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INTRODUCTION

In a recent “Chiropractic & Manual Therapies” Journal, 
Perth chiropractor J. Keith Simpson writes on “The Five Eras 
of Chiropractic & the future of chiropractic as seen through 
the eyes of a participant observer.” 1 This follows John W. 
Reggars’ “Chiropractic at the crossroads or are we just going 
round in circles?” in the same Journal.2

John W. Reggars graduated in 1972 from Roberts’ 
Chiropractic College of Australasia, Melbourne and practices 
in Mitcham, Victoria.  Reggars summarises in his paper that 
“for the profession to move forward it must base its future 
on science and not ideological dogma” and opines “The push 
by some for it to become a unique and all-encompassing 
alternative system of healthcare is both misguided and 
irrational.”

J Keith Simpson BA (Hons) DC, is a 1982 graduate of 
the Canadian Memorial Chiropractic College (CMCC) 
in Toronto; emigrated to Australia in that same year and 
commenced practice at Cleveland, a suburb of Brisbane, 
Queensland.  In 2002 he was awarded Doctor of Philosophy 
(PhD) in the School of Social Sciences, Faculty of Social and 
Behavioural Sciences at the University of Queensland.  Dr 
Simpson is currently adjunct senior lecturer in the Faculty of 
Health Sciences School of Chiropractic and Sports Science 
at Murdoch University, Perth WA.
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In his paper, based on the second FG Roberts Memorial 
Lecture delivered at the 2011 annual conference of the 
Chiropractic & Osteopathic College of Australasia in 
Melbourne, Simpson identifies Five Eras of chiropractic, 
while Reggars explores influences that have impacted on the 
credibility, advancement and public utilisation of chiropractic 
in Australia and as his paper’s title suggests, asserts that the 
future of chiropractic is at a crossroad.  

“For the profession to move forward it must base its future 
on science and not ideological dogma.” he writes. 

Dr Philip S. Bolton’s 1989 University New South Wales 
PhD Thesis entitled Central Connections of Primary 
Afferents from the Neck is a notable scientific start.3

The Five Eras Simpson identifies are: 
1. The Era of Free Trade in Medicine 1860-1900. 
2. The Era of Prosecution 1900-1950.
3. The Era of Persecution 1920-2000.
4. The Era of Legitimation 1960-present.
5. The Era of Opportunity 2000-present.  
The Era of Free Trade in Medicine is characterised by 

Simpson as “a time when all and sundry could ply their 
trade because there was no legislation in the United States 
of America.”

Commentary: Quo Vadis?  

The Era of Prosecution, Simpson notes, was a period when 
“the chiropractic profession was in conflict with allopathic 
medicine.” 4  During that period there were more than 
15,000 prosecutions, about 20 percent of which resulted in 
incarcerations.5  On one occasion there was a mass arrest of 
100 chiropractors in New York City.6

Simpson divides the Era of Persecution into “informal” and 
“formal” periods.  Dr Morris Fishbein MD, “The Mussolini 
of Medicine”, was Secretary of the American Medical 
Association (AMA) from 1924 to 1949. 

He initiated the “informal” period, while the “formal” 
period was launched by the AMA with adoption of the Iowa 
Plan’s formation of the Committee of Quackery, designed to 
“contain and eventually eliminate the cult of chiropractic as 
a health hazard in the United States.” 7

The Era of Legitimation emerged from independent 
inquiries into chiropractic, of which a major four of a total 
of eighteen worldwide were held in New Zealand, Australia 
and Canada.   

Three were Royal Commissions.8-10 The fourth included 
the Australian Government Medical Benefits Review 
Committee 2nd Report 1986, also known as the Layton 
Committee Report.1

In The Era of Opportunity, Simpson explores three 
future options that he sees are available to the chiropractic 
profession.  

They are:
(a) To maintain the status quo, 
(b) To move forward as a united profession and 
(c) To divide the profession and let each faction fend for 

itself.
This paper, “Quo Vadis?” - where are you going? - 

summarises and explores Simpson’s above three options that 
he sees available to the chiropractic profession in Australia 
and should be considered by the profession in debate and 
general discussion.

DIsCUssION.

