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Introduction

The practice of medicine has become 

increasingly centered on the technical 

aspects of treating disease. in recent 

decades, medical educators have 

begun to observe that medical 

students are lacking perspective on the 

human aspects of disease and 

medicine. literature has been seen as 

a tool to improve the knowledge of the 

human aspects of the disease and 

medicine.1  

a number of optative and elective 

subjects and courses on medical 

humanities have been offered in some 

universities and schools of medicine to 
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reduce the gap between scientific 

medicine and humanistic medicine. 

one of the most used is literature and 

medicine. since the first course on 

literature and medicine was started at 

the Pennsylvania state university in the 

early seventies, the number of medical 

schools providing these subjects has 

increased. in spain, the first course was 

offered in the universitat autònoma de 

Barcelona2,3 and a growing number of 

medical schools have accepted the 

inclusion of literature over the past few 

decades. interest in the topic has been 

demonstrated through the founding in 

1982 of a specific journal devoted to 

this relationship (Literature and 

Medicine, Johns hopkins university 

Press, Baltimore, us). 

Literature and medicine:  

a long and close relationship

The relationship between literature and 

medicine is not new. on the one hand, 

many medical doctors have written 

good and famous books including 

some bestsellers. arthur conan doyle 

and anton chekhov in the past, and 

michael crichton and robin cook more 

recently, are just some examples of 

medical doctors that developed a 

brilliant career as writers.

on the other hand, medicine, and 

medical sciences in general, is a 

frequent topic in literature. from the 

role of the medical doctor (e.g. That 

none should die by fg. slaughter, or 

A taste of my own medicine: when the 

doctor is the patient by e. rosenbaum), 

to the description of situation or a crisis 

created by specific diseases (e.g. The 

Plague by a. camus), or stories in the 

treatment context (e.g. during war as in 

The English Patient by m. ondaatje). 

Academic goals

literature can contribute to at least five 

different aspects of medicine1,4:

· literature enhances understanding

of the emotional component of the

disease and allows a holistic approach

with the additional consideration of

social and situational factors.

· literature allows us to contemplate

medicine completely, not only as an

‘abnormal’ biology. it is obvious that, 

in most situations, the semiology of

patients can be explained by specific

pathophysiological mechanisms. 
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as an example, shapiro et al.5, in a 

review about how the study of the 

literature can contribute to medical 

professionalism, summarized that the 

main areas that could be improved 

through literature are: 

·	 To consider different perspectives 

about what it means to be a doctor 

and to be a patient.

·	 To think critically about the profession 

of medicine.

·	 To better understand the dynamics of 

the doctor-patient relationship. 

·	 To engage in the analysis of particular 

professional dilemmas.

·	 To critically consider personal 

assumptions, patterns and biases.

·	 To be aware of and know how to 

manage the different emotions that 

arise in patients, families, and 

healthcare providers, in response to 

diagnosis and treatment.

·	 To recognize that professional 

training is a continuous process that 

often shifts from situation to situation 

rather that a set of rules. 

·	 literature brings students closer to 

human experiences that may take 

time to live first hand.

·	 literature contributes to the 

understanding of the conflicts of 

medical activity in different contexts 

and historical situations

·	 literature allows us to explore the 

ethical commitments of the 

profession in its most diverse fields.

clear definitions of the objectives for the 

use of literature in medicine are needed, 

as in other subjects. The main academic 

goals for the introduction of texts as a 

teaching tool in medical education can 

be summarized as follows:

·	 To facilitate and increase knowledge 

of the psychological aspects of being 

ill: to increase empathy. 

·	 To increase critical thinking skills, the 

ability to assess different types of 

evidence: to gain a humanistic 

perspective of the disease. 

·	 To promote ethical reasoning 

advances and multicultural 

perspectives: to increase self-

consciousness on the part of medical 

practitioners. 

literature as a teaching tool for medical students
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were introduced in one subject per 

academic year. The subjects selected 

were: “history of medicine” (1st year), 

“doctor-Patient relationship” (2nd year), 

“Pathological anatomy” (3rd year), 

“neurology” (4th year), “Psychiatry” (5th 

year), and “Bioethics” (6th year). each 

subject selected one literary text to be 

read by the students. in this paper, we 

will focus on the experience of two of the 

above mentioned subjects: “doctor-

Patient relationship” and “Psychiatry”.

Subject: Patient-Doctor Relationship 

in this subject, the main objective of the 

inclusion of literary texts as a teaching 

tool was to actively engage the students 

with questions about the human 

condition, providing a larger context 

within which to consider professional 

identity formation. The specific 

academic goals were related to 

facilitate, and even increase, empathy, 

ethical reasoning, and professionalism 

of the medical students.

La Ciencia y la Vida

for this objective we selected the book 

La Ciencia y la Vida by Valentín fuster, 

José luis sampedro, and olga lucas. 

The selection of the literary texts

The exact choice of literary texts will 

depend on the educational objectives/

goals. if the aim is to facilitate the 

students focusing on the lived 

experience of disease, the works 

covered will present different scenarios 

of people living with the selected health 

condition. classical examples include 

mental illness in King Lear by William 

shakespeare, and terminal illness in The 

Death of Ivan Ilych by anton chekhov. 

in contrast, if ethical discussion is the 

goal of the literature and medicine 

course, then texts will reflect ethical 

dilemmas —such as medical research 

ethics in Frankenstein by mary shelley. 

