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Abstract

In Persian Medicine (PM), food is considered as a basic concept, the proper understanding of which, will prove beneficial in
nutrition of healthy individuals and diet therapy of patients. The objective of this article is to examine the defining attributes
of the concept of food in PM. Concept analysis was performed using Walker & Avant’s approach, comprising eight stages
of 1) selecting a concept; 2) determining the objective of analysis; 3) identifying all uses of the concept; 4) determining the
defining attributes of the concept; 5) constructing a model case; 6) constructing borderline, contrary and invented cases; 7)
identifying antecedents and consequences; and 8) defining empirical referent. The results showed that, the defining attributes
of the concept of food in PM are: 1) replacement of body tissues and organs; 2) resemblance to tissues and organs; 3) add-
ing to body quantity; 4) prerequisites for childbirth; 5) delicious and sweet or tasteless or greasy flavors; and 6) production
of blood humors, warmth and moisture. In order to clarify the concept, borderline, contrary and invented cases were also
presented. The results of this study can provide an objective and understandable picture of the use of the concept of food for
researchers and open new horizons in nutrition and diet therapy.
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Introduction

One of the definitions of human is the omnivorous an-
imal, which has many implications in nutrition. Prior
to the industrial advances in recent centuries, human
access to food depended on climate, season, culture,
and religion, whereas nowadays, technology has di-
minished or eliminated many of these boundaries,
bestowing man with unlimited access to all foodstuff
[1]. But the fundamental question remains, “What is
worthy as food for humans?” Different approaches to
nutrition, such as vegetarianism and raw veganism,
and their subtypes, and the various advertised diets,

show that human beings still do not have a proper an-
swer to this question. In the introduction of the book
“Krause’s food & the nutrition care process”, food is
defined as follows: “Food provides energy and build-
ing materials for countless substances that are essen-
tial for the growth and survival of every human being”
[2].

At the first glance, this definition is similar to the defi-
nition of the food in Persian Medicine (PM), which
states that “food replaces what is lost from the body”
[3]. However, it is not certain whether this definition
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is sufficient or there are more details to explain and
clarify the concept of food in PM references, and de-
serve research and report. The objective of this article
is to find an answer to this question to ultimately de-
termine the defining attributes of the concept of food
in PM.

Methods

This study was conducted as a concept analysis aimed
to investigate the concept of food in PM. Concept
analysis is a type of research, in which the attributes
and relationships of the concept with other meanings
are investigated. Clarification of concepts is very im-
portant in this type of research [4]. Taking the Walk-
er & Avant’s approach, this study was designed to
analyze the concept of food [5]. This approach is a
simple variant of Wilson’s eleven-stage approach and
has the advantage of using and deducing results in the
clinic, in addition to clarifying the concept. Walker &
Avant’s approach includes the eight following stag-
es: 1) selecting a concept; 2) determining analysis
objectives; 3) identifying all uses of the concept; 4)
determining the defining attributes of the concept; 5)
constructing a model case; 6) recognizing borderline,
contrary and invented cases; 7) identifying anteced-
ents and consequences; and 8) defining empirical ref-
erent. In this study, the books written by top Persian
physicians of the 4th to 13th centuries, including Av-
icenna, Rhazes, Azam Khan, Arzaani, Baha-al-dolah
Raazi, and Hakim Aghili, have been reviewed and
the keywords “food” sleb/Ta’aam or Iié /Ghazaa)
and “nutrition”( wJdi /Taghzieh) and their deriva-
tives were searched using Noor Library software. The
Noor Library is a comprehensive software with vari-
ous tools that provides access to about a thousand PM
texts from the 4th to the 13th century and has facilitat-
ed searching in these references.

Results

1. Selecting a concept

Food is a qualitative concept in PM, the clarification
and analysis of which can open new horizons in the
knowledge of nutrition and diet therapy. We selected
this concept as it is a fundamental one, and no study
has been conducted in this regard so far.

2. Determining the objective of the analysis

Using Walker and Avant approach, the meanings,
characteristics and features of the concept of food
were investigated, in order to facilitate scientific and
practical application in clinical studies.

