlucky” result of things
administered.® The physician must observe symptoms “as many as are arti-
ficial, as many as are spontaneous,” and must distinguish between those
beneficial and harmful.4* The physician must be on the lookout for certain
symptoms which indicate crisis and is advised: “do not treat any of these
with a medication, for that would be dangerous, and your effect would not
be to help the patient, but only to deprive his crises of their spontaneity.”4

Although it is worth pointing out that there is no univocal notion of spon-
taneity at work in all these cases, it is nonetheless evident that spontaneity
was commonly invoked in early Greek medical parlance (as it was also in
other areas of early and classical Greek prose), and fairly early on was con-
ceived of as a cause, either in its own right or in connection with luck, with
which the physician must deal. For example, the author of Diseases is not
alone in treating spontaneity as a general phenomenon and, after giving a
list of “things both good and bad that happen to patlents spontaneously dur-
ing their illnesses,” summarizes:

Such things occur and do not occur, not through any ignorance or knowledge
of physicians, but spontaneously and by luck (énd tod adropdrov kai &md

36 44 34.6.

37 Mul. 36.38; Nat. Puer. 18.35 (cf. 30.28).

38 grt. 12.10: kai fiv te tunddow, fiv te kowddowv, fiv te avtdpaTév oy Ekpoyti, €0
gldévon xpi, 611 tadta obtmg Exst.

39 Epid. 2.2.22 4.

0 yCi17.6,21.9.

M Int. 19.7,33.9.

2 Int. 42.10, 22-26.

B yM XIX (19.23): i adtoparot i} 0o eapudicov; XXI (21.3): ai pgv and TwdTOpdTOY,
ol 68 kai md TGV TpooevexBiviov TdV Tuyxdvtwv. This second passage is especially interest-
ing in that it parallels Aristotle’s distinction between spontaneity and luck.

4 Hum. 5.6: Soa avTONATO, OGO TEXVTIOW.

43 deut. 55 (23.25; tr. Potter in Loeb VI): tév rom)vﬁa undévo, papuakede: Kivouvov te
vap £Eet, Kai 00OEV dviioels, Tag Te Amd TavToudTov draAldEiag Kol Kpiolog APapoELC.
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éniwxing); and when they do occur, it may help or harm; likewise, when they
do not occur, it may help or harm. (Morb. 1 7; tr. Potter, Loeb V, mod.)

All of this evidence has been presented in order to show that the medical
literature is permeated with the idea of spontaneity, of spontaneous diseases
and symptoms, but also of spontaneous recovery of health. Most important-
ly, medical effects may be accomplished either by deliberate actions in ac-
cordance with the medical art, or spontaneously by nature.

- Next, I want to strengthen the point by considering some attempts to cur-
tail or minimize the notion of spontaneous recovery from disease, beginning
with the work On Ancient Medicine.*® The viewpoint of On Ancient Medi-
cine contradicts the viewpoint of On Regimen 1. The author considers the
introduction of philosophical theories about nature into medicine intrusive
and otiose: “it is impossible to have any clear knowledge about nature from
any other source than medicine.”4’ Thus he rejects the reduction of the
causes of health and disease to arbitrary and narrow principles such as “hot
or cold or wet or dry or anything else they want.”#® Later he identifies Em-
pedocles as an example of this kind of theory; but we can know that theo-
ries about the hot and cold as warring opposites were constantly discussed
in early Greek literature, including medical literature, through to and be-
'yond Aristotle.*” According to such theories, the medical writer explains,
diseases are associated with an excess or deficiency of one of these princi-
ples, such as hot or cold, and remedies are designed to make up for the defi-
ciency for example by supplying heat or cooling to the patient. He rejects
this approach entirely, and advocates instead a complex and nuanced dietet-
ic theory. Admitting that medicine is not capable of the “exactitude” or “ac-
curacy” of other sciences, he nonetheless defends its scientific basis, hold-
ing “its discoveries as having been made admirably, correctly, and not by
luck” (ovk amd tyng).”° This concern to downplay the effects of luck, and
to demonstrate that medicine is a real art and that its successes are not due
to luck and spontaneity, is voiced in other Hippocratic writings, especially
On the Art and Places in Man.>!