J. Keith Simpson’s Five Eras of chiropractic mirrors in 
number Dr Stanley P. Bolton’s five discrete historical periods 
presented at the World Federation of Chiropractic Congress 
held in Sydney in June 2005.11

It is Simpson’s contention “that the culture of chiropractic 
as it stands is for a large part the result of external forces 
and that unless and until the profession recognises how 
these forces have influenced its development, progression 
of chiropractic into the 21st century healthcare system will 
not occur.”  He too, like Reggars argues that survival of the 
chiropractic profession hinges upon its acceptance of science 
to exploit the tremendous opportunities ahead.

Simpson asserts that to maintain the status quo effectively 
prevents the chiropractic profession from taking full 
advantage of the current Era of Opportunity.
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To move forward in a united fashion and thereby take its 
place within the healthcare delivery system, he argues that 
two steps could demonstrate significant maturation of the 
profession – firstly, to stay the one-course (subluxation), one-
cure (adjustment) sacred cow without burying the corpse, and 
secondly to get out of the dogma-house and cease espousing 
Palmerian doctrine as gospel.  

Escaping the dogma-house Simpson acknowledges, 
will require extraordinary cooperation by “organizations 
such as the World Federation of Chiropractic and all major 
chiropractic associations that would agree and adopt a 
position statement identifying the chiropractic subluxation 
as an historical construct that remains a hypothesis, which 
cannot form the basis for patient care until and unless there 
is a body of scientific evidence to support it.” 1

Furthermore the position statement will need to be backed 
by organizations incorporating and enforcing appropriate 
statements into their ethical codes; educational accrediting 
bodies will have to modify their standards to state that 
subluxation is not a concept upon which to base patient 
care; chiropractic teaching institutions will be required to 
restructure their curricula accordingly; and all these moves 
being reinforced by registration boards dealing harshly with 
misleading and deceptive advertising.  Insurance providers 
will also need to alter their rebate guidelines to only provide 
payment for evidence-based care and to strike from their 
registers subluxation-based chiropractors while at the same 
time informing the general public.

“Chiropractic is not about hope in a jar and philosophy 
is not about faith or dogma,” Simpson boldly asserts.  
“Philosophy is about seeking truth, questioning one’s beliefs 
and altering those beliefs in accordance with the best available 
evidence.” 1

If a united profession is not achievable under Option (c), 
Simpson deduces, “the other path is to split the profession into 
clear divisions: evidence based chiropractors and subluxation 
based chiropractors, with each division openly declaring 
its hand.  Evidence based chiropractors will become active 
contributors to mainstream health care” he concludes, “while 
subluxation based practitioners will “opt out” and take their 
chances.”

Having explored these issues and options in his paper, 
and suggested ways for the profession to proceed as a united 
group, Dr Simpson ends his paper by stating that he is not 
willing to wager on a unified future but concludes that “the 
future of the chiropractic profession is well and truly in its 
own hands and the time to act is now.” 1

CONCLUsIONs

The first three of Simpson’s Five Eras summarise the 
American healthcare scene.  It is not until his Fourth Era; 
the Era of Legitimation 1960-present; that Simpson notes 
significant Australian and New Zealand events which have 
had serious historical impact not only in Australia and New 
Zealand, but beyond.  

Dr Simpson’s final Era of Opportunity perceives three 
current options by which the chiropractic profession might 
move forward:

1. Maintaining the status quo.
2. Advance as a united profession and
3. Enable each faction of a divided profession to fend for 

itself.
The second option – advancing a united profession – seems 

to the author as the only viable direction to pursue consistent 
with our past history and future potential.

In the past the medical profession has deliberately attempted 
to envelope chiropractic politically and therapeutically via 
physiotherapy under its banner of “manual manipulation.”

It continues to do so at grass roots levels through patient 
persuasion and theoretical concepts by equating chiropractic 
with and to manual manipulation.

Simpson ends his paper by stating that “the future of 
chiropractic is well and truly in its own hands and the time 
to act is now.”

The author agrees whole-heartedly with this sentiment, 
but points out that the evidence shows that historically from 
day one chiropractors have always acted to develop and 
consolidate their profession in Australia in the following 
ways:

Chiropractors have separated themselves from other 
healthcare professions and continue to do so by unabashed use 
of the title “chiropractor” and adherence to the “chiropractic 
discipline;” through State registration under appropriate 
Chiropractic Acts throughout the Commonwealth; by dealing 
with ethical and disciplinary matters arising from time to 
time through State and Federal “Chiropractic Boards” on 
which there always has been and currently is a majority 
of chiropractors, at least one representative member of the 
general public, and all this despite medical representation. 
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