NATUROPATHY – The Key To Good Health

Naturopathy is the original form of medicine, begun thousands of years ago. The best-known naturopath was actually ironically, the so-called ‘father of modern medicine,’ Hippocrates in 400BC. Although orthodox medicine has forgotten and moved away from much of his teachings, preferring a drug-based approach, still many tenets of naturopathy remain, albeit unrecognised by many health practitioners who use them.

There is a fundamental difference in approach to health and disease between orthodox medicine and naturopathic medicine. Many patients will need to unlearn many of the basic ‘truths’ they have learned and embrace a new type of philosophy.

A healthy person in orthodox terms simply represents someone who is not suffering any outward symptoms at a given time. It does not take into account any building, hidden problems that may be occurring. A healthy person for naturopaths is someone who is ‘wholly’ well – in mind, body and spirit. A vital person in tune with his or her environment, able to resist disease, free from toxic overload, with a positive frame of mind and a strong ‘lifeforce.’ (Lifeforce here means the innate energetic health of the body.)

Disease in orthodoxy is still very much based on the ‘germ theory’ of Pasteur. In other words, we are seen very much as being attacked by germs, viruses or bacteria etc – the passive victims, if you like. Naturopaths believe that acute attacks of illnesses or inflammatory attacks are positive chances for the body to eliminate toxins. In other words, we may have had an immune system not strong enough to resist the germ or virus, but also the body takes the chance to throw off harmful toxins that have built up over time. For naturopaths, measles, chickenpox, acne, boils, catarrh, eczema, shingles – and many more conditions – are seen as eliminatory events; a chance for the body to offload. Without them, the body is likely to build up an increasingly toxic load, which is directly pathologically harmful to the body’s tissues and systems.

Often, these acute type incidents are suppressed with medication – steroids for eczema and catarrh, antibiotics for acne etc. These are very powerful ‘suppressive’ medications which dampen down or ‘suppress’ the body’s efforts to offload and the body’s eliminatory systems and lifeforce. In other words, the body’s efforts are thwarted. So, where do the toxins go then? Naturopaths believe that they are then driven deeper into the body, and will have to find another exit, often resulting in a yet more inconvenient and powerful acute event. 

The body is a very clever thing and will constantly find ways to get rid of poisons it doesn’t want. It’s job is to stop the toxins reaching a level where they will affect the two most important organs, the brain and the heart. It will use various eliminatory routes including via bile (from the liver), via the bowels, via the kidneys as urine, via the lungs as coughs, breathing etc or via the skin as spots, rashes, boils, redness etc. Hippocrates’ ‘Nature Cure’ movement, as it was known then, was based on the fundamental belief of ‘vis medicatrix naturae’, or the power of the body to heal itself. The naturopath’s job is to give the body the right conditions to enable it to do just that.

In naturopathy, there is what is known as the ‘Hierarchy of Organs’ which very often a patient’s path of disease has followed as the toxic level gets ever deeper if suppressed. Often, the skin, hands and feet, hair and nails are affected first, then the bowel and stomach, the liver becomes partially blocked and unable to cope with the mounting toxic level, the reproductive organs are then affected, then the kidneys and/or lungs, and finally the nervous system (brain) and the circulatory system (heart.)

To illustrate, we often see patterns of diseases. A patient may have started with dull, lifeless hair, poor nails, cold hands and feet, skin problems such as eczema or acne. These may have been ignored or suppressed using medication. They may then start to suffer constipation, diarrhoea, a grumbling tummy, regular indigestion or heartburn, for example. This is suppressed using antacids, laxatives or ignored. The liver signs can then start including migraine, piles, gallstones, asthma, hayfever – all of which are normally suppressed by medication or surgery. In women, the menstrual cycle can be affected, later they may suffer fibroids or cysts, or men suffer impotency. Kidney signs may then be seen such as cystitis, falling hair, frequent urination, thrush and high blood pressure. The patient may also have respiratory problems such as asthma, bronchitis, shallow breathing, constant cough etc. If the toxic load has not been relieved by this point – as often happens – the person may then begin to suffer depression, low mood, anxiety, loss of muscle co-ordination etc – all related to the functioning of the nervous system. Or, they may suffer from cardiovascular problems such as thickening arteries, stroke, cardiac infarction. 

Your own case may not follow this exactly, but often patients can clearly see a stepwise increase in toxicity and thwarted eliminatory events and a progression to deeper problems in the body. 

Note that the body will do everything it can to prevent such a decline – and naturopaths take the view that we should positively encourage acute eliminatory events to stop it happening. Hippocrates is famously accredited as saying ‘give me fever and I can cure every disease.” Obviously, we do not want such inflammation to get out of hand, since constant inflammation can damage tissues. The naturopath’s job is to keep the fire burning slowly, so to speak, without letting it get out of control. It is a science and an art form at the same time. 

It is interesting to note that such cleansing experiences happen in other forms of nature too. A build up of thunderous and pregnant air is cleared by a short sharp storm, a geological crisis occurs to create a shifting of the landscape. Even coups occur to bring about political change. A period of crisis is more often than not followed by a marked improvement in the situation.

