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What is a detox?

The concept of “detoxing” your body from harmful substances is relatively new. According
to historian Adrienne Rose Bitar, a lecturer at Cornell University, it arose in the 1970s, gaining
steam alongside the fear drummed up by the United States’ war on drugs. Over time, diet and
health gurus borrowed the terminology of addiction treatment, then broadened the idea of
“detoxification” to every bodily system. As the idea took hold, there was an explosion of diets
and regimens designed to correct those supposed evils.

Butwhatis it that we're trying to detox from? The answer differs wildly depending on whom
you consult—and more often than not, it diverges from the actual scientific definition of the
term. In medicine, “toxin” refers to a biological substance that is poisonous to humans (think
snake venom or botulism toxin). Scientists also use the term to refer to harmful environmental
chemicals such as lead and PFOS.

For the vast majority of those who refer to toxins, though, the word is used as a catch-all for
any substance purported to harm human health. Everything from the air you breathe to the
combinations of food you chomp could produce toxic substances that lurk in your body,
depending on whom you ask. And those who truck in toxin removal claim that everything
from saunas to silent retreats to green juice can help.

There are two tiny problems with this approach: It's both completely unnecessary and

potentially harmful. By Erin Blakemore
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