3. Defining the concept and identifying its uses
Variousdefinitionsandapplicationshavebeenspecified
for food in various texts, which are discussed sepa-

rately below:

In Kamil Al-Sina’a, Ahwaazi has stated that the hu-
man body is subtly or conspicuously diminishing con-
stantly due to internal and external heat, and therefore,
needs a replacement for what is lost from tissues and
organs. On the other hand, due to differences in the
temperaments of organs and tissues, the body needs
different foods so that each organ gains access to a
suitable replacement similar to what it has lost [6].

- In the physics (Tabi’eiaat) section of Alaei encyclo-
pedia, Avicenna mentions two kinds of change in the
quantity of an object, namely hypertrophy (Nomov/ )
and atrophy (Zobool/ _J»3). Hypertrophy is dependent
on food that can replace lost tissues, resemble tissues
and as a result increase the body in quantity. Food is
potentially, but not actually similar to the body. Upon
action of body faculties on food, it actually resembles
the organs of the body, flows through body, replaces
the lost tissues and organs and if all conditions are met,
causes hypertrophy. The feeding faculty (qaziye/ «;l¢ )
is active throughout life, although it produces less food
than the lost content with aging. The developmental
faculty (Namieh/ 4l ) functions until adulthood, then
comes to a halt. After puberty, the productive faculty
(Movalledeh/ ois0) begins functioning [7].

Abu Sahl al-Masihi has given a similar definition
in Al-Me’ah fi AI-Tib, explaining that food causes
growth as long as the body is growing, and keeps it in
a state of stability when the body is out of the growth
state (homeostasis), because the body is constantly
losing substances due to external and internal fac-
tors. Since food replaces the lost content of the body,
it should not oppose, but similarize the body. A true
food should not deviate body temperament towards
any of the four warm, cold, wet and dry qualities, but
keep it in balance. Nevertheless, all food alters body
temperament, however small. It is thus necessary to
recognize foods that change body temperaments, and
the strength and extent of the effect of each on the
body should be determined separately, so that they can
be combined to yield moderate foods that are proper
for daily consumption [5]. However, when the aim is
changing a quality in the body, a suitable food that
helps achieves this, should be selected.

- In the physics (Tabi eiaat) section of the book Shifa,
Avicenna has explained that growth is caused by mat-
ter and the amount of the growth-inducing material.
Food causes growth because it is similar to the body
in terms of matter, and moreover, it has a quantity that
can increase the quantity of growth-inducing material
of the body. The process of converting food into tis-
sues has several names such as Nuzj (preparation to be
used by the body) and Istihalah (changing from one
state to another), which is a description of the change
in temperament and consistency of food to become
part of the body. Perfection of food lies in resembling
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the body (Tashbboh/ 4_:; ), becoming a part of it
(Iltisaq/ ladl ), and replacing what is lost from or-
gans. If food does not resemble the tissue, it would
not be at its perfection, like what happens in vitiligo.
Likewise, if it resembles tissues but does not become
a part of them, diseases such as ascites occur. The
mentioned conditions do not meet perfection, because
a complete food is one that both resembles tissues and
becomes a part of them [8].

- According to PM, all bodies are composed of four
main components. These four components are distin-
guished on the basis of weight and compactness. The
heaviest and most compact body components are the
components of earth, then the components of water,
then air, and finally the lightest and most non-com-
pact are components of fire. In Al-Shamil, under the
entry of pomegranate, Ibn Nafis has mentioned that
the nutritiousness of pomegranate is low, because
the bond between components of earth and water in
pomegranate is weak. In other words, the strength of
bonds between earth and water components can af-
fect nutritiousness. One way of recognizing food fea-
tures is taste. Some tastes are signs of nutritiousness
(Ghazaeiat) -_s/ic ), while others are indicative of
being pharmaceutic (Davaeiat/ <.slss ). For example,
sweet and tasteless are two tastes that imply signifi-
cant nutritiousness. In contrast, spicy and bitter tastes
indicate being pharmaceutic. Any compound that has
a temperament contrary to body nature, like spicy and
bitter compounds, is not considered food [9].

