
Rethinking Modern Prostheses: Disability,
Identity, and the Commodification of the
Human Body in Anglo-American Culture,
1820-1939
Throughout history, the amputation of limbs has been a devastating
experience, leaving individuals with permanent disability. Prostheses,
artificial devices designed to replace lost limbs, have played a crucial role
in the lives of amputees, providing them with the means to regain some
degree of function and independence. However, the history of prostheses is
not merely a medical one; it is also a cultural history, reflecting the evolving
perceptions of disability and the changing relationship between the human
body and technology.
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This article explores the rich and complex history of prostheses in Anglo-
American culture from 1820 to 1939. Drawing on a wide range of sources,
including medical texts, patents, advertisements, and personal narratives, it
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examines the changing designs and technologies of prostheses, as well as
the social and cultural meanings attached to them. This article argues that
prostheses were not only medical devices but also cultural artifacts,
embodying the hopes, fears, and aspirations of amputees and the broader
society.

The Early History of Prostheses

The earliest known prostheses date back to ancient Egypt, where artificial
toes and fingers were made of wood or leather. In the centuries that
followed, prostheses gradually became more sophisticated, with the
development of articulated limbs and the use of new materials, such as
metal and rubber. However, it was not until the 19th century that prostheses
began to be widely available and affordable for amputees.

The Industrial Revolution brought about significant advances in the
manufacturing of prostheses. New technologies, such as steam power and
machine tools, allowed for the mass production of artificial limbs, making
them more accessible to amputees from all walks of life. At the same time,
the development of new materials, such as vulcanized rubber and
aluminum, led to the creation of prostheses that were more durable and
comfortable to wear.

Prostheses and the Rise of Disability Culture

The widespread availability of prostheses in the 19th century coincided with
the rise of disability culture. As more and more amputees gained access to
artificial limbs, they began to form communities and organizations to
advocate for their rights and needs. These organizations played a crucial
role in raising awareness about disability and challenging the stigma
associated with it.



Disability culture also had a profound impact on the development of
prostheses. Amputees who were active in the disability rights movement
often worked closely with prosthetists to design and improve artificial limbs.
This collaboration led to the creation of prostheses that were not only more
functional but also more aesthetically pleasing.

The Commodification of Prostheses

The rise of disability culture in the 19th century also led to the
commodification of prostheses. As artificial limbs became more widely
accepted, they began to be marketed as fashion accessories. Prostheses
were advertised in magazines and newspapers, and amputees were
encouraged to wear them with pride. This commodification of prostheses
had a profound impact on the way amputees were perceived by society.

On the one hand, the commodification of prostheses helped to reduce the
stigma associated with disability. By making artificial limbs fashionable, it
became more acceptable for amputees to be seen in public. On the other
hand, the commodification of prostheses also reinforced the idea that
amputees were different from non-amputees. Prostheses were often seen
as a sign of disability, and amputees were often treated as objects of pity or
curiosity.

Prostheses and the First World War

The First World War had a profound impact on the history of prostheses.
The war resulted in a large number of amputations, and the demand for
artificial limbs skyrocketed. This led to the development of new and
innovative prostheses, as well as the establishment of new prosthetic
centers. The war also helped to raise awareness about disability and the
need for better support for amputees.



After the war, many amputees returned home to face discrimination and
prejudice. However, the war had also given them a new sense of identity
and purpose. Many amputees became involved in the disability rights
movement, and they continued to advocate for better prostheses and
support services.

Prostheses in the Interwar Years

The interwar years saw continued progress in the development of
prostheses. New materials, such as stainless steel and plastic, were
introduced, and prostheses became lighter, more durable, and more
comfortable to wear. The interwar years also saw the rise of the cosmetic
prosthesis. These prostheses were designed to look as natural as possible,
and they were often used by amputees who wanted to conceal their
disability.

The commodification of prostheses continued during the interwar years.
Artificial limbs were advertised in magazines and newspapers, and
amputees were encouraged to wear them with pride. However, the stigma
associated with disability persisted, and many amputees continued to face
discrimination and prejudice.

Prostheses and the Second World War

The Second World War had a similar impact on the history of prostheses as
the First World War. The war resulted in a large number of amputations,
and the demand for artificial limbs skyrocketed. This led to the development
of new and innovative prostheses, as well as the establishment of new
prosthetic centers.



After the war, many amputees returned home to face discrimination and
prejudice. However, the war had also given them a new sense of identity
and purpose. Many amputees became involved in the disability rights
movement, and they continued to advocate for better prostheses and
support services.

The history of prostheses in Anglo-American culture is a complex and
fascinating one. Prostheses have played a crucial role in the lives of
amputees, providing them with the means to regain some degree of
function and independence. However, prostheses have also been shaped
by the social and cultural meanings attached to them. They have been
seen as both symbols of disability and objects of fashion. Prostheses have
been both a source of stigma and a source of pride.

Today, prostheses continue to play a vital role in the lives of amputees.
However, the stigma associated with disability persists, and many
amputees continue to face discrimination and prejudice. The history of
prostheses reminds us that disability is a social construct, and that it is only
through education and awareness that we can create a more inclusive
society for all.



A man wearing a prosthetic leg. (Image: Library of Congress)
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