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The Healing Power of Nature

· The Vis Medicatrix Naturae 
James Sensenig, ND

The concept of the Vis Medicatrix Naturae (The Healing Power of Nature) or the physis and its clinical implications is central to the practice of naturopathic medicine.

Precise definitions of these terms are difficult to come by. They are often used in different ways or even interchangeably. To complicate matters further other terms such as vital force, vitality, simple substance, constructive force in nature, and dynamis, are historically used in naturopathic medicine. Similar terms are found in the indigenous healing traditions of most cultures including, prana, chi, life force and others.

In addition the materialistic (Newtonian, Aristotelian) sciences of recent centuries has rejected the idea of a “ vital principle” at work in nature. The argument being that the behavior of the physical universe can be explained by physics and therefore one need not allude to an unquantifable force or agency.

However it is interesting to note that in many areas of science the issue of an intelligent force or organizing principle is an open discussion (1). It will not be the subject of this chapter to explore the science or history behind this concept but rather to explore its implications in clinical [naturopathic] practice. 

Naturopathy or naturopathic medicine by that name was the born of an effort lead by Benedict Lust in 1896 to consolidate a number of existing medical practices under one school. This was when the dominant school of medicine, known at that time as the “regulars”, used treatment methods that were considered to be rather harsh or “ heroic”. This included the well know practices of bleeding (or bloodletting) and the use of heavy metals such as mercury and antimony in toxic doses to drive out disease. Nineteenth century medical practices had relatively poor outcomes. In the mid-nineteenth century the chances of surviving treatment from a medical doctors was about fifty percent (2).

Naturopathy as envisioned by Lust was the consolidation of various medical and healing practices that would be the “new therapy” (3) . The practices that Lust and his colleagues brought together in a single profession included those of water cure or hydrotherapy, Nature Cure, homeopathy, hygiene (as dietetics and nutrition were then known), physical culture and physical medicine, “mental science” (4) and others. While these healing practices may seem disparate at first glance they are united by being vitalistic, and as such where in stark contrast to the practices of the “regulars” which was decidedly mechanistic.

By vitalistic it is meant that these practices had in common, whether stated explicitly or not, the concept of a vital principle. Whether this vital force or the Vis Medicatrix Naturae exists an entity yet to be “discovered”, or whether it is a way of understanding the behavior of physical matter including living organisms was irrelevant.

According to one medical dictionary, vitalism is the opinion that a force neither chemical nor mechanical is responsible for the phenomenon of life (5). It is probably best understood as a principle at work in nature rather than an actual entity. In their exploration of the nature of health and disease Hippocrates, Paracelsus, Hahnemann, Kent, Lindlahr, Spitler and others suggest that we can only know this phenomenon through it’s expression or manifestation in the physical world. 

Hahnemann’s Tenth Aphorism explains it thusly:

The material organism, without the vital force, is capable of no sensation, no function, no self-preservation; it derives all sensation and performs all the functions of life solely by means of the immaterial being (the vital principle) which animates the material organism in health and in disease. (6)

Lindlahr describes the concept eloquently:

“In our study of the cause and character of disease we must endeavor to begin at the beginning, and that is LIFE itself; for the processes of health, disease and cure are manifestations of that which we call life, vitality, life elements. While endeavoring to fathom the mystery of life we soon realize that we are dealing with an ultimate which no human mind is capable of solving or explaining. We can study and understand life only in its manifestations, not in its origin and real essence.

 There are two prevalent but widely differing conceptions of the nature of life or vital force – the material and the vital. The former looks upon life or vital force with all its physical, mental and psychical phenomena as manifestations of the electric, magnetic and physiochemical activities of the physical material elements composing the human organism. From this viewpoint, life is a sort of “spontaneous combustion” or, as one scientist expresses it, a “succession of fermentations” or chemical changes. The vitalistic conception of life, on the other hand, regards vital force as the primary force of all forces, coming from the great central source of all life. This force, which permeates, heats, and animates the entire created universe, is an expression of divine intelligence and will, the “logos” the “word” of the great Creative Intelligence. It is the divine energy which sets in motion the whirls in the ether, the electric corpuscles that make up the atoms and the elements of matter.

 These electrons are positive and negative forms of electricity. Electricity is a form of energy. It is intelligent energy; otherwise it could not act with that same wonderful precision in the electrons of the atoms as in the suns and planets of the sidereal universe. This intelligent energy can have but one source: the will and intelligence of the Creator—or as Swedenborg expresses it, of “the great Central Sun of the Universe”. If this supreme Intelligence should withdraw its creative energy, the electric charges (forms of energy)and with it the atoms, elements and the entire material universe, would disappear in the flash of a moment. From this it appears that crude matter, instead of being the source of all life and of all its complicated mental and spiritual phenomena (which on the face of it, is absurd), is but an expression of the Life Force, itself a manifestation of the great Creative Intelligence which some call God, others Nature, the Oversoul, Brahma, Prana, The Great Spirit, etc., each according to his best understanding. 

