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PINOLOPIA

Hippocrates' Aphorisms on nephrology
and the application of his Spirit for caring
renal patients

Nephrology is one of the newest medical specialties that developed during
the previous century. The earliest scientific approach to clinical nephrology,
however, is attributed to Hippocrates, granting him the title“Father of clinical
nephrology”. The principal essence of renal medicine is in fact hidden within
the Hippocratic theory of the four humors, as it remarkably resembles the
main kidney function, which is the preservation of fluid and electrolyte ho-
meostasis. Hippocrates excelled in the art of uroscopy for the diagnosis of
nephrological conditions. Moreover, within the Hippocratic corpus there are
many references to renal problems, such as kidney stones, gout, nephrotic
syndrome, haematuria, and acute tubular necrosis. The writer provided a
detailed description of their symptoms, accompanied with prognostic and
therapeutic guidance. Nowadays renal patients’ care has progressed far be-
yond the Hippocratic writings. Renal replacement therapy, biological treat-
ments and organ transplantation have altered the natural course of renal
disease. The modern nephrologist must face several dilemmas associated
with a chronic terminal condition, such as end-of-life treatment, palliative
care and support to both patients and their families. At this time, the Hippo-
cratic Spirit emerges as an ethical guide and constant reminder of the moral
responsibilities linked to medical profession, in the Spirit of the Hippocratic
saying “benefit or do no harm”.
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1.INTRODUCTION

Nephrology is one of the newest medical specialties of
the previous century. Its recognition as a distinct specialty
and not as part of urology, internal medicine or clinical
physiology was only possible after several revolutionary
scientific advances, such as the analysis of glomerular
filtrate by micropuncture in 1924 by Wearn and Richard,
or the first successful haemodialysis session in 1945 by
Kolff. A search for the earliest scientific approach to clini-
cal nephrology, however, leads to Hippocratic medicine,
granting Hippocrates the title “Father of clinical nephrology”.

2. NEPHROLOGY IN THE HIPPOCRATIC COLLECTION

The contribution of Hippocratic medicine to nephrology
is significant and involves several aspects of clinical practice.
First of all, Hippocrates used many nephrological terms
such as nephros, nephritis, hematuria, dysuria, lithos that
are still in use.” In antiquity, there was limited knowledge

of human anatomy and physiology. Despite that fact, he
made correct observations regarding the shape and place
of the kidneys as well as their relation to urine formation.?
It is believed that Hippocrates was the first to conceive
the fundamental principle of kidney function, which is
preservation of volume and composition of the body fluids,
or homeostasis.? In the humoral theory, he proposed that
the human body is made up of four substances, called the
humors. Each of these humors, phlegm, blood, yellow bile
and black bile, was linked to an element in the universe
and to a temperament. Perfect balance of the four humors
of the body ensured ideal health whereas imbalance, or
dyscrasia, was the direct cause of all disease. Therefore,
medical efforts should always focus on preserving or re-
storing that balance.*

As a treatment, Hippocrates recommended the practice
of“purging”, which means intentionally removing from the
body substances that are abundant or disturbing and can-
not be removed otherwise. The similarity to the principles
of modern renal replacement therapy is astonishing.
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“In purging we should bring away such matters from
the body as it would be advantageous had they come
away spontaneously; but those of an opposite char-
acter should be stopped.” [Aphorism IV, 2].

“If the matters which are purged be such as should
be purged, it is beneficial and well borne; but if the
contrary, with difficulty”[Aphorism IV, 3].2

Hippocrates excelled in the art of uroscopy. He believed
that no other organ or system of the human body can
provide so much diagnostic or prognostic information by
its excretion as does the urinary tract.” In Aphorism VI (67),
he stated that the urine must be observed to see how far
it resembles that passed in health.

“We must look to the urinary evacuations, whether
they resemble those of persons in health; if not at all
so, they are particularly morbid, but if they are like
those of healthy persons, they are not at all morbid"”.

For example,

“Bubbles appearing on the surface of the urine indi-
cate disease of the kidneys and a prolonged illness”.
[Aphorism VI, 34]

refers to the classic description of proteinuria.

“When small fleshy substances like hairs are discharged
along with thick urine, these substances come from
the kidneys” [Aphorism 1V, 76]

is correspondent to red blood cell casts.

