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The natural faculties are of many different kinds. 
Galen supported the existence of three principal facul-
ties: genesis (“embryogeny”), growth, and nutrition. 
Each faculty has several sub-faculties, depending on 
the function performed, though a strict taxonomy 
cannot be made (Table 1). Thus there are three ad-
ditional faculties assisting genesis: a) the alterative 
(secondary alterative faculties = ostopoietic, neu-
ropoietic, etc.), b) the formative/shaping, and c) the 
attractive. Four auxiliary faculties of nutrition exist 
in all organs: a) the alterative (secondary alterative 
faculties: assimilative, nutritive), b) the attractive, 
c) the retentive, and d) the expulsive.2 Finally, there 
are three secondary faculties assisting growth: a) the 
alterative, b) the formative/shaping (secondary forma-
tive faculties: histogenetic and organogenetic), and c) 
the nutritive. The aim of the current paper is not the 
analysis of the theory of the “Galenic faculties” but 
the presentation of those whose malfunctions were 
considered to be the cause of diabetes.

The “Alterative Faculty”

The primary faculty of genesis results from the 
co-operation of two secondary faculties: the altera-
tive and the formative/shaping. “The seed having 
been cast into the womb or into the earth, then, 
after a certain definite period, a great number of 
parts become constituted in the substance which is 
being generated”.3 During the first stage of genesis, 
nature constructs the bones, nerves, cartilages, mem-
branes, etc. employing the alterative faculty, meaning 
moisture, dryness, coldness and warmth, and those 
sub-faculties deriving from the combination of these, 
such as the bone-producing faculty (ostopoietic), 

the nerve-producing faculty (neuropoietic) and the 
cartilage-producing faculty (chondropoietic).

The peculiar flesh (parenchyma) of the liver, the 
spleen, the kidneys, the lungs, the heart, the substance 
of the brain, the stomach, the throat, the intestines 
and the uterus are all sensible elements, homogenous 
and simple.

The “Retentive Faculty”

In order to more fully explain the “retentive fac-
ulty”, it is important to briefly provide information 
on the primary faculty of nutrition. The faculty that 
mainly aids nutrition is once again the “alterative”. 
The alterative faculty, in relation to nutrition, has two 
sub-faculties, the “assimilative” and the “nutritive”. 
Another faculty gathers the necessary quantity of food 
for each organ, called “attractive” or “epispastic”. This 
faculty also transfers the nutrient from the veins to 
each organ and delivers it to the organs. Uptake of 
the food is performed very rapidly but its retention 
by the organ, the alteration and the assimilation can-
not be performed so fast. If the adhered humor does 
not remain stable in the specific part and changes its 
position, neither adhesion nor assimilation will take 
place in any part. Thus, nature needs another faculty 
in order to keep the consumed food in its predestined 
part. This faculty should reside in the part in need of 
nourishment and this is the reason why this faculty has 
been named “retentive” (καθεκτική - κάθομαι).4

Galen presents the retentive faculty by using as 
examples the organs of the body where this faculty 
could be recognized by the human senses. The stomach 
retains the food until the time of digestion and the 
uterus retains the embryo until the time of labor.5
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