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Chapter 10: Homeopathy





Like -- but oh how different!






"Yes, It as the Mountain Echo"  William Wordsworth
Background
The origins of homeopathy can be traced to the 18th century German physician, Samuel Hahnemann, who became intrigued by the effectiveness of chinchona bark in curing malaria -- and noticed a confounding effect:  taking chinchona created many of the same symptoms of malaria.  From this experience, Hahnemann developed his theory of  like cures like , also known as the law of similars  which asserts that the ability of a substance to cure a disease emerges from its power to cause symptoms in a healthy person that are similar to those of the disease itself.


Hahnemann's tireless investigations with different substances resulted in a long list of medicines and case studies, which are compiled in a series of reference books called materia medica  -- the homeopath's guidebook to remedies and the psychological/physical symptoms that they produce.  The symptoms are cross-referenced under repertories , which list all of the medications that are known to cause those symptoms.

Homeopathic principles
Like cures like

According to homeopathic theory, the symptoms of a disease are an outward expression of the body's natural self-healing mechanisms;  they are signs that the body is responding to the stress of disease.   Using drugs to suppress the

symptoms (as is done in conventional Western medicine) only mask the real problem, and suppress the body's own healing powers.  In contrast, using agents with effects that are similar (homios  ) to the suffering or symptoms of disease (pathos) , homeopathic remedies act as catalysts for the body's natural abilities, or vital force .  The principle that like cures like, labeled the Law of Similars,  is a distinguishing tenet of homeopathic philosophy. 

No part of the body is an island

That the mind and body are closely intertwined is another fundamental homeopathic belief.  Remedies are matched not only to the individual's physical symptoms, but to his/her personality or state of mind as well.  An illness in one part of the body (or suffering in the mind) does not exists alone; it will almost always create a problem in other parts of the body.  


If symptoms are the body's way of sounding the alarm for disease, as homeopaths assert, then all   symptoms must be addressed.  In the homeopathic interview, a person will be encouraged to reveal in exquisite detail all major and minor symptoms.   From this elaborate questioning, or profiling,   emerges a blueprint for the remedy that is right for that person.  The remedy that makes the match is called the similum. 

Layers of symptoms:

Hering's Laws of Cure
In many cases, the major symptoms may mask deeper, older symptoms and problems, according to homeopaths.  The initial remedy may help relieve one set of symptoms, only to uncover another layer.


However, homeopaths also believe that, while a person may express a number of symptoms, they all stem from a single constitutional susceptibility that is unique to the individual.


The pattern of symptom progression after taking a prescribed remedy was described by German Homeopath Constantine Hering, and is called Hering's Laws of Cure :

1. 
Healing begins at the deepest levels (mind and organs) and progresses to the external parts (skin).  With the correct similum, one often feels better mentally before feeling better physically. 

2.
Remedies peel away at layers of symptoms.  For example, a person's  headache may disappear, making way for others to emerge.

3.
Healing progresses from the upper part of the body to lower.  A headache may wane, only for problems in the gastrointestinal tract to come forth.

4.
Symptoms get worse before they get better.  If symptoms reflect the body's fight against disease, then the proof of a good similum would be, at first, a better fight with stronger symptoms.  When other signs show progress -- such as generally improved mental condition, relief of other recent symptoms, or healing higher in the body -- the temporary worsening of symptoms is considered a good sign.

Potentized doses:

Dilute and dilute again
One of the most controversial aspects of homeopathy is its use of remedies that are substances diluted to the point where they virtually no longer exist -- in homeopathic parlance, they are potentized .  Deriving from natural sources -- plant, mineral or animal-- homeopathic remedies are potentized by diluting them between 3 to 100,000 times and shaking them.  The medicine is first diluted in 99 parts of water or alcohol.  One part of the dilution is then diluted again in 99 parts of water or alcohol.  The process is repeated until the remedy reaches the desired potency.  Originally, Hahnemann devised this method in an effort to quell the toxic effects of potent substances.  But a certain logic emerged from this process.  Since homeopathic remedies aim to jump start the body's own healing powers, Hahnemann believed that only small doses were needed.  


In addition,  Hahnemann advocated highly diluted doses for only short periods of time.  Indeed, homeopathic remedies are generally not administered for long periods of time;  if the body's natural powers do not take over soon, the similum was wrong.

Chronic conditions need more care
Given the highly individualized nature of remedies, the success of homeopathic treatment rests heavily on the artful skill of a knowledgeable and perceptive homeopath.  This is particularly the need among people with chronic problems, such as chronic headaches.  Chronic conditions suggest a constitutional vulnerability or susceptibility which, after years of embedding itself, can create a complex web of symptoms.  