In the Hippocratic corpus there are more than 30 apho-
risms of nephrological interest which included diagnostic,
prognostic and therapeutic observations.?

“When the urine is transparent and white, it is bad; it
appears principally in cases of phrenitis”. [Aphorism
v, 72]

probably refers to a case of advanced renal failure with
uremic encephalopathy. Other examples are descriptions
of renal papillary necrosis, acute pyelonephritis and postin-
fectious glomerulonephritis.

“In cases where there is a spontaneous discharge of
bloody urine, it indicates rupture of a small vein in the
kidneys.” [Aphorism IV, 78]

“When there is a farinaceous sediment in the urine
during fever, it indicates a protracted illness.” [Apho-
rism Vi, 31]

“In those cases, in which the urine is thin at first, and
the sediments become bilious, an acute disease is
indicated.” [Aphorism VII, 32].%¢
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Gout, its epidemiology and its relation with sex hor-
mones were described with surprising detail.

“Eunuchs do not take the gout, nor become bald”.
[Aphorism VI, 28].

“A woman does not take the gout, unless her menses
be stopped”. [Aphorism VI, 29].

“A young man [boy] does not take the gout until he
indulges in coition” [Aphorism VI, 30]?

A significant contribution of Hippocrates is the patho-
physiology of kidney stone formation and renal colic.

“Calculus forms in the bladder of those in whose urine
sandy particles are deposited” [Aphorism IV, 79].
"When pure blood and clots are discharged with urine,
strangury, pain at the bottom of the belly and in the
perineum, likewise occurring, there exists disease in
the bladder’. [Aphorism 1V, 80].

Moreover, he was the first to comment on the disease
epidemiology and to address the importance of water
quality. Many of his interpretations are considered accurate
until today.’

The prognosis of renal disease in the Hippocratic writ-
ings is of great interest. Hippocrates observed that many
of the disorders are long-standing and fatal.

“Diseases of the kidney and of the bladder are difficult
to cure in the aged”. [Aphorism VI, 6].2

“When cough and redness of the eyes succeed vomiting,
the indication is bad”. [Aphorism VI, 47]

referring to the uremic state.

“When much urine is passed during the night, it indi-
cates slight retreat of the disease”. [Aphorism 1V, 83] .2

Therapeutically, Hippocrates believed that diet modi-
fications and physical exercise are key elements for cure.®”
The purpose of treatment was to achieve normalisation of
the constitution of the body fluids.

“Bodies not properly cleansed, the more you feed them
the more you injure”. [Aphorism Il, 10].

“Diseases which arise from depletion are cured by
depletion; and those that arise from depletion are
cured by repletion; and in general, diseases are cured
by their contraries” [Aphorism Il, 22].

He also recommended use of herbal extracts and other
remedies.

“Strangury and dysuria are cured by drinking pure
wine [drunkenness], and venesection; open the vein
on the inside” [Aphorism VII, 48].?



HIPPOCRATES AND RENAL CARE

Hippocrates recommended surgery only in cases where
other treatments failed.

“What drugs will not cure, the knife will”. [Aphorism
Vil, 87].2

3. RENAL PATIENTS’ CARE

Care of renal patients is particularly challenging due to
the slow progression of chronic kidney disease, its debili-
tating nature, its inevitable outcome and the ethical issues
that arise during its course. The modern nephrologist must
face moral dilemmas that confound the life of a chronic
patient, such as coping with everyday problems, dealing
with end-of-life treatment, and providing support to pa-
tients and their families. During that time, the Hippocratic
teachings can offer the struggling physician guidance,
motivation and courage.

Hippocrates, as a physician-philosopher, suggested
looking beyond the physical features of diseases and
considering the patient as a unique psychosomatic en-
tity, therefore treating the body and the soul.® He advised
respect for the power of nature and consciousness in the
use of medical treatments, along with wisdom and ratio-
nalism when practicing the art of medicine. Moreover, the
Hippocratic writings summarised all the ethical principles
thataccompany medical practice throughout the centuries.
Hippocratic medicine taught physicians to behave with
integrity, discretion and honesty towards their patients,
consideration for their fears and feelings but also adherence
to the rules of their profession.” Many of the quotes of the
Hippocratic collection, including the Oath, are dedicated
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to the moral code of medicine and the sacredness of the
physician-patient relationship, which are highly applicable
in modern nephrological practice.