There is a basic ‘Law of Cure’ in naturopathy which states that  “Cure proceeds from above downwards, from within outward, from the most important organs to the least important organs and in the reverse order of appearance of symptoms.” This was written by Constantine Hering, a naturopath many years ago, after he observed the phenomenon in his own clinic. It means basically that as a patient gets better, it is likely that he will do so in the reverse order of the way his illness progressed. It means the brain and heart type symptoms will get better first, then progress back through the hierarchy of organs as above and eliminatory events affecting the least important organs will occur. 

In practice, this means that a patient suffering depression, for example, will get an improvement in mood, but may develop a rash (the toxins have made a huge leap downward, stopped affecting the brain and are eliminating via the least important organ – the skin demonstrating from within outward.) A patient with an irritable bowel problem may again suffer for a short time the eczema he or she suffered many years ago (the illness is reversing). A lady with a constant cough or recurrent bronchial problems may suffer a short bout of diarrhoea or tummy troubles (the disease has moved downwards from lungs to bowel and toxins are eliminating via the bowel, a lesser important organ than the lungs.) This is a difficult concept to grasp and patients must rely on their naturopath’s skills to help them interpret the various things that can occur during treatment. 

It is vitally important that these occurrences are not themselves suppressed. Patients are discouraged from using antibiotics for cystitis, steroid creams for skin rashes etc. The naturopath’s job is to manage the patient’s case carefully to avoid uncomfortable eliminatory crises as much as possible, and then if they occur, to help alleviate the symptoms perhaps with nutrients, food or homeopathy without stopping the elimination too much. Thus allowing it to continue at a pace comfortable for the patient.

These events are extremely positive, despite the fact that they can often be uncomfortable for the patient (although non-suppressive help will be given to help symptoms). They should be welcomed as the culmination of the work done so far to shift the body towards health. 

Depending on the severity of the patient’s condition, or the length of time their toxicity has been building, they may not have sufficient vitality – or Lifeforce – to mount an eliminatory crisis. To do so in the body takes a lot of effort. Many people will build up to it gradually, often feeling much better quite quickly with some symptoms improving or disappearing, and then will suffer a crisis such as a rash, sleeplessness, headache or diarrhoea, for example. This may happen several times, hopefully with minor crises that don’t inconvenience the patient too much. 

We aim very much to ensure the patient can continue day to day life as before, although they must be aware that they need plenty of rest and to avoid extra stress as their body heals. Sometimes a healing crisis does not occur for a very long time and this reflects the fact that the patient has very low body energy and is gradually building it up. This doesn’t mean nothing is happening, rather that there are changes going on at cellular level which are not showing outwardly yet. We are often ‘chipping away’ at a high toxic load or nutrient imbalance for quite a while before any outward signs of change happen. If the toxicity level of a patient is not very high, and it is more nutrient imbalance, for example, the patient may not ever suffer a crisis. In more severe cases such as cancer, the patient’s toxicity level may be so high, that even an acute crisis such as pneumonia (which often occurs in hospitalised cancer cases) is not sufficient to lower it quickly enough to save the patient.  Often the patient’s symptoms are so suppressed that a huge internal battle is taking place and it is a question of which will win – the drug or the lifeforce. Each case is different.

Reducing toxicity is just one of the approaches used in naturopathy, though. The treatment approach has been likened to a ‘3 legged stool.’ One leg represents the body’s biochemistry, the cellular nutrition, the second represents the physical structure of the body – looking at the bones, organs, systems and posture of the body. The third represents the emotional, mental and spiritual core of the person and the seat represents the hereditary factors such as constitution, inherited predispositions, weak organs or systems and toxic load.

Of course, not everyone who drinks like a fish, smokes 40 a day and eats a poor unbalanced diet is going to have a problem. This very much depends on how strong our constitution is and what we started off with and have had to deal with in life. Given 100 people who follow this type of lifestyle, some will be perfectly OK (although often these people suffer a sudden illness later in life, after having had no other previous problems), others will develop more minor symptoms, and still more will suffer major related problems. It all depends. We are not all equal and some are luckier than others!

The three basic concepts of naturopathic nutrition are that of the lifeforce (or body vitality), toxins and nutrients and the inter-relationship between them is key to understanding disease and how to combat it.  Lowered vitality will lead to underfunctioning body systems and organs and to a build up of toxins as the body becomes less able to eliminate them through acute events. Lowered vitality will also mean less efficient digestion and so therefore to less absorption of the necessary nutrients. This in turn will mean the body cannot function as well and vitality gets lower and toxins increase. The toxicity level getting higher slows everything down and the blood is not as good a nutrient source for the body. Thus, you can see how each leg of the stool affects the other and a holistic approach makes common sense.

For effective treatment, all of these issues need to be considered. So, the patient’s programme should include ways to ensure cells have the basic raw materials and the ability to eliminate by products of metabolism; that the physical body is cared for in terms of posture, massage, exercise etc and that the emotions, stress levels and spirit of the patient is supported well. All of these issues must also be considered in view of a judgement made about the patient’s likely constitution and inherited predispositions to say kidney problems, diabetes etc. A naturopath must also consider the family medical history, the patient’s past history including stressful events and many more things besides if he or she is to get a true picture of the patient’s case.