46 TTepi apyoing inTpkég= VM, tr. Schiefsky.

4T yM 20; tr. Schiefsky.

48 M 1; tr. Schiefsky.

491 loyd 1966, 34-46, 60-61, 80-82. Shiefsky comments that “the depiction of opposites
such as hot and cold as forces engaged in war and struggle with one another is a common-
place of early medical and philosophical thought, and survives even in Aristotle” (comm. on
VM 16, p. 267). He refers to the useful discussions in Kahn 1960, 126-133; and Solmson
1960, esp. 347-348, 359-360. |

>0 paf 12; tr. Schiefsky. | o

>l Loc. Hom. 43: “the whole of medicine has been established, and the excellent princi-
ples discovered in it clearly have very little need of good luck. Good luck is arbitrary and
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In the service of his critique of philosophical medicine, the author of On
Ancient Medicine offers numerous examples to show that the philosophical
principles of hot and cold should not be thought to be the primary determi-
nates of health and disease. In fact, “of all the powers cold and heat exercise
the least power in the body.”>? The presence of hot and cold in the body by
itself occasions no problem because, by an unexplained homeostatic mech-
anism, they temper each other; it is only when they are “separated” that
there may arise a problem. But in all such cases, the body itself “spontane-
ously” generates heat or cold, thus healing the patient without any need of
the assistance of the medical art. For example, when the body has been
chilled, “hot, coming right from the human being, presents itself in the front
line, needing neither assistance nor preparation (ovdsutiic fondeing ovde
napaockevic)” (VM 16; tr. Schiefsky). The medical writer gives numerous
examples, including the effect of spontaneously being warmed up after tak-
ing a cold bath, of being spontaneously cooled down after a hot bath, the
contradictory effects of fanning, the burning sensation of frostbite, and the
presence of fever to counter chills, and of sweats to counter fever. There are
countless other examples he might give to illustrate this subject, he writes.
He concludes the discussion with the following rhetorical question:

Now how could anything great or terrible come from something that is swiftly
met in this way by what is most opposed to it and takes away its power sponta-
neously (amd twovtopdrov)? Or what need is there for much assistance -
(BonOeinc) against it? (VM 16; tr. Schiefsky)

The medical art is necessary in those cases where nature cannot by itself or
spontaneously neutralize dangerous or deleterious forces in the body. Now
On Ancient Medicine argues that although the body can without the medical
art spontaneously make up for deficiencies of hot and cold, many ailments
cannot be spontaneously neutralized, and so the art of the physician is a
legitimate and necessary one. The assumption, held also by the author of
On Regimen 1, 1s that the medical art is required exactly to the extent that
natural and spontaneous causes fall short and nature needs further assis-
tance or help.

We have now seen an attempt in the medlcal literature to limit or mini-
mize the importance of spontaneous causes. Next I will consider an attempt
to eliminate spontaneity as a cause of health and disease. Although the idea
of the spontaneous recovery of health without the intervention of medical
art was prevalent, it was by no means uncontroversial, as can be seen in the

cannot be commanded, and even prayer cannot make it come; but understanding can be
commanded, and of itself represents good luck, whenever the person who has knowledge
employs it” (tr. P. Potter in Loeb VIII).

32 VM 16; tr. Schiefsky.
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work On Nutriment. The author of this work argues that spontaneous harms
and benefits only appear as such ‘to us,” and in fact must have some other
more definite cause:

Humors that corrupt both whole and part, both from without and from within,
are both spontaneous and not spontaneous: on the one hand, they are spontane-
ous to us, but on the other hand they are not spontaneous with respect to cause
(Muiv pév avtopatot, aitin 6¢ ovk avtdpatotr). And of the cause, part is clear,
but part is unclear, and the one is within our power, but the others are not in
our power. (Alim. 14; tr. Jones, Loeb I, mod.)