 It is this supreme intelligence and Power acting in and through every atom, molecule and cell in the human body, which is the true healer, “the vis medicatrix nature” which endeavors to repair, to heal and to restore the perfect type. All that the physician can do is to remove obstructions, and to establish normal conditions within and around the patient, so that “the healer within” can do his work to the best advantage. (7)

HEALTH AS BALANCE

Thus it is seen from the forgoing that the concept of a vital force (by whatever name) is used to describe the phenomena that living systems tend toward balance and order, and further that is the role of the physician to support, encourage or stimulate this tendency while simultaneously removing any impediments to its expression.

This state of balance or order is the very definition of “health” and anything less than this as disease. This is, of course, different from the idea that health is simply the absence of symptoms.

Again, quoting Lindlahr,

“Health is normal and harmonious vibration of the elements and forces composing the human entity on the physical, mental and moral planes of being, in conformity with the constructive principle in nature applied to individual life.” (8)

An even more eloquent description of health is Hahnemann’s Ninth Aphorism:

“In the healthy condition of man, the spiritual vital force, the dynamis that animates the material body, rules with unbounded sway, and retains all the parts of the organism in admirable, harmonious, vital operation, as regards both sensations and functions, so that our indwelling, reason-gifted mind can fully employ this living, healthy instrument for the higher purposes of our existence.” (9)
This is an idealized concept, the Plutonic Ideal and probably unattainable in the physical world we inhabit. For the sake of discussion we can think of it as a state of dynamic equilibrium and for the doctor of naturopathic medicine the reference point toward which he applies his therapeutic intervention.

DISEASE AS IMBALANCE

The lack of dynamic equilibrium and the disturbances which result are defined as disease. This is the literal meaning of the word: disease

Again, from Lindlahr,

“Disease is abnormal or inharmonious vibration of the elements and forces composing the human entity on one or more planes of being, in conformity with the destructive principle in nature applied to individual life.” (10)

And again we see this same concept described in Hahnemann’s Eleventh Aphorism: 

“When a person falls ill, it is only this spiritual, self-acting vital force, everywhere present in his organism, that is primarily deranged by the dynamic influence upon it of a morbific agent inimical to life; it is only the vital principle, deranged to such an abnormal state, that can furnish the organism with its disagreeable sensations, and incline it to the irregular processes which we call disease; for, as a power invisible in itself, and only cognizable by its effects on the organism, its morbid derangement only makes itself known by the manifestation of disease in the sensations and functions of those parts of the organism exposed to the senses of the observer and physician, that is, by morbid symptoms, and in no other way can it make itself known.” (11)

In this model the changes that occur as one moves away from balance are the signs and symptoms collectively called disease. They are the warning signs or indication that balance has been lost. By definition it is a state of increasing disorder in the organism as a whole. In this sense, the signs and symptoms are much like a fire alarm alerting the individual to the disturbance.

The changes are directly proportional to the degree of imbalance, with signs and symptoms of increasing number and severity as one moves away from dynamic equilibrium. Tissue changes are the end results of such disturbances not the disease itself. It is because of this understanding that Kent says, “It is first disorder of government, and this proceeds from within outward until we have pathological changes in the tissues. In the practice of medicine today the idea of government is not found, and the tissue changes only are taken into account. He who considers disease results to be the disease itself, and expects to do away with these as disease, is insane” (12) [Lect I, p. 15]

Thus no two persons will ever have the same ‘disease” as the symptoms will be unique to each individual. For example, ten persons diagnosed with the symptoms of rheumatoid arthritis will have some common symptoms. This may include inflammation and pain in the joints and ulnar deviation of the fingers. However upon careful observation they will have many other symptoms that are different from the others. Each patient may have inflammation to a greater or lesser degree in each of the joints involved. They most likely will not have all the same joints affected to the same degree or even at all. One such person may feel significantly better with exercise, while another may get worse with exercise, still another may find relief with cold applications while others may be worsened by cold. 

These changes taken collectively are the language of the body which describes the disturbance. They are the signature of the disease state itself and as such underscore the notion that the observed tissue changes are the end point of disease and that each pattern of disturbance is unique to the individual who manifests them.

From this it can be seen that in a manor of speaking there are as many diseases as there are people. To say this in a different way we are all individuals. From this historically it has been argued that there are no discrete disease but only observed changes in individuals. Diabetes, rheumatoid arthritis, hypercholesterolemia, asthma, and all other “diseases” do not exist as entities but are only the collective pathological changes which occur in an individual where the dynamic equilibrium has been lost.

