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Abstract

Inthis essay, | show how the building ofinstitutionalized medicine before and during the Civil War, and the
narratives about that transformation afterit, are crucialsites for producing a fantasyofsecularity.
Investigating anarchive thatincludes medicaltextbooks, medicaljournal polemics,and medicalfictionby
physician-authorS. Weir Mitchell, I reveal how ninete e nth-century medicaldiscourse depended ona
particularrelationship to religion: professional medicine distinguished itself historically from the medieval
era and ideologically fromreligious practices aligned with,among otherthings, superstitionand magic. By
redefining “bad” medicine as “bad” religionand placing it firmlyin the past, eighteenth-and nineteenth-
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centuryphysicians forged astoryabout medicine’s modernand secularcharacter, but one that would prove

anever-shifting target.
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In his magisterial account of the Civil War era, James M. McPher-
gon voices the oftquoted phmse that the “Civil War was fought at
the end of the medical Middle Ages *! Polsed dght befor the advent
of the germ theory of disease, Civil War surgeom kntw no way o
combat the mirmorgankems wreaking such havoe on the soldiers. Ap-
proximately two-thirds of the soldiers who died in the war died of
dizease, mot battle wounds® The early 1860s were the tal end of the
“lemic” era of medicire, which promoted therapeutics that included
bleeding, purging. sweating, and the administration of stong emetics
ircluding cabmel which contained merury. Though increasingly con-
troversial, these treatments still defined the practices of most “megular”
plysicians (Bing the nireteenth-century term for a physician mired
at a university-affilisnted medical college).

Coreidernng the sever damage a regular physician could weak
on his patients, it is no surprise that “iregular® physicians (including
homeopaths, Thomsondan herbalits, water cure sprcialists, and mes-
meriets) competed with them for patents. The competition between
the “regulam” and “irmgubn® ws leightened by a lack of medical
licensure in the antebelum United States, As Ira M. Ruthow claims,
“By the eve of the Civil War the Amedcan practice of medicine had
become a hodgepodge of thempeutic philbeophies colored by a growing
skepticEm in matters clinical “* The struggle between “mgulirs” and
“imegulars” over correct medical practice and the prestige to determine
such practice would only be resolved in the later nineteenth century,
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