- In Daf’e Al-Mazar Al-Kolia, Avicenna states that
since food ultimately becomes a part of the body, it is
necessary for a person who wants to stay healthy, to
select food that is consistent with body temperament,
and that which the body can benefit from the most.
Therefore, vegetables and fruits should be consumed
to a lesser extent and only to modify other consumed
food. For example, if old mutton or rumen or other
difficultly-digested foods are used, it is appropriate
to eat warm-tempered vegetables to facilitate diges-
tion. If the same vegetables are used with an easi-
ly-digested food, they will lead to over-digestion, and
poor-quality blood will be produced. If easily-digest-
ed foods such as chicken broth and sweets are used
with cold-tempered vegetables such as lettuce, they
will be modified and will not be over-digested. There-
fore, it is better to be content with moderate foods that
have little wastes in the process of digestion, such as
well-cooked wheat bread, meats of young mutton or
young fat calf, and sugar Halvah or grape sap. If fruits
and vegetables are desired, more nutritious fruits,
such as grapes, figs, and dates, and vegetables that are
not strong-tempered and strengthen the stomach, such
as a little mint, horseradish and tarragon, can be used
moderately and cautiously. Pickles and sweets can be
used in the same way [10].

- In Khwarezmshahi Zakhira, Jorjani has stated that
the term food cannot be applied to all nutrients be-
cause what is eaten is not a food until it is digested
by the stomach and liver and turned into blood [11].
In Al-Mansouri, Rhazes has also mentioned that after
liver digestion, when black bile and yellow bile are
transferred to their storage places in the gallbladder
and spleen, the blood can feed the organs. This is be-
cause the most important matter for feeding the organs
is blood and the rest of the humors have a modifying
role [12]. Jorjani explains that food is something that
is eaten, half-digested in the stomach, transferred from
the stomach to the liver, transformed into blood in the
liver, entering the arteries and reaching each organ,
resembling that organ, replacing what has been lost,
keeping the body balance, not deviating any quality
(warmness, coldness, dryness or wetness) in the body.
Bread and meat are thus regarded as foods. Whatever
changes the temperament of the body and does not re-
semble the organs (such as myrobalan, and ginger), is
a drug. Also, anything that changes the temperament
of the body to a lesser degree than drugs and is not as
beneficial as food for the organs, is called medicinal
food or food medicine i.e. a food that is a medicine
or a medicine that is also food, such as mint, lettuce,
squash, and etc.

It should be mentioned that the blood, which is actual
food, has a warm-wet temperament. Thus, it is obvious
that substances with a warm-wet temperaments are re-
duced sooner, and whenever this occurs, food should
be consumed to replace the lost portion. So, a real food
has components that mostly have warm and wet tem-
perament. Any food feeds the body due to its warm
and wet temperament, and there is no food without
warmness and wetness. The digestive faculty uses up
some of the warm and wet quality of any food and the
feeding faculty turns them into blood so they can reach
the organs and resemble them. Whatever the feeding
faculty cannot change, turns into feces and is excreted
by the repulsive faculty.

- Jorjani has also stated that a good food does not have
a dominant taste. Elsewhere, he has considered food
as something that turns into meat (muscle). This in-
terpretation arises from the embryological view in PM
references that categorizes organs into blood-originat-
ed (Damavi/ ;s309 or semen-originated (Manavi/ ss<),
which are renewable and non-renewable respective-
ly. The chief tissue with the ability of regeneration is
meat, an example of which is muscle. In PM, meat is
a more general concept compared with muscle [11].

- In Al-Mansouri, Rhazes has mentioned that being de-
licious is a condition of nutritiousness. He states that
the mouth has both senses of touch and taste, because
it should be able to distinguish delicious foods from
tasteless foods, and delicious foods can feed and be
favorable to the body most of the time [12]. To explain
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this issue, Avicenna explains that what is more deli-
cious is not necessarily more nutritious. Although all
foods have a degree of sweetness and deliciousness,
food has conditions other than being sweet and deli-
cious. He discusses that the most favorable food for
man is the most delicious one, because the stomach
digests it well. However, this is true on the condition
that the main organs are healthy and no temperamental
differences between them exists. It is not considered
in the case of dystemperaments or temperamental dif-
ferences among the organs [13].

- In Minhaj al-Bayan, 1bn Jazla states that whatev-
er food and drink enters the body, is not out of four
states:

» The body changes it first, but is afterwards affect-
ed by it and accepts its temperament. This is called a
drug, like ginger.

e The body is dominated by what is consumed and
cannot overcome it, and this is called deadly poison.

