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A History of the Mental Imp~lse: 
Theoretical Construct or Scientific Reality? 

SIMON SENZON, M.A. , D.C.* 

Although the concept of the mental impulse has been discussed in recent literature, 
generally the definitions used for the concept vary. Yet, no historical distinctions are 
made between these definitions. A history of the mental impulse is presented based 
on the chiropractic Greenbooks from 1906 to 1961. This research was made possible 
through the use of The Greenbooks on CD rom. Based on the author's findings, 
there are three historical eras in the evolution of the concept. The Early History was 
from 1906-1916. In this period, B.J. Palmer and his father D.D. Palmer established 
the first definitions. The Collaborative Phase was from 1916-1927. This period is 
marked by the collaboration of several instructors from the Palmer School. Each of 
these instructors were also authors of Greenbooks; they were Henry Vedder, John 
Craven, and Ralph Stephenson. The Research Era was from 1924-1951. This period 
is marked by the development of thermographic instrumentation and research at the 
B.J. Palmer Research Clinic. The Research Era can be explored through several of 
B.J. Palmer's books which examine the implications of his research into the 
electromagnetic nature of the human organism. Based on this history, it is obvious 
that the definition of the mental impulse changed over time. This insight will be 
important in any future research about the concept. 

Introduction 
The mental impulse is a very important concept to 

the history of chiropractic. Since the early days of 
chiropractic the term has been used to describe a vital 
component of the vertebral subluxation. Traditionally, the 
mental impulse has been defined as the fourth component 
of the vertebral subluxation. The vertebral subluxation 
was defined at the Wyndham Conference as: 

A misalignment of one or more 
articulations of the spinal column or its 
immediate weight-bearing articulations, 
to a degree less than a luxation, which by 
inference causes alteration of nerve 
function and interference to the 
transmission of mental impulses, 
resulting in a lessening of the body 's 
innate ability to express its maximum 
health potential ( 1). 

(Italics added.) 

There have been however, several definitions for the 
mental impulse throughout its history. Most notably, the 
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definitions are distinguished by the adjectives that were 
added to the term. By examining the Palmer School 
"green books," we can observe a development of the 
terminology associated with the mental impulse. While 
some definitions and adjectives remain virtually the same 
fro_m 1906 until 1961, other terms drop away, while still 
new ones are created ([2], [3]). By examining the new 
definitions chronologically, we can chart the 
development of the concept. 

An examination of the green books shows how the 
concept of the mental impulse developed in three main 
phases or eras. I have termed these, The Early History 
(1906-1916), The Collaborative Phase (1916-1927), and 
The Research Era (1924-1951). The Early History was 
characterized by the core definitions of B.J. Palmer, and 
his father, D.O. Palmer. One of B.J. 's definitions from 
this period was, "Mental impulse is that accumulation of 

Three Periods: 

1906-1916: Early Definitions and Debate 

1916-1927: Collaboration and Clarification 

1924-1951: Research Era 
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B.J. Palmer(from 
The Science of 
Chiropractic : Its 
Principles and 
Philosophies. Fourth 
Edition. /920, 
Vol./). 

immaterial units of intellectual energy which, after 
having been absorbed, transformed and expelled thru the 
brain, Innate Intelligence deems of proper quantity and 
quality to personify specific characteristic functions" ( 4). 

This definition was to become the foundation of the 
concept. As we will see, the definition was expanded and 
clarified; yet these essential characteristics would 
remain. This is in fact at the very heart of the philosophy 
of innate intelligence. B.J. continues 

Every function of the body is controlled 
by mental impulse. You will notice that 
The P S. C. is with this, like with all new 
ideas, the first to claim this keen 
distinction. Innate Intelligence is that 
sum total of individualistic mental 
impulses each of which is composed of 
multitudes of intellectual immaterial 
units of energy, after they have been 
received at the brain and transformed for 
the needs of the natural body. It is a 
name given to the intelligence that exists 
in transformed form in any object living 
in definite size and shape (5). 

The definition proposed by D.O. Palmer was not 
nearly so influential. He wrote 

A mental impulse is an incitement of the 
mind by innate or spirit in the form of an 
abrupt and vivid suggestion, prompting 
some unpremeditated action or leading 
to unforeseen knowledge (6). 

L-------------------------~ 

D.D. Palmer (from 
The Chiropractor's 
Adjustor, I 91 0). 

These early definitions show the philosophical nature of 
the mental impulse. Over time, this concept was to 
become more and more concrete and yet, as we will see, 
remain an elusive and immaterial thing. In the section 
entitled, "The Early History," we will look at the 
difference between father and son in more detail. 

The Collaborative Phase (1916-1927) was 
characterized by the expansion and clarification of the 
concept by the faculty at the Palmer School of 
Chiropractic. The primary collaborators were Henry E. 
Vedder, John H. Craven, and Ralph W. Stephenson ([7], 
[8], [9]). 

