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Confusion about the meanings of philosophy and science within chiropractic 

results from the eccentric uses to which these terms have been put in the past. 
The present paper suggests that science and philosophy are dynamic processes 
which give rise to testable and untestable principles, the outputs of critical, 

sceptical and intellectual activity. In the light of the profession's scientific 
aspirations, a pressing philosophical need is to reach consensus about an 

appropriate epistemology. A literature on these topics does exist, but it is not 
widely known among chiropractors. 

Introduction 

'Philosophy' and 'science' are terms which have been 
liberally used by chiropractors for most of the profes· 
sian's 100 years (Keating ef al. 1995). D. D. Palmer (Fig. 
1) referred to his new healing methods as a science even 
before the turn of the century. He viewed the Brst of his 
several theories of chiropractic as an important scientific 
advance over the magnetic healing procedures which he 
had employed since establishing his first clinical practice 
in 1886. 

By 1907, the concept of a 'philosophy of chiropractic' 
had entered the professio-n's lexicon, when the distinc
tions between the theories of chiropractic and osteopathy 
helped to win the earliest known acquittal of a chiroprac
tor charged with unlicensed practice (Rehm 1986; 
Keating 1997). The La Crosse, Wisconsin, USA, jury in 
the trial of Palmer graduate Shegatoro Morikubo, 
charged with practising osteopathy without a license, 
found in favour of the defendant on the grounds that 
chiropractic was 'separate and distinct' from osteopathy. 
Dr Morikubo was found 'not guiHy' because the barrister 
had satisfactorily demonstrated that chiropractic 'philos
ophy and practice' could be readily differentiated from 
osteopathic concepts and methods. 
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The following year, B. ]. Palmer's Davenport school 
awarded him the Brst Philosopher of Chiropractic (PhC) 
degree. B. ]. spoke of the need to 'defend' the philosophy 
and science of chiropractic-(Fig. 2), as though to say that 
theories and beliefs should be held as immutable truths of 
the profession. That which was known as 'philosophy' 
became quite the opposite: an unyielding dogma. 
So-called 'philosophy' became part of the glue that 
bound members of the profession together because it 
helped to keep them out of jail. 

These early uses of the terms· 'science' and 'philos
ophy' are more or less readily recognized by many 
chiropractors today, but many of the meanings which 
chiropractors have attached to these concepts are rather 
foreign and confusing, not only to scientists and aca
demic philosophers, but often to chiropractors as well. 
Philosophy, as the present author understands it, has 
more to do with a search for better questions, rather than 
a set of Bxed answers. And science, which is the child of 
philosophy, is an active, probing, doubting, sceptical 
enterprise, rather than a set of rigid theories and d.lcta. 
One may argue in favour of a theory, based upon 
available research evidence, but the scientist recognizes 
that theories may be overturned by new data and better 
hypotheses. A classic example of this was provided by Sir 
Isaac Newton's theories of a mechanical .universe, which 
were accepted as gospel for several centuries. Eventually, 
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