Bach Flower Remedies:
Time to Stop Smelling
the Flowers?
LYNN McCUTCHEON

W

hen I purchased a health-food
store several years ago, I left behind

a career as a psychology professor

that spanned 23 years and more than 60 publications—
or at least I thought I had. One of the things 1 "inherited" with the store was a small collection of Bach Flower

Are the flower remedies
for psychological
ailments real, or are
they nothing more than
pretty placebos?

Remedies. These tiny dark bottles carried familiar
names, such as walnut, vine, beach, and pine, as well as
the less familiar cerato, clematis, and mimulus. The bottles contained water supposedly collected from the dew
on certain flowers diluted in pure water to the point that
little or nothing of the flower remained. Each bottle also
contained about one-fourth alcohol. I didn't know what
these elixirs were supposed to do and I didn't think much
about them until recently, when I stumbled across a
paperback called Bach Flower Essences for the Family
(Wigmore 1993).
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I have become accustomed to seeing
claims like "Vitamins A, C, and E will
reduce your risk of heart problems"
and "Garlic can lower your cholesterol." In a health-food store most of
the claims are for physiological benefits. But the flower-remedies booklet
made psychological claims, often bold
and sweeping ones: "Mustard can
make you more cheerful." "Olive will
give you peace of mind." "Rock rose
will reduce night terrors in children."
"Insomnia sufferers need only take vervain." "Got an addiction? Walnut will
take care of it." "Want a warmer relaLynn McCutcheon taught psychology fulltime for 23 years and currently teaches as
an adjunct at Florida Southern College
Address: 240 Harbor Drive, Winter
Garden, FL 34787.
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tionship with others? No problem, just
get out the water violet." I counted
238 psychological claims, an average of
6.26 for each of the 38 remedies. To
become a marvelously well-adjusted
person just add a few drops a day to a
glass of water or juice.
To understand how this bizarre system "works" it is necessary to discuss
the life of its founder, Edward Bach.
Bach was a British physician who even
as a medical student "spent little time
with his books" (Weeks 1973.16)
because he was convinced that his own
intuition was superior to the knowledge
found in print. After receiving his medical degree he practiced conventional
medicine for a while, but his distaste for
scientific methods coupled with his
eccentric inclinations led him into conflict with the medical establishment.
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His eccentricities included the belief
that heart disease is caused by the failure to develop love for humanity (Bach
1977a), the notion that bathing in hot
water opens the skin and allows dirt in
(Bach 1977a), and his warning that
gland grafting is "ten thousand times
worse than any plague" (Bach 1977a:
45). In the late 1920s he became convinced that "sun warmed dew absorbs
vital healing powers from plants" (Tyler
1993: 214). He spent the remaining
years of his life identifying plants that
he felt were capable of changing human
behavior for the better.
Conflicting information makes it
difficult to identify the real Edward
Bach. O n the one hand we are told
that he was always short of funds, but
we are also told that he allowed the
local football club to use his field next
to his house and that he regularly
bought drinks for everyone at the local
pub (Weeks 1973). He was alleged to
be a boxer as well as an oarsman, both
of which demand excellent physical
health, but was also described as being
very sickly for long periods of time
(Weeks 1973). His friends referred to
him as a "leader of scientific research"
(Weeks 1973: 42), yet he encouraged
others to keep his work free from science (Wheeler 1977). Bach (1977b)
tells us that his system was "divinely
revealed" to him, but one of his leading
disciples claims that there was careful
testing and that "plants producing side
effects were quickly discarded" (Kasloff
1988: 5). His intuition "always led him
aright" (Weeks 1973: 39), but he "saw"
the spirit of a drowned man hovering
over the man's body and insisted that
artificial respiration be continued for
eight hours. The man died anyway
(Weeks 1973).
One fact that no one disputes is that
Bach died in 1936 at the age of 50, following a prolonged illness (Wigmore
1993). If he really did know the disease
of the next patient, "hours before that
patient reached his house" (Weeks
1973:116) and really did possess
"miraculous" healing powers, as was
alleged, why was he so frequently ill
and why couldn't he heal himself?
There are other logical problems