The Research Era (1924-1951) was defined by a 
marked increase of adjectives and theories. Thes;;; new 
developments were defined by B.J. Palmer based on the 
research done in the B.J. Palmer Research Clinic ([10], 
[ 11 ]). These final developments of the definition are very 
similar to Becker's theory about the electromagnetic 
nature of the nervous system ( 12). 

Clarifying the history of the mental impulse is 
important in the light of its recent history. There have 
been several contemporary articles that deal with the 
concept ([13], [14], [15], [16], [17]). These articles 
examine the term using definitions from each of the three 
periods. Since the definition changed over time, this is 
problematic. Without having a clear understanding of the 
history of the mental impulse, the goals of these authors 
are inhibited (whether they seek to support or refute the 
concept). Much of this recent literature has shown that 
the mental impulse may still be relevant. Surely, if it 
remains as a central component to the definition of 
vertebral subluxation, its historical definitions are 
important. 
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First, this paper will examine the recent literature. 
After this, a detailed study of the three phases of the 
history will be explained. Finally, the possible correlates 
to Becker's electromagnetic theory will be discussed. 

A Review of the Literature 
The recent literature about the mental impulse takes 

two perspectives. Koch, Boone and Dobson, and Kent 
each examine the concept in the light of philosophy or 
neurophysiology ([ 18], [19], [20]). All of these authors 
suggest ways that the term can be reexamined, 
philosophically understood, and explained according to 
neurophysiology. Wei ant was a fervent critic of the term 
(21 ). Seaman, also a critic, agrees with Weiant that we 
should do away with the term (22). Like the supporters of 
mental impulse, Seaman based his argument on 
philosophy as well as neuroscience. As noted above, the 
merits of all of these arguments could be more accurately 
evaluated if the history of the mental impulse were more 
fully understood. For this reason, it is important to 
examine the literature more closely. 

Koch suggests that the mental impulse adds 
"adaptive healing significance to the information content 
of the physical nerve impul ;e" (23). The source of this 
information is rrom an "immaterial innate intelligence." 
Koch leaves us with the impression that we should keep 
the mental impulse and clarify the relationship between 
the alteration of nerve function and interference to the 
transmission of mental impulses (24). These ideas, as we 
will see, come from The Collaborative Phase of the 
mental impulse's history. 

Boone and Dobson suggest that the mental impulse 
could be defined apart from the action potential. They 
also suggest that the ''organizing information" is 
homologous to the mental impulse. They look to current 
models in neuroscience such as psychoneuro
immunology, axoplasn1ic transport, and neurotransmitter 
communication to explain this "organizing information." 
The importance of trophic, or growth activity, was also 
noted. Boone and Dobson suggest that the best way to 
study the vertebral subluxation and the mental impulse is 
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to prove that the vertebral subluxation is not just a 
conduction decrease. They advocate qualitative as well 
as quantitative methods to study the mind/immune 
relationship (25). 

Boone and Dobson also gain their definition of 
mental impulse from The Collaborative Phase. They use 
several of the definitions proposed by Stephenson: each 
tissue cell requires mental impulses for adaptive change 
and constructive coordination: the central nervous 
system transmits mental force from brain cell to the 
tissue cell as dynamic flowing radiant energy over 
nerves. Most importantly, they acknowledge 
Stephenson's distinction that the mental impulse is 
neither physical nor chemical. This last point leaves the 
suggestion that the processes of neurophysiology may 
play a role in the transmission of mental impulse, but are, 
somehow, not it ([26], [27]). 

Kent wrote three brief articles on the mental impulse 
([28], [29], [30]). He suggests that an examination of the 
interaction between the central nervous system and the 
immune system is very important. This should emphasize 
the study of neuropeptides, ncuromodulators, neuro
mediators and neurohormones. For future research, Kent 
recommends study of the sympathetic nervous system 
through differential skin temperature readings. In this 
way, correlates could be drawn from the relationship 
between vertebral subluxation, sympathetic activity, and 
immune system activity (3 I). Kent's definition of the 
mental impulse comes from The Collaborative Phase as 
well as The Research Era. He defines the mental impulse 
as a thought, a message, and as nerve-force flow (32). 
The idea of the mental impulse as a thought and a 
message (we will see shortly) comes from Stephenson 
(33). Nerve-force flow is a later concept developed by 
B.J. Palmer (34). This is another good example why it is 
important to understand how the mental impulse was 
defined during these different periods. 

Suggestions for future research by these authors is 
listed in the box below. 

The critics of the mental impulse have pleaded a case 
for science as well ([35], [36]). To the critics, the concept 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH: 
Koch: 

Boone & Dobson: 

Kent: 

Clarify the relationship between nerve function alteration and interference to the 
transmission of mental impulses. 

Prove that vertebral subluxation is not just conduction decrease, perhaps through 
mind/immune relationship or qualitative studies. 

