
Caduceus and Rod of Aesculapius are commonly used
symbols in the medical field worldwide, but they do
not historically have the same strength of connection
with medicine. It is important to revisit the issue thereby
pointing the attention of medical policy and decision
makers on the adoption of these symbols and
reminding those that may already know of this
continuous misrepresentation.

Caduceus is the double serpent-entwined staff of the
Greco-Roman god Hermes (Latin, Mercury) while the
Rod of Aesculapius is the single serpent-entwined staff
of Aesculapius (Latin, Aesculapius, Roman,
Aesculapius, Greek, Asclepius) the ancient Greco-
Roman god of medicine.1-4 The Caduceus has vague
historical attachment to medicine compared to the Rod
of  Aesculapius. Aesculapius born around sixth century
B.C was renowned for his healing power in contrast
to Hermes who bears caduceus,  was regarded as the
patron of merchants, sports and  thieves and a symbol
of commerce.5-6

The early Aesculapius followers considered him a hero-
physician and these symbols were incorporated into
emblem carried by his followers.6 The caduceus came
into the consciousness of modern medicine mainly as
a result of its usage by medical publishers of 19th
century, particularly Churchill on the title page of
medical books as part of  their normal business
practice, and in the early 20th century following its
adoption as a symbol of United States (US) Medical
corps. 1,4-5,7-8 However, the adoption by the US medical
corps which was not due to medical significance but
other consideration like having unique insignia for non-
combatant medical personnel on the field.7

The former (Rod of  Aesculapius) appears to be
popular globally, but the (Caduceus) with more recent
entrance into medicine appears to be popular too..3
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Our audit of the logos/insignia of National Medical
associations/bodies in Nigeria revealed that there
appears to be non-discrimination or incognizance of
both meanings in utility of the two symbols, but with
that containing modified form of  Rod of  Aesculapius
predominating.9 Similarly, there appears to be non-
discrimination amongst medical practitioners regarding
the utility of these symbols, although data is not
available to state exactly the extent of such in Nigeria.

Amusingly, the writers commonly find ward coats
having Caduceus as insignia, and the question is, must
it be caduceus?

Symbols play a prominent in organizational culture so
also the history of  such symbols. There is no doubt
that Caduceus has no role as the insignia of a noble
profession of Medicine and as such it is not supposed
to be used at all. Instead, the Rod of Aesculapius is
the appropriate symbol to be used always whether
modified or non modified.

Fig. 1: A caduceus
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Source: Public domain image on https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/Caduceus#/media/File:Caduceus_large.jpg retrieved on 24th

March 2017

Fig. 2: Rod of  Asclepius which should be a single
serpent entwined around a rough hewn cypress branch

Source: Public domain image on https://commons. wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Esclapius_stick_1.svg retrieved on 24th March 2017
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