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3 The Lemon and the Dolphin
The law of similars

The totality

Case taking

Keynotes and characteristic symptoms

A context for the law of similars

Hahnemann was not exactly what you would call a diplomatic, 

round-about kind of person. He did not mince words and would 

get to the point right away. That is also why he devoted the begin-

ning of the Organon to defining the centerpiece of homeopathy, 

which has since come to be known as the law of similars. “Let 

likes be cured by likes” is the English translation of what Hahne-

mann put in succinct Latin as “simila similibus curentur.”
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Many have taken this statement on which to hang their cases 

against homeopathy, since what it says appears to be completely 

illogical: if someone suffers from a disease, he may be cured by a 

medicine which has the power to produce just such a disease in a 

healthy subject.

Should not the exact opposite be true? If you are too cold you 

do not need more of the same but rather the opposite, namely 

heat. If a piece is bent to the right you give it a good whack to the 

left. Banging it on the right some more is not going to straighten 

it. All this seems true enough and is in fact the basis of common 

medical practice. If your heart beats too fast you need something 

which has the primary effect of slowing it down. A person with a 

high fever requires a drug which has the power to reduce the 

body temperature. The underlying pattern seems to be that one 

should be looking for something opposite to the patient’s symp-

tom. This is the law of opposites, or “contraria contrariis” in Latin.

It is easy to see how, with the emergence of homeopathy, the 

stage was set for the conflict rattling at the basic tenets of medi-

cal thinking. It is either “simila similibus curentur” or “contraria 

contrariis.” There seems to be no middle ground between these 

two camps.

The Meditation

I would now like to invite you into a little meditation. You will 

need a lemon for the full experience but in case you are reading 
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this book at an inconvenient time with no lemon at hand, take a 

look at the picture on page 14 and join in the meditation.

Take five to ten minutes to investigate the lemon inside out. 

Look at it, feel it, poke it. Cut it in half, taste it, smell it, study it in 

any way imaginable. I am sure there will not be too many sur-

prises since this is only an ordinary lemon just like the ones you 

have squeezed the juice from or cut into slices many times before. 

But it is important that you refresh your memory and paint a 

vivid image of this lemon before your mental eye. Close your eyes 

and become a lemon.

Once you are satisfied, come back out of your peel and try to 

name as many properties as you can think of which make up the 

whole of the lemon. Jot them down on a piece of paper, one after 

the other. Do not be too analytical or too critical about this. You 

should have at least ten items on your list, the more the better. 

Your list may begin like this:

� roughly 5–10 cm in size

� yellow peel

� wrinkled peel

� citrus-like smell when scratching peel

� . . .

The Totality

There are so many features that make up a lemon, for example, its 

size, weight, and color, the texture of the peel, the smell when 



3 The Lemon and the Dolphin 17

you scratch the peel. Then there is the color of the inside of the 

fruit, its taste, the shape of its pips, the amount of juice, etc. By 

the sum total of all of these you can recognize a lemon and tell it 

apart from other things.

You will probably agree with me that however long your list 

might be, it is by no means exhaustive. By using chemical analy-

sis, for example, we could begin to include the amount of each 

and every chemical compound found in the object of our investi-

gation. That would easily add many hundreds of items to the list. 

We might just as well decide to use a microscope and describe 

the cell structure in minute detail, which would contribute an-

other big bunch of properties. And there is no end in sight.

Within the five letters of a lemon we have encountered what 

we call its “totality.” On one level it is almost impossible to de-

scribe a lemon in minute detail, yet on another it is almost trivial. 

Otherwise we would all be completely lost on our next shopping 

trip. This is a common experience with all totalities. In fact, in 

everyday life we often tend to think in totalities. Pretty much 

every object that surrounds us is a totality. From lemons to car-

rots, from chairs to chandeliers, from you to me including every-

one in between. Incidentally, other words for totality which you 

might encounter are gestalt, quality, or entity.

It is fortunate that our thinking is well adapted to working 

with totalities. If I just say “fruit, yellow, tart, juicy” I bet you will 

discover pretty quickly that I was thinking of a lemon. We do not 

need complete information to identify a totality. Our mind works 

well with incomplete information and, by filling in the blanks, 
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conjures up a rich, detailed, and life-like image which we recog-

nize immediately.

