
 

D.D. PALMER’ S WRITTINGS ON THE CONCEPT OF CHIROPRACTIC 

By Thomas A. Gelardi, DC 

 

D. D. Palmer discovered the clinical entity that he called “vertebral subluxation” in 

September 18, 1895.  Palmer professed that subluxated vertebra caused the body to be 

less able to maintain its own health, and, when possible, should be adjusted (brought 

into proper relationship).  Based on this discovery Palmer founded the profession of 

chiropractic.  On the suggestion of Reverend Samuel Weed, a patient of Palmer’s and 

Greek scholar, he named the profession chiropractic, from the Greek “cheir” meaning 

“hand” and “praktos” meaning “practiced”. 

As founder of chiropractic, Palmer had the authority to designate its raison d'être, 

chiropractic’s reason for being, its mission or purpose.  This founder’s-authority does 

not extend to a profession’s evolving philosophy, science or art.  When Palmer is read 

as a whole, the purpose he intended for the profession is unmistakable.   

Palmer adopted the words “straights” and “mixers” which had been used by other health 

care professions to distinguish those who practiced according to the profession’s 

original mission and those who mixed its practices with the mission of a different 

profession.   

Like all philosophers through the ages, Palmer engaged in philosophical speculations 

which ranged from prescient to wrong.  While some readers find Palmer’s writing style 

challenging, most agree its value is worth the effort.  When reading D. D. Palmer, use a 

highlighter on the concepts to which you want to return.  Also, be careful to distinguish 

his thoughts from the thoughts of others those he might be critiquing.   

The following are a few Palmer statements taken from the Chiropractor’s Adjuster of 

1910.  They evidence Palmer’s belief that chiropractic’s central area of interest is the 

vertebral subluxation (VS), and its practice objective is the adjusting of VS.  Central 

area of interest and practice objective are the two defining elements of all professions, 

and define Palmer’s chiropractic.  I have put some of my own thoughts after particular 

quotes and they are always italicized. 

 

Chiropractic is a name I originated to designate the 

science and art of adjusting vertebrae.  It does not 

relate to the study of etiology, or any branch of 

medicine. Chiropractic includes the science and art of 

adjusting vertebrae – the know how and the doing.  
Page 223           



 

This clearly defines Palmer’s chiropractic profession. 

 

"Chiropractic physician.”  A Chiropractor is one who is versed in the science of 

Chiropractic and the art of adjusting displaced vertebrae.  A physician is one who has 

received the degree of M.D., Doctor of Medicine, and is licensed to practice medicine.  It 

is barely possible that the author of this card is a Chiropractor and a physician.  Page 

400 

 

Think of a Chiropractor substantially conquering disease! That expression sounds 

Allopathic. Page 70 

 

Chiropractic is not a system of therapeutics; it does not use remedies.  The "involved 

cells" may be inflamed and too active. To arouse would be to excite to action from a 

state of rest. Page 71  

 

These discoveries and their development into a well defined science are worth more to 

the student practitioner and those desiring health than all the therapeutic methods 

combined.   

There is nothing wrong with comparing the adjusting of VS with anything, but it is not 

necessary.  Palmer, like Aristotle, was very wise, but not all knowing.  We can continue 

to learn and advance our cause.  The taxonomy related to professions defines 

professions by their 1) central area of interest - for chiropractic it is the VS, and 2) the 

practice objective.  Both distinguish one profession from another.  Large professions, 

like engineering, law or health care define their subgroups and specialties on the same 

criteria. 

 

Chiropractors do not treat the blood; do not treat any portion of the body or any of its 

ailments.  Page 140 

 

You now suggest diet as "a necessary companion" to the replacing of osseous tissue. In 

time, you will suggest replacing this with Chiropractic adjustments. 

 

Suggestion has no more to do with fixing organized beings than it has with the 

correction of inorganic bodies. 

 



 

Suggestions is a remedy, it is therapeutic.  Chiropractors do not use remedies. Instead 

of suggesting to the mosquito that he should not, and shall not, bore into my cuticle with 

his proboscis and such my blood, I gave him an instantaneous adjustment. Page 77 

 

I do not say that there is not as much in a suggestion as in other remedies, but I do not 

knowingly take time to fool with any remedy.  Page 78 

 

It is surprising to learn that every friend of chiropractic thinks his method of treating 

diseases is just the one which ought to be used in connection with adjusting of causes.  