Explore the relationship between vertebral subluxation, sympathetic activity, and immune 
system activity through skin temperature instrumentation. 
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of mental impulse is inherently flawed and 
philosophically incorrect. Weiant, a graduate of Palmer 
class of 1924, wrote, 

Will somebody tell me the nature of a 
MENTAL IMPULSE? Everybody who 
knows anything about the philosophy of 
the nervous system knows that it is the 
function of nerves to carry nerve 
impulses, that this conduction is purely 
an electrical phenomenon ... speed 
frequency and intensity have been 
measured. What evidence is there that 
they carry thought? If they could, what 
kind of intelligence would receive it 
(37)? 

This criticism goes to the heart of the problem. First of 
all, what is a mental impulse? Is there an agreed upon 
definition? Secondly, could any definition be acceptable 
that seems to go against science? Weiant suggested that 
the profession should do away with philosophy and look 
to science (38). 

Seaman makes a similar case (39). He assumes that 
an immaterial origin of the mental impulse is 
philosophically inconsistent and then criticizes the 
religious connotations of the mental impulse. This part of 
his discussion does not address the category error 
inherent within the early philosophy of chiropractic. The 
category error used the term innate intelligence to 
describe at least two categories of health and life, i.e. , 
physical and psychospiritual ([ 40], [ 41 ]). There is no 
room to address these issues in this brief monograph. 

Seaman appraises the current state of the mental 
impulse with some accuracy. He acknowledged that 
Boone and Dobson's analysis was the first of such in 
chiropractic history. A general lack of investigation into 
the concept is the greatest problem. He proposed that 
chiropractic and vertebral subluxation do not need the 
"mental impulse dogma." And, that the chiropractic 
profession should establish physiological models of 
subluxation. Seaman suggests that the dysafferentation 
model is a way to replace "outdated" concepts such as 
subluxation and mental impulse (42). As we can now see, 
without fully understanding the history of the concept, it 
is premature to dismiss it outright. 

B.J. Palmer and the Sympathetic Nervous System 
One more reason for the need to develop an accurate 

history of the mental impulse comes from B.J. Palmer's 
view of the sympathetic nervous system. His statements 
on this matter have been distorted at least since 1910. 

This is especially relevant because the primary quote 
used to discredit his thinking deals with his discovery of 
the mental impulse. This quote, which is attributed to B.J. 
Palmer, is found in Seaman as well as Winterstein ([43], 
[44]). 

When I saw there was no use for a 
sympathetic nervous system, I threw it 
out; and then just had to put something 
better in its place, so I discovered direct 
mental impulse ( 45). 

The problem with this unitary quote is that the historical 
and philosophical contexts are missing. This quote 
cannot be found in a single text by B.J. Palmer. 

This exact quote can be found in D.O. Palmer's 
Chiropractor :S Adjustor eight times ( 46). It is not found 
in B.J. Palmer 's works. In fact, that specific terminology, 
i.e., "direct mental impulse," only appears in B.J. 
Palmer's writing once, and not until 1952 (47). It is 
evident that D.O. Palmer used this quote to belittle his 
son. He usually prefaced the quote by saying, 

B.J. Palmer, in one of his addresses 
(July, 1908) to his class in Portland this 
summer, aptly quoted, "that he who tears 
down must rebuild greater." ( 48). 

Clearly D.O. Palmer had an ax to grind. However, we 
must not assume that this view of B.J. Palmer 's is only 
hearsay. He did disagree with the concept of a 
sympathetic nervous system, but not in the way for which 
he is ridiculed (hence the distortion). 

B.J. Palmer wrote about the sympathetic nervous 
system in several books. Most notably, forty-four years 
later, he wrote, 

In 1905 we first criticized 
SYMPATHETIC nervous system. We 
have been frequently misquoted on that 
criticism. It has been said we said there 
was no sympathetic NERVOUS 
SYSTEM. That is exactly what we said, 
and that isn't what we said at all. We said 
there could be no such thing as a 
SYMPATHETIC nervous system. We 
affirm existence of a nervous system. We 
deny THIS "nervous system" is 
governed in its physiological function by 
"sympathy." It depends entirely upon 
how that sentence is emphasized as to 
whether we are correctly or incorrectly 

Reprinted with permission of the AHC



Chiropractic History 
Volume 21, No. 2- 2001 

67 

D.D. RESPONDING TO B.J. 

Mental Impulse IS: 

Modified when interfered with. 
An excitor or depressor when impinged. 
Dis-ease: too much impulse. 
Transmitted by vibration. 
Directed by innate through nerves from brain. 

quoted ... We deny "sympathy" and 
affirm "nervous system" ( 49). 

Palmer's main point, as this author interprets it, is that he 
did not like breaking apart the nervous system 
linguistically. By no means did he pretend that the 
sympathetic nervous system was non-existent. Rather, he 
understood the nervous system from a more holistic or 
systems view. Also, to him, the term sympathy meant "by 
means unknown" (50). From B.J. Palmer's philosophical 
understanding, the body was interconnected. To him, the 
term sympathetic was inappropriate. The theory of the 
mental impulse was meant to explain the interconnected 
nature of the nervous system. 