* The consumed substance changes the body first, but
is eventually, changed by the body. These are regard-
ed as medicinal food or food medicine, such as non-al-
coholic beer.

* The body changes the substance and finally it resem-
bles the body, and this is called food.

In other words, medicinal foods have an equal or rel-
atively equal force to the body, both of which are af-
fected by each other by precedence or delay. A poison
is stronger than the body and for this reason the body
is not able to change it. Food is less strong than the
body and cannot change the body [14]. In Al-Me’ah
fi AI-Tib, Abu Sahl al-Masihi has given a similar defi-
nition that a food is in fact something that can add
to the substance of the body but does not change its
temperaments, and medicine is something that chang-
es the temperaments of the body, but cannot add to the
substance of the body; and medicinal food can add to
the substance of the body, but less than absolute food,
and changes the temperament of the body less than
absolute medicine [15].

4. Determine the defining attributes of food
The characterization of a concept is related to its at-
tributes, and each abstract concept has usually more
than one defining attribute. But for concept analysis,
the appropriate attributes of the concept should be
considered [16]. The attributes of a food, can be de-
fined as follows:

1. A food is something that flows in the body and re-
places substances and tissues that are constantly being
lost from the body. The best state is that the food be-
comes almost completely part of the body and does
not cause any adverse changes in the temperament or
balance of the body [6,10,14,15].

2. A food is something that is potentially, but not actu-
ally, similar to the body, but is affected by the forces

of the body and after resemblance, becomes a part of
the organs and tissues of the body. From the viewpoint
of PM, diseases such as vitiligo occur if the process
of resemblance of a food to the body is disrupted, and
diseases such as ascites occur if the process of tissue
replacement is disrupted. The perfection point of the
food is both of resembling tissues and becoming part
of them [7].

3. A food is something that can add to the quantity
or three dimensions of the body (length, width, and
height). A food has this feature for two reasons, firstly
becauseitissimilartothe body, and secondly becauseits
quantity can be added to the quantity of the body [7,8].
4. A food is something that, in addition to development,
also plays an essential role in the reproductive pro-
cess and constitutes the raw material of the sperm [7].
5. In the process of replacing the food in the compo-
nents and tissues of the body, various faculties are in-
volved, all of which are natural ones derived from the
liver. These faculties form a chain of dependent and
continuous events such as digestion, absorption, stor-
age, excretion of waste products due to digestion, con-
version of food into components and organs required
by the body, and also development and reproduction.
Disruption in any loop of this chain can affect the pro-
cesses of aging, growth, development and fertility [7].
6. In the process of digestion or elaboration, foods turn
into humors and humors are consumed in the body.
The most important humor needed by the body is the
blood. The blood has a warm-wet temperament, and
is considered the best matter for feeding the organs
and is used up more than other humors. Therefore, the
major part of the digestive product of a food would be
blood, and each food can feed the body via warm and
wet qualities [11,12].

7. Although the tools necessary for microscopic evalua-
tion were not available to ancient Persian scholars, foods
have also been considered from a microscopic point of
view. Indeed, the microscopic features were inferred
through observation. A food is microscopically a body,
in which earth and water components are predominant,
earth components are in moderation, the ratio of earth to
water components is close to each other, and the bonds
between the earth and water components is strong. Re-
alization of these conditions has been through macro-
scopic observations, based on which a substance with
the above attributes either does not have a predominant
taste or will be sweet or greasy or a combination of
these, free from undesired tastes such as bitter, spicy
and salty and it will have little nutrition for the body
because of the bond between earth and water compo-
nents [9]. Figure 1 shows a summary of these points.

5. Constructing a model case
A model case shows an example of the concept to clar-
ify the attributes in a real and vivid way, and enable the
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Figure 1. Defining attributes of food in Persian Medicine
* Avicenna states that food is converted into fluids in the process of
digestion and divides these fluids into primary and secondary types.
Primary fluids are equivalent to humors, while secondary fluids are
the stages that humors go through to become part of a tissue [13]

reader to interpret and define the concept [17]. A rel-
atively perfect match for the above-mentioned attrib-
utes, is absolute food (Ghaza-ye Motlagh! slke ¢lic)
in PM.