The author of On Nutriment thus argues that the labeling of something as
spontaneous does not designate a positive cause or principle, but rather ig-
norance of the way that the humors function in the body. Further research
may reveal the real mechanism at work, in which case the cause will no
longer be considered spontaneous.

The author of the work On the Art is even more vehement in his I'G_]eCtIOIl
of spontaneous recovery of health.>? The work opens by criticizing those
who make an art of demeaning the arts, and announcing that he will defend
medicine against various charges. He asserts that medicine comes from a
real form (€k tvog €10€0¢), and thus grows out of and is grounded in nature,
not in convention or luck.>* He offers a definition of the art as the elimina-
tion or relieving of suffering and disease, and the refusal to treat incurable
cases. He begins a defense of the art by answering those who claim that
‘patients are cured not through the art but by luck or spontaneous causes. He
argues that spontaneous recovery from disease is in fact impossible, and
that cases in which the sick recover without the intervention of the art are
due to necessary processes happening incidentally that the physician would
have ordered in accordance with the art. Patients are more blameworthy
than physicians for fatalities, and even mistakes indicate the existence of an
objective cause of health in theory knowable by the medical art.5> Those
who claim that physicians only take on those cases that would be cured by
natural causes anyhow demand from the art a power that does not belong to
the art, a kind of ignorance or madness similar to demanding from nature
something that is not in the power of nature (de Arte 8). The art of the phy-

33 mepi téyvne = de Arte. I have benefited from a draft translation and commentary by J.
E. Mann, Hippocrates: On the Art of Medicine (forthcoming).

4 de Arte 2: ta pév yap ovopata vopoletipatd £ott, T 8¢ £iden od vopodetipata, GAAY
Braotipota octog (following Gompertz’s reading, as in Loeb 11, 192).

>3 de Arte 7. This is similar to Aristotle’s argument in Physics II 8 that freaks or monsters
in nature testify to the existence of natural ends, just as the possibility of the doctor pouring
out the wrong dose does, because in such cases there is agreed to be an end which either na-
ture or the medical art fails to reach.
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sician either follows what nature indicates is needed, or forces nature to
reveal what is needed by making evident what is obscure.’® In both cases
medicine uses natural causes in order to bring about its benefits by art. The
argument against spontaneous recovery is the following:

Nothing is useless for good physicians and by the art of medicine itself, rather
inside most of the things that grow naturally and are produced exist the forms
(tdv te Quopévav kai T®V molevpévev Eveott T €idea) of cures and drugs.
Thus no patient who recovers without a physician can for a correct account
give as the cause spontaneity (10 avtopatov aittjoacdol 6pOd Adyw). Indeed,
upon examination spontaneity disappears; for everything that is generated will
be found to do so because of something (d1d 1), and in virtue of this “because
of something” spontaneity does not appear to be anything real but a mere name
(&v 1@ 01 T 1O avTOUNTOV OV QaiveTon ovciny &yov ovOeuinv). Medicine,
however, because it acts “because of something,” and because its results may
be known in advance, has substance, as is obvious now and will be always. (de
Arte 6, my translation)

The Author of On the Art thus agrees with the author of On Nutriment that
spontaneous causes do not in fact exist except in name, that spontaneous
recovery is a bogus notion, and that there is always some positive causal
principle: “because of something” (014 11) patients recover, whether by the
medical art or otherwise. It is remarkable that the author understands this
cause to be “forms” that “exist inside” things that are produced or grow
naturally. As we will see in the next section, Aristotle’s own account of
how health is produced in a patient has to do with the “production” of
“form” in the body of the patient. |

But before turning to that account, allow me to draw some conclusions
based on this rapid survey of spontaneity in the Hippocratic Corpus. We can
discern two extreme views about spontaneous causes. One is the view that
the medical art produces no health, but all recovery of health is due to spon-
taneous causes. This position is attacked by those who defend the medical
art as a real art, such as the authors of On Ancient Medicine, Places in Man,
and On the Art. At the opposite extreme is the position that there is in fact
no such thing as spontaneous causes and spontaneous recovery of health; in
effect all health either has natural causes or is produced by the medical art.
Between these 