Abduction in Akkadian Medical Diagnosis

Abstract
Ancient medical diagnosis has been studied from different perspectives. Texts that have been translated and analyzed by Assyiriologists
and Physicians shed the light on ancient practices. Although their works
are amazing, several aspects remain mysterious. I propose here to study
Akkadian medical diagnosis from the perspective of philosophy and argumentation, and to compare it with the inferences at stake in modern
medical diagnosis.
The ancient medicine in Mesopotamia has been widely studied [1, 5, 3].
The main source has been the Diagnostic Handbook [6, 4, 7], written in
Akkadian language (a Semitic syllabic language written in cuneiform).
This is a medical treatise created in Babylon in the middle of the eleventh
century B.C. and recopied through the first millenium B.C. as part of the
cuneiform tradition (see Heessel, N.P. in [5]). All these medical diagnosis
texts are usually written as omen with conditional structures and in clay
tablet.
By focusing on the Ancient medicine itself, we have exactly the problem of defining if this is a science or a magical practice. In fact, it
does not seem possible to talk about a rational medical science because
Mesopotamian medical practice is completely “contaminated” by magical
practices. So, we could consider that the Mesopotamian medicine is more
a magical practice than a rational one. The problem has always been how
to recognize Babylonian epistemology and theory with the biased sources
at our disposal ([3] p. 11-12). Nevertheless, does Babylonian medicine is
as un-scientific as it has been said?
If we focus on the inference, and not in the magical aspect, does the
Babylonian medical argumentation really differ from the medical diagnosis
that we know nowadays? The point of this study is to analyze the inference
itself in Mesopotamian medical diagnosis without taking into account if we
are in front of a magical or scientific practice. I will explain the inference at
stake in modern medical diagnosis and why I consider it as an abductive
inference[8, 2], at least sometimes. Then, I will put forward different
examples of Akkadian medical diagnosis and I will confront them with
abductive reasoning for medical diagnosis. By taking into account the
inference at stake in Akkadian medical diagnosis, we see how the inference
and the reasoning are not so different from the modern one. In fact, it
seems that ancient medical texts use the same kind of reasoning than
the modern ones. This reasoning (abduction) is an ignorance preserving
reasoning and it is different from induction and deduction. We are not led
to a new belief or knowledge, but we work with hypotheses that continue
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being conjectural, even if we use them in a further reasoning. Here, we
could go back to my starting point and set the following questions. If
we consider modern medical diagnosis is a rational thinking and it is an
abductive reasoning, why would we consider that the Ancient medical
diagnosis that use the same kind of inference is an irrational thinking?
If we only check the inference at stake, both rely on the same schema.
Nevertheless, further analysis would be needed to really clarify the role of
the different elements in an abductive schema in Ancient Mesopotamian
diagnosis. Besides, of course, abductive reasoning is problematic. For
example, what is the criterium for a correct abduction? Referring to
medical practice, what makes a diagnosis a good diagnosis? What is
the role of the different elements inside the inference schema? However,
it provides the basis for a deeper understanding of medical practice in
general and Ancient medical practice in particular.
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