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Graph 11. American medical students from Pennsylvania,
South Carolina and Virginia in Scotland 1740-1800

Source: William R. Brock and C. Helen Brock, Scotus Americanus: A Survey of the
Sources for Links between Scotland and America in the Eighteenth Century

(Edinburgh University Press, 1982), p. 120.
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Synopsis

Benjamin Rush’s Heroic Therapy and the Scottish
Enlightenment

Yoshio Higomoto

Historians have characterized the medical situation between the American
Revolution and the Jacksonian era as “the age of heroic therapy.” The heroic
therapy, which consisted of copious bleeding and the repeated use of calomel,
a chalky mercury compound, and other strong emetics, terrified many patients
and their families. Medical historians have often associated such treatment
with Benjamin Rush, a prominent physician in Revolutionary America, and
criticized him for his cruel, dogmatic therapeutics. With the rekindled interest
in the new intellectual and social history, however, scholars have begun to
pay particular attention to the other side of Rush, an avid supporter of
humanitarian social reforms. How can we reconcile these seemingly different
interpretations of the controversial Philadelphian doctor? In order to answer
this question, this paper attempts to discuss the relationship between Rush's
medical thought and his enthusiasm for social reforms in the intellectual milieu
of the late eighteenth century.

Along with Rush's Revolutionary millennialism, the Scottish Enlightenment
and medical theory lay deep at the core of his medical system and reform
spirits. The Edinburgh medical school in the mid-eighteenth century boasted
several distinguished teachers and attracted a number of young talented men
from every part of the Anglo-American world. William Cullen, one of the

most renowned medical professors in Edinburgh, was particularly popular
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among students. Influenced by the vogue of the natural history, he tried to
classify various diseases with the hope of creating a comprehensive medical
system. He consequently rejected the age-old humor theory, and instead
emphasized the excessive movement of blood vessels as the primary cause of
all fevers. It was Cullen who impressed young Rush and left a lasting
intellectual mark on his medical thought. Rush brought Cullen’s new medical
system back to Philadelphia and, after his election to the professorship of the
Philadelphia Medical School, he introduced his mentor’s medical theory to
his students.

The creation of the large republican nation under the Federal Constitution
in 1787 brought about an exuberant forecast of American leadership in the
arts and sciences. Rush and many other intellectuals expected the arts and
sciences would flourish in the newly established Republic. The yellow fever
epidemic of 1793 in Philadelphia, however, shattered this optimistic vision of
progress. It paralyzed the nation’s capital, killing more than one fifth of the
population in just a few months. Patriotic Rush stayed in the city and devoted
himself to the treatment of the sick. In this dreadful ordeal Rush tried out his
dangerously drastic therapy that, he believed, would be most suitable to
Americans in the “strong, new, and fresh Republic.”

A close look at Rush’s unique medical theory reveals that the drastic
treatment is not a coincidental product of his trial and error experiments, but
rather a logical combination of recent medical theories and the Scottish moral
philosophy in which Rush had immersed himself in Edinburgh. This
philosophy, which emphasized an innate “moral sense” and the environmental
origins of virtue and vice, had a great influence on Rush's medical thought. It
seemed to him that education was the most important means of instilling virtue

and useful knowledge into the republican citizens. Rush's environmental



RyTVv3Iv - Ty vaOf#FEL A0y T Y FERER 211

approach to social and medical reforms likewise made him explore the
correlation between the environment and health in the nation. Based on his
nationalistic assumption that diseases in republican America are of a higher
order than in worn-out monarchical Europe, Rush came to believe that
Americans should develop a distinct system of medicine to cope with such
stronger variations of disease. It was a historical irony that Rush’s search for
an “American system of medicine” ended in his controversial “heroic” therapy.
Perhaps we cannot fully understand Rush's seemingly contradictory behaviors

until they are properly interpreted in a historical context.



