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Methods
Dialectical Method: In each source, passages
were analyzed both in detail and as a whole to
determine the definitions their authors gave for
the physician.

Diachronic Method: The definitions of the
physician are represented historically, showing
the profile of the physician to have remained
the same over time.

Comparative Method: The traits supported by
each source are compared both among each
other and to the Modern Hippocratic Oath.

Further Research
Physician Burnout: Was physician burnout as
prevalent a problem in antiquity as it is now?
How could the antique profile of the physician
help with this problem now?

The Antique View of Profession: Did moral
responsibility play a large role in the antique
views of other professions? Did education?

Science and the Humanities: Was there ever a
concept of dividing academia in Antiquity?
How did this system serve its students? How
could the ancient structure of knowledge help
us now?

Sources

Conclusion
The antique sources examined reveal a
consistent profile of the physician. Physicians
received education from those learned in the art
of medicine; knew and practiced methods of
prognosis, diagnosis, and prescription; have a
moral duty to society; possess personal virtue;
and are few in comparison to false physicians.
That the sources view education as important is
proof that they viewed medicine a theoretical
profession, and their focus on practical methods
prove they acknowledged rigor as an extension
of that education. Their focus on moral duty to
society and to personal virtue may seem
unorthodox, but these values are paralleled in
the Modern Hippocratic Oath. The only trait
supported by the ancient sources but
unsupported in the modern day is the scarcity
of true physicians. This provides an insight into
the situation of physicians in antiquity. Because
there was no official licensing system for
physicians, physicians proved their skills and
trustworthiness by practice. (The need to
convince others of one’s medical reputation also
explains the common explicit references to
moral virtue in antique sources.) Thanks in
large part to the ancient sources examined here,
official organizations now exist that render
these concerns null.
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Abstract
This project assembles a single profile of the
professional physician in antiquity that reflects
the opinions of several ancient Greek and
Roman authors. This research clarifies the
antique view of medicine and the medical
profession, both by examining the consistencies
in the profile of the physician and by examining
its development over time. The sources
examined include 1) Hippocrates, known as the
Father of Medicine, to whom the Hippocratic
Oath is ascribed; 2) Plato, an ancient Greek
philosopher who discusses the physician in his
dialogues The Republic and Gorgias; and 3) Galen,
the most eminent Roman physician who
authored many medical texts. Three methods
are used: 1) a dialectical method that examines
the definitions the sources present, 2) a
diachronic method that orders the definitions
historically, and 3) a comparative method that
analyzes the similarities between the ancient
sources among themselves and against the
modern view of the physician. This project
finds that the modern profile of the physician,
represented by the Modern Hippocratic Oath,
was established in antiquity, with specific
emphasis on education, theory, practice, and
ethics. The only trait that firmly existed in
antiquity without parallel in modern day is
exclusivity.
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Modern 
Hippocratic Oath

1. Medical 
Education

A doctor has a natural 
disposition toward 
education and receives 
it from masters.

A doctor learns to heal 
the sick and is good at 
the things in which he 
is intelligent.

A doctor receives and 
furthers medical 
knowledge.

A doctor admits what 
he does not know and 
is part of a scientific 
community.

2. Theoretical 
Method

A doctor knows from 
present symptoms 
those of the past and 
future, and this helps 
to diagnose disease.

A doctor names and 
classifies disease, and 
must define the disease 
and then follow its 
course.

A doctor constructs a 
prognosis of symptoms 
and classifies disease 
by species and genus.

A doctor treats the 
patient as a whole 
collection of 
symptoms.

3. Practical Method A doctor prescribes 
both treatments for 
acute disease and 
regimens to prevent 
disease.

A doctor prescribes 
both drugs and diets to 
his patients.

A doctor prescribes 
cures based on the 
disease diagnosed.

A doctor both prevents 
and cures disease.

4. Societal Duty A doctor cures the sick 
in any house he enters, 
without any intention 
of harm.

A doctor treats both 
the rich and the poor, 
concerned only with 
illness.

A doctor heals anyone 
who is ill, whether rich 
or poor.

A doctor remembers he 
plays a specific and 
moral role in society.

5. Physicians’ 
Virtue

A doctor is chaste and 
religious.

A doctor creates order 
out of disorder.

A doctor is 
philosophical and 
scorns wealth.

A doctor is warm, 
sympathetic, and 
humble.

6. Exclusivity There are many false 
doctors and few true 
ones.

One true doctor 
provides for many non-
doctors.

There are many false 
doctors and few true 
ones.
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