In order to relate the lemon to homeopathy let me turn to § 6 

of the Organon:

The unprejudiced observer, even the most sharp-witted one—

knowing the nullity of supersensible speculations which are not 

born out in experience—perceives nothing in each single case of 

disease other than the alterations in the condition of the body 

and soul, disease signs, befallments, symptoms, which are out-

wardly discernable through the senses. That is, the unpreju-

diced observer only perceives the deviations from the former 

healthy state of the now sick patient, which are felt by the 

patient himself, perceived by those around him, and observed 

by the physician.

All these perceptible signs represent the disease in its entire 

extent, that is, together they form the true and only conceivable 

gestalt of the disease. 

As instructed by Hahnemann, the physician needs to make a list 

of all observable symptoms just as you compiled the list of all 

lemon symptoms, so to speak. But it is not any individual symp-

tom that is important to us; it is the entity which gives rise to all 

our observations in total that we seek to recognize. This is what 

Hahnemann calls the gestalt or totality of the disease. As such it is 

an elusive concept since we cannot nail it down on paper or teach 

it to a computer. If, however, we use our brain’s capability to 

think in entire images, we can accept the notion of a totality as 

the complete and entire image which is hinted at by an incom-
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plete list of individually observable properties. Suppose you 

wanted to teach someone what a lemon was. Would you give 

him your list from before or would you rather just hand him a le-

mon? I bet that showing him a lemon has a much better chance 

of success.

In the previous experiment you actually went through the 

very process of a homeopathic patient interview (just allow me to 

neglect the fact that your patient was a lemon). During such an 

interview we see the gestalt of the disease sitting right in front of 

us and we cut it up into little bits and pieces which we write 

Fig. 1 With just the right set of identifying features, our brain is able to 
recognize the underlying totality and fill in the blanks. Despite its lack of 
details, you will probably agree that this sketch shows a lemon.
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down on paper; these are called symptoms. If we are not careful 

we might end up with useless bits and pieces and no chance to 

recognize the totality, which expressed them, ever again. In order 

to make us see the whole we have to be careful what we write 

down. Let me give you an example.

Suppose you were allowed three statements to characterize a 

lemon and you chose the following:

� fruit

� edible

� has seeds

What are the chances of someone recognizing these as symptoms 

of a lemon totality? If, on the other hand, you put down:

� sour

� yellow

� juicy

the likelihood of guessing right is much higher, simply because 

these three properties are more characteristic of a lemon than the 

previous three.

It requires some experience and practice to take a good case 

which retains the characteristics of the disease totality. To help 

you focus on what is important, try asking yourself this question: 

“What makes this person unique?”

Have you ever been to one of those tourist places where 

street artists offer to draw a quick sketch of your likeness? The 

artist is trained to zoom in only on those features that are charac-

teristic of you and distinguish you from everybody else. Anybody 
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who knows you would recognize the totality which sat model for 

the drawing. And that is exactly what a good homeopathic inter-

view should be like: the totality of the disease is expressed by the 

symptoms you notice and choose to include in your transcript.

There has been much misunderstanding about what exactly 

the expression “totality of symptoms” means. Some interpret it as 

being all symptoms, an exhaustive list of all observable changes 

caused by the disease. In the light of the previous discussion it is 

clear that no list of symptoms can ever be equivalent to the thing 

itself. The emphasis is not on the quantity of symptoms but on 

choosing those among all possible ones that make the underlying 

totality become apparent. These are the ones that enter in further 

case analysis such as repertorization and study of materia med-

ica. These symptoms, which are particular characteristics of a dis-

ease totality, are often referred to as “strange, rare, and peculiar” 

symptoms. They are the ones that strike us as odd or out of the 

norm. A coldness in an extremity which is relieved by cold appli-

cations, for example. Nobody would find it the slightest bit odd if 

the same coldness were ameliorated by warmth. But it is strange, 

rare, and peculiar if cold should be what the patient craves in that 

particular case. Hahnemann points us in this very same direction 

in § 153 of the Organon:

In the search for a homeopathically specific remedy . . . the 

more striking, exceptional, unusual, and odd (characteristic) 

signs and symptoms of the disease case are to be especially and 

almost solely kept in view. . . . The more common and indeter-

minate symptoms (lack of appetite, headache, lassitude, rest-
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less sleep, discomfort, etc.) are to be seen with almost every dis-

ease and medicine and thus deserve little attention unless they 

are more closely characterized.

The Law of Similars

Let us do another thought experiment. First, clear your mind for a 

minute and then recall the image of the lemon from the begin-

ning of this chapter. Starting from there, try to name the one 

thing most similar to a lemon. What comes closest to it? If you 

are like most people who have gone through this exercise, you 

probably thought of a lime. In most people’s understanding a 

lime comes closest to a lemon.

