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INTRODUCTION 

This third volume of my general history of therapeutic method 
continues the account of the conflict between the Empirical and the 
Rationalist approaches to therapeutics but introduces a socio-
economic dimension which had earlier been lacking. In the early 
nineteenth century Samuel Hahnemann's formulation of the 
Empirical therapeutic doctrine, which he called homoeopathy, 
secured a position in nearly all countries of the Western world. It 
flourished especially in the United States. This volume traces the 
history of the rise and decline of this formulation of Empirical 
therapeutics in the nineteenth century United States. It analyzes 
the interaction between the homoeopathic doctrines and those of 
the orthodox school and attempts to illustrate the influence of socio-
economic constraints on the movement of medical thought during 
this period. 

The Empirical assumptions about the functioning of the organ-
ism in disease and health can be applied to pharmaceutical medicine, 
to dietary and manipulative therapy and perhaps to other modes 
of healing. Homoeopathy embodied the application of these as-
sumptions to pharmaceutical medicine. Hahnemann accepted the 
Empirical assumptions and on their basis erected a theory of heal-
ing with medicinal drugs. Thus the following pages present a 
comparison between the homoeopathic system of drug therapy, 
based upon Empirical assumptions, and the prevailing orthodox 
system based upon Rationalist assumptions. 

Homoeopathy came into existence at a time of tremendous 
expansion in the popular and professional medical literature, and 
we possess a voluminous record of the relations between this 
Empirical doctrine and the Rationalist doctrine espoused by the 
body of orthodox practitioners (which we will call "regular" or 
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"allopathic" medicine).3 Nineteenth-century medicine thus offers 
an almost ideal illustration of the interaction between the two 
therapeutic traditions. While it may be assumed that the pattern 
of relations between the Empirical and Rationalist traditions in 
medicine always resembled its nineteenth-century formulation (and 
this is well documented for the classical period in the writings 
of Galen), the absence of an extensive professional literature in 
previous periods has prevented this interaction from being record-
ed for posterity. 

The most striking characteristic of the relations between 
homoeopathy and orthodox medicine was the high degree of mutual 
antagonism. Less than twenty years after homoeopathy's introduc-
tion into this country these practitioners were expelled from the 
orthodox medical societies, and all professional intercourse with 
them was banned by the Code of Ethics. The antipathy of the 
two sects for one another gave rise to the large body of polemical 
literature which has served as one of the principal sources for the 
following account. 

While this literature is very useful, however, it presents a 
peculiar problem to the historian who wants to discuss the issues 
objectively, and illustrate them plausibly, without indulging in 
special pleading. The reason is that there is not yet any agreement 
on even the most elementary facts about the history of homoeopa-
thy. Some historians will dispute nearly every sentence in the 
following narrative. Homoeopathy is too close to us—being prac-
ticed even to this day in nearly every country of the world; the op-
position of medical orthodoxy has been, and is still, too intense 
for the majority of medical historians and medical practitioners to 
accept an objective picture of the history of homoeopathy. 

aThe word, "alloeopathic," or "allopathic," was coined by Hahnemann to 
describe the orthodox medical tradition of his time and to distinguish it 
from homoeopathy. In homoeopathy medicines are administered which yield 
symptoms similar to those of the diseased state (hence "homoeopathy" from 
the Greek: bomoion pathos—"similar disease"). In allopathy, according to 
Hahnemann, "medicines are given whose symptoms have no direct pathological 
relation to the morbid state, neither similar nor opposite, but quite hetero-
geneous to the symptoms of the disease" (Hahnemann, Organon of Medicine, 
Sixth Edition, Section 22, Note 12). "Allopathy" is derived from the Greek: 
alloion pathos—"heterogeneous" or "unlike" disease. This is discussed in 
detail below, pages 22 ff. 
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Thomas Carlyle complained that his first task in compiling 
a biography of Oliver Cromwell was to drag the Lord Protector 
out from under a mountain of dead dogs, and the biographer of 
the homoeopathic movement has a similar task. But, while Crom-
well's place in history was secure by the time Carlyle undertook 
his task, Samuel Hahnemann is still far from being ensconced in 
the Pantheon of great medical thinkers where he belongs. His ideas 
still possess too much vitality and still offer too great a challenge 
to accepted modes of thought. He remains a favorite target of 
criticism by the satisfied majority of physicians. And since medicine 
remains a highly technical subject, in which the ordinary layman 
feels himself incompetent to form an expert judgment, those who 
might have the requisite knowledge are nearly always bound by 
professional interests to the tradition in therapeutics which Hahne-
mann attacked so bitterly. 

Few have been willing to expose themselves to the assaults 
which are inevitably mounted against anyone willing to examine 
the homoeopathic case objectively. But the task must be attempted, 
and for two reasons. Not only because this doctrine presents great 
historical interest—what other nineteenth-century medical theory 
is still in existence today?—but, more particularly, because its 
ideas are still valid and deserve an attentive hearing. 

The very fact that every aspect of the history of homoeopathy 
is surrounded by so much controversy might suggest that a genuine 
issue is at stake. For if its ideas had been insignificant, no one 
would have taken the trouble to criticize them. If the homoeopathic 
approach to therapeutics had been as erroneous as its opponents 
have liked to maintain, it would have died a natural death within 
a few years after first seeing the light. The existence of active 
schools of homoeopathic practice today in virtually every Western 
country (as well as India) should indicate that the theoretical 
dispute is still unresolved. 