Phase 1: The Early History (1906-1916) 
The early history of the mental impulse focused in 

large part on the debate between father and son. It is not 
clear from reading the green books which one actually 
came up with the concept. It seems very strongly to have 
been originated by B.J. Palmer. Further research is 
necessary to definitively answer this question. While the 
first edition of volume one, The Science of Chiropractic; 
Its Principles and Adjustments, was co-authored by the 
two, future editions are attributed to B.J. (51). This could 
imply that B.J. was the primary author. The definitions of 
the mental impulse in this text are more consistent with 
B.J. 's future definitions than of D.D. 's. One such 
definition is as follows: 

Mental Impulse IS NOT: 

Not cut off or impeded when interfered with. 
No percentages or parts. 
Does not make a circuit. 
Does not flow as a current. 
Does not go to brain. 

Chiropractors do not treat diseases, they 
adjust the wrong which creates disease; 
they have discovered the simple fact that 
the human body is a sensitive piece of 
machinery, run throughout all its parts 
by mental impulse (52). 

In large part, D.D. defined mental impulse more in 
response to B .J. 's philosophical "errors." In these early 
years, B.J. 's definitions of the term had to do with 
metabolism and heat production in the body (53). Two of 
the terms that he used during this period were calorific 
mental impulse and mental impulse currents ([54], [55]). 

D.D. Palmer's Explanations 
In responding to B.J., D.D. spoke of what the mental 

impulse is and what it is not. ft is modified when 
interfered with. It excites or depresses when impinged. It 
is not cut off or impeded when interfered with. It has no 
parts or percentages. It is transmitted by vibration (56). It 
does not flow like a current (57). Dis-ease is too much 
impulse (58). It is directed by innate through nerves from 
the brain; it does not go to the brain or make a circuit 
(59). While discussing the natural healing power of the 
body, D.D. wrote, "The chiropractor recognizes this 
power as mental impulse sent out by INNATE- BORN 
WITH" (60). B.J. and his faculty incorporated some of 
these concepts. 

D.D. 'S DIFFERENTIATJON OF INNATE AND MENTAL IMPULSES: 

Innate Impulses are: 

Involuntary, viscera. 
Diseases are caused by excess. 
Force of innate's impulses. 

Mental Impulses are: 

Voluntary, motor. 
Educated impulses of the mind. 
Not heat producing. 
Power of vital force sent out by innate. 
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There were also some definitions of D.D. 's that were 
not adopted by the profession. For example, he 
differentiated the "innate impulse" from the "mental 
impulse." To D.D. innate impulses were involuntary and 
dealt with viscera. "Diseases are caused by excessive or 
insufficient momentum or force of innate's impulses" 
( 61 ). Mental impulses, according to D.D., were 
voluntary, motor, or educated impulses. These types of 
impulses were of the mind. They were not heat producing 
(62). It is evident here that D.O.'s notion of the mental 
impulse was not entirely that which has been handed 
down through the generations. 

Calorific Mental Impulse 
One of B.J. Palmer's earliest definitions of the 

mental impulse related to heat production in the body. 
The very first reference to the concept states 

Heretofore, all modes of healing have, 
looked upon blood as the life of the 
body. The Chiropractor says it is 
expressed by mental impulse; all fluids 
are propelled by mental force; the heat of 
the body, whether normal, too much, or 
not enough, is the result of mental 
impulse (63). 

While calorific mental impulse is only mentioned in the 
first two green books, the concept of the mental impulse 
as the spark of heat production and metabolism remains. 
All modes of healing were attributed to this function. The 
calorific mental impulse ran the human machine and 
acted to innervate all vital parts of the body ([64], [65]). 
During The Research Era, this concept evolved into the 
theory of heat production due to resistance caused by the 
interference to the mental impulse flow (66). 

Mental Impulse Current 
Another early term was the mental impulse current. 

B.J. Palmer wrote, "the amount of mental impulse 
current in each man is the measure of that man's health 
and working power" (67). This term was related to B.J.'s 
comparisons between the nervous system and electrical 
conductivity. Palmer often used the analogy that the brain 
was a dynamo, the nerves were wires, and the muscles 
were motors (68). The brain generates or creates an 
unlimited amount of current. 

This is similar to nineteenth century notions about 
electricity in the nervous system (69). Instead of letting 
go of electrical analogies as most neuroscientists did at 
that time, Palmer continued with it well into the 1950s 
(70). He had no better way to explain the phenomenon 

that he was observing in the research clinic. This will be 
discussed in greater detail in the third phase of the 
history. 