This leads to the idea, in homeopathy particularly, that there are no named diseases only individuals who are sick. Hahnemann goes so far to warn us that we must be careful not to think in terms of disease, but in terms of disturbance to the balance or equilibrium. When using names of disease states one must be careful to remember that such terms describe generalized patterns of disturbances in an individual and are not descriptive of a discrete entity. (13) [Hahnemannn para 81]

Unity of Disease

While there are many expressions of disease there is but one cause and that is the imbalance in the system or the loss of equilibrium. The vitalistic therapies that make up the practice of naturopathic medicine have thought of this underlying disturbance as the beginning of disease. The manifestation of this disturbance in the behavior and physical changes in the patient are the end result of disease, not the disease itself.

Thus all disease is from the same cause, that is, disharmony or imbalance in the system which in turn is a result of not applying the principles which maintain balance and harmony. Lindlahr and those who followed him referred to this idea as the Unity of Disease.(14) Thus in classical naturopathic medicine all disease is caused by the “violation of nature’s laws.”

While such concepts may seem somewhat naïve or antiquated, this is nothing more than a poetic way of suggesting that all disease effects or disease states have a common denominator. Interestingly, the conventional medical science of today is moving toward an understanding of disease that is consistent with this idea as more and more disease states are seen to have common physiological symptoms which unify them.

ROLE OF THE PHYSICIAN

Given the foregoing it would seem axiomatic that the treatment of disease is the restoration of health, itself defined as balance or dynamic equilibrium. To quote Hahnemann, “The physician’s high and only mission is to restore the sick to health, to cure as it is termed.” (15). Thus the naturopathic physician concerns himself /herself with restoring balance to the system rather than being guided merely by the name of the disease or the histopathology in a given case. 

A colleague relates the story where he was asked how, as a naturopathic physician, he might treat viral pneumonia. He replied that he had never treated pneumonia, but that he had considerable experience in treating patients who were diagnosed with “viral pneumonia”. This anecdote emphasizes the concept that each person changes from normal in different ways and may require different therapeutic interventions to return to normal function. It also illustrates that the goal of the naturopathic physician is to restore equilibrium or health and not treat the named pathological disturbance. In other words, the naturopathic physician treats the patient not his disease. 

While this may seem a simple or obvious concept, taken together with the concept of a vital force or organizing principle, it has profound implications for clinical medicine.

Changes from normal will be unnoticed or imperceptible at first. As the disturbance continues symptoms will begin to come to consciousness depending on the severity of the symptoms and the alertness of the patient. In an ideal scenario this is the time for intervention to reverse to imbalance. If not addressed the disturbance will continue, first affecting function and later structure. Early changes not yet affecting the physical are described as functional “disease”. Physical changes are known as organic disease.

The model of symptoms as manifestations of disturbance applies to all levels of our being and at all levels of organization. Up until at least thirty years ago naturopathic basic sciences put a great deal of emphasis on the histological changes that occur as cellular health is compromised. The progressive changes which were drilled into the student of hydrophic degeneration, albuminious degeneration, and finally, fatty degeneration were seen to occur along a continuum of greater disturbance. As the imbalance progresses, changes in the nucleus of the cell occur followed by cell death. This, of course, compromises the structure and function of organs and systems leading to dysfunction and eventually to the failure of those organs and the obvious effect on the individual organism. 

These changes occur on the emotional, psychological and spiritual levels as well. All indigenous systems of medicine which are generally more synthetical or cosmological than the dominant school of medicine hold that man is a many-faceted being existing on a number of levels or planes of being. . While these traditions may differ in detail they are somewhat similar in that the spiritual body or plane is the highest or most important. 

followed by the mental or perhaps, psychological level with the physical level being the lowest. Different systems include other levels, such as the emotional body, or moral body but all agree on this generalized hierarchy. From this, two important observations are made. First, changes from a normal dynamic equilibrium results in symptoms on all levels of one’s being; and second, disturbance in the higher levels of one’s being are reflected or manifest in the lower levels. 

In his discussion of this idea, Lindlahr uses the analogy of the mind, body and spirit as player, violin, and music, respectively. Music (or the Laws of Harmony) is analogous to the Laws of Nature. The mind is analogous to the player of the instrument, and the body is seen as the instrument itself. He goes on to explain this analogy as follows:

“[Man] may be diseased upon any one or more of these planes. The true physician must look for causes of disease and for methods of treatment upon all three planes of being. The purely materialistic physician concentrates all his study and effort upon the physical material plane of being. To him mental, spiritual, psychical and moral phenomena are merely “chemical and physiological actions and reactions of brain and nerve substance”. He has nothing but contempt and derision for the man who believes in or knows of a spiritual body or soul. He is like an artist who says: “My violin is all there is to music. The musician’s art consists in keeping his instrument in good condition. Technique and the laws of harmony are matters of imagination and superstitious belief”. On the other hand, mental healers,…and faith healers concentrate all their efforts upon either the mental or soul plane, frequently making no distinction between the two. In the treatment of disease they ignore the conditions and needs of the physical body and some of them even deny its existence. These metaphysicians are like the artist who devotes all his time and energy to the study and practice of technique, counterpoint and harmony, neglecting his instrument and taking no heed whether its mechanism is out of order or its interior filled with rubbish. His knowledge of the laws of harmonics and his execution may be ever so perfect; but with his instrument out of tune he will produce discord instead of harmony.

