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Foreword

THE term 'epidemic neuromyasthenia' is one of
several that has been given to a disorder or group
of disorders which have been reported throughout
the world. The symptoms are many, varying from
headaches with mild fever and muscular pains to
severe neurological disorders and psychiatric dis-
turbances. The physical signs are often few or
transient. Characteristically, many patients follow
a relapsing course during which muscular fatigue
is the most prominent symptom and a few are left
with severe disabling conditions. No causal agent
has been identified.

Stimulated by the experiences of a number of
doctors and nurses who had been affected either
during one of the epidemics which have occurred in
hospitals in the U.K., or as sporadic cases, a small
independent group of doctors met together to
encourage, if possible, systematic study of the
epidemiology, clinical findings, and possible causes
of this condition, and to enquire whether the
development of newer laboratory techniques might
help to establish whether a distinct syndrome
exists. This study group has now been meeting for
about 2 years.
Although descriptions of individual outbreaks

have been published from time to time as well as
review articles, no symposium has been held either
in the U.K. or in the U.S.A. where the majority of
outbreaks have been recorded. The Group felt that
there was a need to hold a meeting to bring the
condition to the attention of the profession, so with
the permission of the Council of the Royal Society
of Medicine, a symposium was organized with
speakers from the U.S.A. and Ireland as well as the
U.K. and with an invited audience including people
from a broad spectrum of medical disciplines.
The first half of the symposium was given over to

accounts of outbreaks, the possible aetiology and
the clinical findings, and the second half to the
results of special investigations and the management
of future epidemics. Five questions were raised.
Is there a definite nosological entity? Is it organic,
psychogenic or hysterical in origin? Does 'epidemic
neuromyasthenia' describe the condition correctly?

What are the main criteria for the diagnosis of the
syndrome? How should it be studied?
The diverse interests of the audience led to a lively

discussion and while these questions were not
resolved there was a feeling that the term 'epidemic
neuromyasthenia' did not describe the condition
adequately, but there were equal objections to other
titles.
The aim of the study group to draw attention to

the condition as being not only an epidemic disease
but one which was endemic was amply rewarded.
The symposium was reported as a Leading Article in
the British Medical Journal (1978) under the title of
'Epidemic myalgic encephalomyelitis'. In the final
paragraph it states 'We still know nothing about the
nature and cause of epidemic myalgic encephalo-
myelitis, but outbreaks are still occurring. Future
epidemics should be studied by a collaborative team
of neurologists, epidemiologists, virologists, and
immunologists. Its findings would be important not
only for the study of epidemic myalgic encephalo-
myelitis but also for other neurological disorders,
including multiple sclerosis'. It is hoped that as a
result of the meeting sufferers from this miserable
illness will, in future, be more sympathetically
managed and more closely studied.
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