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Hahnemann: Scientist or Mystic? 

It took Hahnemann a long time to develop the idea of 
homoeopathy, but once he had done so it completely 
dominated his life. It had, in fact, a very profound psycho-
logical significance for him, far beyond what could be 
attributed to a mere medical theory, and unless we realize 
this we shall not understand a number of developments of 
the original idea that occurred later. 

When Hahnemann first conceived of homoeopathy he 
did so in a way that we would call scientific. The idea came 
to him - presumably as theresultofhis cinchona experiment 
- and he pondered it and later tried it out in practice. It
seemed to work, so he was encouraged to take it further. 

But as the seed that had been planted in his mind grew 
and flowered he saw more and more possibilities. Above all 
he recognized in it the answer to an acute religious dilem-
ma. This dilemma was the paradox that confronts anyone 
who believes in a God who is simultaneously all-powerful_ 
and all-good: how to account for suffering? Hahnemann 
was not a Christian but he was a deist. He believed that the 
universe had been designed by an infinitely wise and 
loving Father, and such a Father, he reasoned, must have 
provided his children with a means of relieving their suffer-
ing. But what was it? 

At first he could see no solution. As late as 1805, the year 
before the publication of 'The Medicine of Experience', we 
find him writing almost in despair: 

After 1000 to 2000 years, then, we are no further! How turbid 
art Thou, sole source of our knowledge of the powers of 
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medicine! And yet in this cultured century this state of affairs is 
perfectly satisfactory to the learned bevy of physicians, in the 
most important affairs of mortals, where the most precious of 
all earthly possessions - human life and health - is at stake! 
(Haehl, vol. 1, 64) 

The problem continued to obsess him as the years went 
by. In 1808 we find him still writing on the same theme, 
though by this time he has already discerned the Divine 
Answer to the enigma. After a lengthy description of his 
progressive disillusionment with orthodox medicine, 
Hahnemann explains that he was at last driven to wonder 
whether 'perhaps the whole nature of this science, as great 
men have already said, is such that it is not capable of any 
great certainty'. No sooner does he consider this shocking 
idea, however, than he rejects it decisively. 

What a shameful blasphemous thought! - I clasped my brow -
that the wisdom of the Infinite Spirit animating the universe 
would not be able to create means to relieve the sufferings of 
diseases which He, after all, allowed to arise . . 

Would He, the Father of all, coldly survey the torments of 
disease of His dearest creatures? Would He leave no way open 
to the genius of mankind - otherwise so infallible - no easy, 
certain, and dependable way of regarding disease from the 
right angle, of determining the use and the specific, safe and 
dependable results obtainable from the medicines? 

Before I would have given credence to this blasphemy, I 
should have forsworn all the school systems of the world . . . 
{Haehl, vol. 1, 64-5) 

There was thus a deeply religious element in Hahne
mann' s conception of homoeopathy from the beginning, 
and as time went on this came to predominate more and 
more, which helps to explain why Hahnemann eventually 
regarded anyone who criticized him almost as a blas
phemer and any disciple who deviated from his line of 

• thought as a renegade. We have already seen the unfortu
nate effects that this inflexibility produced on the 
homoeopaths of Leipzig.
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Another very important result of Hahnemann' s growing 
metaphysical tendency was the incorporation of semi
mystical ideas into what had originally been more or less 
a scientific theory. In the later editions of The Organon, 
and also in his other writings of this period, we find an 
ever-increasing emphasis on the doctrine of vitalism. The 
term Hahnemann used was 'dynamis', which is usually 
translated as 'vital force'. By this he meant a spirit-like 
principle that gives life to the body. Disease, he taught, 
results from disturbances in the vital force produced by 
outside influences of various kinds, and the function of 
homoeopathic medicines is said to be to stimulate the vital 
force to bring about healing. 

Hahnemann did not of course invent the idea of vital 
force; indeed, in one form or another it seems to be as old as 
humanity. It appears to be an almost universal primitive 
belief that there is such an animating principle in man, 
often identified with the breath (pneuma in ancient Greece 
and the writings of St Paul, prana in India), which leaves the 
body at death and is responsible for its functioning during 
life. Plato presents a sophisticated philosophical version of 
this idea, and it can be traced in Western philosophy down 
to modem times (for example in the writings of Henri 
Bergson) though it is dead in mainstream science today. 

In Hahnemann' s time vitalism was still very much in the 
air. At the beginning of the eighteenth century Ernst Georg 
Stahl had taught a form of vitalism and his ideas continued 
to be influential among doctors in Germany and France. 
The true nature of the life force was held to be unknown 
and unfathomable. It had its seat in the brain and solar 
plexus and transmitted its influence via the nerves. Disease 
was �upposed to be due to disturbance of the life force and 
healing took place through the operation of this force, 
though the assistance of the physician might be needed at 
times. 

These ideas were advocated by Hufeland, the editor of 
the journal in which many of Hahnemann' s early essays on 
homoeopathy appeared. It is therefore not surprising that 
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