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Advances in medicine have brought us the stethoscope, artificial kidneys, and
computerized health records. They have also changed the doctor-patient relation-
ship.

This book explores how the technologies of medicine are created and how
we respond to the problems and successes of their use. Stanley Joel Reiser, MD,
walks us through the ways medical innovations exert their influence by discussing
a number of selected technologies including the X-ray, ultrasound, and respirator.
Reiser creates a new understanding of thinking about how health care is practiced
in the United States and thereby suggests new approaches to effectively meet the
challenges of living with technological medicine.

As health care reform continues to be an intensely debated topic in America,
Technological Medicine shows us the pros and cons of applying technological
solutions to health and illness.

Stanley Joel Reiser, Clinical Professor of Health Care Sciences and of Health Policy
at The George Washington University School of Medicine and Health Sciences, is
known nationally and internationally for his scholarship and teaching in ethics,
history, technology assessment, and health policy. Before arriving at The George
Washington University, he held teaching positions at Harvard University and
the University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston. He has written more
than 120 books and essays. His articles have appeared in such publications as
Journal of the American Medical Association, New England Journal of Medicine,
Anmnals of Internal Medicine, American Journal of Public Health, Health Affairs,
Hastings Center Report, Scientific American, and The New York Times.
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PREFACE

This book explores how the technologies of medicine are created; how
society, patients, and practitioners respond to the problems and suc-
cesses of their use; and how this response changes them. For as we create
technology and strive to apply its powers, it re-creates us. To demon-
strate the different ways through which medical innovations exert their
influence, a number of selected technologies are examined. We explore
how the first widely used technology to diagnose illness, the stethoscope,
transformed the relationship between patients and doctors as it revealed
hidden sounds produced in us by disease. We probe the elation and ben-
efits experienced by doctors and the public when the X-ray gave them
the power to see into the body and the unanticipated problems its use
created. We examine the creation of the artificial kidney and the public
efforts first to ration its use and then to fund it. The development of the
artificial respirator and a journey that led it to sustain polio victims and
later irreversibly comatose patients is explored, with its generation of
medical, legal, and ethical quandaries. The events leading to the elec-
tronic health record, hailed in contemporary times by doctors, policy
makers, and the public as a key to a less costly and more effective health
system are probed and the promises of this belief examined. This is fol-
lowed by considering the rise of scientific means to determine whether
therapies are effective or not, such as the randomized clinical trial; and
the innovative social and medical decision process Oregon instituted to
decide what therapies to offer through publicly funded programs. Tech-
nologies to prevent disease and the ambiguous place of securing health
as a goal of medical practice are probed, after which the transformation
of birth from a social to a technologically driven medical event is dis-
cussed, followed by an explanation of the nature of technology and how

xiii
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PREFACE

it exerts its compelling influence. The understandings gained from this
exploration are then applied to suggest fundamental ways to change
thinking and practice in health care, and thereby to meet more effec-
tively the challenges of using and living with technological medicine.
The book is written for a public, health professional, and health policy
readership.

In developing the content for and in writing this book, I have had the
constant support and insightful criticism of its editor at Cambridge
University Press, Richard L. Ziemacki, to whom I am deeply grateful.
In guiding the book through later stages of editing and production,
Cambridge editor Eric Crahan made creative and valued contributions,
and Shana Meyer, project manager at Aptara Inc., provided always
perceptive suggestions.

Securing the literature and illustrations for the work was furthered
greatly by the gracious assistance and informative suggestions of the
staff of the Himmelfarb Health Sciences Library at The George Wash-
ington University Medical Center, among whom I am particularly
indebted to Cynthia Kahn, whose bibliographical and historical exper-
tise and timely help greatly furthered my research. The history librarian
at the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, Deborah
Scarborough, gave me invaluable access to its extensive historical works.
I received similarly gracious help from the staff of the National Museum
of Health and Medicine of the Armed Forces Institute of Pathology:
James Curley and Alan Hawk from its Historical Collections division,
and Michael Rhode at the museum’s Otis Historical Archives. The
holdings of the National Library of Medicine were opened to me by its
knowledgeable and always-helpful staff: Stephen Greenberg provided
astute analysis of bibliographical issues, and Crystal Smith important
assistance in securing documents and literature; Paul Thierman and Sara
Eilers gave me expert guidance in finding excellent illustrations. These
and other visual material for the book were electronically retrieved and
formatted by Robert K. Foreman at the Computer Application and Sup-
port Services of The George Washington University Medical Center, for
whose insightful work with this material I am most appreciative.

A number of individuals read and criticized different chapters in the
book and offered helpful suggestions on aspects of my work. For this, I

Xiv
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PREFACE

gratefully acknowledge the late Clifford Dancer, the late Ruth Luzzati,
Mark Novitch, Adam Harry Reiser, and Vanessa Reiser Shaw.

The book was begun at the University of Texas Health Science Cen-
ter at Houston, and I am especially indebted to Janice Glover, John
Porretto, and R. Palmer Beasley for their important help with this effort.
In 2005 I was invited to be the James Clark Welling Visiting Professor
at The George Washington University School of Medicine and Health
Sciences, and I made periodic visits to lecture at the university during
the next two years. In 2007 I moved to Washington, D.C., to join the
medical school faculty, and I completed a large portion of the book
under the stimulus of its vibrant and humanistic environment. T am
grateful to Stephen Joel Trachtenberg, James C. Scott, and W. Scott
Schroth both for the initial opportunity to teach there and for their
continued encouragement of my work.

Finally, my wife, Katharyn Dancer Reiser, provided support at all
levels of the manuscript’s development. Her presence pervades the pages
of this book, which could not have been written without her devoted
concern and effort.

Stanley Joel Reiser

Washington, D.C.
January 2009
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