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What kind of support can psychology and psychologists do for

human service professionals?
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Defining “Literature” for Medical Humanities in Japan

Sean Chidlow

The medical humanities are an interdisciplinary field in which literature is used to
educate medical students on the humanistic aspect of medicine. This paper introduces
the development of the medical humanities abroad and the current state of the medical
humanities in Japan. While medical humanities courses based on literature have
reportedly achieved great popularity and success in medical schools across North
America, they are designed for students who are fluent in English, if not native
speakers. In Japan, where English is a foreign language and English literature is a
foreign entity, the success of a medical humanities course depends on defining
guidelines for the selection of course readings.

1. Introduction

It does not seem reasonable to argue that scientific knowledge and the use of
technology could ever be a detriment to a physician. Innumerable lives have been
improved and suffering alleviated by important discoveries such as antibiotics, insulin
and vaccinations, by advances in surgical technique, and by improvements in
diagnostic technology such as magnetic resonance imaging. While such advances are
not considered detrimental in and of themselves, there is great concern within the
medical field that too much focus is placed on the scientific aspect of medicine, and
that this overemphasis comes at the expense of the other critical aspect of medicine:
the humanistic aspect. Bert Keizer, a practicing physician in the Netherlands, neatly
distinguishes these two aspects of medicine with his example of a terminally ill
patient putting the following question to her doctor, "Why me?" Keizer explains that
a doctor must be aware that there are two choices in answering the patient's query.
The doctor can use biochemistry, test data and physiology to scientifically explain the
patient's illness to her, or the doctor can treat the question existentially, understanding
that the patient is not as interested in the pathology of her disease as she is in trying to
cope with the knowledge that she is going to die (Bamforth, 2003). Although the
example is dramatic, the point is that an effective doctor must be trained in both the
scientific and humanistic aspects of medicine, that a physician is not only a technician
but also a communicator adept at interpretation and compassion.

2. Medical Humanities

The medical humanities are an interdisciplinary field that combines the study of
medicine with study of the arts and fine arts. The medical humanities grew from the
perception that medical education had become science laden, and that medical
students were lacking the instruction necessary to develop their understanding of
compassion, empathy and communication. Medical humanities studies are intended
to give students the opportunity to exercise the right side of the brain, to accept the
notion of multiple interpretations, ambiguity and the need to arrive at meaning
through inference in situations where the single explicit truth that can found through
scientific enquiry does not exist. Toward this end, works of literature fill out the



required reading lists on medical humanities course syllabi around the world. Teacher
instruction on these readings includes specific focus on techniques in analyzing poetry,
narrative, perspective, and general focus on how the study of literature can positively
impact the doctor-patient relationship. Students in medical humanity courses are
typically expected to do extensive reading, to share opinions in discussion, to write
critical essays, to keep journals to record personal reflections and to complete creative
projects. Much of the coursework in literature-based medical humanities courses,
then, challenges students to have personal responses to course readings.

In less than 40 years since the first medical humanities programs began to appear in
American medical schools, the popularity of the field has been steadily on the rise.
Today medical humanities courses appear in medical school curricula in more than 40
states across America. Nor is the growth of the medical humanities limited to the
United States; medical students have the opportunity to take humanities courses in
universities across Canada, Europe, Australia, the Mideast and Southeast Asia. Many
universities now offer PhD programs in the medical humanities and there are
numerous journals dedicated to publishing the results of scholarly work in this field,
including Literature and Medicine published by Johns Hopkins University Press,
Medical Humanities published by British Medical Journal and The Yale Journal for
Humanities in Medicine.

3. Medical Humanities in Japan

Classes in the medical humanities, whether they are offered in the United States or in
Japan, have similar goals. Nakamura and Ashida found that there were few resources
available for students interested in the medical humanities, which led to their
developing a course called “Thinking Through Literature” for medical students in
Tokyo. Using the approaches employed by medical humanities educators in the
United States and Great Britain, they used literature to teach their students about the
“psycho-spiritual aspect” of medicine (Nakamura and Ashida, 2004). Miyamasu,
who also designs and teaches medical humanities courses in Japan, states a similar
goal in that the study of literature provides her students the opportunity to “reflect on
the human side of doctoring (Miyamasu, 2008).” She requires her students to share
with peers their emotional responses to works of literature and film and to write their
reflective thoughts in weekly journal entries. With the exception of the courses above,
however, there is little evidence that research is being conducted in the medical
humanities in Japan. The medical humanities are still relatively unknown in Japan
but as Nakamura and Ashida state, “this may not necessarily reflect a lack of interest
on the part of healthcare professionals and medical students themselves.” Indeed,
Nakamura and Yoshida report success in the medical humanities course that they
designed and they reach the conclusion that “humanistic training of medical students
in Japan needs to be explored further.”

Assuming that there is interest on the part of students, and assuming that the study of
literature will produce more well rounded physicians, there are still many
uncertainties about the medical humanities in Japan, where English is a foreign
language, and English literature is a foreign entity. Medical humanities education in
the United States and Britain is conducted with the assumption that students are fluent
English speakers, if not native English speakers. Therefore, students are able to meet
the challenges of the required readings, able to work through difficult language and
comprehend multiple levels of meaning. In this context, the pool of literature for a



teacher to draw from is extensive. For instance, on the New York University Medical
Humanities database, the first and largest of its kind, there are more than 2,500
literature annotations on readings that were chosen because they were deemed to be of
value in medical humanities education (Aull, 2010). While the content of these texts
does relate to health and medicine, many of these literary works may not be well
suited for the EFL medical humanities classroom in Japan. Based on three simple
guidelines, the selection of readings for a medical humanities course in Japan will be
discussed. The first guideline is that students must be able to comprehend the
reading; the second is that students must be able to personally relate to the reading;
and the third is that the students must be able to use the language of the reading as a
practical resource to improve their own English skill.

