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My talk today is simple, but ambitious.
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It is simple, because | want to communicate just one basic idea. It is ambitious, because | hope
to persuade you of the critical importance of this idea, and to inspire you to keep thinking
about it for many years to come.
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| call the idea “the Great Forgetting” (&2 K YIRS ) , and | wish to speak of it today for three

reasons.
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The first is that it names one of the most remarkable and influential changes in the history of
Western medicine. Indeed, | think this development so interesting and significant that it is the
one thing about the history of Western medicine that | think everyone—even those who are not
students of medical history—should know about.
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The second is that, despite its critical importance, this change has gone largely unnoticed and
unstudied. There are, as yet, no studies on “The Great Forgetting”, though | am currently
working on a book about it. The Great Forgetting, that is, has itself been forgotten. That is part
of why | call it “Great”.
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My third and final reason for introducing the Great Forgetting is that it presents a profound
historical puzzle. | have been studying this puzzle for some years, and | believe that I've been
able to illuminate parts of it; but | also know that a complete solution will require the
contributions of many scholars, and | would like to invite you all to join me.
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So what exactly is the Great Forgetting? It refers to an astounding change that occurred in the
Western understanding of medicine and the body in the middle of the nineteenth century.
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To appreciate this change, we first need to review the history of Western medicine before that
change.
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The term Western medicine is commonly used today as a synonym for modern medicine. This
identification of the modern with the Western is rooted, as you know, in the fact that the form
of medicine that dominates our world today had its origins in the late nineteenth West. But the
rise and development of modern medicine constitutes, of course, only a slim sliver of the long
history of Western medicine. Medicine was theorized and practiced in the West for thousands
of years before the late nineteenth century, and this medicine was radically different from the
modern medicine that we know today.
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To get an idea of just how different traditional Western medicine was, consider the regimen
that the doctors in 17t century France prescribed for King Louis XlII. In order to keep the king in
good health, the doctors let blood from him no less than 42 times—in just a single year! In the
same year, they also had him throw up 215 times, and they cleansed his intestines 212 times.
Just about every day of the year, in other words, the king had to be bled, or throw up, or have
his intestines cleaned, and on many days he had to undergo two or even three of these
treatments.
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Oof course, Louis was a powerful king, and so he was treated more frequently than ordinary
folk. But there was nothing special about the approach: everyone, laymen as well as doctors,
believed in the need for bloodletting and purging both to prevent sickness and to combat
disease. Constant cleansing was the foundation of the traditional Western medical practice, the
core idea guiding both prophylaxis and therapy (F5 73 8 7f 4£ ;%) for most of the history of
Western medicine.
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The idea originated in ancient Greek medicine and the teachings of Hippocrates (%K 7o Hl JiE)

and Galen (& 1), and it continued to shape medical practice in Europe and America well into

the 19t century. For over two thousand years, people in the West were absolutely convinced
that periodic cleansing was essential to keeping healthy. And they felt sure, too, that the
cleansing efforts had to be intensified when people became sick, that the best way to combat

sickness was to bleed and purge more often and in greater quantities.
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And then, in the middle of the nineteenth century, attitudes underwent a dramatic change. In a
very short span of time, the beliefs and practices that had been taken for granted since
antiquity came to seem not just wrong, but barbaric and delusional. Suddenly, people could no
longer remember why their ancestors had trusted these practices for over two thousand years.
It was as if minds abruptly awoke from an unimaginably long sleep, and suddenly realized that
they had been dreaming.
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Let me give you two examples that mirror this change.
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The first concerns the two great collections of Greek medical texts whose compilation began in
the middle of 19%" century. One is the complete works of Hippocrates, edited by Emile Littré,
whose first volume appeared in 1839. The other is Corpus Medicorum Graecorum, edited by
Charles Daremberg, whose first volume appeared in 1851.

