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The legitimacy of academic complementary 
medicine
Standing up for common sense

cience sets out to rigorously eliminate bias, not to
assert it. The arguments mounted for the closure
of complementary medicine courses in Australian

universities by the Friends of Science in Medicine in a
recent editorial in the Journal1 are highly emotive and,
while having a gloss of superficial reasonableness, they do
not stand up to critical review. In a letter sent to Australian
vice-chancellors, the Friends of Science in Medicine do not
provide an evidence-based curriculum review but selective
and outdated anecdotes about chiropractic in a polemic
with references to six websites (Peter Lee, Vice Chancellor,
Southern Cross University, personal communication).

Complementary medicine is a broad field in which
generalisations have little value. The major professional
and university-based disciplines of traditional Chinese
medicine, chiropractic, osteopathy and naturopathy need
to be differentiated from fringe practices, and the actions
of rogue or unqualified practitioners should be viewed
separately from the competence of the wider profession.

Two comprehensive reviews of complementary medi-
cine practice and training have been undertaken in Aus-
tralia over the past 15 years — one on traditional Chinese
medicine2 and the other on naturopathy and Western
herbal medicine.3 Both supported the movement of these
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professions into a university setting, just as earlier
reviews had done for chiropractic and osteopathy. The
real benefit of an appropriately mentored and approved
university education is the exposure of students to the
biomedical sciences, epidemiology and population
health, differential diagnosis, safe practice and critical
appraisal. Removing these programs will not diminish
clinical demand but may decrease the educational rigour
of these courses, to the detriment of patients.

We agree that any university degrees in complementary
medicine should have a strong foundation in the biomed-
ical sciences. It is highly appropriate for anatomists to
teach the relationship between each acupuncture point
and its underlying tissues to ensure safe skin needling
practices, and for physiologists to teach its neural corre-
lates and any mechanisms of action beyond that of
placebo.4 A pharmacologist asked to teach about herbal
medicine would need to appraise the extensive literature
base (currently over 17 000 articles). No academic practis-
ing evidence-based medicine should overlook or misrep-
resent this literature.

The call for removal of complementary medicine
courses from universities raises deeper issues. It has
been argued that the purpose of universities is to con-
serve the diversity of ideas in the community, and that
this is as important to the survival of knowledge as
genetic diversity is to the survival of species.5 Authoritar-
ianism, supernaturalism, corporatism, irrationalism and
political correctness have been identified as the enemies
of ideas and considered to be synonymous with enemies
of universities.5

Our academic colleagues from the social sciences use-
fully remind us that science — the pursuit of knowledge
— is not a thing but a practice. Scientists “do science” and
beliefs about what constitutes “good” science are histori-
cally and culturally contingent. The science of any topic
develops, and not always in neat incremental ways.
Science does not occur in a vacuum; it is a social
phenomenon, a practice that is embedded in wider
cultural values and power relationships in society. The
debate on whether complementary medicine should be a
university discipline, when seen from a sociological per-
spective, says much less about good science and much
more about control and power. Indeed, it is not melodra-
matic to point out that if the Friends of Science in
Medicine were to succeed in their stated aims, they
would achieve a dystopia — a medical “1984” where only
one way of knowing the body in health and illness is
permitted in public discourse. This controversy is simply
the latest episode in a long-contested battle between
orthodox and divergent views.6

Complementary medicine, like conventional medicine, is
riddled with poor scientific methodology and lacks a com-
prehensive evidence base. The BMJ compiles and updates
the evidence for medical interventions (3000 to date) and
currently considers that 51% of medical treatment is of
unknown effectiveness and that only 11% is definitively
beneficial, with another 23% probably beneficial.7 Citing

biological plausibility1 as an explanation for accepting a
lack of evidence in conventional medicine over comple-
mentary medicine is flawed. Biological plausibility
depends on contemporary biological knowledge and we
should not dismiss an association because it may be new
to science or medicine.8 The fact is that all health disci-
plines are charged to increase their evidence base.