Widely practiced

Since its invention more than 200 years ago, homeopathy has become a popular method for treating illness.  About 2.5 million Americans have received care from a homeopathic doctor, and an estimated 3,000 physicians and other health care practitioners administer homeopathy.   The FDA considers homeopathic remedies as drugs.  It regulates their manufacture, claims for effectiveness, and use.  Homeopathy is more widely practiced in Europe, Latin America and Asia.  In France, 32% of family physicians use homeopathy; in India there are more than 100,000 homeopathic physicians.

How it works
There is much dispute over the general effectiveness of homeopathic remedies.  


With no measurable evidence that the remedies are anything more than water or alcohol, homeopathy in general rankles many of today's clinicians -- who view them as nothing more than placebos.  


However, while medical science cannot explain why it works, there is mounting evidence that homeopathy does work.  For example, a review of homeopathic studies in the British Medical Journal , a highly-regarded medical journal by conventional Western standards, showed that 15 out of 22 of the well-designed studies of homeopathic remedies had positive results.   These findings were strong enough for the authors to call for more rigorous clinical research into homeopathy.  


Two  studies have shown the efficacy of homeopathy in the treatment of chronic headache.  In one survey of 43 people with chronic headache and migraine, homeopathic treatment helped reduce pain in 65% during the first month and 56% said that relief continued for the duration of the study, which lasted 18 months.


Another study had a double-blind design, which means that neither the homeopath nor the patients knew whether migraine sufferers were taking a remedy or placebo.  After four months, 93% of the migraine sufferers who took homeopathic remedy reported "sufficient" to "very good improvement."  This compared very favorably with the 30% of people taking placebo.  (The 30% placebo effect is very common in drug trials, as well.)
Common remedies for headache
It goes against all of the tenets of homeopathy to advise one or another remedy for general use.  Homeopathic treatments are highly individualized.  However, for the prevention and treatment of tension-type and migraine headache, several remedies are widely used.  Here are some that are recommended by homeopathic practitioners such as Dana Ullman, Director of the Homeopathic Educational Services and author of The Consumer's Guide to Homeopathy  (Tarcher/Putnam).  The recommended dose for all remedies is 6, 12 or 30 potency.  Take every hour during severe pain and discontinue as soon as you feel some relief. 

Aconite
Indicated for:
Early stages of migraine

Characteristic of headache:

•
Sudden onset 
•
Triggered by cold or sudden tension

Individual characteristics while ill:

•
Restless or even panicky

•
Stomach pain

Belladonna
Indicated for: 

Tension-type headaches
Right-sided migraines

Quality of headache:

•
Appear and leave very suddenly 
•
Throbbing or pulsating

•
Focussed in the forehead

•
Confusion

•
Visual disturbances and hallucinations

Individual characteristics while ill:

•
Sensitive to touch, light, sound or motion (though pressure may provide some relief)

•
Prefer sitting still

•
Tension type headaches that come on very quickly

•
Throb

Bryonia
Indicated for:

Tension-type headaches

Headache characteristics
•
Steady ache (not throbbing)

•
Located in the forehead, down back of head or over left eye

•
Made worse by touch and motion

•
Worse in hot rooms

•
May be accompanied by nausea and constipation

Individual characteristics while ill:

•
Intolerant of motion

•
Irascible

•
Prefers to be alone and in cool areas

Gelsemium
Indicated for:

•
Tension-type headache

Headache characteristics:

•
Located in back of head, or band around the head

•
Triggered by anxiety or nervousness

Individual characteristics while ill:

•
Weak and heavy

•
Drooping eyelids

•
Seeks out warmth to relieve possible chills

Iris
Indicated for:

 Migraine

Headache characteristics:

•
Aura

•
Right side of forehead

•
Recurrent on a predictable basis

Individual characteristics while ill:

•
May feel nauseated

•
Headache not relieved by vomiting

Kali bichromium
Indicated for:

Sinus-related headaches

Pain characteristics:

*•
Accompanied by thick, stringy mucous

•
Pain or pressure above the root of nose

•
Pain in forehead or over one eye

•
Made worse by bending, motion and cold weather

Individual characteristics while ill:

•
Listless and indifferent

Nux vomica
Indicated for:
Hangover headache

Tension-type headache

Headache characteristics:

•
Accompanied by stomach upset

•
Triggered by cold

•
Worse in the morning

Individual characteristics while ill:

•
Hard-driving, goal-oriented

•
Irritable from over-work

Natrum muriaticum
Indicated for:

Migraine

Hormone-related

Headache characteristics
•
Acute pounding

•
Triggered by emotional upset

•
Worse in the late morning, early afternoon

Individual characteristics while ill:

