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THE EMPIRICISM OF ACRON OF AGRIGENTUM

According to Cicero, the eminent Pythagorean philosopher Arion of Locroi was still alive in
388 B.C.!, and therefore Plato was greatly desirous of making his acquaintance?. Keeping in
mind that the Pythagoreans of Locroi were on friendly terms with the Pythagoreans of
Tarentum®, we have reason to believe that, having reached his fortieth year, Plato did not only
proceed to Taras on a visit to Archytas but he also came to Locroi, where he attended the
lectures of Arion®. In view of the scant information about Arion’s life’, K. Freeman® suggested
that Arion had made a name for himself as one of Echecrates’ collaborators, whereas M.
Timpanaro Cardini” maintained that in all probability Arion had been the founder of a new
Pythagorean sect. Taking into account that Philippus of Opus had been not only a younger
contemporary of Arion but also a native of a Locrian colony®, we may fairly assume that Arion
received elaborate treatment in Philippus’ work On Plato”. In other words, we put forward the
opinion that Cicero’ s statement on Arion’ s Pythagoreanism was drawn from Philippus by way
of M. Pupius Piso, who had the reputation of being a man of profound learning'°.
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In our opinion, it deserves to be noted that the name Arion appears only in a Valerian
passage drawn from Cicero'!. As a matter of fact, the reading Arion is an emendable one, and
the variant Acrion, which has been noted by J. Jonsius from a Ciceronian manuscript, may, as
1.A. Fabricius'? thinks, represent the text of Cicero. To our way of thinking, it seems probable
that Cicero’s alleged reference to Acrion is nothing but a reference to Acron of Agrigentum,
who withdrew to Locroi because of the events of 406 B.C.'3. Granting this to be true, we may
concur with W. Cronert'* in observing that Acron was a Pythagorean physician mentioned
not only by Aristoxenus in his work On Pythagoras and his School but also by Philodemus in
his work Systematic Treatise upon the Opinions of Philosophers 15, Now W. Cronert’s views,
which met with F. Wehrli’s'® approval but were out of line with B. Centrone’s'” partial
scepticism, are regarded with disfavour by T. Dorandi'8. Taking into consideration that in his
account of the Pythagorean Succession Aristoxenus mentions Acron in connection with
Euryphon of Cnidus'?, we may conclude that Acron was considered a follower of Democedes
of Cnidus??.

According to M. Wellmann, it was rumoured before the times of Diogenes Laertius that
Empedocles had made a punning couplet on Acron in order to satirize Acron’s self-
confidence?!, and the matter in dispute was the authorship of this couplet?2. With a view to
facilitate research, Sir D.L. Page??, who had emphasized the reliability of Diogenes Laertius,
and M.R. Wright?*, who had emphasized the reliability of Eustathius of Thessalonice,
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reached the conclusion that the epigram on Acron has been wrongly attributed to
Empedocles. Being in agreement on that point, we bear in mind that Diogenes’ reference to
the Empedoclean authorship of the epigram on Acron goes back to Timaeus of
Tauromenium??, and thus it does not come from a reliable source?%. In view of the above-
mentioned epigram, M. Wellmann®’ argued that Acron had been a son of the Pythagorean
Xenon of Locroi, whereas K. Wickert®® did not express any personal opinion on this matter.
Far from finding himself in opposition to M. Wellmann on this question, L. Zhmud?? aligned
himself with J.A. Fabricius®”, who was the first to assert that Acron had been regarded as a
Pythagorean.

Being of the opinion that J.A. Fabricius’ assertion may be omitted, W.A. Greenhill!
insisted that Acron and Empedocles had come to Athens with the purpose of founding a new
philosophical school, whereas C. Georgacopoulos®? contended that Acron and Empedocles
had come to Athens with the purpose of studying for the medical profession. To our mind, J.
Rubin Pinault®? rightly stressed the point that the legend that Acron had lectured in Athens
together with Empedocles is ridiculed on chronological grounds, and M.R. Wright** clearly
understood that the story that Acron and Empedocles had practised medicine at Athens during
the great plague has no foundation in fact. Taking into account that the whole story was faked
up in the age of Pliny>?, we concur with F.G. Welcker*® in observing that Acron was reputed
to be a medical practicioner. As a matter of fact, Acron is said to have practised medicine at
Athens during the plague of 430 B.C.37, but «Plutarch gives no indication that any remedy or
doctor was effective in stopping or alleviating the outbreak»>%. This being s0°?, we may
assume that Acron was in Athens during the plague of 427 B.C.47.
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approach to the plague of 427 B.C 2, which found acceptance by Galen in his work Theriac
to Piso®>. In our opinion, Acron was keeping in mind that everything which decomposes
«must be cooled before it decomposes, and fire (nip) is permanently hot, and...nothing hot
decomposes»**. Furthermore, we consider that his medical knowledge disposed Acron to
believe that in all probability «some diseases arise...from moisture..., and those arising from
moisture are cured by heat (zvpl), for this dnies up the moisture»*. In conclusion, we think
that Acron adhered to the opinion that «the moisture must not be great (for a large quantity is
difficult to concoct), nor must the ground be waterless, for then there is no evaporation. This
happens also with newly- bumed wood and with the kind which has naturally a sweet
scent»*®, In this regard, M. Wellmann's?? assertion that Acron was an advocate of
Empedocles’ four element theory, which is supported by Agtius’ 48 criticism of a reading of
Oribasius*?, may be questioned®’.