79 

 

Each one finds that the more one knows of Chiropractic, the less need one has of thon's 

former mode of treating. The person who comprehends the philosophy and principles of 

the science and art of Chiropractic has no need of remedies. Herein you have my 

opinion of the one who uses a vibrator, electricity, massage or other remedies. What is 

my opinion? It is this, than does not know enough of Chiropractic to get along without 

remedies or he is using it as graft.  Page 71   

Today, most graduates from CCE’s educational program do not know enough of 

Palmer’s chiropractic and believe that spinal manipulative therapy (SMT), even under 

the name of adjustment, is for purposes of stimulating or inhibiting function.  Paying off 

unnecessarily high student loans tempts some to graft.  Also, it is interesting to find that 

Palmer wrote that preferred the word “thon” because is refers to both genders.   

 

I am pleased to state that many Chiropractors have outgrown, and have no further us 

for medicine, magnetic treatment, vibrators or osteopathy. They practice Chiropractic 

unmixed. Now, why not take another step forward by giving only specific adjustments? 

 Page 52 

 

I have looked the Chiropractic adjustment rooms over and cannot find room for any 

other method; nothing more is needed.  Any remedy would be badly in the way, 

stumbling blocks to our students' advancement. "No, thank you, I do not mix, I give 

Chiropractic straight. If it were mixed, with all the methods offered, it would soon 

lose its identity.'  Page 80 

 



 

Harvey Lillard, a janitor, in the Ryan block, where I had my office, had been so deaf for 

17 years that could not hear the racket of a wagon on the street or the ticking of a 

watch.  I made inquiry as to the cause of his deafness and was informed that when he 

was exerting himself in a cramped, stooping position, he felt something give way in his 

back and immediately become deaf.  An examination showed a vertebra racked from its 

normal position.  I reasoned that if that vertebra was replaced, the man’s hearing should 

be restored.  With this object in view, a half-hour’s talk persuaded Mr. Lillard to allow me 

to replace it.  I racked it into position by using the spinous process as a lever and soon 

the man could hear as before.  There was nothing accidental about this, as it was 

accomplished with an object in view, and the result expected was obtained.  There was 

nothing “crude” about this adjustment; I was specific. . . .  

 

I was a magnetic healer for nine years previous to discovering Page 17 

 

In the dim ages of the past when man lived in rude huts and rocky caves, even up to the 

present time, he resorted to charms, necromancy and witchcraft for the relief of mental 

and physical suffering. His whole object was to find an antidote, a specific for each and 

every ailment which could and would drive out the intruder, as though the disorder was 

a creature of intelligence. In his desire to free himself from affliction and prolong his 

existence, he has searched the heavens above, he has gone into the deep blue sea, 

the bowels of the earth and every portion thereof. He has tried animal and mineral 

poisons, penetrated the dark forest with superstitious rite and with incantations, has 

gathered herbs, barks and roots for medicinal use. In his frenzy for relief, trusting that 

he might find a panacea, or at least a specific he has slaughtered man, beast, and bird, 

making use of their various parts alive and dead. He has made powders, ointments, 

pills, elixirs, decoctions, tinctures and lotions of all known vegetables and crawling 

creatures which could be found, giving therefor his reasons according to his knowledge. 

One question was always uppermost in my mind in my search for the cause of disease. 

I desired to know why one person was ailing and his associate, eating at the same 

table, working in the same shop, at the same bench, was not. WHY? What difference 

was there in the two persons that caused one to have pneumonia, catarrh, typhoid or 

rheumatism, while his partner, similarly situated, escaped? WHY? This question had 

worried thousands for centuries and was answered in September, 1895. 

The first paragraph describes practices still in vogue a hundred years later.  Of course, 

when you are ardently looking for something, it may be reasonable to look everywhere.  

The model of disease as an evil, invading entity, is a model, undoubtedly better for 

selling drugs, surgeries and radiation to the hypnotized than for serious researchers.  



 

No one argues that a good supply of air, water and wholesome food contributes 

significantly to good health and are probably not specifics for many diseases.  That 

same argument should be made in support of VS.  An properly functioning nervous 

system is essential for good health and doesn’t need to be related to disease entities.  

As Ivan Illich points out, diseases are bureaucratic constructs.  The fact that there is 

more to know about VS should not deter us from using what we know now and better 

focusing our research in order to learn more.  We need to know more about the VS, its 

nature, better ways to find and correct it.  Research on the changes that occur following 

its suspected adjustment is not nearly as helpful as knowing more about its nature and 

doesn’t compare to a person’s life expression before getting with after getting a VS.  

