
Foreword

This volume examining the relationships of some of the social 

sciences to medicine and the health sciences has been prepared under the 

auspices of the Institute on Human Values in Medicine. It is one of a 

series of reports emanating from one of the programs of the Institute 

on Human Values in Medicine devoted to clarifying and defining the 

research and teaching ground between medicine and selected humanistic 

disciplines.

The Institute on Human Values in Medicine was established a decade 

ago to foster the engagement of the humanities and medicine specifically 

in the education of health professionals. The Institute hoped in this 

way to respond to the need for a deeper comprehension by medical students 

of the many value questions then emerging as a consequence of the rapidity 

of medical progress and its impact on the lives of individuals and 

society.

The list of pertinent issues has grown exponentially over the 

intervening decade. They are already the subject of intensive professional 

and public discourse and debate. Some measure of their importance is 

evident in the number of medical moral dilemmas which have already come 

to the courts for decision. One needs mention only the Supreme Court 

decision on abortion, the rulings of the Supreme Court of New Jersey on 

the case of Karen Ann Quinlan, of the Supreme Court of Massachusetts on
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the Saikewicz case, the Del Zio trial in New York, the California natural 

death act and its counterparts in some forty other states, as well as 

the HEW regulation of recombinant DNA research.

These are just a few instances of the ways in which medical decision 

making, scientific investigation and public policy are converging on the 

fundamental questions of human values. No physician, lawyer, legislator, 

or educated citizen can respond intelligently to the issues without confronting 

the question of the purposes and value of human life, the requirements of a 

"good" society, the rights and obligations of the patient and physician 

to mention but a few. In a democratic and pluralistic society there is 

no homogeneity of value systems and, indeed, no consensus on what humans are 

for, and what constitutes the "good life", to which we can turn for 

resolution.

The necessity is increasingly obvious, therefore, for a better education 

in those disciplines which have traditionally treated of human values, 

namely the humanities: philosophy, history, literature, language and 

theology. These disciplines have, of recent years, lost some of their 

pristine authority as instruments of a liberal education because they have 

become overspecialized and overprofessionalized. Nonetheless, it is these 

disciplines which retain the possibility for providing men with the cognitive 

and effective tools requisite to an intelligent formulation of personal 

and public opinion.

Accordingly, the Institute on Human Values in Medicine, a program 

of the Society for Human Values in Medicine, has conducted a three-fold
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program to encourage the education of physicians and other health workers 

in the humanities as essential instruments for the responsible practice 

of their professions. One program is dedicated to institutes and seminars 

for faculty members at medical schools to acquaint them with the methodology 

and content of teaching ethics and the humanities as an integral part of 

medical education. A second program supports fellowships for students 

and faculty members from medical fields for the humanities who wish to 

do research or prepare themselves for careers in the teaching of humanities 

in medical situations.

The third program, of which this volume is a product, is dedicated

to deepening the intellectual engagement between medicine and certain

specific disciplines. In this way, issues of mutual pedagogic and research

interest can be better defined and the interdisciplinary territory mapped

out. Under Institute auspices and with NEH funding, an opportunity was 

provided for scholars and teachers from the health professions to meet with 

their counterparts in the humanities for two to three days, four times a 

year over a two-year period. In this way it was hoped to avoid the frequent 

errors of interdisciplinary discourse— covering too many subjects simul

taneously, too few and brief contacts, and lack of a concrete focus for 

the discussion.

Five task forces between the disciplines have followed this plan and 

have completed their work— medicine and history, medicine and religious 

studies, medicine and social sciences, medicine and literature, and medicine 

and visual arts. This volume explores the ground between the "humanistic" 

end of the spectrum of the social sciences and medicine.
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Obviously a multitude of questions can be raised under this rubric 

but only a particular few were selected by this particular task force.

These papers represent a variety of points of view, different values and 

different recommendations. No attempt at consensus was made since the 

aim of the task forces was to encourage academic and intellectual exchange, 

not issue a manifesto. The papers do provide the physiognomy of research 

and teaching challenges at the junction of medicine and the social sciences 

when viewed from the special point of view of questions of human value.

There is currently a need to strengthen the intellectual links between 

medicine and the social sciences. Teaching the social and behavioural 

sciences in medical schools was introduced in the United States about 

twenty-five years ago. After an initial period of what can be best 

called restrained enthusiasm, these programs have experienced a “Post- 

Sixties" erosion in many schools. The reasons for this decline are many.

But prominent among them must be placed the failure to secure a really firm 

basis of intellectual engagement. In the past, some social scientists have 

been too willing to identify with medicine, and others too prone to offer 

condescending criticism. Neither stance favors critical yet sincere dialogue 

based on mutual knowledge in which each discipline can retain its identity 

yet contribute to the other.

Anyone who has tried to teach or do research in an interdisciplinary 

program appreciates how tenuous the inter-relationships can be. Only too 

often one encounters romantic over-enthusiasm, or skeptical non-involvement. 

The only really secure footing for such engagements is a mutuality of
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intellectual interest around authentic conceptual issues. The Institute 

hopes this and subsequent volumes will enable the participating disciplines 

to retain their own identity, and yet contribute to each other. The 

effort is of the utmost practical importance to health professionals, 

humanists, and the society they all serve.
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