F—APITRAXTART LT FERGHABEFEE. —F L Emile Littré %1%
AR LB RAE. AP H ML 1839 FEm¥ ), 5 —2%F &£ Charles Daremberg %569
M E 5K & KA Corpus Medicorum Graecorum, £ % —# £ 1851 @Y,

Littré explains that he wanted to make the works of Hippocrates more readily available to
doctors, because they could still contribute to the contemporary practice of medicine.
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By contrast, just twelve years later, Daremberg explained that he compiled Greek medical texts
for philologists and historians, as valuable sources for understanding ancient culture. For Littre
in 1839, in other words, the works of Hippocrates were still thought useful for the practice of
medicine; by 1851, they were useful only for the study of history.
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My second example suggests a slightly longer period of transition, but speaks of a more
dramatic change. In an 1890 review of a medical text, the American writer Mark Twain points
out a great reversal that had occurred in his lifetime. When he was a young boy in 1840s, Twain
recalls, doctors still practiced medicine as they had for thousands of years. If the Greek doctor
Galen had magically appeared in their midst, he would have been hailed as a god. But by 1890
beliefs had completely changed. If this ancient authority were to appear today, Twain writes,
doctors would attack him rather than celebrate him. They would lynch him as someone whose
wrongheaded ideas killed patients rather than saving them. In just a few decades, in other
words, the certainties that had guided medicine for most of history came to seem like
dangerous folly.
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This is what | call the Great Forgetting. Somehow, by the late nineteenth century, people in
Europe and America could no longer remember the logic that made bleeding and purging seem
like the natural and inevitable way to combat sickness. Suddenly, nearly all of the past ceased
to make sense.

THRKTNET KRR LS. Rin, BT HAELZERN, REALCRL AR LA fEntE
Wik QAR R F BRI REN T ENEHRT. —RZNH, OFEFIT G- LTF
TEERT .

How is such forgetfulness possible? How could convictions that had endured for over two
thousand years come, in just a few decades, to seem alien and absurd? How did Western
doctors come to be estranged so quickly and radically from their own past? This is the puzzle of
the Great Forgetting. It is a fascinating question, and | suggest, one of the most important
puzzles in the history of the Western body. But until now the question hasn’t even been asked.
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Daremberg’s introduction to the Corpus medicorum graecorum tells us that this estrangement
had already started by 1851. This date is noteworthy, because we are then still several decades
away from most of the key developments habitually associated with the rise of modern
medicine, such as the triumph of bacteriology at the end of the nineteenth century, and the
invention of new technologies like X-rays. And indeed, Mark Twain’s account of the dramatic
reversal of attitudes toward Galen describes a change that occurs before any of these
innovations. The rise of modern medicine, in other words, cannot explain the Great Forgetting,
for the Great Forgetting came first. If anything, it was the Great Forgetting that helped prepare
the way for the rise of modern medicine.
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So how, then, are to explain the Great Forgetting? As | said at the outset, much about the
causes of this momentous change remains obscure. Today, | want to speak less about the
possible causes of change and to focus more on the nature of the change. | want to clarify, that
is, exactly what was forgotten in the Great Forgetting.
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Put briefly, what was forgotten was a profound fear of excrement. One could also call it the fear
of food. Let me explain.
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We all need food to live, of course. Without food, we die. But over the course of antiquity
Greek doctors came increasingly to emphasize the great danger that food posed to life. Yes,
food is necessary to sustain life, but the great bulk of it becomes waste, polluting excrement.
And because we are constantly eating, this excrement tends soon to accumulate inside the
body. And as it accumulates, it becomes corrupt and poisonous and cause all manners of pains
and disorders. This accumulation of waste is, Galen urged, is the ultimate cause of most
diseases.
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This is why bleeding and purging were for so long the necessary foundation of all disease
prevention and cure. Bloodletting, emetics, and purgatives all aimed to cleanse the body of
accumulating wastes. People were constantly eating, so they had to be regularly purged.
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Most surveys of the history of Western medicine pay little attention to this fear of excrement.
This neglect is one consequence of the Great Forgetting. Historians have ignored what they no
longer understood. Their accounts have presented traditional Western medicine as focused
above all on balance. Health is when the four humors are in balance. Sickness is when the
humors lose their balance. The aim of therapy, therefore, is to restore balance. I’'m sure you’ve
encountered this account of traditional Western. Quite possibly, you have even taught it in your
classes. But it is wrong.
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| don’t have time today to explain why it is wrong or how this wrong account came to be so
popular. But let me just point this out: this notion of traditional medicine as focused on balance
gives us no insight into why traditional practice focused so intensively and for so long on
bleeding and purging, and this not just to cure disease, but to prevent it.