The reason we don’t know more about VS is because we have not spent enough 

intelligence, time and effort trying to know about it.    

This prose is an example of Palmer’s great writing skill.  I sometimes hear those who 

are attempting to morph TIC into medicine claim that chiropractic was founded by an 

ignorant person.    

 

To all who long to elevate the human race by freeing it from ignorance, traditional 

prejudice, superstition, and the pernicious delusions of the superiority of drug 

medication and the necessity of surgical mutilation, and especially to those who desire 

to know the best method of removing the unnatural and unnecessary condition called 

disease conditions which not only cause great suffering, shorten life and lessen natural 

and intellectual progress, but prevent that proper acquirement of metaphysical 

knowledge so necessary for the next stage of existence, this book is most earnestly 

dedicated.  Page 8 

Wow!  That is a lot to digest, and a wonderful starter for a very long discussion or even 

a book.  He writes, “. . . that proper acquirement of metaphysical knowledge so 

necessary for the next state of existence. . .”  This shows the magnitude of implications 

Palmer saw for his philosophy and adjustment of VS’s. 

I believe that some medical procedures - drugs and surgery sometimes save lives or 

add to the quality of life.  I do wonder if on balance, considering the great harm and the 

great good that has resulted from medical interventions, the degree to which Palmer is 

right.  For every one, on drugs or not, it is best to stay free of VS and to recognize that 

their rational mind should be engaged in acts that are self-organizing and healthy.   

 

I have no idea of allowing Chiropractic or Adjusting to give up their individuality.  

Chiropractic has no room or use for Miss Treatment, neither has Adjustment any need 

of being hampered by Miss Remedy. These girls of fashion change their clothing to suit 



 

every suitor; they would only annoy my kids. CHIROPRACTIC AND ADJUSTMENT 

ARE INSEPARABLE; THEY DESIRE NO OTHER COMPANY.  

       

Just in proportion as he lacks knowledge and confidence (the two go together) he will 

use remedies, become a mixer. The more he mixes the less use he has for chiropractic.  

Page 136 

 

Chiropractic links the spiritual with the material.  Page 83 

 

Innate and Educated, two mentalities, look after the welfare of the body physically and 

its surrounding environments.   Page 19   

 

Please read and reread this portion of scripture over and over again, changing back and 

forth, soul for life and life for soul, until you can comprehend that soul means life and life 

means soul; that these two terms, life and soul, are synonymous. Page 56 

 

Mind is the product of soul and body of a living body. 

 

Life possesses an intelligence which pervades the universe and is expressed in 

accordance with the environment and the quality of the material in which it manifests 

itself.  Pg. 35  The intelligence that pervades the universe, as B. J. wrote, doesn’t need 

our educated instructions, thanks or even appreciation.  We are the needy.  We need to 

tune in and act on the clear instructions from the intelligence within.  Most of us hear it 

when it says we need more water or more rest.  The quicker we act on its messages the 

more sensitive we become to more parts of the entire message.  The voice is always 

speaking to us, but we are not always tuned in.  BJ wisely said that VS and educated 

inhibitions (fear) are the great interferences to our hearing the messages of the innate 

intelligence.  We place too much confidence in authorities and our education, and 

wrongly believe that if we take numbing pills or refuse to listen, this personified innate 

intelligence will agree that the results of our insults will not have to accord with natural 

law.  We should always tune into the innate intelligence and question authority and our 

education. 

 

That intelligent life force uses the material of the universe just in proportion as it is in a 

condition to be utilized.  The innate intelligence impels the living matter to seek out 



 

constructive forces.  It has us searching for the right force to correct our VS’s and 

provide for our other needs.  Most of our VS’s are corrected by natural forces found in 

exercise, resting, taking a break from stressful situations, etc. 

 

In disease, mental impulses are not impeded, hindered, stopped or cut off – they are 

modified.  An impingement does not obstruct. . . . I believe that this is a most important 

consideration.  A metal impulse is a nerve impulse endowed with information.  We might 

as easily cut into the brain hoping to find its millions of packets of information as to 

examine a nerve impulse for its information.  According to this model, the nerve impulse 

is electro-chemical and the mental impulse is the information.  

 

Impulses are not composed of substance; they are not matter passing thru tubes.  They 

are not impeded, hindered, obstructed or interfered with by the placing of a bone in their 

path way; they are transmitted by vibration. Page 58 

 

There is no similarity between the machine of the machine shop and the organs of the 

body. 

