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LETTERS  TO  THE  EDITOR

HOMEOPATHY: DO NOT CONDEMN WHAT WE DO
NOT UNDERSTAND

(ref. Almeida RMVR. A Critical review of the possible benefits associated with homeopathic
medicine. Rev Hosp Clin Fac Med S.Paulo 2003; 58(6):324-331)

Almeida’s ‘critical’ review of home-
opathy1 is not based on systematic re-
view of the evidence and is strongly
biased against homeopathy.

There have been three systematic
reviews/meta-analyses of ‘general’
scope (ie including all clinical trials of
homeopathy), published in peer-re-
viewed journals. All have yielded posi-
tive conclusions2-4. Almeida conceals
these conclusions by highly selective
quotation, for instance omitting the
headline conclusion of the meta-analy-
sis published in The Lancet ‘The re-
sults of our meta-analysis are not com-
patible with the hypothesis that the
clinical effects of homoeopathy are
completely due to placebo’. But he
quotes (inaccurately) the secondary
conclusion ‘However, we found insuf-
ficient evidence from these studies that
homoeopathy is clearly efficacious for
any single clinical condition’. He
states that the effect of publication bias
is difficult to estimate, while omitting
to mention that a funnel plot estimate,
included in the analysis, showed that
923 unpublished studies are required
(compared to the 89 included in the
meta-analysis) to make the conclusions
insignificant.2

Almeida claims to cite systematic
reviews and meta-analyses of homeo-

pathic treatment of a number of con-
ditions, including allergic rhinitis,
post-operative ileus and arthritis, with
negative results. In fact the publica-
tions he cites are single clinical trials;
systematic reviews and meta-analyses
in these areas are positive5-8. Almeida
mocks the possibility of structural ef-
fects in water, ignoring recent evi-
dence9.

We could show many other biases,
inconsistencies and omissions, but
there is little point. This is not a criti-
cal review but an exercise in ‘Damnant
quod non intelligunt’ - condemning
what he does not understand. Home-
opathy is challenging: the claims
made for the actions of very high di-
lutions cannot be explained in terms
of classical pharmacology. The evi-
dence is far from conclusive or perfect,
but there is a substantial and growing
body of positive evidence which de-
mands to be taken seriously.

As a therapeutic method, homeopa-
thy is remarkably durable, widespread
and popular. According to the Euro-
pean Commission ‘Three out of four
Europeans know about homeopathy,
and of these 29% use it for their
healthcare’10; in the USA sales of ho-
meopathic medicines rose by 500% in
a 7 year period in the 1990’s11. It is

practised by tens of thousands of doc-
tors worldwide, and in Brazil is a medi-
cal speciality officially recognized by
all main medical organizations
(Conselho Federal de Medicina,
Associação Médica Brasileira e
Comissão Nacional de Residência
Médica).

Denying the evidence, as Almeida
does, is futile. What is needed is crea-
tive and collaborative scientific en-
deavour to meet the scientific and
clinical challenges raised by home-
opathy.
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