“Lifeis short, the Art long; opportunity fleeting, experi-
ment treacherous, judgment difficult”.

“The physician must not only be prepared to do what
is right himself, but also to make the patient, the at-
tendants and the externals cooperate”.

“The Medical Art has three actors: the physician, the
patients and the disease. The physician and the patient
must be allied against the disease in order to fight it”.

“To cure sometimes, to relieve often, and to comfort
always’.

“The place of a physician is at the bedside of his patient”.

“It is more important to know what sort of person
has a disease than to know what sort of disease a
person has”.

“Science is the father of knowledge, but opinion breeds
ignorance’”.

4. CONCLUSIONS

At this difficult time for mankind, the Hippocratic Spirit
emerges as an ethical guide and reminder of the moral
responsibilities linked to the medical profession. Through
the study of the Hippocratic Corpus, the modern physician
can appreciate the true meaning of the Hippocratic saying
“benefit or do no harm” and apply it in everyday medical
practice against moral pressures, affirming that Medicine
is the greatest and most humane of all sciences.
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O1 Apopiopoi Tou Immokpdtoug yia tn Ne@poloyia Kat n epapuoyr] Tou NMvevaTog Tou ot ppovTida
TWV ve@pomadwv

3. MPOBATOIOYAOY,' N.N. ZHPOTTANNHZX2
"NeppolAoyikri KAvikn, leviké Noookoueio Nauiag, Aauia, 2Etaipeia Aiadoong Irmokpateiou lMNvevuatog, ABrva

Apxeia EAAnviknG latpikric 2020, 37 (>uurA 2):93-96

Av Kkal n Ne@poloyia armoTeAei pia and TiG VEOTEPEG LATPLIKEG EISIKOTNTEG, Ol BACELG TNG AVAYOVTAL OTNV EMOXN TOV Im-

TOKPATN 8ivovTtdg Tou Tov TitAo Tou «Matépa TN KAvikig Ne@poloyiag». H Immokpatikr Oswpia Twv 4 xUUWV avTi-

katontpifel Tn BepeAlwdn apxn Tng Ne@poloyiag mou gival n Slatrpnon TNG OOI0CTACIOG TWV LYPWV KAl NAEKTPO-

AUTWV oTOoV 0PYAVIOUO. O IMMOKPATNG AVETITUEE TNV TEXVIKK TNG OUPOCKOTIIAG Yia TN S1dyvwon VEQPIKWY TTABACEWV.

Emi mA€ov, O0TO IMMOKPATIKO CWHA TTEPLEXOVTAL TIOANEG AVAPOPEG OE VEPPIKEG Sdlatapayég, OTwg AiBiaon, moddypa,

VEQPWOIKS oUVSPOUO, alpaToupia, o&eia CWANVAPLAKK VEKPWON. Z€ AUTEG TTEPINAUBAVETAL N AVAAUTIKN TIEPLYP AN

TWV CUPTTTWUATWY, N TIPOYVWOT TOUG KAl OEPATTEVTIKEG CUOTACELG. TN CUYXPOVN ETTOXH, N EOVTISA TwV acOevwv

HE VEQPIKN VOOO €xEl YiVel I1aiTEpa amalTnTIKN, KABWG ot cUyXpoveg Oepamneieg kal e€eNielg ot Oepameia £xouv Ue-
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TaBAAEL TN QUOIKN TTopEia TNG TABNONG. O CUYXPOVOG VEPPOAOYOG £PXETAL AVTIUETWTIOC HE cofapd SIAAupATA Ta

oroia oxetiovtal he pia xpovia aviatn vooo, 6Twg tn Staxeipion tou TéAoug TnG {wrig, TNV TapnyopNnTIKA @povTida,

TNV LTTOOTHPIEN TOL ACOEVH KAl TWV OIKEIWV TOou. AKPIBWE O AUTr TN OTIyUr), TO IMMoKpaATiko VeV A avadelkvUeTal

W¢ 0 NBIKOG 08NYAG, CUMPBOUAOG KAl LTTEVOUUIO TG TOL LYNAOU LATPIKOU (PPOVHUATOC OTO TVEUUA TNG ITITOKPATIKAG

pPRongG «QEeAEEV 1} UN BAATITELV».

Né&erg evupeTnpiou: Apopiopoi, latpikn NOIKN, Ifmmokpdtng, lotopia Neppoloyiag, YTokAuGpoi
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