Palmer differentiates the mental impulse current 
from electricity; he wrote, " .. .life power is electricity, 
life power is intelligent power, electricity is not 
intellectual" (71 ). Electricity has no intelligence; 
therefore, electricity is only an analogy. This is a part of 
the mental impulse concept that is intertwined with the 
philosophy of chiropractic. The brain created the mental 
impulses from an unlimited source or energy, from the 
universal intelligence. This is where the questions about 
the interaction of mind and matter enter the philosophy. 

Phase 2: The Collaborative Phase (1916-1927) 
The second period of the mental impulse's history, I 

have termed The Collaborative Phase (1916-1927). 
During this time period, the concept of the mental 
impulse was explored by several of Palmer's faculty. As 
mentioned above, Stephenson is generally the only 
faculty member recognized for addressing the topic 
([72], [73]). As we will see, this is not the case. There is 
a chapter called, "Mental Impulse System," in Vedder's 
Chiropractic Physiolo{!v (74). Also, Craven wrote a 
chapter in The Philosopny OJ Lnzropracric, called "The 
Mental Impulse" (75). A careful study of this text is 
warranted. Many of the diagrams and concepts in 
Stephenson's well-known Chiropractic Textbook can be 
found here. Out of all the faculty's textbooks however, 
Stephenson's is the most complete on the subject of 
mental impulse. 

John H. Craven 
John H. Craven collaborated with B.J. Palmer in the 

writing of volume five, The Philosophy of Chiropractic. 
B.J. wrote in the dedication of this volume: 

Many are the happy hours this teacher 
and I have analyzed and synthesized the 
detail which then became a part of his 
teachings; which now become an 
elaborated phase of this book. To him 
must be given all credit for the 
production of this fifth edition (76). 

It is difficult to estimate the influence of Craven's ideas 
on the development of Palmer's ideas. In this text, 
Craven authored chapters entitled, "Universal 
Intelligence," "Innate Intelligence," "Innate Mind
Educated Mind," as well as "Mental Impulse." It is this 
last chapter that is of most interest for this focused 
history (77). 
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J.H. Craven, D.C., 
Ph.C. (From The 
Philosophy of 
Chiropractic, 1920). 

In order to distinguish between Craven's and 
Palmer's theories, I have chosen those ideas that were 
espoused in this volume for the first time. For example, 
none of these ideas are represented in The Early History 
( 1906-1916). According to Craven, intelligence resided 
in the brain celts. The mental impulse was a force of the 
mind, which was communicated or sent to the tissue cell. 
At the tissue cell, the mental impulse was expressed as 
action or function (78). 

This concept of expression as action is similar to 
earlier theories .. For example, D.D. Palmer wrote that 
" life is the expression of tone" (79) . B.J. Palmer defined 
biology as the expression of life, expression being the 
result of the creation and transmission of mental impulses 
(80). Craven's contribution to the mental impulse may 
not have been extensive, but it is notable. 

Henry E. Vedder 
Henry E. Vedder was another collaborator of B.J. 

Palmer 's. In the dedication of his text book on the Palmer 
technique of chiropractic, B.J. wrote of Drs. Vedder, 
Firth, and Burich 

In the class-room; in my home, at my 
table and in Sunday conferences, we 
have threshed over the thousands of 
angles until our ideas have so mutually 
blended that they are as one (81 ). 

Vedder's Chiropractic Physiology is another instance 
where new definitions of the mental impulse are 
proposed. Although Vedder does not necessarily set out 
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Hemy E. Vedder 
(From A Text Book on 
Chiropractic 
Gynecology by Henry 
Vedder, 1923). 

to do so, he expands on the early definitions of the term. 
For example, he wrote that the mental impulse 
established "a closer connection between the immaterial 
innate intelligence" and the body (82). He also suggests 
that you cannot name the nature of the mental impulse, it 
can only be recognized by a change in the nerve cell. 
Both of these ideas, while drawing from previous 
concepts, are new (83). 

In his section entitled, "Mental Impulse System" 
Vedder explains the role of the mental impulse in 
physiology. According to Vedder, the mental impulse 
system is at once the motor system, as well as "the 
control exercised by innate intelligence through the 
nervous system" of cells. This system explains the way in 
which the innate intelligence governs the body (84). 

Similar to D.D. Palmer's notion of innate and mental 
impulses, Vedder suggests that the terms Educated and 
Innate are better than voluntary or involuntary, and 
conscious or subconscious. According to Vedder, each 
intelligence is conscious unto itself (85). This is ceJtainly 
a clarification of terminology. In his definition of the 
control mechanisms of physiology, Vedder draws these 
distinctions thus sticking to the purpose of the green 
books, which was to establish scientific textbooks that 
are consistent with the philosophy. 

Vedder also wrote about the distinctions between 
health, disease, and death. Health , he defined as the 
harmony between the material and the immaterial. This 
could only occur when the mental impulses were normal 
at the time in which they were expressed. Disease, was 
thus any degree less than normal of the mental impulse 
expression. Death, he defined as total lack of mental 

Reprinted with permission of the AHC



Mental Impulse - Senzon 
70 

R. W Stephenson, 
D.C., Ph.C. (From 
Chiropractic 
Textbook, 1927). 

impulse, thus total incoordination. This view is consistent 
with previous definitions from the early history (86). 