An absolute food is a food that influences the body
merely via matter, not temperament. This type of
food does not alter balance and temperament of the
body, but rather the body acts on, changes and turns
it into humors. This process paves the way for food
to become part of, and increase the length, width, and
height of organs and the body.

Matter prevails over quality in absolute food, and
there is no dominant quality. The blood produced from
this type of food is fully digested and is in moderate
amounts. Therefore, it warms the body i.e., it main-
tains the warm temperament of the body by replacing
raw material from which this warmness is produced,
not by generating warmness excess to the body’s
heat. The following foods are considered as absolute
foods: wheat; bread that is free from impurities and is
the product of healthy cultivation; high-quality rice;
healthy one-year-old lamb, six-month-old goat, and
one-year-old calf, provided that they are not be con-
fined, but on the move and in pastures with good grass-
lands; mild sweets made from sugar and almonds; and
fruits such as figs and grapes consumed before meals,
pomegranate after meals, melon between two meals,
and fresh dates [18].

6. Identify borderline, contrary and invented
cases

Borderline cases

A borderline case has some, but not all of the attrib-
utes of the intended concept and is in fact an exam-
ple similar to the model cases, but is distinguishable
due to the absence of some attributes [19]. There are
two concepts as borderline concepts of food, name-
ly medicinal food and food medicine. Medicinal food
(Ghaza-ye Davaei/ lso slié) is a substance that in-
fluences the body via potn temperament and matter,
with predominance of matter. That is, in addition to
replacing tissues, it changes the temperament and con-
solidation of tissues. Instances include lettuce, malt,
barley soup, cucumber, squash, watermelon, spinach,
chamomile, dill, turnip, beet, carrot, cabbage, mung
bean, lentil, and pea.

- Food medicine (Dava-ye Ghazaeil _lié clss) is a
substance that influences the body via both tempera-
ment and matter, with predominance of temperament.
Indeed, these substances can also replace the body’s
lost matter and include leek, mint, chicory leaf, gar-
lic, onion, plum, and the seeds of vegetables such as
cucumber, melon, watermelon, pumpkin and etc. (11).
The composition of these two groups plays an impor-
tant role in the treatment of diseases, because they can
change the temperament of a patient towards health or
lead to so-called temperament moderation [13].

Contrary cases

Contrary cases do not have any of the attributes of the
intended concept. This difference is quite obvious and
easily recognizable by individuals [19]. There are two
concepts as contrary cases of food, one being absolute
medicine, and the other poison.

- Absolute medicine (Dava-ye Motlagh!/ lho ¢l ):
In addition to not resembling the body or naving e
capability to replace what is lost from organs of the
body, absolute medicine deviates the temperament of
the body from the existing state [20]. Although spic-
es -as instances of absolute drugs- are used for food
modification, they are not considered as food as they
do not meet food conditions. For this reason, their con-
sumption in healthy individuals should be limited to as
little as possible, and only their aqueous extracts are
recommended in order to protect against their adverse
effects [21].

- Poison (Sam/): Poison is not considered as food
because of the same reasons mentioned for absolute
medicine, and also its opposition to health and life.
Nevertheless, they may be used for the treatment of
some diseases [20].

7. Identify antecedents and consequences
The antecedents are conditions that exist before a

354 http://jtim.tums.ac.ir



Concept of food in PM

M. A. Zareian et al.

concept can be created [22]. The first condition for a
material to be considered food is being delicious and
acceptable for eating. So, if a food is not acceptable
in terms of taste, color and smell, it is not a suitable
food for a person [20]. Even during treatment, patients
should receive delicious food [23]. To explain this,
Persian scholars have stated that when a food is not
accepted by the bodily nature of a person, it will not
be properly digested and can be pathogenic [24].

The next condition for a substance to be considered
food is digestibility. Therefore, if a substance does not
enter the digestive process in spite of being swallowed
and chewed, it cannot be regarded as a food [3]. The
third condition is that the substance provides the body
with warm and wet temperaments and replaces body
organs after digestion and absorption. Since medicines
do not provide the body with warm and wet qualities
and do not replace the lost organs of the body, they
are not considered as food in spite of the changes they
cause in the body [11].

