Neurasthenia, Rest Cure, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman

The entrance of neurasthenia into medical knowledge, coined by Dr. George Miller Beard in the
late 19™ century, spawned a pandemic throughout Europe and North America affecting the
middle class, especially women. Dr. S. Weir Mitchell, a physician deeply interested in
psychological ailments after working with Civil War soldiers experiencing “phantom limb
syndrome,” became the leading expert in treating neurasthenia with his rest cure. Denying the
patient any movement, thought, or extraneous effort for a long period of time was thought to
relieve their symptoms and cure them of their ailments. Dr. Mitchell received a letter from
Charlotte Perkins Gilman imploring his help. He diagnosed her with neurasthenia and prescribed
his rest cure method. In a few weeks Ms. Gilman became thoroughly depressed and alarmed that
her mind was deteriorating. She abandoned the treatment. She wrote “The Yellow Wallpaper” as
a reactionary tale towards Dr. Mitchell and others like him who advocated that women shun
intellectual advancement for fear of it being a detriment to their health. The short story was
disturbing to many at the time and later brought back into the public eye by feminists in the mid-
20" century. Ms. Gilman’s work revealed the deep division between the sexes during the early
20" century and how detrimental prevailing thought on “modern” medicine was to women.
Neurasthenia was eventually removed as a legitimate disease from medical journals, however,
the disease and its cure are fascinating topics still today.
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