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Abstract
This paper argues for more attention and exposure to humanistic learning in the Thai

medical curriculum. Humanistic learning traditionally consists of literature, history and philo-
sophy, and is advantageous for medical education in that it tends to foster sensitivities to feelings,
awareness of social traditions, and creating of skills in deliberating complex, ethical issues. These
dispositions are necessary for a doctor in the world where there is an ever increasing public demand
for communication, accountability and transparency on the part of doctors. It is proposed that the
Thai medical curriculum should include more humanistic learning, and that medical students
should be given opportunities to interact more with students from other disciplines throughout
their studies and later professional life.
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education is of crucial importance in eliminating
unethical practices. The traditional method of almost
exclusive emphasis on scientific knowledge is in-
adequate. It tends to approach all knowledge as
presence. Students are taught only the content, but
little attention seems to be paid to how the know-
ledge is related to culture and society(1). This tends
to create doctors who lack adequate skills to think
and to deal effectively with complex socio-cultural
issues, which will form a large part of their profes-
sional lives.

This paper proposes that humanistic learn-
ing should be included as a part of the medical cur-
riculum(2). Humanistic learning can provide the
future doctors with 1) sensitivity to feelings, 2) an
awareness of social and cultural histories and tradi-
tions, and 3) a skill in deliberating complex and
controversial issue and understand that these issues
cannot be fixed by following algorithmic rules.
These skills are necessary if doctors are to be edu-
cated in such a way that they are sensitive to human
factors, and are able to apply their formal know-
ledge and training with an understanding of how
social factors must be involved in their practice.

Humanistic Learning

By “humanistic learning” it is meant the
kind of learning that places an emphasis on the
awareness that there are no algorithmic solutions to
many of the problems in existence(3). Thus these
problems are to be solved only through sustained
deliberations, discussions, reasons, and arguments.
This does not indicate that these problems admit of
no solutions. Rather it is an acknowledgment that
solutions to these problems can only be arrived
though sustained reasoning and considerations to
the external factors. Hongladarom(4) argues that
humanistic learning is necessary to equip students
for today’s and tomorrow’s world with its constant
change. Humanistic learning consists of studies of
literature, history, and philosophy(3). These discip-
lines could be made to bear directly on medical
issue, and students could study such topics as medi-
cal ethics, history of medicine, or literature and
medicine. These studies could help equip doctors
with an awareness that medicine does not exist in
a vacuum but is related to outside factors.

Thus, humanistic learning is very suitable
for honing the three skills mentioned above. Natu-
rally it fosters a sensitivity to feelings because the
human element is much visible, and studying litera-

J Med Assoc Thai August 2000

ture naturally enhances the learners’ capabilities of
feeling(6). Furthermore, as students study such sub-
jects as philosophy and history, they will be able to
see medicine as a part of an ongoing intellectual
tradition as well as be aware of the ethical theories,
reasonings, and implications involved in their cli-
nical decision making and decisions in their lives
outside of the hospital(7).

On the contrary, the traditional system
tends to focus on rules or codes of conduct that
doctors are expected to abide by. However, these
rules are not given; they are human artifacts and as
such they are liable to change and revision. Thus
when changes in the codes become necessary, the
traditional system of education would be inade-
quate to provide doctors with the skills needed to
find the changes which best fit the situation at hand.
Humanistic learning, as part of the medical curricu-
lum, would aim specifically at situations where
given rules are absent, and where new rules have
to be devised.

The Emerging Field of Medical Humanities and
the Medical Curriculum

The three advantages of humanistic learn-
ing mentioned in the first section are the objectives
of an emerging new field of study and research, viz.
medical humanities(8). Medical humanities is an
interdisciplinary field which brings together the
humanistic disciplines with the medical and clini-
cal ones. The main objective is to study the rela-
tionship between medicine and its socio-cultural
environment; precisely what is needed for Thai
medical students(9).

The time needed to complete the medical
curriculum in Thailand is rather short; it takes only
six years from high school graduation to the M.D.
Since students come to medical schools when they
are around eighteen years old, students are only
twenty-four when they graduate. This short time is
a result of the expensive nature of medical educa-
tion and the need of the country to produce enough
doctors to meet demands. However, such a short and
intensive period of study might produce graduates
who lack the skills needed for interacting actively
with other people. It appears that their six-year
education has provided them with a lot of factual
knowledge, but little understanding and maturity of
judgments.

One way to help solve this situation, while
conceding the need of the country to produce more
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doctors in a relatively short time, is to include more
courses in humanities(10:11). An interdisciplinary
working group could be set up in the Faculty of
Medicine to coordinate the teaching and research
in the various fields related to medical ethics and
humanities. This inclusion of humanistic subjects
will provide more opportunities for students to
reflect and to use their judgments. Students should
also be encouraged or even required to study with
their friends in other fields throughout the curri-
culum and not just during the pre-clinical stage.
They should be encouraged to participate in extra-
curricular activities involving students from other
fields. This will go a long way toward promoting
social skills and awareness of how medicine relates
to the social environments(12),

For instance, medical students could go
out and study ethics with their peers in other fields.
They, together with their peer in a related field
might focus on medical issues, such as cost benefit
considerations, end-of-life care, euthanasia, abor-
tion, truth telling and others(13). These are areas in
which lay people can have a substantial views and
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these are fascinating as a subject of study precisely
because they don’t yield ready made answers and
they stimulate students to think for themselves.

SUMMARY

The newly promulgated Education Act
(B.E. 2542) represents a clear desire to reform how
students are taught in this country(14). Students
should be made the center of learning and teachers
have to find ways to teach them so as they learn
how to think for themselves. Less emphasis should
be put on the content(15). According to the Act,
medical education, as part of higher education, will
fall under the supervision of many national com-
missions, as well as the Councils of the various uni-
versities. All would take around five years to mate-
rialize. However, some universities appear to be
ready to really make students the centers of learning,
SO one expects to see a clear example set by one
university for others. Meanwhile, the Ministry of
University Affairs should take appropriate measures
to realize this vision(16-18). This is an urgent task
because the later it is postponed, the more problems
will be created for the future(19).

(Received for publication on May 21, 2000)
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