 

Someone wrote, “Look at this humane babe.  It is mechanically perfect.  It is 

the engine with the properly filled boiler and lighted furnace.”  Palmer 

responded: 

The human babe is not a machine, is not mechanical, is not a piece of 

mechanism; it has not the counterparts of the engine.  You might as well try 

to illustrate the working of a babe by that of a potato.  Both have eyes and 

skin; they live and grow; there is far more resemblance between the functions 

of the babe and the potato than between the babe and the engine. The main 

difference lies in the fact that we are accustomed to make the foolish 

comparison of the engine and not the potato.  Page 87 

It is good to try to use living things to demonstrate a health or chiropractic 

principle than a mechanism. 

 

The power that operates the human body is intelligent life, dependent upon 

individualized spirit.     

 

The power that runs a machine is inanimate, that of the body is intelligent.  Pg 58 

 



 

Man is not a machine  a mechanical contrivance run by mechanical power. The bodily 

functions are carried on by an energy known as vital force. Mental impulses are not 

power; they do not run the body. They are a production of Innate, spirit. Power and 

mental impulses are not synonymous.  Page 107   This is the reason I have never cared 

for the phrase “turning on the power” associated with the adjusting of VS. 

 

There is no resemblance or likeness between a machine and the human body. A 

machine is an unimpassioned, automatic contrivance, composed of mechanical 

elements. The body is a self-conscious, appreciative, animated being. Page 128 

 

The human body is subject to the laws of vital force. The laws which govern mechanics 

and chemistry do not govern the human economy. Page 108 

Both the educated (rational) and the innate intelligence influence all functions of the 

body, and without both influences the range of adaptation is less.  A comatose patient 

can live without educated function, but the range of adaptation is very limited.  No 

matter can continue to live without the endowment of an innate intelligence.  The 

educated brain, similar to any other organ of the body, functions best when properly 

exercised.   

 

A Chiropractor, to make his adjustments successful, requires upon his part firmness of 

the table, hand and arm, and upon the part of the patient perfect relaxation, whereas the 

Paris doctors, like many chiropractors, manipulate the entire spine for the relief of 

curvature; I do not manipulate any portion of it.    Page 15 

The requirements are simple in principle.  Palmer said a firm hand and arm, not heavy 

or overly forceful ones.  A firm table is as important to an effective adjustment as an 

anvil is to one changing the shape of metal.  The table should be comfortably padded.   

 

The Paris doctors give the back bone a general overhauling very similar to the 

osteopaths, whereas I adjust only one vertebra, making the adjustment direct and 

specific; the difference being that one move adjusts while the other manipulates. 

 

I gave credit where due. There was nothing wrong in so doing, and this I shall continue 

to do, trusting that I may be the recipient of yet more and greater favors.  

 



 

Chiropractors correct abnormalities of the intellect as well as those of the body.  I 

believe that Palmer meant that chiropractors, in adjusting VS, benefit the mind as well 

as the body.   

 

Health is that condition of the body in which all the functions are performed in a normal 

degree.  Page 27 – I haven’t seen a perfect definition of health, but in seeing Palmer’s 

definition, it is good to know he thought very specifically about connecting words to 

concepts. 

 

Life is that state of an animal or plant by virtue of which any or all of its organs are 

capable of performing their functions. Page 35  Note the similarity of how Palmer 

defines health and life (see previous quote). 

 

All beings which possess life, exercise certain functions, requiring energy.  This is true.  

I don’t believe that Palmer was implying that the chiropractors’ work is directly 

concerned with energy.  Our work concerns the VS and the essential part of the 

subluxation called the mental impulse.  The vitalistic mental impulse and the 

mechanistic nerve impulse are not the same.  The mental impulse affects the nerve 

impulse.   

 

The counting of vertebrae is uncertain . . . Counting vertebrae is unreliable and a waste 

of time. Page 37  Yes, but it is a good learning exercise.  The experienced DC fairly well 

knows a subluxated vertebra from one not subluxated.  The excellent chiropractors use 

a number of checks to verify their findings. 

 

We cannot adjust, replace, that which is not displaced. To move one or more of the 

fifteen mentioned which are not displaced, would displace them, causing impingements 

on other nerves and consequently creating other diseases.  This is not chiropractic.  