“The true physician realizes that Mind, the player, must study Soul, the harmonics; and that the mind must also have its instrument, the Body, in perfect condition in order to interpret perfectly and artistically the harmonies of the “Symphony of Life”. (16).

In addition to the interrelationship of all symptoms, in some respects these changes from normal are the wholly predictable expected adaptations of the organism in order to preserve life. Said differently, without the adaptations seen as “disease” the organism could not function.

Spitler explains it as follows: 
“A….characteristic which applies to the more highly organized organisms is that symptoms exhibited during departures from the normal are merely evidence of efforts to continue to live under these conditions. That is to say that the symptom is merely an exhibit of functional efforts to overcome the abnormal condition. In this sense, disease is not an entity, for diseases are only recognized by symptoms, which in turn should direct the attention of the physician to the type of effort being made by the body. A correct interpretation of this effort is the prime requirement for adequate therapeutics and should indicate its own remedy to a properly trained clinician.” (17)

These “departures from normal” are correctible within certain limits. In all cases and at all levels there is likely to be a point beyond which reversal of the adaptation is not possible. Short of this point, the organism is capable of resuming normal function under the right conditions. Thus the physician’s art consists of creating those conditions.

Restoration of Health

In order to restore health or balance one must work with the tendency to move towards balance, that is work with the vital force.

Lindlahr describes the effect of disease on the physical human organism and argues that reversing these effects is tantamount to restoring “normal harmonious vibration”.

“The effects of the violation of nature’s laws on the physical human organism are:

Lowered vitality
Abnormal composition of the blood and lymph.
Accumulation of waste matter, morbid materials and poisons.
These conditions are identical with disease, because they tend to lower, hinder, or inhibit normal function (harmonious vibration), and because they engender or promote destruction of living tissues.” (18)

These descriptions may seem antiquated in modern practice but that is only a matter of semantics. These conditions still exist by whatever descriptors.

The first, which Lindlahr calls “lowered vitality” speaks for itself. Not only do many people not feel a sense of “vitality” in today’s world but it is also the case that the most frequent reason for visit to a doctor in the United States is fatigue.

“Abnormal composition of the blood and the lymph” is in the context of his discussion about the biochemical needs of the human body. In that the blood and the lymph carry nutrients to the cells, “abnormal composition” of these fluids refers to a lack of the nutrients essential to normal function.

“Accumulation of waste matter, morbid materials and poisons” refers to the impairment of the mechanisms which rid the physical body of toxins or an accumulations of toxins rapidly enough to tax such eliminatory functions. Lindlahr makes a distinction among these toxins, that is, waste products, the normal physiological end products of cellular metabolism, “morbid materials, the debris of dead and dying cells such as pus and necrotic tissue, poisons, exogenous toxins including medications used to suppress symptoms.

Correcting or reversing these “effects of violating nature’s laws” is to reverse the disease process, or more correctly, to restore order or balance to the body. It is synonymous with assisting the vital force or the healing power of nature.

Thus, the restoration of health requires using treatment methods which work with the Vis Medicatix Naturae or the constructive principle in nature. According to Lindlahr they are:

“Those methods which: 

Establish normal surroundings and natural habits of life in accord with nature’s laws;

Economize vital force;

Build up the blood on a natural basis; that is, supply the blood with its natural constituents in right proportions;

Promote the elimination of waste material and poisons without in any way injuring the human body;

Correct mechanical lesions;

Arouse the individual in the highest possible degree to the consciousness of personal responsibility and to the necessity of intelligent personal effort and self-help.” (19)

Again, this may seem antiquated language for the contemporary ear, but it eloquently describes what needs to be done to reverse disease. If the reader can allow the language, he or she will find that there is probably nothing else of therapeutic value in the vitalist model that is not covered by one of these descriptions.

Although these methods of treatment may be applied to the physical human body, they may be said to apply equally as well to the mental and spiritual body. Because no distinction is made amongst physical, mental and spiritual symptoms corrections toward normal would be expected to affect all the planes of being for the better.

These methods of treatment could also be understood metaphorically to apply to all levels of one’s being. For example, on the mental level one might imagine treatment method’s which supply the body and mind with its needs and remove the “wastes, toxins, and poisons.”