•
Emotionally sensitive

•
Difficulty expressing feelings

•
Rattled by sudden noises

•
Craves salt

Pulsatilla
Indicated for:

Sinus headache

PMS-related symptoms

Pain characteristics:
•
See sinus symptoms for kali , above

•
Worse at night

•
Accompanied by nausea or indigestion

Individual characteristics while ill:
•
Weepy

•
Moody

•
Depressed

Sanguinaria

Indicated for:
Right-sided migraines

Hormone-related migraines

Cluster

Headache characteristics:

•
Sharp, intense

•
May begin in back of head, progress to right side or eye

•
Accompanied by nausea, vomiting

•
Made worse by motion

•
Predictable pattern

Individual characteristics while ill:

•
Tense and nervous

Sepia
Indicated for:

Left-sided migraine with nausea

Headache characteristics:

•
Left-sided

•
Accompanied by  nausea

•
Aggravated by heat or sweets

•
Triggered or aggravated by  menstruation

Individual characteristics while ill:

•
Lack-luster, sluggish

•
Withdrawn and apathetic, even with loved ones

Side effects and warnings
While conventional medicine may have many beefs with the homeopathic community, safety is not one of them.  There is little dispute that, at such infinitesimal doses, homeopathic remedies are very safe.  However, it is vital that you rule out any possibly dangerous or life-threatening causes of headache before trying homeopathy, or any alternative treatment.


Though considered a therapeutic effect, symptoms may worsen at the beginning of a homeopathic treatment before they get better.  Since symptoms reflect the body's fight against disease, homeopaths see this phenomenon as a good sign that the body is engaging more actively in the battle against the underlying problem.

What to expect
If you go to a homeopath, you can first expect to answer an extensive list of questions which help give the practitioner a profile of all symptoms (down to the most minute detail) and your emotional make-up.  This can take upwards of an hour.  Then, possibly with the aid of a computer program, your homeopath will recommend a remedy in an effort to uncover the similum -- the right remedy for you as an individual.  


Finding your similum may be a trial-and-error process, during which time you will keep in contact with your homeopath about any changes in your symptoms.   If your symptoms worsen, for example, you may be asked to ride it out for a day or two to see whether it is a function of your body gearing up for a fight against the disease that causes the symptoms (a good sign), or whether the remedy has no effect and your condition is simply worsening.


You may also find that other symptoms arise as the old ones fade, which may be physical, mental or emotional.  This trend is expected by homeopaths -- and may require fine-tuning of your remedy.


In addition, your symptoms may shift in location, another expected phenomenon that shows the remedy is working.


However, once you and your homeopath find the similum, you will not need to stay on it for very long -- just long enough for the remedy to set your own healing abilities in motion.


Depending on the background of your homeopath,  he or she may also make lifestyle recommendations, or suggest other treatments to help you cope with your problem.

Finding a reliable homeopath
The licensing requirements for homeopathic practice varies from state to state. Homeopathic practitioners can be found among MDs, DOs, dentists, naturopaths, chiropractors and nurse practitioners, as well as others.  Three states have licensing boards: Arizona, Connecticut and Nevada.  There are  many schools to train doctors and laypeople.  The following organizations may help in locating a homeopathic practitioner or physician near you:

National Center for Homeopathy

810 North Fairfax, Suite 306

Alexandria, VA 22314

703-548-7790

International Foundation for Homeopathy

2366 Eastlake Avenue, East Suite 301

Seattle, WA 98102

206-324-8230

Questions and answers
Does homeopathy work as fast as drugs?
It depends on your illness.  You may have very fast relief with homeopathy.  However,  since homeopathy theoretically works by triggering the body's own healing powers, homeopathic treatments may take some time to create an effect.  And even then, other symptoms may become apparent.

How do homeopaths explain why remedies work at such high dilutions?
In general, only small amounts of the actual agent are needed because the goal is not to wipe out symptoms, but to stimulate the body's innate ability to heal itself.  Some homeopaths explain the effects in terms of "new physics", suggesting that the medications exert an electromagnetic energy.  They also theorize that the dilution and shaking process changes the structure of the water and alcohol molecules that contain the active ingredient -- so, although there is no evidence of the substance, the carriers are altered in such a way that they exert some therapeutic benefit.

Can children take homeopathic remedies?

Yes, but it is best to have treatment guided by a homeopath.

Is homeopathy covered by medical insurance?
If you buy the remedies on your own based on self-diagnosis, probably not.  On the other end of the spectrum, homeopathic consultations by a physician, nurse, osteopathic physician, dentist or other healthcare professional are quite likely to be covered.  Check with your insurance carrier.