Another fundamental difference in approach is described by the ‘Law of Compensation.’ This describes the fact that often any action has two contradictory effects on the body.  For example, if you take a laxative to ease constipation, it will cause a loose bowel and end the problem. But, the secondary effect is to weaken the bowel and this later then causes constipation because the peristaltic movement is slowed due to loss of muscle tone and weakened muscle fibres through lack of use. Another example may be where you take a stimulant, such as coffee, which gives you energy, but continued use causes more fatigue because of the effect on the adrenal glands The same is true of most drugs and medicines. They work by curing the symptom to start with, but affect the body negatively and often make the problem worse in the longer term.

In contrast, natural medicine such as naturopathy and homeopathy will make the symptoms worse for a short time initially (as with the healing crisis) but the secondary effect is to cure it. The exact opposite of the orthodox approach above. For example, with bad circulation, you could apply warmth to the area which makes you feel warmer but warming blood is not so necessary so it is taken somewhere else in the body and you are cold again pretty soon after you remove the heat source. If you apply cold to the skin, initially it will send the blood deeper into the body and the skin will get colder. Then, the body sends a rush of warming blood to the area to compensate and the result is improved circulation to the area. Thus, initially you get a worse situation, then a cure of the problem whereas above, you get a temporary halt of the symptom and then it makes it worse.

A naturopathic nutritionist is very different to a dietician. The latter is constrained by assessing whether the patient has enough of the vitamins, minerals and food classes according to current medical opinion. These views are based on estimated daily requirements of the different nutrients for different categories of people, such as the elderly, children, pregnant women etc. They will then design diets based on this premise. This does not allow for individuality and simply represents the fact that certain categories of people need extra minerals or vitamins at certain times of life. That said, in certain cases, they do a very good job of raising awareness of the importance of a good balanced diet and at encouraging people to think about what they eat and prevention of illness.

Again, though, there are fundamental differences, such as giving calcium for osteoporosis, for example. A dietician is trained that osteoporosis (brittle bones) happens because of a lack of calcium being deposited in the bone. This is indeed true, but a naturopathic nutritionist wants to know why. It is most likely that this is occurring because the body does not have the co-factors to use the calcium properly, and because the patient is doing things regularly that block the absorption of calcium, such as tea drinking. A dietician or doctor will give mega doses of calcium or for minor cases or preventative measures recommend a lot of dairy produce. A naturopathic nutritionist will recommend no calcium is given, rather that lifestyle blocking practices are stopped, calcium co-factors are increased and a diet rich in plant sources of calcium recommended rather than milk, which is not the best source of absorbable calcium in the diet. In addition, a naturopathic nutritionist may ask for a hair mineral analysis test to see whether the patient is in some way mishandling the calcium. Often, the fact is that patients are taking in far more calcium than they need but not depositing it properly, rather it is being deposited around joints (arthritis), in soft tissues such as ligament and muscle (stiff, tight muscles) or as kidney stones etc. What is the point of giving extra calcium if this is what will happen to it? Other cultures do not take in anywhere near the amount we do in the UK, yet don’t suffer osteoporosis. This should tell us it’s not the amount, but what we do with it that’s important. This serves to illustrate the difference in approach.

A naturopathic nutritionist will use several different treatment methods to achieve the aims of the patient. For example, treatment may begin with a cellular level cleanse, or of the bowel or liver. They may employ traditional techniques such as skinbrushing or hydrotherapy (hot and cold compresses/specific showers/baths etc), they may suggest regular massage, reiki or acupuncture to support healing and detoxification, or use herbals or homeopathics to assist the process or deal with uncomfortable symptoms in a non-suppressive manner. Diagnostically, they may use iridology or suggest biochemical tests such as liver function, hair analysis, food intolerance testing etc. Obviously a specific diet and supplement programme alongside lowered toxin ingestion forms the core of any treatment.

In addition, naturopathic treatment will encourage plenty of rest, lowered stress levels, a positive mind, increased body awareness, exercise in the fresh air and breathing exercises. Everything in the treatment is designed to correct the body’s own healing environment and stimulate healing, by lowering stress and toxicity levels, removing suppressive foods, medications (if appropriate) and lifestyle practices.

Of much importance is also the need to educate the patient about the process and basic principles so that he or she can understand, interpret and appreciate what is happening. This gives back the patient control of their own body and healing becomes an active rather than a passive experience. Better results are gained both for the current condition, and in avoiding future problems if the patient understands their own body and knows how to look after it.

Naturopathy is a very positive therapy which has immense power to stimulate healing. Naturopathy is as old as the hills, yet we have moved so much away from its basic wisdoms. Much of what we are told today – to get plenty of exercise, eat plenty of fruit and vegetables, lower stress etc has its roots in naturopathic medicine as it used to be practised thousands of years ago. The old wisdom is still very much alive and the future of modern medicine has to be integrative and naturopathic. We are working towards a truly wholistic approach.