4. Selecting the literature for a Medical Humanities course in Japan

Firstly, the number of readings in a course and the length of each individual reading
are basic considerations that require attention. Medical humanities courses in the
United States tend to have extensive reading lists that include long novels. The mere
volume of language these students are required to process would be overbearing for a
typical Japanese medical student. To address the length issue, the best choices for
readings are short stories, poems or excerpts from novels, novellas or plays.

Even if a teacher of the medical humanities in Japan turns toward using fewer and
shorter readings, students may face even greater challenges in comprehending the
works. The syntax and vocabulary of poetry and short stories, especially the older
canonized works, tends to be academic and/or dated, a style of English that is
unknown to most Japanese students. In using such readings, a teacher may find it
necessary to focus more time on teaching the language of the text, and students may
experience frustration in trying to comprehend an English that presents them with
confusing antiquated variations. Furthermore, assigning readings that are
syntactically stylized negates one of the potential benefits of studying literature in a
foreign language, which is to increase one’s knowledge of how the language is
naturally used (Lazar, 1993). While skillfully crafted and on the topic of medicine,
for instance, this stanza by Oliver Wendell Holmes (Reynolds and Stone, 1991) may
not be a practical language model for students to imitate:

Then out his stethoscope he took,
And on it placed his curious ear;
Mon Dieu! said he, with a knowing look,
Why, here is a sound that’s mighty queer!

Compare this to another poem, a translation of a tanka by Ishikawa Takuboku (Ueda,
1996), on the same medical theme but written in contemporary, colloquial English:

fearing
what lies in my heart
may be heard

I quickly draw back my chest
from the stethoscope

Both of the poems above could be used in a medical humanities course to examine a
common and sometimes critical moment between doctor and patient. While they may



be of equal value in a classroom of native English speakers, the Ishikawa poem may
be more appropriate in a Japanese medical humanities course as students will be more
familiar with the syntax, can more easily work toward comprehension, can acquire
useful new language, and perhaps with less frustration they can work toward a
personal understanding of the poem.

A third point to consider in the selection of readings for a medical humanities course
for Japanese students is the frequency of literary devices used in a work. Works that
are replete with metaphor, symbolism and irony, for instance, may be too heavily
layered in meaning for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students, who find it a
challenge to comprehend the literal meaning. Recognizing the use of literary devices
in a text and understanding their significance is a skill that native English speakers
hone in university literature classes, without the burden of reading in a second
language. However, in a course on literature, in any language, it will be necessary for
teachers to give students some instruction on literary devices. In choosing the
readings for such a course, though, the teacher can control the amount of instruction
time required by selecting texts that are not too overloaded with literary fireworks.
The literary school known as “minimalism,” for instance, groups together writers who
are known for their economy of words and a focus on surface description. Writers
such as Raymond Carver, Tobias Wolff, Ernest Hemmingway and William Carlos
Williams, for example, write in the minimalist style.

A final consideration in selecting literature for medical humanities courses in Japan is
how inherent cultural knowledge in a reading may frustrate student comprehension
and prevent course goals from being met. As with literary devices, it will not be
possible, or desirable, to completely avoid a cultural context. However, if the impact
of a literary reading depends too heavily on understanding allusions to specific
religious beliefs or cultural and historical events that are far removed from the
student’s reality, then the student may experience difficulty in personally relating to
the work (Carrell and Eisterhold, 1998). The short story, “Banal,” by Ernest
Hemmingway, for instance, is medically thematic and is suitable in length and syntax,
but is made complex by its numerous cultural references. Students would be required
to research the relevance of Jack Britton, Dr. Henry Van Dyke, Nancy Hawthorne,
Joan of Arc, Bernard Shaw, the Puritans and Pochahontas (Hemmingway, 1928). In
this sense, works by Japanese writers that have been translated into English may offer
students a comfortable cultural context. Moreover, there are many authors from
English-speaking cultures who explore characters and themes relevant to medicine in
a way that extends beyond the borders of their own cultures. Once again, it is the
teacher’s role to select readings based on the guidelines of a medical humanities class.

5. Conclusions

The interdisciplinary field of medical humanities in Japan is in very early stages of
development. While it is based on the popularity and successes of medical
humanities abroad, the challenge of studying English as a foreign language in Japan
necessitates special consideration when choosing the readings for such a course. The
success of a medical humanities literature course in Japan depends on students
comprehending the reading, reflecting on some aspect of medicine that is in the
reading and having a personal response to it. Concurrently, it is desirable that the
process of reading and studying a work of literature improves the student’s English
language skill. In selecting literature that will facilitate meeting these goals, the



teacher will need to be aware of the challenges that students will encounter with the
readings. In my own experience, ideal texts are very few and compromise is usually
necessary when choosing a piece of literature. Japanese students cannot be expected
to read as deeply into a text as native English speakers but comprehension of a
specific and defined level of meaning can be achieved. The pedagogical choices a
teacher can make in this process are many, and while that topic is outside the scope
this paper, it is nonetheless another important consideration that must be addressed to
further the development of the medical humanities in Japan.
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