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AVICENNA : MEDICINE AND SCEPTICISM *

by
Sari Nuseibeh

1 would like in this paper to appraise the relationship
between the interpretation of Avicenna’s theory of knowledge,
and Avicenna’s view of medicine in so far as the latter is
an empirical science. T shall merely state, rather than defend
this interpretation of Avicenna’s theory of knowledge, and
then 1 shall try to address myself to what might at first
sight appear to be an inconsistency between this interpretation
and the medical method of inquiry.

Avicenna did not think that rational (philosophical) inquiry
can lead to the acquisition of knowledge. It is not humanly
possible, Avicenna says- in one of his works, to stand upon
the reality of things. What we stand upon are merely aspects
or qualities of things. We do not know the reality of substance,
for example. What we do know s that something exists
independently- of something else. Similarly, we do not know
the reality of the body. What we do know is that an under-
lying something, or substratum, has the qualities of depth,
width and length. Also, we do not know the teality of
Animal. But we do know that an underlymv principle has the
specific qualities of cognition and action. However we do not
know substance itself or the body itself, or the animal itself.

1. This paper is based on the lecture “Notes on Avicenna’s philo-
sophy of medicine” which was delivered at a symposium on
Avicenna organised by the School of Medicine at the Hebrew
University and the Van Leer Foundation in November 1980.
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Now, if this rational scepticism is a fundamental part of
Avicenna’s theory of knowledge, as I think it is, then how,
it may be asked, can one reconcile it with Avicenna’s life-long

association with, and practice of medicine? Is it possible -

for him to have been a rational sceptic and an empiricist at one
and the same time 2?

Before I attempt to answer this question, there are two
remarks that I would like to make concerning it. First, I
would like to remark that this question is not an existential
question about historical possibilities — about whether anyone
at all has actually seen it fit to combine scepticism with
empiricism. The English philosopher John Locke is an excellent
example of someone who attempted such a combination. He is
an excellent example not only because his scepticism accom-
panied the fact that he was the founder of British empiricism,
but also because of the temptation and historically rather
suggestive circumstance that he knew Arabic, had studied
Avicenna’s medical works officially at Oxford and had probably
(though I have not yet verified this) read Avicenna’s available

texts in- philosophy. Secondly, I would like to allude briefly to

the difference of attitude toward the so-called scientific method
of inquiry between the one which exists now, and that which
existed, say, when the Athenian historian Thucydides attempted
to revolutionise the writing of history by incorporating into
it the germane inductive aspects of the then fast-developing
natural sciences, including medicine, in the belief that by
such a method it is possible to arrive at a true understanding
of historical development.

2. al-Ta‘ligat, ed., Abd al-Rahman Badawi (Cairo, 1973) 34.
This question has mot to my knowledge been posed before,

simply because nmo one has attributed to Avicenna the particular ~

interpretation of his theory of knowledge which is presented in
this paper.
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Nowadays we are all too aware of the limits of the inductive
method of scientific inquiry.

Empirical research and experiment, we now feel, allows
us merely to formulate a theory or a hypothesis or an ex-
planatory model, but it does not allow us to conclude that
this theory is truly what reflects the natural structure of the
universe. Indeed, it is not even uncommon to find arguments
proposed by philosophers of science to the effect that there
is no such natural structure after all, but only models or
hypotheses or theoretic constructions. Under such circumstances
the value of a theory is determined, not insofar as it is true,
but because it is simple, and therefore aesthetically pleasing.

In Avicenna’s period, it is probably wiser to assume that
this articulation of the limitation of scientific inquiry did not
exist in the form I have presented it. However, it may be
worthwhile pointing out the prevalence in Avicenna’s period
of an articulated distinction and a methodological conflict
between a so-called Platonic, dialectical, and even inductive
method of inquiry, and a é'é)-called Aristotelian, deductive,
syllogistic method.

If one disregards the intrinsically problematic nature -of
this distinction, one may find that it is possible to ascribe
these two opposite methods of inquiry — the deductive method
and the inductive method —in the Islamic period to two
opposing intellectual schools of thought, falsafah and Kalam.
Given that these two opposing methods of inquiry existed
in the Islamic period, and given also that Avicenna, perhaps
more than many other Moslem philosophers, seems to have
‘been conscious of Kalam, and seriously interested in -its
divine arguments, it may be thought that Tat is perhaps
distinctive about Avicenna’s own, so-called Oriental Philosophy
is precisely his preference for the inductive method of inquiry
over the deductive method of the Peripatetics. Such a suggestion
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would appear to be consistent with a number of observations?.
But most important of all, it would appear to be consistent
with Avicenna’s ‘medical mind, that is, with his empirical
and inductive practices as a physician. Once again, if we
disregard the prevalent philosophic attitude to the inductive
method which I mentioned earlier, and consider only the
optimistic attitude toward it, as this attitude is evident in,
or ascribed to Plato and Thucydides, then this suggestion
would seem to pose for us an irresoluble task of trying to
reconcile the induction-minded physician and the sceptically
minded philosopher. Now in order to dppraise this suggestion,
I shall consider two separate but related issues. I shall first
consider Avicenna’s view of medicine, and then I shall
address myself to Avicenna’s theory concerning the formation
of general ideas.