Lindlahr implies that all therapeutic interventions either work with the body’s tendencies to heal itself, that is, with the constructive force in nature or against this tendency, that is, with the destructive force in nature. From this it follows that nothing applied to or taken in to, or impinging upon the body, mind, or spirit is without consequence. Everything in one’s environment and everything used for therapeutics purposes either supports the tendency to normalcy and balance or it is inimical to same.

The naturopathic physician strives to assist the body, mind and spirit in moving in the direction of health or balance. Historically he is not defined by the modalities or the intervention he uses to accomplish this, but rather by what he is attempting to do with his intervention. To sat it different, the naturopathic physician is not defined by what he uses but by how he uses it.

Doctors of naturopathic medicine broke away from their “regular” colleagues over precisely this issue. A comparison of early twentieth century conventional medical school and naturopathic medical school curricula will show that the subject matter was nearly identical. The difference between the two was in their therapeutic rationale. Naturopathic physicians used natural methods to restore health as opposed to using these same methods to suppress symptoms as described earlier. In fact it has been said that naturopathic physician used natural methods by choice as they are superior in restoring health. 

Historically Doctors of Naturopathic Medicine, like all pretenders to medical practice, had legal access to all that medical technology and pharmacology had to offer. The profession differed only in what they sought to accomplish with their treatments, that is, the restoration of health.

There are, of course, many kinds of therapeutic interventions of which the naturopathic physician can avail himself. “But, the WAY he uses them, and the effects he expects to produce is the thing that determines whether his treatment is Naturopathic, or if is suppressive allopathic treatment. Keep in mind that suppression breeds chronic disease and the Naturopathic job is to cure disease, not to exchange one for a worse condition in the patient” (20)

Laws of cure and suppression

A critical concern to the clinician is knowing that his intervention is, in fact, assisting in the restoration of balance. Obviously, the restoration of order is itself an orderly process. Classically, it is argued that as order or government is reasserted over the living system, orderly changes can be observed in the patient. The effect of this is centripetal, that is, moving from the center outward and can easily been seen in the changing pattern of the patient symptoms.

“The physician ought to have a well-grounded idea of government and law to which there are no exceptions; he ought to see the cause of disease action to be from the centre to the circumference, from the innermost of the man to his outermost. If law and government are present, then law directs every act taking place in the human system. Every government is from the centre to the circumference…. In every man the centre of government is in the cerebrum and from it every nerve cell is governed. From it all actions take place for good or evil, for order or disorder; from it disease begins and from it begins the healing process. It is not from bacteria nor environment, but from causes in himself….. Disorder in the vital economy is the primary state of affairs, and this disorder manifests itself by signs and symptoms. (21) Kent p28 

You would naturally expect, if it is the interior of man that is disordered in sickness, and not his tissues primarily, that the interior must first be turned into order and the exterior last. The first of man is his voluntary and the second of man is his understanding, the last of man is his outermost; from his centre to his circumference, to his organs, his skin, hair, nails, etc. This being true, the cure must proceed from the centre to the circumference. From centre to circumference is from above downwards, from within outwards, from more important to less important organs, from the head to the hands and feet….[and] in the reverse order of their coming.(22) Kent p.23”

These observations describing the way in which signs and symptoms disappear as order is restored or as healing occurs, are collectively known as the Laws of Cure or sometimes Herring’s Rules (as they were first set down by Constantine Herring).

Strict interpretation of the Rules is sometimes difficult to observe as symptoms may appear to contradict one rule while following another. It is sometimes easier to think of these Rules as a two dimensional description of a three, or perhaps four, dimensional process.

Thus a patient with (so-called) eczema involving most her body will first experience a clearing and healing of her skin on her forehead and then her face. Following this her torso and upper body will heal followed in turn by her extremities. 

“But if, on the contrary, he observes after the administration of his medicine that the symptoms take a reverse course, then he knows that his medicine has had to do with it, because if the disease were allow to run its course such a result would not take place. The progression of chronic disease is from the surface to the centre. All chronic diseases have their first manifestations upon the surface, and from that to innermost man. Now in the proportion in which they are thrown back upon the surface it is to be seen that the patient is recovering. (23) Kent p.23 

The restoration of equilibrium will result in the elimination of the symptoms. However, the disappearance of the signs and symptoms is not the same as restoring equilibrium.

