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This is the first in a series of four articles describing the process by
which a homeopath chooses a remedy.

We may take it for granted that "case taking" is the beginning of homeopathic treatment.
The implications of the term escape us because it has become so familiar, but it is
important to examine them so that we know the subconscious foundation of our discourse.
In some circles, the same process is referred to as "case receiving," putting a wholly
different spin on the experience.
     Consider the difference between taking and receiving. The person who takes is the active
agent in the transaction, directing what is to change hands and how. While there are two
parties implied in the changing of hands, the emphasis in "taking" is on the person who
gets rather than on the one who gives. Certainly things can be taken from a willing giver,
but the word is colored by the fact that it can also mean "steal." On the other hand, the
person who receives assumes a more passive role, being the receptacle for whatever is
offered. In receiving a gift, for instance, we accept the giver's intentions, and in receiving a
guest, we prepare the way for her to make herself at home.
     In reality, the process of gathering information about a patient in homeopathy entails a
balance between taking and receiving. There are certain questions that need to be asked, at
which time the scale tips toward the taking side, but there is more ballast on the receiving
side than we might commonly acknowledge.

The master on case taking
In his Organon of the Medical Art, and especially in paragraphs 83 through 90, Samuel
Hahnemann outlines the method of taking a complete case. He advises a balance of
receiving and taking, beginning with listening closely to the patient's description of his
ailments. Only after the patient has finished his account does the homeopath begin to ask
more questions (paragraph 86), and these are to determine the precise characteristics of
the illness. The process continues, with the homeopath listening until the patient has
finished and then asking any questions that may be necessary to obtain a clear picture. In
this way, receiving makes way for taking, which makes way for receiving, until all the gaps
are filled in. 
     Accuracy is paramount for Hahnemann, who provides examples of objective factual
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questions to specify what the patient has described, such as "What exact spot was it?" and
"At what time of day or night, and in what position, was the pain the worst?" (paragraph
86). Accuracy means not only completeness of detail but also objectivity on the part of the
homeopath, who must phrase questions completely without prejudice. "In this way, the
physician makes a closer determination of each single statement, without ever asking a
question that would put words into the patient's mouth or that would be answerable with a
simple yes or no" (paragraph 87). The physician must listen patiently and avoid
interrupting, because "every interruption disturbs the narrator's train of thought. All he
would have said at first does not occur to him again in precisely the same way after the
interruption" (footnote to paragraph 84). 
     Hahnemann's prescribed method emphasizes listening over asking. The homeopath's
questions are incidental to and dependent upon the patient's account, and the patient's
description is the single most important body of information: "Of the accounts received
from the patient and from others, most belief is to be attributed to the patient's own
account with respect to his sensibilities (except in feigned diseases)" (paragraph 89). Every
aspect of Hahnemann's case taking/receiving method is geared toward obtaining a
complete and accurate picture of the individual illness from the patient's perspective.

No blueprints
Introducing his protocol for case taking, Hahnemann summarizes what the homeopath
should bring to the interview. 
     "This individualizing examination of a disease case, for which I am giving only general
instructions here (and from which the disease examiner should retain only what is
applicable to each single case) demands nothing of the medical-art practitioner except
freedom from bias and healthy senses, attention while observing and fidelity in recording
the image of the disease." (paragraph 83)
     As is evident in the parenthetical statement in this paragraph, the uniqueness of each
patient is an important component of homeopathic case taking. While Hahnemann
suggests in detail the topics that should be investigated in the interview (paragraphs 84-
90), he prefaces all of these particulars with the principle that the homeopath should tailor
each interview to the needs of the particular case. Far more important than a standardized
blueprint for the interview are the qualities that the homeopath brings to it. Hahnemann's
phrasing makes these qualities seem simple, but in truth they are the result of tremendous
study and practice.