with his system. In spite of Bach's claim
that he was divinely inspired, a close
look shows that one of his sources of
inspiration was an ancient false belief
called the Doctrine of Signatures.
According to this doctrine the form and
shape of a drug source determine its
therapeutic benefit (Tyler 1993). Thus,
in Bach's system, essence of die flower
impatiens is prescribed for impatience,
oak and rock rose are given to those who
wish to be strong, water violet is offered
to the aloof (shrinking violet?), and wild
oat is just the thing for the unconventional (sowing one's wild oats?). A few
hundred years ago the Doctrine of
Signatures might have been appealing,
but with the many advances in the science of psychology it seems as outdated
today as the practice of chaining mentally ill people to institutional walls.
Bach wrote (1976:109): "As all these
remedies are pure and harmless, there is
no fear of giving too much or too often.
Nor can any remedy do harm should it
prove not to be the one needed for the
case." Were it not for the high alcohol
content I would wholeheartedly agree
with these statements—a placebo can't
do any harm. But if we suspend good
judgment for a moment and assume
that his remedies actually work, then
why wouldn't something that has the
potential to heal also have the potential
to harm. For example, what if a person
who is nearly without fear ingests
mimulus? Couldn't she become so fearless that she might attempt to stop an
armed robbery? What about the person
who already harbors few regrets? If he
takes honeysuckle, which supposedly reduces regretful feelings, might he not
increase the risk of developing into a
full-fledged psychopath? That which
has the power to help also has the power
to harm. Why should the Bach Rower
Essences be any different in that respect
from automobiles or nuclear power?
We are told that after discovering
the thirty-eighth remedy Bach knew
made (Weeks 1973). Nearly all had
been found within a few miles of
Bach's living quarters. There are a huge
number of flowering plants in the
world, and since 1936 some of them

have been determined to be useful. Yet,
to the best of my knowledge Bach's followers have never attempted to explain
why their system still has found only
38 essences that have psychological
usefulness. Nor have they, as far as I
know, attempted to explain the coincidence that placed nearly all of these
within a few miles of Bach's house.
Logical inconsistencies are not the
only problem inherited by Bach's disciples. Many of them took too seriously
his advice to keep the remedies free
from science. I called two leading manufacturers of homeopathic products and
asked to speak with their research
experts. One had "no idea if it worked
or not," and he said that he was unaware
of any relevant research. The other
researcher didn't know of any studies
either, but opined that it might "work
on the surface" (whatever that means).
A recent search through Psychological
Abstracts using "Bach" and "flower" as
key words yielded nothing from 1963 to
1993. Apparently, not one psychologist
has seen fit to do any research on this

"being sexuality," was not predicted by
Bach. The placebo group either did not
"win" or, if it did, it was not mentioned
in the abstract. Kaslof briefly mentioned another study, but did not list it
in the references. It is so vaguely
described that nothing can be concluded from it. I sent a stamped, selfaddressed envelope to Kaslof asking
for a more detailed description, but
have received no reply.
It appears as though the only "evidence" to support the many psychological claims made by Bach and his followers are testimonials or case histories
(Chancellor 1971; Weeks 1973;
Wheeler 1977). For example: "I used
to get these mysterious pains in my
lower back. Nothing the doctor prescribed did me any good. Someone
told me about the Bach Remedies and
now 1 take one every time my back
starts acting up. Works like a charm."
These kinds of accounts are easy to
find in the books written by Bach's
faithful. They are also easy to dismiss.
Testimonials should not be taken too

"Even if we assume every testimonial
is
legitimate,
they should not be allowed as a
substitute for scientific
evidence."
topic in the past 30 years.
I believe there is little reason to continue the literature search prior to
1963, because only one of the books I
read by Bach or his disciples listed any
scientific research at all. Kaslof (1988)
cited a dissertation written by Weisglas
(1979). That study compared two
treatment groups and one placebo
group on each of about 300 dependent
variables—so many that it would have
been almost impossible not to find that
the remedies worked for something. By
analogy, try to imagine 300 different
lotteries in which each ticket has a onein-a-hundred chance to win. These
odds are
notnotoomore
good,
but suppose
there
were
discoveries
to be
you had two tickets for each one.
Under these conditions your chances
of winning are twice as good. In fact, in
Weisglas's lottery the Essences "won"
five times. Ironically, one of the differences favoring the essence groups,
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seriously. For one thing they are too easily faked. But even if we assume that
every testimonial is strictly legitimate,
they should not be allowed as substitutes
for scientific evidence. For every person
who claims that product X is marvelous,
there may be ten who feel that it is cither
worthless or nearly so. The company
that manufactures product X is certainly
not going to publicize the stories of
those who felt that it was useless. But
even if they were completely unbiased in
their publicity they would probably get
fewer complaints than compliments.
Unless they feel the product is harmful,
consumers usually don't complain; they
simply try something else. In other
words, testimonials are useless because
we have no way of knowing how many
people were not helped by a particular
product. Some of the people who were
Flowers continued on page 55
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For example, ok for eye, zu for blue,
and fra for human combine to produce
frazolca, meaning a blue-eyed woman.
Lancelot Hogben explained his semiartificial language in a Penguin book
tided Interglossa (1943).
Many of these rival tongues are discussed in Marina Yaguello's fascinating
Lunatic Lovers of Language (1991)
translated into English from die original French by Catherine Slater.
Yaguello is a teacher of linguistics at
the University of Dakar, in Senegal. I
have not seen Mary Slaughter's
Universal Languages (1982).
Yaguello also covers synthetic languages in works of fiction, such as
Newspeak in George Orwell's 1984
and the slang language invented by
Anthony Burgess for A Clockwork
Orange. She also discusses die Martian
language created by the French medium Helene Smith, and neologisms in
the works of Swift and Rabelais. To die
latter we can add die hundreds of
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not helped by the Bach Remedies might
have felt so foolish about having taken
flower essences as a remedy for serious
psychological problems that they wouldn't want anyone to know.
Any favorable results stemming from
the use of the Bach Flower Remedies are
probably the result of nothing more
than a placebo effect. As most readers of