But the historian who attempts to penetrate to its heart finds 
his way barred by the residue of many decades of violent contro-
versy. Orthodoxy cushions the impact of new ideas by surrounding 
them with a wall of paper so thick that the average inquirer can 
barely make a dent in it. The volume of anti-homoeopathic lit-
erature is very large, and the orthodox textbooks and periodicals of 
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this period contain thousands of references to the alleged deficien-
cies of homoeopathy. 

In the following pages I have tried to minimize the passional 
content and concentrate on ideas. When the emotional overtones 
are filtered out, what is left is a clash of opposing views of thera-
•peutic method. The homoeopathic physicians and their opponents 
have at least agreed on this one point—that their respective doc-
trines are incompatible and will remain so. The ensuing narrative 
will show that the opposition between homoeopathy and orthodox 
medicine stems from the age-old antagonism between the Empir-
ical and the Rationalist views of therapeutic method. Hence it 
cannot be reconciled. 

Our purpose, however, is to portray this conflict of ideas in 
its full context. While the existence of a dual tradition in medical 
history is of absorbing interest, we are at once brought to the 
question of why such a duality should have persisted; this can 
be understood only by departing from the purely scientific and 
methodological aspects of medical history and focusing on the socio-
economic consequences of the two therapeutic methods—by 
regarding the practice of medicine not as a purely or even es-
sentially scientific form of endeavor but rather as a means of earn-
ing a living. 

In this respect physicians are under the same obligation as 
other members of society. Therapeutic doctrines have important 
economic aspects. Some therapeutic doctrines are relatively difficult 
to apply while others are relatively easy. The former make greater 
moral, intellectual, and economic demands on the physician than 
the latter. If he adheres to the former, he may have to devote more 
time and effort to the patient, and the physician's time is his prin-
cipal stock in trade. 

Thus the clash between therapeutic systems is not carried on 
in a vacuum. On one hand, the patient's life is often at stake. When 
doctrine is correct, the patient lives; when doctrine is erroneous, 
the patient dies. Physicians are no less affected by these consider-
ations than are other men (although a certain hard-heartedness may 
seem to be inculcated by decades of practice). On the other hand, 
the physician himself must live, and the mode and style of his life 
are greatly influenced by the therapeutic system he adopts. His 
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income may suffer. One cannot ignore the impact which this has 
upon his therapeutic preferences. 

Historical accounts of medical ideas and practice are rather one-
dimensional in that, while they may analyze the transmission of 
ideas from generation to generation, they rarely if ever take into 
account the economic determinants and consequences of these 
ideas. But the economic aspect may be fundamental for the phy-
sician's acceptance or rejection of some innovation. Hence, it may 
powerfully affect the course of medical thought. 

We would not deny that the development of medicine is af-
fected to some extent by purely "scientific" factors. But it is a 
truism that the practice of medicine is not a purely scientific en-
deavor. While scientific considerations play their role at all times, 
the physician is an economic unit competing with other economic 
units, and it also cannot be denied that economic pressures of 
various kinds must influence the practice of medicine. Thus, while 
medical practice is affected by medical theory, medical theory is in 
turn affected by the economics of medical practice, and to a far 
greater extent than is commonly realized. 

Our problem is to ascertain the extent to which economic 
factors influence the movement of medical theory, and we hope 
that the following pages will provide an initial answer. 

Finally, we have attempted to elucidate the much controverted 
issue of the role of scientific method in medical practice. We find 
that the economic constraints mentioned above have an important 
bearing on the movement of medical thought and on the relation-
ship between medical thought and what is known as "scientific" 
method. In a word, we reject the idea that therapeutic theory 
develops, as it were, in a straight line from some "primitive" or 
"mystical" beginnings steadily upward to a plateau at which the 
practice becomes a "science." This is the assumption underlying 
most medical history to date, and it has been productive of much 
inferior thinking and writing. It is wrong because it fails to take 
into account the economic dimension. In the concluding chapter 
we will attempt to assess the significance of our findings for the 
relationship between therapeutic method and scientific method and 
thus for the future movement of medical theory. 

We consider these questions to be of transcendental import-
ance. The lives of all of us are at one time or another dependent 
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upon the good offices of the physician. The state of medical theory 
and practice affects us more intimately and more profoundly than 
virtually any other factor in our lives. That is why the history of 
medicine is of such absorbing interest. Small shifts in therapeutic 
doctrines affect many more lives than the small shifts in political 
institutions which are often the historian's chief subject-matter. 
And fundamental reconstructions of these doctrines are events of 
the most vital importance for the health and happiness of every in-
habitant of the civilization or culture-area affected. At the same 
time, no methodology has yet been developed for effecting an 
objective examination and evaluation of medical theory and pract-
ice. The following analysis, which builds on the author's discussion 
of medicine in the ancient world and in the early modern period 
(15th through mid-19th centuries),b aims to develop such a me-
thodology. While it is far from comprehensive, it aims to provide 
the criteria needed for an objective evaluation of therapeutic 
systems. 

At present, the medical profession itself has a monopoly on 
the assessment of its standards and techniques. It is the judge of 
its own productions—a situation which is fraught with the greatest 
risk both for the physician himself and for society. If the following 
discussion is found to be correct in its essentials, others can add to 
it and develop the analytical method proposed, and the outcome 
will be a standard for evaluating the therapeutic ideas and perform-
ance of physicians in all eras of history. 

bHarris L. Coulter, Divided Legacy: A History of the Schism in Medical 
Thought. Volume I The Patterns Emerge: Hippocrates to Paracelsus. Volume 
II Progress and Regress: ]. B. Van Helmont to Claude Bernard (Washington, D.C.: 
Wehawken Book Co., 1975, 1977). 
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