This is because it is possible to eliminate symptoms by preventing or countering their expression. Using our earlier analogy this would be like turning off the fire alarm without putting out the fire. A classic example is inflammation. Inflammation is a response to underlying disturbances and in and of itself serves a useful and beneficial purpose (as described elsewhere in this text). The use of interventions to arrest this process not only disallows the corrective purpose of the inflammation, but also ignores the underlying imbalance. Doing so is inimical to the direction of the natural tendencies toward correction, more philosophically, is inimical to the vital force. The result of which is that the underlying cause, that is, the imbalance or disturbance remains. This is not only not curative but also increases the disturbance or disorder. In the language of vitalism such treatment suppresses the symptoms

An example of this phenomenon might be a follows: a newborn who has inflammation of his skin is diagnosed with eczema and treated with anti-inflammatory medication. With time the inflammation is decreased and then disappears. Later in life the youngster develops recurrent serous otitis media, and is treated repeatedly with antibiotics. The symptoms again disappear Around puberty, the same patient develops respiratory symptoms and is diagnosed with asthma. The patient is placed on bronchodilators and anti-inflammatory medications for some time and again the symptoms disappear. Then as a young adult, the patient complains of digestive problems and is diagnosed with an inflammatory bowel disease, say, ulcerative colitis. Again, the patient is treated with corticosteroids or other anti-inflammatory medication, each stronger than the previous treatments.

In conventional medicine, these conditions are seen as four different diseases, each occurring at different times, and unrelated to each other. Furthermore the disappearance of the symptoms of each is taken as successful treatment of each, that is, cure.

In naturopathic medicine each of these diseases is seen as another manifestation of the same underlying disturbance which has taken on different modes of expression because the symptoms were suppressed rather than eliminated. Under appropriate care, the patient just described, upon presentation with ulcerative colitis will experience the symptoms of each condition again, in reverse order as the dynamic equilibrium is restored.

In other words, a patient with a history as just described, will, after recovery from the inflammatory bowel disease, most likely experience some mild respiratory symptoms. In essence the” asthma” has returned. In actual practice, this is usually very mild and in many cases almost imperceptible. To say that the disease has returned in it’s full expression would be an exaggeration. 

Mild ear symptoms and eventually the inflammation of the skin may return. And finally as described above, the inflammation of the skin will heal from head to (hands and feet) toe. This is understood as government or order being restored as the body heals the symptoms rather than just preventing their expression.

Invoking Lindlahr’s model we know that as one’s vitality is increased the disease process is reversed. It is also the case that when the disease process is reversed, and not suppressed, that vitality increases. 

I f we understand that the human body is governed from its higher centers, we can see that increasing vitality is also a way by which the clinician can observe his patients improved health. Consistent with the Laws of Cure, general improvement in the patients higher functions may be observed before changes in physical symptoms.

Aggravation of Symptoms

In an ideal world our surroundings and circumstances would be such that all living systems would be able to resist disease and restore health. That is to say that the tendency to correction would always be strong enough and obstacles to its exertion weak enough to allow its expression. This could be thought of as resistance to disease or the organism’s ability to maintain equilibrium.

The corollary to resistance, of course, is susceptibility and can be thought of as the degree to which an organism will tolerate or allow disturbance before reacting to correct the problem. Failure of the organism to react results in continuing disturbance which if unopposed, reaches deeper and deeper levels of the organism. It is the premise of the vitalist school of medicine that where this reaction fails, it is the physician’s task to stimulate or assist the corrective tendency.

When the reaction against the disease forces does occur and the tendency reverses itself from susceptibility to resistance, there will be a transient aggravation of the symptoms. To quote Kent again, the symptoms will be “thrown back”

[Acute v chronic] labor of the body

When assisting the body in reacting to disease conditions the physician must know something of the patient’s ability to respond. This is because the degree of response and it’s probable outcome are proportional to the degree to which the patient’s vitality will respond.

Acute “disease” is the consequence of the body reacting to correct the effects of disease conditions and to restore order. In Lindlahr’s words, “What is commonly called “acute” disease is in reality the result of nature’s efforts to eliminate from the organism waste material, foreign matter and poisons, and to repair injury to living tissues. In other words every so-called acute disease is the result of a cleansing and healing effort of nature.” (24) 

The signs and symptoms of acute reaction are relatively strong or violent. Coughing, diarrhea, vomiting, inflammation are rather robust effects of a strong vital force.

Chronic disease on the other hand represents a state where the body is unable to correct the imbalance, or said differently respond against the disease conditions. Again, Lindlahr, “ Chronic disease is a condition of the organism in which lowered vibration (lowered vitality), due to accumulation of waste material and poisons, with the consequent destruction of vital parts and organs, has progressed to such an extent that nature’s constructive and healing forces are no longer able to react against the disease conditions by acute corrective efforts.” (25) 

When we are healthy, or in balance, or have by definition sufficient vitality we are not sick. As we move away from normal function with decreasing vitality we reach a point where we react strongly and forcefully enough to correct the insult,. Successful correction results in elimination of the symptoms, by definition, because balance has been restored. If, on the other hand, the individual is not strong enough, if their vitality is to low or weak to make the correction, the disturbance will continue. Such a condition is chronic illness. In other words, the patient with a chronic illness is by definition not able to react sufficiently against the disease conditions to restore health.

[Healing crisis, disease crisis]

Restoration of balance, that is, movement toward health in a person who is chronically ill results in increases vitality. Continued increase in vitality will reach a point where the patient is able to mount a corrective reaction, that is, acute symptoms. Such a reaction is known as healing crisis.