Now I want you to think of the opposite of a lemon. What is 

the most dissimilar entity to a lemon imaginable? This is where it 

starts to become interesting. Whereas most people have no prob-

lem settling for the lime in the first part, I have gotten wildly dif-

ferent answers to the second question. One particularly creative 

Fig. 2 What is the opposite of a lemon? A melon? A dolphin?
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person insisted that a dolphin was the opposite of a lemon. He 

argued thus: The lemon is a fruit, the dolphin is not; the lemon is 

colorful, whereas the dolphin is a drab gray; the lemon has an 

uneven peel compared to the dolphin’s smooth skin. But what 

about the tartness of the lemon or the citric smell? Someone else 

identified a melon as being farthest from a lemon. The melon’s 

smooth exterior and its comparatively large size and sweet taste 

were her arguments.

I hope you begin to see the conclusion: there is no opposite of 

a lemon. Actually, we have just hit upon the much more general 

discovery that there is no opposite to any totality. Going back to 

your list of properties from the initial exercise you might be able 

to find opposing matches to each single line, just as the person did 

when he suggested the dolphin. He was looking down his list, 

picking out a few items: fruit, colorful, uneven peel; then he chose 

something that has opposing qualities to those. And it turned out 

to be a dolphin. The other person selected other items from her 

list and decided on a melon based on the opposites to those.

What conclusions are we going to draw from this experi-

ment? First, whereas it is easy to find a similar totality to any 

given one, it is impossible to define an opposite. In fact, the only 

possible relationship between any two totalities is their degree of 

similarity. The significance of this insight becomes clear if we 

remind ourselves that a disease is, in fact, a totality. Therefore we 

are left to conclude that the degree of similarity is the only possi-

ble relationship between a patient’s disease and anything else. If 

there is a law of healing then it can only be based on similarity. 
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Hence, the law of similars is the only possible law of cure. It is 

important to point out that the application of this law is not nec-

essarily limited to homeopathy. Any holistic therapeutic modality 

that uses the overall condition of the patient as its basis for treat-

ment is built upon this law. Homeopathy, however, is the one 

where it is clearly stated as a principle and therefore most easily 

recognized as a basic tenant of its philosophy. But homeopathy by 

no means “invented” the law of similars, nor was it the first ther-

apy to make use of it.

The logical chain of reasoning contained in the previous pa-

ragraphs is based on one assumption: that a disease is indeed an 

indivisible totality. If you agree with this, you cannot escape the 

law of similars. You may, of course, disagree with the notion of 

disease being a totality. Let us see where that leads us.

Suppose you do not think of disease as a single state, a total-

ity. Then the list of symptoms you write down during a patient 

interview is just that: a list of disjointed observations with no 

underlying entity. In that case you can pick out any group from 

your list of symptoms and find an opposite to it. Since you do not 

believe that they are part of an indivisible whole, who is going to 

stop you from picking and choosing? As we have seen from the 

second exercise, the one with the dolphin and the melon, you 

can find opposites to an arbitrary group of symptoms. If a person 

with high blood pressure, fever, and depression consults you, he 

or she will likely be prescribed three different remedies: an anti-

hypertensive drug against the high blood pressure, an antipyretic 

for the fever, and antidepressants to treat his or her emotional 
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state. Three “anti”-drugs, signifying that we are dealing with 

opposites.

The “anti”-approach is, in fact, the one applied in conven-

tional medicine. This method of treatment is only possible be-

cause conventional medicine does not view a patient’s diseased 

state as a single, indivisible, and unique entity. Using several drugs, 

each one opposing a certain subset of disease symptoms, is the 

strategy. This clearly is not an example of the law of similars but 

rather of the law of opposites, “contraria contrariis.” It is impor-

tant to realize that the law of opposites is not amenable to a holis-

tic approach since, by its very nature, it is not applicable to whole 

entities.

The Scope of the Law of Similars

The law of similars is intimately intertwined and inexorably 

linked with homeopathy. So much so that many people think of 

the two as defining one another. The name homeopathy (this is 

the American spelling, the British spell it homoeopathy) itself 

derives from two Greek words meaning similar (homoion) and 

suffering (pathein). Hahnemann apparently coined this name 

with the sole purpose of establishing the law of similars as the 

most important principle governing this particular art of healing 

we know as homeopathy.

The question that I want to ask is this: Is the scope and appli-

cability of the law of similars limited to homeopathy? Or, alterna-
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tively, is homeopathy merely one among many forms in which we 

meet the law of similars?