a) A cursory look at Avicenna’s various remarks about
medicine immediately. reveals to us the rather condescending
attitude he took towards it. When he mentions it in his
autobiography, he says that it is not at all strange that he
was able to excel in it in a very. short period of time, and
at a very early age, since medicine is not one of the difficult
sciences®. This rather odd remark by Avicenna is explained
in his Canon of Medicine.

Speaking there about how knowledge, includirig medical
knowledge, must be knowledge of four kinds of causes of

3. See A.M. Goichon’s introduction to her translation of Avicenna’s
last major work, Livre des Directives et Remarques (Beyrouth
and Paris: Librairie philosophique J. Vrin, 1951) 1-74. The author
presents a number of different reasons for her thesis, which
it would be difficult to appraise within ¢he confines of this paper.

4. See Avicenna’s autobiography and biography (Autobiography) as
this is reported in Ibn Abi Usaibi‘ah’s ‘Uyun al-Anba’ fi Tabagat

© al-Aribbd’, ed. N. Rida (Beirut: Dar Maktabat al-Hayat, 1965)
437-459. The particular reference here is to Autobiography 438.
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an object, he continues by saying that this explanation of
what knowledge is was clarified in the “real sciences”?.
The obvious hint here is that medicine is not what is called
a “real science”. Further on, and in the same work, Avicenna
calls medicine a “particular” (as opposed to a universal)
science, and he adds that, as in the care of all other particular
sciences the principles of medicine are imported from worthier
sciences, and must be accepted in medicine without clarification
or verification as given axioms. He says that this is the case
with regard to each science until one has reached the worthiest
of all the sciences, namely, “First Philosophy”, or metaphysics
as it is sometimes called. Avicenna then gently rebukes Galen
by saying that if the latter had tried in his medical works
to address himself to the question of clarifying or verifying
the principles of medical science, then he would have done
so not in his capacity as a physician but in his capacity as a
philosopher discussing the natural parts of philosophy®. In
order to appreciate the importance of Avicenna’s remarks
concerning the axiomatic nature of medical principles, it is
necessary to consider his related distinction between theoretical
and practical medicine’. Avicenna insists that the distinction
between theoretical and practical medicine is not what most
people have taken it to be, namely, a distinction between
knowledge of medicine and practice ‘of medicine, It is rather
a distinction between statements of the principles of medicine
(descriptive statements) and statements of guidance concerning
how to bring about a condition of health from a given
condition of illness {(prescriptive statements). The theoretical
statements of medicine, which are considered by Avicenna as
constituting the foundations or roots of medical science, are

5. al-Qanun f’l-Tibb (Rome, Medicea Press, 1593) p. 1.
6. Ibid. 2. ’
7. Ibid. 1.
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statements which characterize or describe the various elements,
and the relations between them, the human anatomy, as well
as the various scciological and environmental elements which
affect that anatomy. They are theoretical in so far as they
do not guide one to a pvarticulz;r action, but are purely descrip-
tive. Those of them that are particular, and which pertain
to particular illnesses, symptoms and remedies, are statements
which must be verified within the medical profession. But
those of them that are general statements are imported from
the other sciences, and are verified in those sciences. Statements
for example concerning the natural elements of which the
human body is constituted, concerning the humours or the
_various faculties of the soul, are all statements which may be
accepted in medicine without clarification or verification.
Therefore, the distinction between theoretical and practical
medicine is a distinction ‘on the whole between descriptive

statements of principles and prescriptive statements of practice.

And the most distinctive feature of this distinction, in the
present context, seems to be the axiomatic and independent
status of general statements of the first category. In other

- words, the general theoretical statements of medicine are not

statements which are clarified, proved or even reached on
the basis of medically empirical practice. Rather, they are
imported from other sciences as' axioms, and this process
of importation continues until we have reached the science of
First Philosophy which is — indisputably I think —a deductive
science par excellence in the Avicennian system. This picture
does not of course mean that a practising physician cannot
add to the body of practical statements of medicine something
of his own which he reached on the basis of his empirical
experimentation. Indeed, Avicenna’s biographer and friend
attribuies to Avicenna many such discoveries®. But it is

8. Autobiography, 443.
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important to appraise correctly the status of these empirical
discoveries. It is not the particular, and empirically oriented
medical experiments which lead one inductively to the formu-
lation of the general.theoretical statements of medicine. Rather,
it is the latter statements which constitute the roots of medicine.
This means that if a relationship is to be formulated at all
between statements of theoretical medicine and statements of
empirical medicine, this relationship must be such as to show
that empirical statements can be made meaningful, only against
the background of an already given theoretical model. When
Avicenna’s biography recounts how he prevented the develop-
ment of an abscess by applying crushed ice to his forehead’,
it is assumed that Avicenna was acting on-a number of
assumptions concerning what in human anatomical structures
can cause an abscess, what their constitution is, and what
their possible relations with the natural elements are. It is
this already existing explanatory model which makes sense of
medical practice.