The themes of danger and risk that occur in biomedical
discourse on complementary medicine9 likewise need to
be subject to objective review. The continued assertion
that chiropractic practice is unsafe because it increases
the risk of vertebrobasilar stroke is not evidence-based; in
a Canadian study that included over 100 million person-
years, the association of stroke and chiropractic manipu-
lation for neck pain was found to be no stronger than that
between vertebrobasilar stroke and a general practitioner
consultation.10

Voltaire wrote in an essay on tolerance: “Think for
yourselves and let others enjoy the privilege to do so
too.” The dialogue about complementary medicine and
its legitimacy as an academic discipline needs to be
patient centred, evidence-based, mindful of culture,
enabling of safe professional practice, and grounded in
mutual respect and common sense. There is no sustain-
able rationale to support the removal of complementary
medicine courses from a university environment. These
courses clearly develop critical thinking and fulfil the
criteria for legitimate university disciplines. We can see
great danger for the public if complementary medicine
practice is allowed to develop outside mainstream
education.

Acknowledgements: We thank Nicola Gale (Research Fellow in Medical Sociology at the 
University of Birmingham), Jon Wardle (Chancellor’s Postdoctoral Research Fellow at the 
University of Technology Sydney), Jennifer Hunter (Doctoral Candidate at the University 
of Sydney) and John McDonald (Adjunct Senior Lecturer and Doctoral Candidate at 
Griffith University) for their scholarly review and input.

Competing interests: Kerryn Phelps is principal of a private integrative medicine clinic.

Provenance: Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

1 MacLennan AH, Morrison RG. Tertiary education institutions should not offer 
pseudoscientific medical courses [editorial]. Med J Aust 2012; 196: 225-226. 

2 Bensoussan A, Myers SP. Towards a safer choice. The practice of traditional 
Chinese medicine in Australia. Sydney: Faculty of Health, University of Western 
Sydney, 1996.

3 Lin V, Bensoussan A, Myers SP, et al, editors. The practice and regulatory 
requirements of naturopathy and Western herbal medicine. Melbourne: 
School of Public Health, Latrobe University, 2005.

4 Pariente J, White P, Frackowiak RSJ, Lewith G. Expectancy and belief modulate 
the neuronal substrates of pain treated by acupuncture. NeuroImage 2005; 25: 
1161-1167.

5 Bowen WM, Schwartz M. The chief purpose of universities: academic discourse 
and the diversity of ideas. London: Mellen Press, 2005.

6 Komesaroff PA, Moore A, Kerridge IH. Medicine and science must oppose 
intolerance and censorship. Med J Aust 2012; 197: 82-83. 

7 Clinical Evidence. What conclusions has Clinical Evidence drawn about what 
works, what doesn’t based on randomised controlled trial evidence? http://
clinicalevidence.bmj.com/x/set/static/cms/efficacy-categorisations.html 
(accessed Jun 2012).

8 Hill AB. The environment and disease: association or causation? Proc R Soc 
Med 1965; 58: 295-300.

9 Lewis M. Risk and efficacy in biomedical media representations of herbal 
medicine and complementary and alternative medicine (CAM). J Evid Based 
Complementary Altern Med 2011; 16: 210-217.

10 Cassidy JD, Boyle E, Côté P, et al. Risk of vertebrobasilar stroke and chiropractic 
care: results of a population-based case-control and case-crossover study. 
J Manipulative Physiol Ther 2009; 32 (2 Suppl): S201-S208. ❏

Kerryn L Phelps
 MB BS, FRACGP,

President,3 and Conjoint
Professor4

George T Lewith
 MD, FRCP, MRCGP,

Professor of Health
Research5

1 NatMed-Research Unit,
Southern Cross Plant

Science, Southern Cross
University, Lismore, NSW.

2 School of Health
Sciences, RMIT University,

Melbourne, VIC.

3 Australasian Integrative
Medicine Association,

Melbourne, VIC.

4 Faculty of Medicine,
University of New South

Wales, Sydney, NSW.

5 Primary Care and
Population Sciences,

University of Southampton
Medical School,

Southampton, UK.
smyers@scu.edu.au

doi: 10.5694/mja12.10491

Perspective p 82