Let me approach this topic from a historical angle, for the 

law of similars does have a history that predates Hahnemann by 

many centuries. The famous Greek philosopher and physician 

Hippocrates, who lived 400 B.C., had this to say: “Diseases are 

brought forth by the similar and also cured by its application.” 

Twelve centuries later, Hahnemann hit upon it as he was translat-

ing a medical text. Its author claimed that the extract of the bark 

of the Cinchona tree (which contains quinine) can heal malarial 

fever because it strengthens the digestive system. To Hahnemann 

this explanation seemed questionable and he proceeded to per-

form an experiment on himself. He prepared the bark extract and, 

for several consecutive days, ingested some of it. Each time, 

shortly after taking the dose, he noticed on himself bouts of fever 

accompanied by a peculiar weakness, headache, and perspiration. 

As a doctor, he knew these symptoms well: they were typical of 

malarial fever. The attacks would come on each time he ingested 

the bark extract and last for several hours. Afterwards he felt per-

fectly well and healthy again.

Hahnemann’s observation was that Cinchona bark extract 

had the ability to stimulate symptoms very much like the real 

malaria disease in a healthy person. He also knew from long 

experience that this very substance was at the same time effec-

tive in curing this disease in people afflicted by it. Putting these 

two observations together, Hahnemann rediscovered the law of 

similars in the year 1790. Six years later, he published his findings 
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and proposed a new general principle for healing. His first edition 

of the Organon, in 1810, contained 42 examples of practical appli-

cations of the law of similars. These examples were not taken 

from homeopathy but mostly from folk medicine. He argued, for 

example, that the application of frozen sauerkraut to frost bites (a 

common folk remedy in rural Germany at this time) constitutes 

an application of this law. Thus we now know that the law of sim-

ilars had been around long before the advent of homeopathy as a 

general and independent principle of cure. Many people before 

Hahnemann knew of it but nobody besides Hahnemann has built 

an entirely independent therapy around it.

When we open our eyes, we can observe the law of similars 

in action outside the bounds of homeopathy. There are many 

examples, even in the realm of established orthodox medicine. 

Anti-cancer drugs, for example, which suppress cell growth (so-

called cytostatic drugs) are themselves carcinogenic as a side 

effect (e. g., cisplatin). In some forms of psychoanalysis the pa-

tient is treated by being confronted with the traumatic experi-

ence once again in a therapeutic setting, thereby reliving it in his 

or her memory on a conscious level.

Moving farther afield from medicine, even art exerts its influ-

ence on the audience through a mechanism akin to the law of 

similars. The emotions evoked by a theater performance confront 

and remind each person of similar situations in life and thereby 

exert a positive influence. In fact, the classical Greek form of 

tragic theater had exactly this in mind and strived to bring about 

a cleansing effect in the psychology of each individuum—the so-
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called catharsis. And can the same not be said for all other art 

forms as well? Rajan Sankaran, a contemporary Indian homeo-

path, has taken the step and performed a homeopathic proving of 

certain forms of Indian music, with interesting and promising 

results.

In natural science we encounter the law of similars in the 

form of the resonance phenomenon. When we strike a tuning 

fork so that it gives off a sound of a particular pitch, another tun-

ing fork of sufficiently similar pitch in its vicinity will start to 

sound all by itself. The degree of similarity is the pitch, that is, the 

frequency of the note.

Philosophers through all times have discovered the law of 

similars as well. Parmenides stated around 400 B.C.:

The similar is everywhere only recognized by the similar.

And Goethe put it thus:

Were the eye not of the sun,

How could we behold the light?

If God’s might and ours were not as one,

How could His work enchant our sight?

With this in mind, we realize that similarity is the foundation 

upon which all insight builds. Two entities which have nothing at 

all in common have no way to interact and exchange information. 

The transfer of information is contingent on similarity. It is 

tempting to take this statement to its seemingly logical extreme 

and substitute “identity” for “similarity.” But in doing so, we lose 

the most important ingredient: new insight. Two identical enti-

ties have nothing new to offer each other. Learning requires both: 
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a certain degree of similarity and at the same time the presenta-

tion of something new, something as yet still foreign.

Viewed in this light, we can define disease as lack of informa-

tion. Only by application of the appropriate similar entity can the 

missing piece of information be transferred to the diseased 

organism. The law of similars is therefore the principle governing 

all acts of learning, and disease is a state of being requiring learn-

ing to enable transformation into health.
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