With a view to lay emphasis on the correlation between Acron’s medical reasoning and
Empedocles’ way of thinking, Pliny declared that a «school of medicine, which gave itself the
name Empiricist ..., started in Sicily with Acron..., who was commended by the authority
of...Empedocles»>!. Having his doubts about this being true, E. Bignone>* contended that
Acron was contemporary not only with Empedocles but also with the Empedoclean physician
Pausanias, whereas M. Wellmann attempted to demonstrate that the Empedoclean sciences of
anatomy>? and diet>® were influential in Acron’s medical reasoning. Our contention is that,
according to some authorities, Acron was considered the author of the first book of a work
entitled On Regimen, which had been wrongly attributed to Hippocrau:sﬁ. Now L.
Edelstein®® implied that Acron had a high regard for Empedocles, who was relying on
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observation and experiment, but J. Longrigg®’ objected that the methodology adopted by
Empedocles could not be called empirical. In view of some remarks made by L. Hahn>® and
G. Serbat™”, we think that Acron disapproved of Empedocles’ conception of medicine®.

In this regard, one may be under the impression that K. Deichgriiber®!, H. Diels- W.
Kranz® and F. Kudlien®® are quite right in assuming that Acron was known as an
Empedoclean physician who referred all questions of health to pneumatic agencies. Far from
sharing this view, we stress the point that, in contrast to Acron, the physicians who adhered to
the Pneumatic School had a propensity for focusing their attention on the distinction between
imo and gdoa®, Moreover, H. Thesleff's assumption that Acron’s tract On Medicine «was
compiled by a later pneumatic interested in the Pythagorean literary convention»®> and that it
was attributed to Acron in the third century B.C.% has been proved wrong by W. Burkert®’.
In view of some remarks made by B. Centrone® and M. Wellmann®, one can throw much
fresh light on the subject. Taking into account that Acron had practised medicine at Athens,
we are inclined to think that he exerted influence upon the author of Problems, who
maintained that «south winds from the sea are good for plants...This is the case in Attica on
the Thriasian Plain...»".

This being so, it may be inferred that there were some similarities between Acron’s views
and those held by the exponents of an Empiric approach to medicine, which started with
Serapion’!. Taking into account that Serapion’s conception of medicine was this which
gained for him the admiration of Heracleides of Tarentum’2, we hold that in his work On
Medical Sects’* Serapion recognized Acron to be the founder of Empiricism. As a matter of
fact, W.A. Greenhill”* and P. Kroh”® claimed that the Empiricists recognized Acron to be the
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founder of their School in order to boast of a greater antiquity than the Dogmatists, whereas
P.J. van der Eijk declared that the Empiricists traced the origin of their method to Acron in
order to «establish a medico- doxographical tradition free from philosophical influences»®.
Our contention is that Acron probably came to Athens together with Euryodes’’, who had
been distinguished as a nephrologist’®. In view of a disagreement between Euryodes and his
professional rivals’?, we think that Acron was firmly convinced that Rationalist medicine is
not a Téxvn®Y,

In point of fact, it is greatly to Acron’s credit that he was generally considered a chief {:ru:_}m
oramg) of the Empinc Sect®!, which could be traced back to the times of Abclepmb
Keeping in mind that the Empiricists attached great importance to the distinction between
avtopatix meloa and atrooyédog wetpa®, it seems possible to believe that the above-
mentioned distinction was due to Acron, who had enough knowledge to build on the
Pythagorean distinction between anpoflovievtmg and npoPefovievnévioc™®, In respect of this
point, it should be borne in mind that for the Empiricists the foundations of medical
knowledge were indissolubly linked to a wide variety of case histories™. In our opinion,
Acron was probably the first to take the position that Polus’ approach to Empiricism™®
harmonized well with the principles of Empiric medicine®’. In other words, we think that
Acron was firmly convinced that «if a man has theory without experience, and knows the
universal, but does not know the particular contained in it, he will often fail in his
treatment...»>®,

Far from sharing Acron’s view, Plato did not only criticize the exponents of the Acronian
Empiricism for rejecting all grand theory® but he also attempted to minimize the
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epistemological framework of the Empiric medicine™. To our mind, Acron's medical
reasoning”' paved the way for denying that nonevident matters are knowable??. Being
chiefly influenced by the specific structures of Acron’s thought, the adherents of Medical
Empiricism concerned themselves with epistemological views held by the Sophists®?, who
combined Empiricism with Relativism™. Taking into account that, in contrast to the
Pyrrhonists, the Empiricists never denied the veracity of all sensations and beliefs?®, we
concur with F. Stok? in observing that Acron’s Empiricism was out of accord with Timon's
«negative Dogmatism». In point of fact, Acron’s epistemological views accorded with those
held by Alcmaeon?’, who was favourable to Medical Empiricism?S. Keeping in mind that the
father of Acron was a contemporary of the Pythagorean friends of Alcmaeon”, we maintain
that Acron’s Empiricism was in line with Alcmaeon’s premises, which had formed a
boundary between human and divine '%,
Christopher N. POLYCARPOU
(Athens)
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