Ralph W. Stephenson 
As noted above, Stephenson was another 

collaborator. Stephenson's Chiropractic Textbook 
became the standard for several generations of 
chiropractors. The recent literature of Koch, Boone and 
Dobson, Kent, as well as Seaman, all rely on 
Stephenson's definition of the mental impulse ([87], [88], 
[89],[(90]). B.J. wrote at the foreword of Stephenson's 
text: 

You have clearly, carefully and 
consistently compiled the many 
PRINCIPLES of Chiropractic into a 
readable, understandable book, simple 
enuf for the layman, deep enuf for the 
savant (91). (Spelling is B.J.'s.) 

I will not dwell on the definitions summarized in the 
literature review and recapped throughout several of the 
other sections. Stephenson systematized the concept of 
mental impulse, mostly through the clarification of The 
Early History. Where Stephenson stands out as a 
collaborator is towards the end of the book, where he 
explicitly proposes three theories, 

It is no discredit to Chiropractic that it 
"' also must use theories concerning the 

transmissiOn of mental forces 
(impulses). The writer has heard many 
theories about this subject. Some are 
good, some indifferent, and some very 

bad indeed. In this book, a few of the 
theories are offered but the ones selected 
are only such as are well supported by 
the Fundamental Principles, and 
thoroughly consistent with Chiropractic 
tenets (92). 

(Author's parenthetic addition.) 

Theory one defines mental impulse as a form of 
energy composed of various energies. When it is 
transmitted through polar nerve cells, no energy is 
wasted. A perfectly assembled force of this kind 
balances or governs the forces in the tissue cell. 

Theory two suggests that there is a current within the 
efferent nerve. That current is the "vehicle" of the mental 
impulse. Here, Stephenson assumes that the mental 
impulse is a message instead of an energy. It is a thought 
in motion, which is conveyed by energy. This energy is a 
steady flow within the nervous system (93). 

Theory three is Stephenson's favorite because it is 
most consistent with the principles. This theory answers 
the question of Weiant, "What intelligence is there to 
greet it?" (94). Stephenson suggests that, "mentality hails 
mentality." In this theory, the mental impulse is a 
message, not an energy or a physical thing. It is an urge, 
"a thing mental." Since the tissue cell is a living organism 
with intelligence and the ability to adapt, it can receive 
the message intelligently. The nerve cell is the intelligent 
messenger. It responds and transmits the message (95). 

Phase 3: The Research Era (1924-1951) 
The Research Era is marked by a sudden increase of 

new insights. This era begins with the development of the 
Neurocalometer in 1924, is at its height with the opening 
of the B.J. Palmer Research Clinic in 1935, and ends with 
Palmer's Chiropractic Clinically Controlled Research in 
1951 ([96], [97], [98]). The latter text contains the last 
new statements relating to the mental impulse. This era 
was driven by the quest for new knowledge and reflects 
that quest vibrantly. The technology of Palmer's research 
such as the neurocalometer (99), shielded grounded 
booths (I 00), and eventually the electroencephalo
neuromentimpograph (101), helped him to gain new 
insights into the mental impulse. Unfortunately, Palmer's 
research methods and record keeping were obscure and 
difficult to reproduce ( 1 02). What is evident is that 
Palmer was certain that he found proof of the mental 
impulse and its interference due to the vertebral 
subluxation. This conviction led to a completely new 
reformulation of the concept. 

Palmer developed several new concepts at this time 
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PALMER'S NEW THEORIES 

Cause of all dis-ease ( 1934) 

Hole in One ( 1934) 

Superior Brain Congestion, 
Inferior Brain Starvation ( 1934) 

Electromagnetic life-force ( 1936) 

Above-down, inside out ( 1949) 

as well as a myriad of adjectives and synonyms for the 
mental impulse. Some were related to the early research 
on the neurocalometer, such as the first direct reference 
to vertebral subluxation as the "cause of all dis-ease," 
"hole in one," and the concepts of "Superior Brain 
Congestion" and "Inferior Body Starvation" (I 03). Other 
new concepts were related to the experiments in the 
research clinic, such as electromagnetic life-force (I 04), 
and the first reference to the common phrase, "above
down, inside-out" (I 05). 

