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Influence of Government Funding on 
Prosthetics Research and Development 

Historically, tragically, warfare has been the major 
stimulant for the development of prosthetic devices. 
Much of the early history is traced in the introductory 
chapter of the Orthopaedic Appliances Atlas, Volume 2, 
published by the American Academy of Orthopaedic 
Surgeons in 1960. A fascinating source is the book 
Historic Artificial Limbs by the Italian surgeon Putti, 
published by Hoeber, New York, 1930, based upon 
the outstanding collection of artificial limbs in the 
Stibbert Museum at Florence, Italy. With that 
museum's distinguished collection of armor, it was 
perhaps natural that the byproduct of artificial hands, 
arms, and legs made by armorers for knights should 
also be assembled there. The story of the German 
knight Goetz von Berlichingen, commemorated in a 
drama by Goethe, stresses the knight's iron artificial 
hand. 

Surgery generally and amputation surgery in 
particular were developed by the French surgeon Pare' 
in connection with the religious wars in France; a 
corresponding development of artificial limbs was 
done by a locksmith known as "le petit Lorrain." Very 
likely only the relatively well-to-do knights and no­
bility were able to afford these early prostheses, with 
common people left to relatively crudely carved 
prostheses or crutches as illustrated, for example, by 
Breughel. 

After the American Civil War, the government pro­
vided an allowance for artificial limbs for Union vet­
erans. This financial incentive, plus the rapid increase 
of amputees from industry and railroads, led to great 
competition among private developers. In that era 
artificial limbs were essentially sold as commodities 
rather than fitted as professional services. Some in­
teresting patents are cited in the Orthopaedic Appliances 
Atlas, Volume 2. 

In World War I, countries among both the Central 
Powers and the Allies carried on simultaneous at­
tempts to treat their patients and to develop better 
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methods of surgery and fitting. Work in the Central 
Powers, notably in German military hospitals and in 
the Technical University of Berlin under Schlesinger, 
an engineering professor, was covered in great detail 
in the classic book Ersatzglieder und Arbeitshilfen (Sub­
stitute Limbs and Work Aids) published in 1919. 
Florent Martin worked extensively in Belgium, de­
veloping relatively early methods of fitting of tempo­
rary plaster-of-paris sockets on pylons for amputation 
of the lower extremity. His work was recorded par­
ticularly well in his critical analysis, Artificial Limbs; 
Appliances for the Disabled, published by the Interna­
tional Labour Office at Geneva in 1924. Efforts in 
England, including development of the specialty of 
limb fitting surgeon and the standardization of 
mechanical construction of a series of light metal 
limbs for many basic levels of amputation, are de­
scribed in E. Muirhead Little's book Artificial Limbs 
and Amputation Stumps, published in England in 1922. 
During World War I, the Artificial Limb Manufactur­
ers Association (ALMA) in the United States de­
veloped rapidly to advance the industry and cooper­
ate with the government. Its descendant, the Ameri­
can Orthotics and Prosthetics Association (AOPA), 
along with the American Board for Certification 
(ABC), and the American Academy of Orthotists and 
Prosthetists (AAOP) continue today to develop the 
profession. 

In World War II, the ALMA set up a small laboratory 
on the premises of the Rowley prosthetics facility in 
Detroit, under the name of the Research Institute 
Foundation. Its extremely limited financial and tech­
nical resources allowed very meager efforts. 

Late in the war, partly because of growing demands 
from servicemen and unfavorable publicity, the Sur­
geon General of the United States Army asked the 
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