Page 40.  BJ Palmer wrote that “Chiropractic is specific, or it is nothing.”  I agree with 

both Palmers.  The VS is a clinical entity and the chiropractor’s thinking must separate 

the VS from the patient’s symptoms and diseases.  There was a patient in Spartanburg 

(she has since died), whose recovery from blindness under chiropractic care was 

reported in the city’s newspaper.  She had been totally blind from glaucoma for more 

than 20 years.  One of her eyes had ruptured and was removed.  With her face the sun, 

she could not see its brightness.  She had a Seeing Eye dog and read Braille.  She did 

not come under chiropractic care seeking a treatment or cure for her blindness, but after 

a period under chiropractic, she called her chiropractor for a special visit.  She 



 

complained that the pain behind her one eye was severe.  He checked her and found 

no sign of VS.  He phoned and asked me if I would come to his office and check her 

spine, as he wanted to be certain that she did not have VS.  I did not see any evidence 

of VS. See did not receive an adjustment, as none was necessary.  The next morning, 

she called the chiropractor and said that she could see out of her eye.  She also called 

the ophthalmologist and told him.  The ophthalmologist said that that was impossible.  

The next day, she went to the ophthalmologist’s office to prove it to him.  After several 

years of being able to see, she was in an accident and lost her sight again.  She 

received an adjustment and her sight quickly returned.  I often have wondered what 

would have happened if her chiropractor thrust on her spine, trying to relieve her pain, 

the night before her eyesight returned.  Fortunately, he knew enough about VS and the 

importance of not thrusting on the spine when there is no VS, regardless of the 

symptoms 

 

If he is able to replace a vertebra and it remains in its normal position, why or how can 

he keep replacing that which is already in place? The advice given, in several diseases, 

to adjust every fifteen minutes for a few hours, shows that the adviser really does not 

comprehend just what an adjustment is.  To adjust is not merely pressing on the spine, 

it means to move, replace, a displaced vertebra.  To adjust each and every vertebrae of 

the spinal column is an impossibility; they cannot be all displaced. You cannot replace 

that which is not displaced. 

 

To adjust every fifteen minutes, replacing a vertebra four times an hour, shows that 

either the suggester does not know when he has made an adjustment or does not 

replace the displaced vertebrae.  Remember, adjustments are only made when a 

vertebra is returned to its normal position, and that when chiropractors attempt to move 

three contiguous vertebrae or the whole spinal column as advised by the Analyzer, that, 

in all probability, they do not move them, or, if they do move more than one, they 

displace those not displaced. . .  

 

I have known people who lived in dirt and filth from one year's end to the other, and yet 

illness was seldom heard of in visited homes where they were so excruciatingly neat 

that hardly a speck of dust or dirt was seen inside of their doors. The children (if they 

had any) were kept epic and span and not allowed to sit down for fear they would get 

their clothing soiled. Invariably in such homes someone was complaining of being ill. If 

dirt is so unhealthy and cleanliness so healthful, why is the clean home such a sickly 

one and the dirty one so salubrious? There is a happy medium between these two 



 

extremes. We can be so filthy as to be offensive, or so neat that we are uncomfortable 

to ourselves and those who come near us. 

 

Vaccination and inoculation are pathological; Chiropractic is physiological. 

 

Life is never used as an adjective, it is always a noun; the name of a quality, state, or 

existence. 

 

Is not pathology only modified physiology? Page 55 

 

A Chiropractor wrote me, "It is just as natural for me to handle diseases as to breathe." 

Why not learn to handle vertebrae instead of diseases?  Page 112 

 

While others said that honesty is the best policy, Palmer thought that honesty did not 

need policy and that in proportion to our using policy, we cover up honesty with deceit 

 

Educators instead of hangmen will improve society. Page 116 

 

Spinal adjusting is not therapeutical --is not a remedy for the disturbed performance of 

vital functions. Page 117 

 

By adjusting, removing an impingement, we do not stimulate or inhibit; we only make 

conditions favorable for Innate to restore vital force to normal; normal energy produces 

normal heat and normal physiological metabolism. Page 123 

 

Many subluxated vertebrae return of their own account, others do so by suitable 

accidents, while poisons acting as antidotes should be credited with a portion. Page 126 

 

I have had four partners, during the last fourteen years, not one of whom ever learned 

special, specific, scientific adjusting.  Is it possible that the intelligence of the world has 

not yet arisen to the acceptance of chiropractic as a science? Is specific adjusting, in 

advance of this age? This book aims to teach specific adjusting, making chiropractic a 

science.  Anyone can learn to give general adjusting. 



 

 

I, as the developer of chiropractic, have always maintained that when a nerve is 

interfered with by pressure or other injury, sooner or later, its expression becomes 

abnormal, manifesting conditions named disease.  Page 141 

 