the
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know, a

placebo is not a biologically active ingredient, but it often "works" because the
person who takes it believes that it is
effective. Placebo effects have been
demonstrated time and time again and
have been found in a wide variety of situations involving a large number of psychosomatic disorders. Bach was apparently an individual with excellent language skills and a great deal of confidence in his ability to heal. He was
probably adept at convincing patients
that they were going to get better. He
was certainly charismatic enough to
attract a loyal band of followers.

coined words in the fantasies of Lord
Dunsany, James Branch Cabell, L.
Frank Baum, and in books said to be
channeled by supermortals, such as
Oahspe and The Urantia Book.
Edward Kelly, a sixteenth-century
crystal-gazer, scoundrel, and friend of
the British astrologer John Dee,
devised a language called Enochian. He
claimed it was spoken by angels and by
Adam before it degenerated into
Hebrew after the Fall.
For completeness I should also
mention artificial languages that arise
in subcultures, such as Shelta Thari,
spoken by tinkers in England, and
Carny, spoken by American carnival
workers. A peculiar language called
Bootling flourishes only in the small
town of Boonville, California. We all
know pig-latin, and there are other, less
familiar ways of distorting a natural
language. There are the "unknown
tongues" spoken by the early
Christians,
and
by
Mormons,
Pentecostals, and other recent sects
when the Holy Spirit seizes them. Nor

Ironically, one of these stalwarts provided an anecdote that lends itself nicely to
a placebo interpretation. In describing
her hero's healing powers. Weeks (1973:
120) noted that the Bach Flower
Remedies seemed to work best for those
who had traveled a very long distance to
be treated by die master. It is reasonable
to think that those who traveled a long
way on English roads in the 1930s to see
a doctor might have been highly motivated to improve—so motivated that
they might have been especially susceptible to the belief that this charismatic
doctor and his unusual treatment would
bring them relief from their troubles.
In summary, there seems to be no
reliable, unambiguous evidence to support any of the multitude of claims
made by Bach and his followers. The
Bach Remedies that I "inherited" when
I bought my health-food store are currently under the counter where they
can't be seen. If people come in and ask
for them I will sell them, but I don't
intend to reorder; and I have instructed my employees to make no claims
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should we ignore the sign language
used by the hearing impaired, the talking drums of Africa, die smoke signals
of American Indians, communication
by whistling in die Canary Islands, and
the languages used by artificial-intelligence researchers for conversing with
computers.
In crude science fiction, extraterrestrials inexplicably speak English, but in
more sophisticated science fantasy they
speak alien tongues often described
with detailed linguistic rules and
words. Every conceivable way of communicating without speech has also
been exploited: telepathy (as in Wells's
Men Like Gods), dancing, whistling,
smelling, using musical tones, and so
on. In James Blish's VOR an alien
"speaks" by altering the color of a patch
on his forehead. For information about
science-fiction artificial languages, see
the entry "Linguistics" in Peter
Nichols's Encyclopedia of Science
Fiction, and "Language" in the index of
Everett Bleiler's monumental ScienceFiction: The Early Years.
•

whatsoever about their usefulness. Perhaps the time has come to wake up and
stop smelling the flowers.
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