Conversely an individual who experiences an acute reaction followed by increasing signs and symptoms, lowered reactive strength, and continuing illness, that is, chronic disease, is said to have experienced a disease crisis. 

The acute reaction will superficially appear to be the same whether one is resisting disease and restoring normal function, moving through an acute reaction toward chronic illness, or recovering from chronic illness and restoring balance. In this model, an acute disease is not simply an acute disease. Identifying the nature of the acute reaction is critical. Its implications for the physician whose goal is the restoration of health are profound and its significance can only be understood in the context of the individual patient’s medical history and his or her vitality.

[Mind/body]

It is interesting to note that in the vitalistic model no distinction is made between the mental and physical symptoms, or, for that matter, the spiritual symptoms. Each of the principles discussed above apply equally to any plane of one’s being. That is because the underlying causes of disturbance, that is, a deficiency of that which is needed for normal function or structure, the accumulation of wastes or other encumbrances, and the lack of vitality can effect all levels of our being. Lindlahr’s description of the effects of disease on the physical human body can been seen as mentioned above to apply, metaphorically, to the mental and spiritual bodies as well. Spiritual, mental and physical symptoms can all be understood as manifestation of a disturbance in the vital force.

Many of the interventions used to restore health by naturopathic physicians can affect the patient on all levels. This is because the therapies do not target the symptoms themselves but rather the patient who expresses the symptoms. Restoring balance is just that, restoring balance, the effect of which is a tendency towards normal function on all levels.

Said differently, the total collection of symptoms describe the unique way in which any given person manifests the effects of disease. This collection of symptoms gives a complete picture of the disturbance in the person’s government, or more consistently here, the disturbance in their vital force. The purpose in distinguishing among the plane of being from which the symptom arises is to observe the order in which they disappear from the patient.

Homeopathic practice has probably articulated this concept more thoroughly than any. In order to find the correct medicine for an individual the physician must perceive all of the patients symptoms. Although these symptoms are catalogued as mental or physical it is only for the convenience of searching for the correct prescription.

A cursory glance at the materias medica of vitalist medical practices will demonstrate that symptoms ordinarily thought of as “physical” or “mental” are listed together as indications for the remedies.

The same is true for essential nutrients. Deficiencies of vitamins, mineral, and essential fatty acids are associated with symptoms which are both physical and mental. Conversely, toxic levels of nutritents, heavy metals and other foreign substances will produce symptoms which are both physical and mental.

From these simple examples it can be seen that correcting the underlying problem by restoring normal balance to the system can eliminate symptoms on several levels.

Environment v Heredity

Ii some ways the vitalistic model of medicine can be thought of as creating or helping to create an environment which supports, and encourages the Viz Medicatrix Naturae, thus allowing the body to regain or maintain optimal function.

In other words, an optimal internal and external environment which provides the needs of the organism, removes or allows for the removal of encumbrances and conserves or stimulates the vitality allows this phenomenon to occur. Simply said, the body will be healthy given the right environment.

If one assumes that the genetic and physical makeup of an individual at birth cannot be altered, it would seem likely that optimizing the environment, both microscopic and macroscopic, would allow the full expression of the individual.

However, the available evidence suggests that the same ideas discussed above operate at both the fetal level and the genetic level.

An environment which does not provide the needs of, or is toxic to the embryo or developing fetus will result in compensations on the part of the living organism. Most, if not all, birth defects can be understood as the failure of completion of some phase of embryo genesis. Neural tube defects ranging in degrees of severity from anencephaly to spina bifida as the result of the failure of neural tube to close at various stages of gestation, or cleft palate and cleft lip from the failure of the fourth brachial arch to fully close are but two examples. These failures of completion in embryonic development can occur when something interferes with the normal development. The well known horrific effects of thalidomide on development of embryonic limb buds is an example.

 It is widely accepted that many substances or conditions are teratogenic, but it is not widely acknowledged that deficiencies of essential nutrients also produce the changes or adaptation commonly referred to as birth defects.

At the current time it is well established that neural defects are related to a deficiency of folic acid in the fetal environment. It is not much of a stretch of the intellect to allow that many, if not most, other, so-called birth defects are the changes or adaptations in the fetus in compensation for deficient nutrients. 

Indeed deficiencies of individuals nutrient at specific points in mammalian embryogenesis are known to cause such changes.(26) [Gerard]

Genetic influences on disease and the effect of nutrients on the expression of genotype is an interesting “new area” of medicine. However this concept was not unknown to Hippocrates, nor to modern practitioners of naturopathic medicine.

The concept of biochemical individuality advanced by Roger Williams argues that the individual needs for each nutrient are as widely varying as any other physical characteristic. (27) Taking this one step further lead Williams to propose a genetotrophic theory of disease. (28) This idea is essentially that our genetic make-up determines our individual bio-chemical and physiological needs. When these needs are not met because nutrients are deficient in the environment adaptations occur in the individual. These adaptations are called disease.

