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IN THE LITERATURE 
The Long History of Considering Patient's Emotions 
Faith Lagay, PhD 
 
Articles and books on bioethics continue to expand in both number and the range of 
topics discussed. Between 1989 and 1998, more than 4000 articles alone were 
published in MEDLINE-cited journals. Some of the major topics examined are the 
patient-physician relationship, end-of-life care, reproductive medicine, genetics, and 
the allocation of scarce medical resources. From these publications, we will be 
selecting a handful of articles and chapters, some of which reflect issues of 
perennial concern to physicians, others reflect more recent quandries resulting from 
advances in biomedical technology. 
 
A new article or book chapter will be featured every month, accompanied by 
questions intended to guide readers along the path of ethical reasoning and to 
promote discussion. 
 
Philosophy and Medicine: The Arts of Life 
Empty is that philosopher's argument by which no human suffering is 
therapeutically treated. For just as there is no use in a medical art that does not 
cast out the sicknesses of bodies, so to there is no use in philosophy, if it does not 
throw out suffering from the soul.  
— Epicurus (341-270 BC) 
 
The early philosophers did not limit their thinking to intellectual matters but also 
dealt with practical human issues of love, passion, anger, and death. The aims of 
philosophy, like the goals of ancient medicine, were to improve human life in all its 
aspects. Although love and desire, fear and anger have been largely excluded from 
contemporary discussions of medicine, philosophy, and ethics, these emotions have 
provided philosophers sources for moral reflection and the basis for a healthy and 
richly human life. 
 
Comparisons between the tasks of medicine and the tasks of philosophy found 
throughout the writings of antiquity are not merely metaphorical. As the arts of 
medicine were applied to improve the health of the body, philosophy was applied to 
improve the health of the soul, and both were considered necessary to treat patients. 
 
It is not true that there exists an art called medicine, concerned with the diseased 
body, but no corresponding art concerned with the diseased soul. Nor is it true that 
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the latter is inferior to the former, in its theoretical grasp and therapeutic treatment 
of individual cases. 
— Galen (129-ca 199) 
 
Emotions occupied a central role in ancient medical and ethical conceptions of the 
human being. Love and desire, jealousy, anger, and fear, could all cause 
disturbances in the soul, sometimes creating pain and general unhappiness far 
greater than any caused by bodily illness or injury. Philosophy was considered as 
necessary as medicine in the healing processes related to the human condition. 
 
Let no one be slow to seek wisdom when he is young nor weary in the search of it 
when he has grown old. For no age is too early or too late for the health of the soul. 
And to say that the season for studying philosophy has not yet come, or that it is 
past and gone, is like saying that the season for happiness is not yet or that it is now 
no more. 
— Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus 
 
Questions for Discussion 

1. How should contemporary physicians consider patient's emotions in relation 
to the healing process? 

2. Does engagement at the emotional level between patients and physicians 
compromise the clinical objectivity of the relationship? 

 
To explore these themes in greater depth read, Martha Nussbaum, Therapy of 
Desire: Theory and Practice in Hellenistic Ethics. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press; 1994). 
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