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"A touch of the flu"


Well, it's the cold and flu season once again, and I imagine that the question on everyone's mind is... "Cleve, where does the term flu come from?"

Hey, I didn't say I really thought that -- I just said I imagined it.

But since the question has come up, I'll be happy to answer it. We may think of the flu as primarily a nuisance -- responsible for a lot of aches and pains, but for most people not life-threatening. We're fortunate in that respect, for the great flu epidemic of 1918 was one of, if not the the, worst killers of human beings in the 20th century -- and that's saying a bunch. But where does the term come from? It turns out that it originates from, of all things, astrology.

The notion that the motions and positions of the stars can affect human beings has a long history. It originated in the ancient world of Greece and Rome, was fully developed in the Middle Ages and bequeathed to the Renaissance and later. It was part and parcel of the Ptolemaic view of the universe which placed the earth at the center -- it would be more accurate to say the bottom -- of the universe. Above the earth were the spheres of the so-called seven stars -- Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn, plus the Sun and Moon -- and surrounding them the largest sphere of all, the fixed stars.

Although the Church emphatically rejected full astrological determinism -- the idea that humas were helpless pawns of the stars -- it was widely accepted during the Middle Ages that the heavens brought about some effect on the inhabitants below. The technical term for this process was influence, literally "a flowing in," which defined how the motion of the spheres was transmitted downward.

Today the word influence is about as vague a term as can be, but in authors up through about the seventeenth century, it had very specific astrological overtones. When in John Milton's Paradise Lost, Adam says to Eve, "I from the influence of thy looks receive access to every virtue," Milton expected that his audience would understand that Adam is specifically comparing Eve to Venus and himself to Earth.

After the Copernican revolution, and especially the work of Galileo, made the physical properties of the old model of the universe unfashionable, astrology fell into a decline from which it has never recovered, though as we know it has not quite disappeared.

But it has left some curious legacies in our language, even as the old model is all but forgotten. This influence of the heavens was thought to have all manner of consequences, both for good and for ill. Imagine the situation of an Italian physician in the Middle Ages treating his patients with fever, aches, coughs and other symptoms. He might well attribute the condition to the malevolence of "this influence from the stars" -- questa influenza. The medical world thus gained a useful term which it has kept ever since.

So I suppose it could be said that if you avoid the flu this season, you can truly thank your lucky stars. 

For WMUB, I'm Cleve Callison.

SUGGESTED TEASE:

"Coming up...have you had your flu shot?"

SEGMENT INTRO:

"If you've had the flu this season, you may have been tempted to look inside for bugs. But many years ago you would have looked outside, to the heavens. In today's installment of  Words and Meanings, General Manager Cleve Callison tells us why."

incue:

"The big theatrical news...

outcue:
"...for WMUB, I'm Cleve Callison."

SEGMENT OUTRO:

"Commentator Cleve Callison is General Manager of WMUB Public Radio, a word lover and former stick man for the South Carolina Highway Department. If you'd like some further explorations into Words and Meanings, go to the WMUB home page at wmub-dot-org."
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