Freedom from bias
Of the qualities Hahnemann names, this is probably the most difficult to achieve, because
bias is so subtle and can surface in so many unexpected places. Moreover, by its very
nature, bias is difficult to recognize when it is our own.
     Bias arises from the fact that each of us has our own perspective. Perspective, to learn
from the art of drawing, means seeing from a particular place in time and space. Sitting on
one side of a room, we experience that room differently from the way we would if we were
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on the other side; indeed, if we were simply to shift a body's-width to the left or right, we
would see new aspects of the room. A shift in time makes a difference as well, since each
moment's perception includes what we have taken into ourselves from the last moment's. If
time and space were not enough, compound them with the other variables that affect our
perspective, such as our upbringing, experiences, education, interests, mood, energy level,
and state of health. These are among the factors that intersect to create our perspective on
everything we encounter. 
     Perspective, of course, is not a bad thing; it is a given, a fact of life. Bias, however, arises
when we come to believe that a particular perspective is more correct than all others, and
when this belief causes us to reject evidence to the contrary. In other words, bias is the
refusal to move a body's-width to the side, or the refusal to observe the new view accurately
when we do. It can entail pre-judging and taking sides (other translations of the Organon
substitute "freedom from prejudice" or "impartiality" for the word "bias").
     The damaging effect of bias in case receiving is that it impedes accuracy, and it can do so
unnoticed in any area of the case. If a homeopath is prejudiced by either positive or
negative personal feelings about the patient or about the patient's problems, these can
interfere with her ability to see the case clearly. Bias can also enter in the form of
assumptions; for instance, the homeopath may assume when the patient says she has a
"cold" that all colds are identical to the homeopath's own, creating an inaccurate picture of
the patient's problem. Bias can even arise when the homeopath thinks he knows the
simillimum; then he may skew the interview by asking questions pertaining to this remedy
or may miss important information because it does not fit the remedy he has in mind. 
     In order to be free of bias, we need to look closely for the areas in which our biases exist
and to release them as best we can. We need to practice the mental equivalent of moving a
few inches (or more!) to one side or another, to practice continually seeing things in new
ways. Scrupulous open-mindedness is a mental skill worth cultivating, because the more
we approach it, the more clearly we can see the details that lend uniqueness to each person.

Healthy senses
On one level, this is a simple matter of having normal vision, hearing, smell, taste, and
touch. A good homeopath engages all of his senses during the interview in order to gather a
complete picture of the patient. The keen eye can see the spot of mustard on the tie, the
attuned ear can hear the wheeze in the breath, the sharp nose assisted by the related sense
of taste can perceive body odor, the sensitive touch can feel the degree of temperature and
moisture in the handshake. Considered more deeply, it also means that the senses must be
free from distortion that might create inaccuracy, and it reminds the homeopath of the
need to keep all senses finely attuned and engaged.
     Hahnemann's mention of the need for healthy senses may at first seem to be stating the
obvious, but it is interesting to delve deeper into his reasons for doing so. Perhaps he
mentions the senses in the interest of thoroughness, as he always expressed his thoughts as
clearly and fully as possible. More important, though, is the emphasis that this allusion to
the senses places on the empirical aspect of homeopathy, the scientific stance that
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Hahnemann hoped would legitimate his brainchild whose "highest ideal" is cure
"according to clearly realizable [also translated as 'in-seeable' or 'comprehensible']
principles" (paragraph 2). For Hahnemann, the senses are the ultimate test of fact.

Attention while observing
A direct corollary of healthy senses is keen attention, engaging all of those healthy senses
in order to gather as much information as possible. This also means gathering information
not only from what the patient says but also from what she doesn't say, how she sits, what
she does with her hands, her fleeting facial expressions, her sighs, her hesitations, and so
on. Observation should begin with the first contact with the patient, while making the
appointment or when greeting her in the waiting room; every piece of information is
pertinent. It is significant that Hahnemann mentions attention only after freedom from
bias and healthy senses, because the kind of attention he means is predicated on those.

Fidelity in recording the image of the disease 
Hahnemann is very precise about how the homeopath should record what she learns
during case taking. Writing down "the very same expressions used by the patient and his
relations" (paragraph 84) helps to guard against bias that can creep in from substituting
words that have different shades of meaning. Using a separate line for each symptom and
leaving room for elaboration that may come later (paragraph 85) produces a well-
organized series of notes and prompts the homeopath to ask enough questions to
understand each symptom fully.
     "Fidelity in recording" is a matter of taking good notes based on attentive observation
done by healthy senses and without bias, but what good is faithful recording without a
concept of what it is we are to record? Hahnemann ends Paragraph 83 with the most
important point: capturing "the image of the disease" is a matter of understanding exactly
what disease is, how it relates to its "image," and how to interpret the image in order to
understand the disease. Real case taking is not just a matter of asking a list of questions
and writing down the answers. Real case taking is both taking and receiving, based on a
strong foundation of knowledge about the nature and processes of disease.
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