The consequences of the food consumption are growth
and development or an increase in the three body di-
mensions (length, width and height) [7], homeostasis
[15], childbirth [7] creation of warm and wet qualities
in the body [11] and replacement of lost substances
from the body [6].

8. Definition of empirical referent

The empirical referent is related to classes and groups
connected to real phenomena, which show how the in-
tended concept occurs and is understood [22]. What is
evident in the clinical recommendations of PM refer-
ences, is that for a person, the choice of an edible sub-
stance as food also depends on other conditions. For
example, in spite of being in the category of absolute
foods, one-year-old lamb should be limited in fever-
ish patients [24], or Sefidbaj, which is a simple broth
and also categorized as absolute food, should not be
consumed continuously in hot cities, warm-tempered
individuals and young ages despite being [25], while
it can be consumed continuously under other condi-
tions. In other words, the concept of food has been
completely personalized in PM and changes from per-
son to person.

Discussion and Conclusion

According to PM references, the definition of good
food is a personalized definition, dependent on age,
climate, and temperament, as well as other factors.
Nevertheless, under healthy conditions, a good food
is what can both replace the lost substances and tis-
sues of the body and not change the temperament and
consistency of body organs [7]. This is due to the fact
that any change in health indicates deviation from the
healthy state towards diseases [13]. Regarding food
temperaments, a warm-tempered food is what increas-

es the warm quality in the body following digestion.
In contrast, a cold-tempered food is a substance that
reduces the warm quality in the body after being di-
gested [11]. Indeed, the warm quality of the body is
not equivalent to body temperature, but implies the
quality that triggers all actions in the body that require
energy [26]. In order to personalize diets, various in-
ternal and external factors have been considered. In-
ternal factors include eating habits, level of physical
activity, mental status, body mass, health status, func-
tion of the gastrointestinal tract, temperament, and
age. External factors considered in the diet comprise
seasons and living environment [13,24]. For example,
in explaining foods that are difficult to digest, Avi-
cenna states that they should be consumed by individ-
uals with heavy physical activity to provide necessary
strength [13]. On the other hand, as Jorjani mentions
under the topic of elderly health, foods that are diffi-
cult to digest are forbidden in this age [11].
Fundamental principles in today’s nutritional science
include adequacy (adequate intake of nutrients needed
during the day), balance (balancing intake of different
nutrients), calories (considering the calories of differ-
ent foods), nutrient density (selecting foods that pro-
vide the most nutrients with the least calories), moder-
ation (avoidance of overeating), and variety (choosing
different foods from a subset) [27,28].

The view of modern nutritional science is mainly
based on chemistry and molecules that foods com-
prise, with no sufficient consideration of the macro-
scopic quality of foods. On the contrary, in spite of
suffering a lack of chemistrical and microscopic view,
the science of PM focuses on the physical properties
and temperaments of foods, which can lead to a syn-
ergistic knowledge with modern nutrition. Another
focus of nutrition in PM is food digestibility, which
is somehow related to the concept of bioavailability.
Persian scholars believe that if not digested appropri-
ately, even the best foods cannot nourish the body and
can even cause diseases [29]. Due to such belief, PM
references state that absolute foods should be used for
health maintenance. Absolute foods are digestible and
absorbable for the most part. The more the indigesti-
ble parts of a food are, the higher is the risk that their
continuous consumption causes damage to health.
Thus, these types of food should only be recommend-
ed for short-term use and for special preventive and
therapeutic purposes. Finally, PM pays utmost atten-
tion to environmental and individual factors in food
selection, which is sometimes far from the view of
modern nutritional science. These factors include food
selection according to temperament and individual
properties or considering temperature and humidity of
the living environment [13].

To conclude, it is worthy to point out to novel pharma-
cogenetics and nutrigenomics, that aim individualized
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design of drugs and diets. It seems that studies can be
designed based on PM knowledge to personalize the
diets of healthy individuals and patients, and to show
the strong effect of diets more than ever. Rearranging
clinical studies in the field of nutrition according to
temperament and other conditions affecting nutrition
from the perspective of PM, may help achieve differ-
ent results from current findings in the field of nutri-
tion and diet therapy.
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