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    The article by Trichopoulos and colleagues (in this issue) raises some interesting problems concerning the complex relations between exposures, cancer aetiology and pathogenesis, and in particular the role of mutations in DNA. I believe that, to better understand the intertwining between causes and mechanisms, it is useful to recall some of the most influential interpretations of causality.
An old, deeply rooted tradition on causality is represented by the aristotelian point of view, based on the central idea of material and efficient cause. This tradition had its maximum development in the medicine of the early 19th century, when Bichat stated that a necropsy can shed more light on disease than hundreds of physical examinations of patients. This tradition is founded (a) on morbid anatomy, that is on the identification of characteristic lesions left in the dead body by the cause of disease, and (b), especially after Virchow's contribution, on the identification of the cell as the main actor in the pathogenetic process. Another extension of this traditional paradigm is microbiology, with its search for agents that could meet Henle-Koch's criteria, that is a single, necessary and sufficient cause. The cause is an agent that is always identifiable in the lesions, can be observed, it is absent in healthy subjects, and induces the disease by inoculation into animals.
To such a tradition, which dominated science in the 19th century, a reaction arises in the first years of the last century, aiming to substitute the concept of functional “law” to that of material cause. The most important expression of this tendency can be … 


View Full Text
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



  





  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



      

      
    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
     
          

          

          

          

          




  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  


  



  

          

        


        
        
      

    

   

 


    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  	Content	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Browse by collection
	Most read articles
	Responses


	Journal	About
	Editorial board
	Sign up for email alert
	Subscribe
	Thank you to our reviewers


	Authors	Instructions for authors
	Submit an article
	Editorial policies
	Open Access at BMJ
	BMJ Author Hub


	Help	Contact us
	Reprints
	Permissions
	Advertising
	Feedback form





  



  

      
            
        
            
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	 RSS
	 Twitter
	 Facebook
	 SoundCloud

  


  
  



  



  



  

        
      

          

  
      
    
      
    

    
      
        	Website Terms & Conditions
	Privacy & Cookies
	Contact BMJ


        
        Cookie Settings
        
        Online ISSN: 1470-2738Print ISSN: 0143-005X

        Copyright © 2023 BMJ Publishing Group Ltd. All rights reserved.

      

    

  
      
    
        
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

    

  

  
  


