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The Ridley–Jopling staging was introduced in 1962 and 1969 to describe the spectrum of
leprosy based on clinical features, histopathology, the degree of the cell-mediated immune
response against Mycobacterium leprae, and bacterial load.1,2 Before implementing the
Ridley–Jopling staging, there were many attempts to define the spectrum of clinical forms and
stages of leprosy. In 1924, Muir proposed a classification that described nerve involvement
and skin manifestations.3,4 This classification described nerve injury as A1 for evidence of
early nerve involvement and A2 for burnt-out (advanced nerve injury with loss of sensation
or limb loss), B1 for early skin involvement, and B2 for moderate skin lesions. In the Muir
classification, burnt-out leprosy describes patients with long-standing nerve injury. This nerve
dysfunction would manifest with profound loss of sensation, marked atrophies, contractures,
trophic ulcers, and mutilations (limb loss).3 During the annual leprosy meeting in Manila
in 1931, experts recommended substituting the term ‘burnt-out leprosy’ for ‘arrested leprosy’,
with mutilation. Many clinicians continued describing patients with tuberculoid and borderline
leprosy as ‘burnt-out’ when the disease self-healed. They had a negative bacterial index, but
patients developed significant nerve loss and disability.3–5 

We explored the potential historical link between the term ‘burnt-out’ used as an adjective
in the pre-antibiotic area to describe an advanced stage of nerve injury in patients with leprosy
and the contemporary use of the concept of burnout referring to a negative psychological state
of mind in the workplace. The current use of the noun ‘burnout’ represents the psychological
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state in which individual experiences reduced motivation to achieve optimal outcomes with a
decline in the quantity and quality of work produced in one’s professional role.6,7 The term
‘burnout’ in clinical psychology was initially used in the early 1970s by the North American
psychiatrist Herbert Freudenberger.7 Since then, burnout encompasses a spectrum of mental
conditions ranging from depression to compassion fatigue related to specific occupations.8–10

Dr. Freudenberger cited the occurrence of burnout among caring professionals in emotionally
demanding roles, such as healthcare providers and first responders.7,9 Human error by air traffic
controllers linked to air accidents in the 1960s and 1970s raised awareness about workplace
burnout and the institution of organizational and individual interventions addressing resource
and stress management.8 Burnout is considered a negative consequence of healthcare workers’
unrelenting demand for altruism.9 Not surprisingly, burnout has been frequently cited among
healthcare workers during the COVID-19 pandemic.9

The modern use of psychological burnout can be traced back to the 1960 novel “A Burnt-
Out Case” by the British novelist Graham Greene.10 In this account, the main character,
Querry, arrives via the bishop’s riverboat through the Congo River to aid in a leprosy colony
(leproserie) run by Catholic priests and nuns in the then-Belgian Congo (now the Democratic
Republic of Congo). Greene dedicated this book to Dr. Michael Lechat, with whom he spent
time in Yonda, a large leprosy village near the Congo River.11 Greene describes Dr. Colin as
the fictional character representing Dr. Lechat, a skilled and dedicated physician. Querry, a
famous European architect, arrives at the village, escaping from his previous life as he feels
that his vocation to design buildings and his desire to live have been extinguished. As Dr. Colin
becomes acquainted with Querry’s mental state, he compares Querry’s emotional numbness
to a burnt-out case of leprosy. The defining feature of burnt-out leprosy is a long history of
untreated infection associated with advanced nerve damage that produces numbness and loss
of all types of sensation.

We conclude that the contemporary use of burnout as a mental state of emotional numbness
and psychological depletion originates in Greene’s novel. However, Dr. Freudenberger was
responsible for the everyday use of the concept of burnout in clinical practice as a negative
psychological state that occurs in occupational settings. 
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