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The Evolution of Medicine from Oral to Print
In Orality and Literacy, Walter Ong argues that the shift from primary oral cultures to one dominated by writing has changed our consciousness and the way that we think.  Ong states that writing distances the originator of thought from the receiver of information, and that print cultures rely heavily on the visual over the auditory and other senses.  I wonder if we could apply his theories to the evolution of medicine – how the way that we view physicians and our relationship with disease has changed with the advent of writing and print, and particularly imaging technologies.

The evolution of print as a way of recording medical histories and retrieving information transformed medicine from an expertise where information was passed orally, in a mnemonically-friendly way, to one where documentation reigned.  The print culture changed the way in which physicians gained knowledge and applied that knowledge, and seems to have added to their aura of supreme authority in the process.  The doctor became the channel of God, who passes along crucial information, just as Ong describes the Delphic oracle. But just as the printing press gave people access to the Bible and changed the role of the priest, so does efficient access to medical information change the doctor’s role.  
When print evolved and words could be manipulated into charts and tables, medical information became retrievable (Google-able?).  Now, computer databases hold a vast amount of data that includes images and sounds, in addition to text-based documents.  Physicians have traditionally been gatekeepers to the knowledge.  Before the 20th century, the average patient could not typically access (or understand) the reference material necessary to treat disease – for the most part.  However, as we move into secondary orality, non-physicians are able to access important medical information instantaneously and understand it – or at least think they can.  We now question our doctors’ advice, making him or her seem less omniscient.  In addition, medical imaging technologies heavily used today rely, some could argue, as much on technicians as physicians for their value.  Here’s a diagram that might help me get started on something …

2.  Early writing period – Allowed for recording information, keeping record of symptoms and treatment; increased emphasis on process?





1.  Primary oral culture – Medicine relies on passing information through oral discourse and direct observation?





3.  Print age – Became capable of performing documented studies, retrieving information, keeping detailed records … Distances the physician from the patient?  With development of radiology, vision becomes supreme?  Gave experts national/global prominence, more status?








4.  Secondary oral culture – Technological advances allow for vast storage and retrieval of information, collaborative studies, global access to info.  More emphasis on the visual, more distance between provider and patient?
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