Also related to this research was the explosion of 
new terms to describe the mental impulse. By espousing 
these new terms (most of which began in 1936), Palmer 
was to change the definition of the mental impulse. Some 
of the adjectives and synonyms listed below were used 
continually for the next twenty-five years. Two of the 
terms came from his book, The Subluxation Specific 
Adjustment Spec~fic. They were, "mental impulse 
supply," and "subtle mental impulse current" ( 1 06). All 
of the following terms can be found in Palmer's book, 
The Known Man: "nerve impulse continuity," "mental 
impulse nerve-force flow" (1 07), "nerve-force mental 
impulse supply" ( 1 08), "mental impulse nerve-force 
constant" ( 1 09), "intelligent human electrical current" 
( 11 0), "nerve current" (Ill), "sensitive nerve force flow" 
( 112), "neuro-electrical mental impulse force" ( 113 ), 
"health building mental impulse" ( 115), "mental impulse 
health constant" (114), and "mental impulse human 
electric nerve-force flow" ( 116). 

It is not difficult to explain this incredible outpouring 
if one examines the interesting research that B.J. and his 
staff were conducting. This began with the invention of 
the neurocalometer (NCM) by Dossa Evins in 1924. 
Palmer wrote 

NCM produced evidence OF THE 
INVISIBLE two factors , the abstract 
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THE SYNONYM/ADJECTIVE EXPLOSION OF 1936 

Nerve impulse continuity 
Mental impulse nerve-force flow 
Nerve-force mental impulse supply 
Mental-impulse nerve-force constant 
Intelligent human electrical current 
Sensitive nerve force flow 
Neuro-electrical mental impulse force 
Health building mental impulse 
Mental impulse health constant 
Nerve current 
Mental impulse human electric nerve-force flow 

pressures and interferences - resistance 
to normal flow of mental impulse 
supply, excess heat, etc. ( 117). 

The NCM supposedly enabled the chiropractor to locate 
the vertebral subluxation. Palmer's theory was that the 
subluxation caused increased heat because of the 
resistance to the flow of mental impulses. This led to the 
development of the Hole-In-One (HIO) technique, and 
established his theory of Superior Brain Congestion and 
Inferior Body Starvation. The congestion was a damming 

Dossa Dixon 
Evins, . D.C. 
(From The 
Subluxation 
Specific The 

h H;('l'l t (lY a~d Dcvtlopa oJ N tzn•on.dumcrrr A d j ll s t m e n t 
Bom f d l1' 1loJ1')' 13, 1386; Du~d N vl1Ctt1 bu I L lYl2 

L.._ ______________ ___j Specific, 1934). 

•. 

Reprinted with permission of the AHC



Mental Impulse - Senzon 
72 

up of m~.:ntal impulse supply, and the starvation was a 
starving of that vital energy from the body (118). 

After the mental impulse had been proved to exist, 
the next step in the research was to measure the mental 
impulse. In order to do this, all factors that could interfere 
with its accurate measurement had to be removed. 

Shielded Grounded Booths 
One main reason for creating the research clinic was 

the shielded and grounded booth. In this room, the NCM 
graph readings as well as the adjustments were 
conducted. The walls of the booths were grounded and 
shielded against Ilertzian waves, radio waves, electric 
waves, and eventually magnetic North-South waves. 
Experiments were conducted based on these shielded 
conditions (119). 

One experiment had to do with ionic interference in 
the atmosphere. A radio was left running throughout the 
speakers of the clinic. B.J. wrote, "We watched for 'radio 
static day.'" As soon as the radio signal sounded "fuzzy," 
NCM graphs were taken both inside and outside of the 
booths. B.J. wrote, "On static days, outside of booth, low 
average of number of break readings slightly increases." 
Palmer's conjecture was that it was the human being that 
was affected by the ionic disturbances, not necessarily 
the machinery (120). He wrote 

Man is an external insulated, internal 
human electrical instrument. His skin 
tends to insulate low internal energy 
quantity against high external energy 
quantities which bombard him. They 
penetrate thru skin, are picked up by 
nervous system, and thus external 
energy variables produce variations to 
variable-constant of abnormal quantity 
flow in sick people. This would be true if 
there were no subluxation as well as if 
there were one. It is this superimposition 
of external variables into and thru 
internal human-variable-constant which 
destroyed a large percentage of accuracy 
and efficiency in determining what 
graph wave patterns were trying to 
reveal to us as to breaks in readings of 
sick people (121). 

The shielding process was described in detail in 
B.J. 's Chiropractic Clinically Controlled Research ( 122). 
In this text, he discussed the experiments having to do 
with north-south magnetic waves. One experiment was to 
take graph readings of patients while sleeping with their 
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head pointing in different directions. They found, 
according to B.J., that sleeping with the head pointing 
north, took the body seventeen times less energy than in 
any other direction. When the patient was graphed while 
sleeping inside the shielded and grounded booth, it did 
not matter which direction the head was pointed because 
there was no north-south magnetic waves passing 
through. This research was done using the 
e lectroencephaloneuromentimpograph ( 123). 

