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The Notion of the Heart and the ldea of Man:
The Effect of Anthropological Notions
on Medical Practices

Rogério Ferreira de Sousa

Introduction
he present study has two main goals. First, to contribute te an improvement of our under-

standing of Egyptian anthropology as it relates to medical practices. Medical studies of
practices in antiquity always include a great risk. To our contemporary scholars it is very easy,
if not inevitable, to try to recognize in ancient knowledge our own interpretation of reality,
especially when we are speaking about anatomical representations and therapeutic practices.
When our contemporary doctors study Egyptian medicine, they inevitably project their own
scientific referencial and tend to avaliate them with their modern trend of reading reality. In
this perspective, ancient knowledge always seems poor, underdeveloped, and even incompre-
hensible or irrational.

Nevertheless, we believe that we can come to a completely different conclusion if we change
our own point of view. First, we must rebuild the culturai trend that supported Egyptian medical
theories and interpretations. Egyptian medical khowledge resulted from an historical process and
cannot be transposed to a different context. This means that we must rebuild, as genuinely as
possible, ancient Egyptian ideas about health and disease. With this perspective in mind we must
consider that, in every society, therapeutic intervention is not only connected with specific med-
ical knowledge, it is related to a broader vision of humanity. This idea necessarily implies that
different conceptions about human beings led to a different therapeutic intervention. So our sec-
ond goal is to develop a comparative study between pharaonic medicine and contemporary ther-
apies. Naturally we must limit our approach to a specific kind of disease.

Given the central role that the heart performs both in the Egyptian vision of the body and in
our own conceptions about anatomy, we will focus our attention on heart therapies. We will show
how this conception casily summarizes and deeply reflects the whaole representation of human
beings, both in ancient Egyptian culture and in contemporary socicty.
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heart e 10 10]ns start to be more connected. As a manifestation of power, the ba neerﬁ; ?Iin
o the et dp ace. In the Coffin Texts the ba must be inside the heart.? in the funera .tc .
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e heart was pleased or satisfied. So, by the nature of his

hand, images of water were used when th
's heart lives the hated fire of the desert or the heavenly

or her feclings or thoughts, in each person

water of the Nite.?
One other example that might illustraze this particular issue, is given, apparently, with the use

of the words ib and hati in a dualistic way. Especiaily during the New Kingdom it was possible
that the words ib and lia7i were used in the same way as The Two Lands. In fact, in funerary texts.
ib, like Upper Egypt, is abways writien before hati, which might be identified with Lower Egypt.
With this metaphor, it was possible that, in Egyplian thought, each man could guarantee the har-
mony between ibrand hati, in the same way that pharaoh kept harmony between Upper and Lower

Egypt.'0
Besides this quick overview of the main characteristics of Egyptian beliefs relating to the
tant developmenz during the span

notion of the heart, we must stress that it underwent an impor
of Egyptian civilization, reflecting the deep changes that occurred in the conceptions of human
beings themselves.

About the heart, we can identify three stages of deve

period of pharagnic history.
In the first we can consider the stage of the cesmic heart, which characterizes the notien of the

heart during the Old Kingdom. In this period, texts, both funerary and religious. emphasized the
heart of god, creator of all cxisting heings. In human scale, the cosmic qualities of god’s heart are
1g's heart. Although they possess a heart, the subjects turn themselves to the
tities of the creator god.!!

Brunner his happy expression "the listening
he period of the Middle Kingdom. As
om monarchy

fopment, each corresponding to a major

revealed in the kir
king's heart 10 be nearest to the cosmic qua
For the second stage we've taken from Helmut
hearn."12 We had established the stage of the listening heart in ¢
Jan Assmann brilliantly pointed our in his study about Macar, the collapse of 0ld Kingd
led to the beginning of individuatism.}3 This new phenomenon had important consequences not only
for the notion of humanity, but also the notion of the heart, which became the crgan through which
each person found their own place in the social ané cosmic order, Since then, they must be judged
through the weighing of the heart in order to guarantee survival in the netherworld.
iled the third period, the stage of the loving heart, which is contemporary with the New
riod, love moves from god toward the human heart without any inter-
mediaries such as the king or the priest. Flourishing a speech about love puts a person's heart in
command, ohliging everyone to follow their orders, which often differ [rom the pharaonic order.'
With that temporal distinction in mind, we can finally appreach the anatomy of the heart. Tt
was Thierry Bardinet who distinguished between the words ib and hati, as they appear in medical
texts. 15 According to his point of view, the heart hati had the significance of the heart muscle
itself, as the word ib referred to the inner part of the body in a much broader sense. Being an inte-
gral part of the heart ib, medical texts also refer to the existence of met conductors, which con-
nect the heart hati to every part of the human body. These mef conductors can't be identified with
hlood vessels as has often been done.
Given the extraordinary complex nature of human heings, according to Egyptian anthropoto-
gy, a person can live in a multitude of ways, cspecially after death. According to some perspec-
tives, each component of a person can be undersiood as a level of conscience; the ka refers to a
level very near physical life, the ba correspands 10 a higher degree of conscience, and the akfl to
a level of illumination. As the center of conscience, the heart progressively gained some of the
propertics of the other human componenis, becoming a complex entity, both organic and highly
spiritual, allowing each person 10 unite themselves with the forces of creation.

We've ca
Kingdom. In fact, in this pe
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What Concept of Humankind is Underlined in the Contemporary Notion
of the Heart?

In what concerns éontemporary society, given the extremely abundant sources of information, we
will focus our analysis on medical knowledge, which in fact is the only knowledge that realiy
matters to contemporary doctors in their practice.

We will choose some OMS important documents related te heart diseases and in addition,
since we can collect data directly from real life situations, we will present some statistics con-
cerning the main treatments that are performed with heart patients. Our hypotheses is that,
according to contemporary scientific views, the heart is merely a pump and reflects a more broad-
er mechanical view of humankind. The problem is that, in spite of revealing, in a majority of
cases, a great need of psychological support, heart patients are mostly treated only with bio-
chemical prescriptions in arder to regulate the “mechanism” of the heart,

In fact, the literary vision of the heart as a pump brought some problems relazing the heart's
disorders with emotional distress that are mainty connected with the brain. It is not my purpose
here to study medical anatomy, but anguish as well as pleasure has an important physiological
impact on the cardiac system.

In this vision, we are firally nearest to the ancient Egyptian concepts of feelings and knowl-
edge. In fact, in everyday life, real knowledge comes from the heart, from its sensations, intu-
itions, and sensibilities. This is indeed our primary conscience.

Final Remarks

Anticipating our own results, we can try to make a comparison between ancient Egyptian beliefs
about Man, and our own beliefs. In a certain way, according to our hypothesis, it is us who seem
to be poorest. In fact, in ancient Egypt, it was possible for a person to view his or her existence
in a multitude of ways. The heart was 2 personal god, a little bit of divine power that gave one
knowledge and strength. “Following the heart” was a way to full integration both in society and
in divine order. in our times, however, the heart is merely the pump that keeps the body in action.
Maybe ancient Egyptian wisdom can entable contemporary people to re-discover the meaning to
our own existence.
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