I would like to add one final note to my remarks about
Avicenna’s view of medicine. Medical knowledge, whether of
‘theoretical or of practical statements, is described by Avicenna
by what I consider to be a suggestive epistemic vocabulary
which it is well-worth considering. He says, in distinguishing
between theoretical and practical medicine: “We mean by
the theoretical part of it that part where instruction is useful
for (the acquisition of) a belief ...and we mean by the practical
part of it that part where instruction is useful for (the acqui-
sition of) an opinion which is related with the clarification of

" how to perform an action'®.” Both words, “belief” .and

“opinion”, seem to me to describe epistemic states which
fall short of knowledge propertly so-called. They are more

9. Loc. cit.
10. al-Qanun, 1.
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akin to the Greek doxa than to episteme. Avicenna’s use
of them in this context, where he is defining the aims f
practical medicine, suggests to me that he Tiid not thir?k
that the mediscal, inductive method of investigation can lead
to -knowledge, however empirical this method contrives "to be
1.It 1;, almost. as if Avicenna is telling us that medical science'
; sﬁgguthesms and that a scholar of medicine must treat it
A scholar of medicine, and however empirical his studies are
can only hope in the end to arrive at or come to poss ,
set of statements of beliefs. e 4oy
In 'suam, then, it seems to me that Avicenna defines the aim
o'f medicine as the formulation of a set of beliefs. and that
his assessment of the inductive and empirical asp;,ct of the
medical method of inquiry is that the statements which are
generated by this method can only be understood against the
background of an already existing theory, and that the
themselves are not what lead to the vfor;nu'lation of tha}tl
theory.‘ More generally, it seems to me that Avicenna’s
e‘mphasxs of the roles of opinion and belief in the specific
field of:' the knowledge of medicine is consistent wig] his
emphasm on them in the wider domain of philosophic and
rational inquiry; and it may be interesting to note in thi
cont:ext Avicenna’s . paralle]l use of the word “opinion” whes
he H _dcscri.bing the aim of theoretical philosophy in I“H
al-Shifa*. More generally still, it seems to me i/hat thliIS
overall rational scepticism of Avicenna is consistent with I :
. pz%sse%ge I quoted earlier from his work al-T. a‘ligat concernin}‘c
.thls' impossibility of having knowledge as a human beinge an§
it JS‘ precisely such an impossibﬂity, it seems to vmeD’ that
explains why the perfection of the soul in the Avic;.nnian

11. al-Madkhkal (al-Shifa), G.C i :
, G.C. Anawati et al. eds.. with int i
by A.J. Madkour (Cairo, 1952) 12. D
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theory is attainable, if at all, only after death®. If the

on of true knowledge is not humanly possible, then

acquisiti
tion of

an al-Farabi type theory concerning intellectual perfec
a .living philosopher ceases to make sense.

B) I shall now consider very briefly Avicenna’s theory con-

the acquisition of a general idea. One can think of

cerning
se, the inductive

the inductive method in two senses. In one sen
method helps one to arrive at a general conclusion from a
number of statements about particular events. A more basic
sense, however, is the sense in which one is helped to arrive
at a general idea on the basis of the observation of a number
of particulars. Obviously, if the more basic sense of induction
is denied, one cannot uphold the more sophisticated sense:
statements about particular events, after all, are themselves
particular objects from which one infers a general statement.

Avicenna’s position with regard to the inductive nature of the
formation of general ideas is very clear®. It tends to draw
to him the criticism of being an epistemic passivist. In what
follows,” I shall very quickly re-state Avicenna’s position,
and then put in a good word for him against those criticisms.