Electroencephaloneuromentimpograph 
The electroencephaloneuromentimpograph (timpo

graph for short) was developed by Palmer's staff to 
specifically locate and trace the mental impulse. The 
name stood for, electro (electrical), encephala (brain), 
neuro (nervous system), ment (mental), imp (impulse), 
and graph (record). This instrument was close to an 
electroencephalogram (EEG ); but, according to Palmer, 
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there were specific differences. To Palmer, the standard 
EEG used pads that were too broad and were never 
accurate because of the environmental influences on the 
human organism. He criticized those who did not use 
shielded and grounded booths. The timpograph used pin
point sized pads with eight leads that were placed in 
strategic regions: (1) the mental impulse leaving the 
brain; (2) the site of the subluxation; (3) the site above 
the subluxation; ( 4) the site below the subluxation; ( 5) a 
location on the limbs, and (6, 7, and 8) the return afferent 
locations (124). 

According to Palmer, they measured the mental 
impulse at five millionths of a volt. Also, as might be 
expected with Palmer's eclectic personality, he claimed 
that he was able to magnify this measurement 400 trillion 
times. This was calculated as follows: 

The twenty-five 6-c-6 Pentode tubes in 
the high sensitivity amplifier have an 
amplification factor of 1,500 and ten 6-
L-6 beam power amplifier tubes in the 
power amplifier (a pair of which 
mounted plate to plate have a power 
output of 34,000 milliwatts) would give 
a total available voltage gain of around 
twenty million. Power gain is 
approximately the square of this, or four 
hundred trillion ( 125). 

At this time, Palmer used the term mental impulse nerve 
flow carrier wave. This shows the complete 
transformation of the term from the Early History as well 
as The Collaborative Phase. Now the mental impulse is 
considered a microvolt of energy that travels as a 
wavelike current from the brain to the periphery, thus 
keeping the organism alive, healthy, and organized. It is 
evident how the term evolved because elements of the 
earlier definitions remained within it as the later 
definitions grew more complex. 

Is Adio Electromagnetic? 
Based on the experiments in the shielded and 

grounded booth and the new terminology such as above
down-inside-out, it is clear that a new conception of the 
mental impulse was developed. This notion of the human 
organism as affected by the electromagnetic forces 
became very important for Palmer. Graph readings that 
were not shielded were inaccurate. The mental impulse 
was traced leaving the brain, stopping at the vertebral 
subluxation, and then, after a successful adjustment, 
traveling to the periphery and then returning to the brain. 
Palmer, wrote, "there is a quantity electric potential in 
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living bodies, each organ and the total body has a quanity 
electric potential. .. " (126). The idea that the brain is the 
"north" and mental impulses travel from there, leaves us 
with the notion of the mental impulse as an 
electromagnetic phenomenon. Above, down, inside, out. 

Becker and The Body Electric 
Viewing the mental impulse and, hence, innate 

intelligence from this electromagnetic perspective is very 
similar to the theories of Becker. Becker conducted his 
own research into the electromagentic properties of the 
nervous system. He even conducted one experiment that 
correlated lightning flashes to the activity of mental 
patients. B.J. would be encouraged. The main parts of 
Becker's theories are so similar to The Research Era of 
the mental impulse that they warrant a closer look (127). 

According to Becker's research, neuron fibers orient 
themselves along a current of flow. Nerve impulses travel 
in one direction only. Something seems to polarize the 
nerve. Becker suggests that it is a current created by a 
magnetic field. The magnetic field is generated by cell 
bodies. Direct current (D.C.) fields are upset by magnetic 
fields. Based on his research, Becker proposes that the 
nervous system is polar by nature. The positive charges 
are in the head, brachial plexus, and lumbar plexus. The 
negative charges are in the periphery. A diagram of this 
model would look very much like the traditional symbol 
which represents above-down-inside-out (128). 

To Becker, the standard theories about nerve 
impulses and information transfer are not enough to 
account for the body's growth and healing. Becker 
expands on these concepts and suggests that there are 
actually two nervous systems: a digital system which 
acounts for reflexes and motor activity; and an older 
analog system, which integrates, heals, and organizes. 
Becker proposes that the analog system is more primitive 
and functions on a direct current which travels the 
perineural structures. The electromagnetic current flows 
over the nerve structures, but not as nerve impulses. The 
nerve impulses are attributed to the digital system (129). 

This is just one model that seems very similar to The 
Research Era of the mental impulse. Further exploration 
is necessary to examine other models. Now that a clearer 
understanding of the history of the mental impulse has 
begun, future studies can look into other possible 
correlates. 

Conclusion 
By understanding that the concept "mental impulse" 

evolved over time, its various definitions could be 
understood in context. In The Early History, the basic 
structures of the concepts were laid down by the 
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founders. The Collaborative Phase saw a lively exchange 
of ideas, which resulted in new definitions and the 
clarification of the older models. The Research Era 
forwarded the concept through scientific investigation 
and far-reaching hypotheses. It is here that the most 
advanced theory of the mental impulse was proposed. 
There is little v,ritten about the electromagnetic nature of 
the mental impulse. More research in this area is 
warranted. 

Now that a history of the mental impulse has begun, 
critics and supporters could voice their arguments in 
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