The focus of medical school literature 

courses is on the instrumental value of 

the text in teaching the subject.6

The experience of the Universitat 

Pompeu Fabra-Universitat Autònoma 

de Barcelona Medical School

The introduction of literary texts as a 

teaching tool in the degree of medicine 

in the universitat Pompeu fabra-

universitat autònoma de Barcelona 

medical school began as a pilot study in 

the academic course 2014-15. The texts 

literature as a teaching tool for medical students
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person to the different stages of life, 

in formation, and health.

Subject: Psychiatry

in literature, the references to mental 

disorders are not unusual. They range 

from the description of mental 

symptomatology to the atmosphere of 

the psychiatric hospitals, treatments 

applied, the relationship with family, the 

social point of view and research, 

amongst other aspects. stories about 

different mental disorders can thus 

provide a complementary vision for the 

students about not only the disease, but 

also the individual, and their familiar and 

social vision. 

The selection of the literary text in 

psychiatry is especially relevant. some 

books show a negative view of the 

mentally ill person and their environment 

that is widespread in society and 

increases the stigma of these disorders 

(i.e. use of derogatory phrases in 

reference to the disease, aggressive 

patients, cruel treatments). examples are 

God’s Twisted Rows by Torcuato luca de 

Tena, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest 

by Ken Kesey, and The Alcoholics by Jim 

Thompson. 

literature as a teaching tool for medical students

The book describes the experience of 

Jose luis sampedro while he was in 

new York visiting his daughter. 

sampedro, a well-known economist and 

writer, suffered a severe endocarditis 

that led to his hospitalization at mount 

sinai hospital in that city. in the hospital 

he was treated by dr. Valentin fuster. 

The book summarizes the conversations 

of both in the presence of olga lucas, 

wife of the writer. They speak of health 

as a state of physical and emotional 

balance, of education and personal 

fulfilment, of the value of effort and the 

ethic of duty, of love and support of the 

“other”, of the role of youth and of those 

who are in “the second life”, of the 

desire to transcend, in summary of 

science and life.

academic goals:

·	 To understand the concept of health 

as a physical and emotional balance.

·	 To consider different perspectives 

about what it means to be a patient.

·	 To facilitate the comprehension of the 

role of the disease in emotion and 

health from a holistic point of view.

·	 To understand the needs and 

difficulties in the adaptation of the 
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preoccupations regarding health and 

organ function). high degree of 

conviction despite clear contradictory 

evidence regarding its veracity.

· discussion between neurologist and

psychiatrist. 

· family and social difficulties to

understand mental disorders. 

· Treatment: admission to a psychiatric

hospital, electroconvulsive therapy.

· stigma of mental disorders.

Morphine

This book, by mikhail Bulgakov, explains 

the story of dr. Polyakov, a rural 

physician in russia, who becomes 

addicted to morphine after starting its 

use as a pain killer. The novel explains 

the natural history of opioid addiction, 

from the more pharmacological 

symptoms and signs, to the 

development of personal and social 

complications related to addiction. 

academic goals:

· description of opioid withdrawal. 

· description of opioid use disorder

(craving, increasing doses, altered

behaviors, “i control the situation”…).

in our medical school, the main 

academic goals of the inclusion of 

literary texts as a teaching tool in 

psychiatry were to detect and especially 

decrease the stigma related to mental 

disorders. in this regard, we have 

chosen three books to illustrate this: 

The Lost Origin by matilde asensi, 

Morphine by mikhail Bulgakov, and The 

Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-

Time by mark haddon. 

The Lost Origin

in this book, written by matilde asensi, 

the protagonist of the novel is arnau, a 

computer entrepreneur and skilful 

hacker. The action begins as soon as 

arnau is warned that his brother daniel, 

ethnologist and promising student, has 

been taken to the hospital because his 

wife found him delirious: he says he was 

found dead and buried. doctors 

diagnose agnosia and cotard’s 

syndrome. however, treatment to cure 

the strange disease is futile… (to be 

continued).

academic goals:

· To understand cotard’s syndrome. 

· To understand psychosis: somatic and

bizarre delusions (focus on

literature as a teaching tool for medical students
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as the characters of his favorite  

novels do. 

academic goals:

·	 To understand asperger’s syndrome.

·	 To understand the view of the 

protagonist.

·	 To know his relationship with others, 

his difficulties.

·	 To decrease stigma.

Conclusions

medical school curricula have been 

historically dominated by science-based 

subjects. in recent years, the inclusion of 

literature and stories has been accepted 

and appreciated as complementary 

learning. cultural works, including 

literature, can represent the human 

experience of disease and the patient-

physician relationship differently than 

purely scientific or clinical teachings. 

literature in the syllabus can help to 

facilitate understanding of the human 

context of health and disease, to 

increase professionalism, and to 

decrease the stigma of diseases. 

·	 opioids for pain treatment vs 

addiction.

·	 To decrease stigma.

The Curious Incident of the Dog  

in the Night-Time

in this novel mark haddon, the author, 

describes some days in the life of 

christopher a 15 year-old adolescent, 

with a mind that is different from the 

other boys his age. he knows by heart 

the prime numbers until 7507, all the 

countries of the world and their capitals, 

and why at night we are in the dark 

despite having so many stars in the sky, 

but has difficulty with other things. for 

example, he does not like to talk to 

strangers, or that others touch him. it 

bothers him if you stare at him, or that 

other people’s moods are so complex. 

a dog, for example, can only be happy, 

sad, angry or concentrated. also, dogs 

are faithful and do not tell lies because 

they do not speak, so christopher likes 

them. Therefore, when he finds the 

neighbor’s dog murdered in the garden 

of his house, he decides to investigate it 

literature as a teaching tool for medical students
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