According to one theory, let us call it “the inductive
theory”, after seeing or observing X’ number of horses, I
eveniual‘ly am able to formulate the idea of ‘Horse’. It is
as if the successive empirical observation of one particular
after another which belong to the same class finally enables

12. al-llahiyyar (al-Shifa), 2 Vels, G.G. Anawati et al. eds, with
introduction by I.-Madkour (Cairo, 1960) II: 423-432, Avicenna’s
emphasis on the soul in his works, and his ascription to it of a
role normally associated with the intellect in the falsafah tradition,
reflects his general convictions that the hereafter is a necessary
culmination of human endeavour. v

13. Ibid., 1:210. See also Avicenna, De-Anima ed. F.

. Rahman (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1959) 237. .
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the .observer to abstract the general idea of which all those
particulars partake. If not that, then I extract the idea ‘Horse’
from the first horse I happen to come across, and then

my  observations of other horses will help me consolidate

that initial ideg, as if the first imprint is consolidated and
made more perspicuous with each additional observation

In contrast, Avicenna’s view is that one does not 'f.orm
a general idFa by extracting it from a particular. Nor does
igci,m:sseryﬁtl?f of a second. particular consolidate the idea
formed with the help of the first particular. Instead, according
to Avicenna's view a particular merely performs tl;e functi b
of the agent or catalyst which enables the mind to be ins 'O([:Il
b}./ the idea in question. Having been inspired by it t EH:':
thhf and concomitantly with the observation of one oC; }?am
particulars, nothing else or additional happens to ‘the : ?Sg
on the observation of any of the other particulars inmt;'il
{c)l:ss. An)}/1 o}r:e of those particulars .is simply characterised -:st

ing such t a?, had it been the first to have bee;l observe
?gncttl;snmv:/i?éhltw:ou}d have performed exactly that cata]ytii

i s performed by the first particular

——A.vxcennarthus seems - to define the relationship ‘bétwee
pa.rtlcu]ar and a universal (or the relationship of class-me 2 X
ShIP) not in terms of an abstract quality or general rm e
which a given particular * possesses, and whiih an gb:perty
can extrz‘ict or abstract from that object by studying iterve:j-
o?her_ob]ects like it. Rather, this relationship is de?ined a;
hu.n i terms of a catalytic function, which can perha by
brleﬂ‘y stated as follows: an object is a particilar psf .
f:er-taln universal (or is an instance of a certain kind) e(?th ;
:)ff 1:] a(;)bserf/atior; acted as an intermediary for the occurrlen:;

: universal to the mind, or if it co
icml m.termediary had it been observed first.u{lqwza\;zj:;t:dthzi
(;]ly 1;; tthheeir same c.lass, or ?artake of the same universal

respective catalytic functions coincide, that is, if
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it performed the

it is true of ‘at most one of them that
em that it could

mediating role, and of at least one of th
have performed that role.

It must be immediately emphasized that Avicenna does
not consider the mediating role of a particular to be either

or sufficient for the acquisition of a general ides.

necessary
a universal can

Quite the contrary, he claims both that
occur to the mind without the mediating role of a particular,
and that the observation of 2 particular does not guarantee
that a general idea will occur to the mind. Thus, the relation-
ship between a particular and a universal is merely one of

conjunction.

According to Avicenna, then, a particular (and natural
philosophy more generally) is defined In terms of a universal
(and metaphysics more generally), and is epistemically posterior
to it. The categorisation of a particular as being an instance
of a certain kind is-a function, not of the internal structure
of that particular but of an abstract idea whose source is not
the natural world in the first place. (1
epistemology, or how an observer comes to categorise the
world, and not about ontology, or how the world is categorised
in itself).

t is obvious from this description of Avicenna’s position
that he was an anti-inductivist. According to him, ideas
occur to the mind, but- they do not occur in matter. They
are not extracted from matter, nor is their acquisition a
question of the empirical consolidation of an initial observation.
Ideas, rather, are inspirations from the Active Intellect.

It seems to me that given such a theory concerning the
acquisition of ideas, Avicenna cannot by any stretch of the
intellect be considered to have favoured induction as a method
of inquiry. Nor can such a method seriously be considered
to have been Avicenna’s distinctive and orientalist mark.

19*
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Now for the good word: I do not think that Avicenna
was an epistemnic passivist- or an anti-empiricist just because
of his theory concerning ideas. On the contrary, it seems
to me that what he was proposing was the theory that, although
it is finally an inspiration which solves one’s problems, it
is necessary to prepare oneself on the empirical and intellectual
ground in order to receive such inspiration. ‘It is in this
spirit, one feels, that Avicenna approached his meditative
experiences on finding it impossible to untangle a given
problem. It is in this spirit also, one feels, that Avicenna,
talking about the function of a physician in his Metaphysicst+,
claims that it is not the physician who provides the patient
with good health, but a worthier principle and that the
physician’s job is merely to prepare the matter and the
instrument. In the fina] analysis, this is the approach of
someone who believes that while it s necessary to spend hours
trying to solve a mathematical problem, the answer, when
and if it comes, will not have been extracted from some
dark corner of the "pro-blem itself, but will simply have
occurred to-omne in the process of observing the problem.
It is this intuitive and inspirational source of ideas which

~explains Avicenna’s esteem of revelational knowledge on the
one hand, and his scepticism of rational knowledge on the other,

14. al-lahiyyar 1I:395.
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