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The history of  hospitals reveals 
themes that complement many 
of  the points we will see again 
highlighting the intertwined exis-
tence of  religious, philanthropic, 
economic, and professional interests 
that impacted the evolution of  
ideas, practices, and institutions 
of  medicine. Since the time of  
Hippocrates, medicine was seen as a 
vocation, a calling to public service, 
like the priesthood itself. We see a 
moral dimension to healthcare— 
sometimes articulated as acting in 
the service of  a god, or sometimes 
using a patient’s physical illness to 
encourage piety and moral probity. 

What about money? Today, 

medical centers struggle with the 
intent to do no harm and provide 
care to all in need, yet the economic 
reality is that hospitals are often 
constrained by the patient’s ability 
to pay. Current debates, more 
political than medical or moral, 
about Medicare provisions and 
reimbursement force hospitals to 
weigh the risks of  incurring “bad 
debt” (losses for medical care 
to underinsured) against public 
beneficence. But the essence of  
this concern is not new, nor is 
our reliance on the philanthropic 
conscience of  donors, as much as 
the state or the marketplace, to help 
provide that care. 

It is worth remembering as 
one walks through the wards as a 
student on clinical rotations, learn-
ing to apply physical exam skills 
and collecting patient histories in 
hospital settings, that one is walking 
in spaces that were carved out from 
thousands of  years of  concern 
about health, illness, and education. 
The very function of  hospitals and 
the definition of  patients – and 
how they are treated, ethically and 
medically – has changed through 
time, as has our understanding of  
their diseases or what brought them 
to the hospital to begin with. 

Fig. 32: Nurse standing in a corridor 

of the clinical study center at San 

Francisco General Hospital in 1964
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Fig. 33: Tabulated notes of fever cases         Calcutta European Hospital (1904-1906)
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