A RBAAIT R GLIEX AT 28, RESIHERAE2THXIA LR, 22 K845
INAEREFZIREIGE A P OOBAF TR T B RANVENT BERER T AR A %?i*"z
W, XARAKIANARE T ofefEet B, MEAXTRRATER, AT
IR o

In order more accurately to understand traditional medicine we must, | suggest, replace the
static image of a body naturally in balance, with the dynamic model of life lived on a slope. In
this dynamic model, human beings are required constantly to make efforts to stay in the same
place, that is, to maintain health. If they fail to do so, their bodies will naturally slide toward
sickness and decline. Concretely, in traditional Western medicine, the most important aspect of
the effort needed to stay healthy was the steady elimination of wastes, the regular cleansing of
the body. This is why King Louis XIIl was bled and purged nearly every day.
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But then, in the middle of the nineteenth century, a remarkable reversal occurred. The
longstanding anxieties about the accumulation of poisonous wastes were replaced by a new
and opposite fear—the depletion of vital energy. Significantly, it was precisely at this time that
the very notion of energy was first created. For the first time in Western history fatigue and
exhaustion came to the foreground of medical concerns, and worries flipped from the buildup
of negative polluting wastes to the loss of positive vitality and force. Instead of eyeing food with
suspicion as the source of eventual excrement, food comes to be welcome as the source of
necessary energy. It comes to be counted as calories.
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Many of you here know about Chinese medicine, so the concern with depletion will be very
familiar to you. From ancient times to the present day, the long tradition of yangsheng in China
has been focused above all on delaying and minimizing the loss of vital essences, on preventing
and remedying depletion. This brings me to one of the great unrecognized ironies of the history
of Western medicine: as Western medicine became modern, it became, oddly, more like
Chinese medicine.
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Let me repeat: as Western medicine became modern, it became more like Chinese medicine.
The idea may sound surprising at first, but if you think about it, it makes sense. The move in 19t
century Western science to convert everything into something called energy—the move away
from the opposition of eternal spirit and corruptible matter—brought Western reflections on
the body closer to Chinese notions of gi.

L ABFEL R BHFEFRARNAREFTEESF. INEEFFALEARSF, 22
FHE—A, THRLAREEN, &HKERRFUDRGT ZEZMHBLHZE, T AL
B A FIR— AN GAR “RRE” A B, LB FTHFERAEFE “R7 AL E
T

Understanding this convergence of modern Western and traditional intuitions helps us
interpret a notable paradox in the contemporary West.
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As you know, many in Europe and America today consult acupuncturists. They may not
necessarily be convinced of the truth of Chinese medical theory, but they are at least willing to
entertain the possibility that ancient Chinese classics like the Huangdi neijing contain real
insights into medicine and the body, and that these insights can possibly cure their problems



today. Very few of these people, however, would trust Galenic bloodletting to give them relief,
even though the teachings of this Greek doctor guided therapy in the West into the 19t
century. It is remarkable: Westerners are now more willing to believe Chinese teachings from
two thousand years ago, than to trust practices that governed Western medicine until the
recent past. This is the consequence of the Great Forgetting. To Europeans and Americans
today, the great part of their own medical tradition now seems more alien and
incomprehensible than the traditions of ancient China.

XIS, IREBREATH AL L. eMALtETBESGRE, 220N nE TS
B F R NEFHERT AR ESFf FRGMA Lk, jFHTR EERMNG LR, 2
RRA UM FAME 240 KGR e 3N ey A 5 8, R A2 TR B T 69877
EARARAKEALA B E LG IE, BFRXEORHFTATREBEEZHERT S FAre P E
g5 TREMGE A NAZNLIIN FABGTEFHETH, IHTRXHHSHE X
SR EAL KRB, MNACHESFEARILPENERAZ AL, TEEM,

What happened in the nineteenth century to bring this situation about? | have some
hypotheses that | am currently writing up, and which | can perhaps share with you on another
occasion. | am certain, however, that my hypotheses will offer only the beginnings of a full
solution. And so, let me conclude by first expressing my hope that I've persuaded you today of
the interest and importance of the question, and second, by extending my invitation to all of
you to join me in seeking an answer. Thank you very much for your attention!
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