
Systems of Classification in Premodern
Medical Cultures
Classification is a fundamental human activity that allows us to make sense
of the world around us. It is a way of organizing and categorizing things
based on their similarities and differences. Medical classification systems
are no exception, and they have been developed by cultures all over the
world to help diagnose and treat diseases.

Premodern medical cultures had a wide variety of ways of classifying
diseases. Some cultures, such as the ancient Egyptians, used anatomical
systems, which classified diseases based on the part of the body that was
affected. Other cultures, such as the ancient Greeks, used humoral
systems, which classified diseases based on the balance of the four
humors (blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile). Still other cultures,
such as the ancient Chinese, used energetic systems, which classified
diseases based on the flow of qi (vital energy) through the body.
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In this article, we will explore the different systems of classification used in
premodern medical cultures. We will begin by discussing the anatomical
systems of the ancient Egyptians and the humoral systems of the ancient
Greeks. We will then move on to discuss the energetic systems of the
ancient Chinese and the Ayurvedic systems of the ancient Indians. Finally,
we will conclude by discussing the importance of understanding these
different systems of classification for comparative medicine and cross-
cultural healthcare.

Anatomical Systems

Anatomical systems of classification are based on the part of the body that
is affected by the disease. The ancient Egyptians were one of the first
cultures to develop an anatomical system of classification. They divided the
body into 36 different regions, each of which was associated with a specific
deity. When a person became ill, the Egyptians would consult a physician
who would examine the patient and determine which region of the body
was affected. The physician would then prescribe a treatment that was
specific to that region.

Other cultures, such as the ancient Greeks and Romans, also developed
anatomical systems of classification. The Greeks divided the body into
seven different regions: the head, the neck, the chest, the abdomen, the
pelvis, the upper limbs, and the lower limbs. The Romans divided the body
into 12 different regions: the head, the neck, the chest, the abdomen, the
pelvis, the upper limbs, the lower limbs, the hands, the feet, the eyes, the
ears, and the nose.

Anatomical systems of classification are still used in modern medicine
today. The World Health Organization (WHO) uses an anatomical system



of classification to classify diseases in its International Classification of
Diseases (ICD). The ICD is a standard diagnostic tool that is used by
doctors and other healthcare professionals all over the world.

Humoral Systems

Humoral systems of classification are based on the balance of the four
humors: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. The ancient Greeks
were the first culture to develop a humoral system of classification. They
believed that the four humors were responsible for all aspects of health and
disease. When the humors were in balance, a person was healthy. When
the humors were out of balance, a person became ill.

The Greeks believed that each of the four humors was associated with a
different element and a different temperament. Blood was associated with
air and the sanguine temperament. Phlegm was associated with water and
the phlegmatic temperament. Yellow bile was associated with fire and the
choleric temperament. Black bile was associated with earth and the
melancholic temperament.

When the humors were in balance, a person was healthy and had a
balanced temperament. When the humors were out of balance, a person
became ill and developed a specific set of symptoms that were associated
with the humor that was out of balance. For example, a person with too
much blood would be sanguine and would experience symptoms such as
fever, redness, and inflammation. A person with too much phlegm would be
phlegmatic and would experience symptoms such as coldness, paleness,
and sluggishness. A person with too much yellow bile would be choleric
and would experience symptoms such as irritability, anger, and aggression.



A person with too much black bile would be melancholic and would
experience symptoms such as sadness, depression, and anxiety.

Humoral systems of classification were used by many cultures throughout
the world, including the ancient Romans, the medieval Europeans, and the
Islamic physicians. Humoral medicine is still practiced in some parts of the
world today, particularly in traditional Chinese medicine and Ayurvedic
medicine.

Energetic Systems

Energetic systems of classification are based on the flow of qi (vital energy)
through the body. The ancient Chinese were the first culture to develop an
energetic system of classification. They believed that qi flowed through the
body along a network of channels called meridians. When the flow of qi
was smooth and unobstructed, a person was healthy. When the flow of qi
was blocked or disrupted, a person became ill.

The Chinese believed that there were 12 main meridians in the body, each
of which was associated with a different organ or system of the body. When
a meridian was blocked or disrupted, it could lead to a variety of symptoms,
depending on which organ or system was affected. For example, a blocked
liver meridian could lead to symptoms such as headaches, dizziness, and
irritability. A blocked lung meridian could lead to symptoms such as
shortness of breath, coughing, and wheezing. A blocked kidney meridian
could lead to symptoms such as lower back pain, difficulty urinating, and
fatigue.

Energetic systems of classification are still used in traditional Chinese
medicine today. Acupuncturists use needles to stimulate specific points on



the meridians in order to unblock the flow of qi and restore health.

Ayurvedic Systems

Ayurvedic systems of classification are based on the three doshas: vata,
pitta, and kapha. The ancient Indians believed that the doshas were
responsible for all aspects of health and disease. When the doshas were in
balance, a person was healthy. When the doshas were out of balance, a
person became ill.

The Indians believed that each of the three doshas was associated with a
different element and a different temperament. Vata was associated with air
and the vata temperament. Pitta was associated with fire and the pitta
temperament. Kapha was associated with water and the kapha
temperament.

When the doshas were in balance, a person was healthy and had a
balanced temperament. When the doshas were out of balance, a person
became ill and developed a specific set of symptoms that were associated
with the dosha that was out of balance. For example, a person with too
much vata would be vata and would experience symptoms such as anxiety,
restlessness, and insomnia. A person with too much pitta would be pitta
and would experience symptoms such as anger, irritability, and
inflammation. A person with too much kapha would be kapha and would
experience symptoms such as sluggishness, heaviness, and congestion.

Ayurvedic systems of classification are still used in Ayurvedic medicine
today. Ayurvedic practitioners use a variety of methods, such as diet, herbs,
and massage, to balance the doshas and restore health.



The different systems of classification used in premodern medical cultures
provide a valuable window into the ways that different cultures have
understood and treated disease. By understanding these different systems
of classification, we can gain a deeper appreciation for the diversity of
human knowledge and experience. We can also learn from the insights of
these premodern cultures and apply them to our own understanding of
health and disease.

Comparative medicine and cross-cultural healthcare are two fields that are
increasingly recognizing the importance of understanding different systems
of classification. Comparative medicine is the study of the similarities and
differences between different medical systems. Cross-cultural healthcare is
the provision of healthcare that is sensitive to the cultural beliefs and
practices of the patients. By understanding different systems of
classification, comparative medicine and cross-cultural healthcare can help
to improve the quality of healthcare for all.
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