An example, used by Williams himself is the “disease” called muscular dystrophy. The individual diagnosed with this disease, says Williams, does not inherit “muscular dystrophy” from his parents, but rather inherits the unique biochemical and physiological “muscular dystrophy.”

Infectious disease

Much has been written on the subject of so-called infectious disease since the elaboration of the germ theory of disease. Since the time of Pasteur it has been accepted that certain microbes cause certain diseases, and it took the serendipitous discovery of antibiotics to firmly implant this theory in the minds of both the public and the practitioners of conventional medicine.

Lindlahr does not hide his disdain for this idea calling it “a delightfully simply theory as to the origin of disease, comprehensible to the least intelligent.”(29)

This is because the vitalist sees the phenomena of infection in light of the susceptibility of the host. 

Virchow is supposed to have said near the end of his life “If I had my life to live ever again I would devote it the showing that germs do not cause disease but rather seek diseased tissue, just as mosquitoes seek stagnate water. (30)

In any epidemic involving infectious disease there are those who are affected and those who are not, even though the later may be in direct intimate contact with the former.

Conventional medicine has concentrated its efforts on destroying the microbe with little or no intervention calculated to affect the patient’s resistance to the disease, or more correctly, to encourage normal healthy function or resistance, so that the microbe cannot find suitable conditions for it growth..

Just as soil conditions and pH affect the growth of various species of flowers or other plants so does the soil or terrain of the human body determine which microbes are best suited to grow there.

First year medical students learn that beta-hemolytic streptococcus is a normal comensal microbe in the human upper respiratory tract, yet when a patient with pharyngitis is shown to have this normal bacteria present in the case of a “sore throat” it is implied through the conventional physicians treatment that the streptococcus caused the pharyngitis.

In his discussion concerning “tissue changes” as the end result of disease, itself a disturbance in the vital force, Kent says that, “The bacteria are the result of the disease. In the course of time we will be able to show perfectly that the microscopic little fellows are not the disease cause, but that t5hey come after, that they are scavengers accompanying the disease, and that they are perfectly harmless in every respect.. They are the outcome of the disease and are present everywhere the disease is, and by the microscope it has been discovered that every pathological result has its corresponding bacteria.”(31) [p.15]

When speaking of disturbances in the “government” or order as the cause of illness, Kent reminds his readers that, “It is not from external things that man becomes sick, not from bacteria nor environment, but from causes in himself.’ (32) [p.28]

Again quoting from Kent, we find that he demonstrates the role of a susceptible host in infectious disease with the this comment: “We do not recognize measles or scarlet fever except in sick people. So apart from the subjects that take and develop them we could not know that there were such diseases. If there were no children on the earth susceptible to measles we would have no measles..”

 In naturopathic practice the emphasis then, is placed on the patient and his susceptibility to infectious agents. This is not to say that antimicrobial medications are not used, but rather that they are limited in their application.

Therapeutic rational

When a physician is consulted by a patient it is most likely for the purpose of intervening in the patients life to decrease the suffering experienced by the patient. Such intervention is determined by the physician’s understanding of disease, and ultimately, health. When the elimination of symptoms is equated with health the physician may feel justified in using any means possible to suppress the patient’s signs and symptoms. Where the physician understands health to be a state of dynamic equilibrium he has no choice but to assist the patient in recovering that state, and he can easily determine whether or not he is doing so by rely on the principles or laws of healing discussed above

“What physicians think medicine is profoundly shapes what they do, how they behave in doing it, and the reasons they use to justify that behavior….whether conscious of it or not, every physician has an answer to what he [she] thinks medicine is, with real consequences for all whom he [she] attends….the outcome is hardly trivial…It dictates, after all, how we approach patients, [and] how we make clinical judgments.” (33)

Hippocrates taught the symptoms expressed in illness were the “labor of the body” which when properly understood not only describe the disease in its whole extent, but also describe the cure. That which stimulates or evokes a reaction of the “physis” is curative.

As Hahnemann wrote:

“The highest ideal of cure is rapid, gentle, and permanent restoration of health, or the removal and annihilation of the disease in its whole extent, in the shortest, most reliable, and most harmless way, on easily comprehensive principles.” (34)

1. See for example: Strobel, Lee, The Case for a Creator (Grand Rapids, Mich.:Zondervan, 2004); Wilson, Edmund O. Consilience, The Unity of Knowledge (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998); Tipler, Frank J. The Physics of Immortality (New York: Doubleday, 1994).

Footnotes to be added

(33) Pellegrino E. Medicine, Science, Art: An Old Controversy Revisited. Man and Medicine. 1979; 4.1: 43-52. .
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