Frédéric Le Blay: Science or psuedo-science: physiognomony and and ethnography

Studying physiognomony has led commentators to consider the status of the knowledge it produces. Can it be elevated to the rank of a science or is it a form of knowledge whose presuppositions and methods are problematic from the point of view of other domains of theoretical activity? The applications and spin-offs that physiognomony has experienced throughout its history create in us a certain epistemological malaise. Yet it seems that the theoretical status of this form of knowledge was not as problematic in Antiquity. Far from being an isolated practice, moreover, physiognomony developed its methodology and its theoretical basis by drawing on two great complementary forms of knowledge about humanity, namely, medicine on one hand and meteorology on the other. The resultant triad (physiognomony – medicine - meteorology) rested on a humoral system linked to elemental qualities (hot/cold, wet/dry) that were evident both in Hippocratic-style medicine and in Aristotlelian physics. Man and his environment were thus conjoined within the same mode of enquiry. One of the privileged forms of expression of this unificatory thought – and one which was also evident in the Physiognomonica attributed to Aristotle, and endlessly revisited thereafter - was the determination of the physical and moral characteristics of peoples inhabiting different parts of the world.

