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Although medicine has always been saturated with narrative knowledge, it is only over the
past 40 years that there has been an increase in writing, research, and teaching about
narrative medicine and narrative-based practices. Narrative medicine practices are bringing
the power of story-based telling, appreciation, and analysis into the routines of scientific
clinical work.1-9

Stirrings that first suggested medical stories would break free of the assumptions and
techniques of clinical history-taking can be found in Sigmund Freud’s early case histories,
notable for their storied qualities, the fiction of physician-writers such as Anton Chekhov
and William Carlos Williams, the case writings of Alexander Luria, and the work of Edith
and Michael Balint with London general practitioners in the 1950s. During the 1970s and
1980s, linguists and sociologists, including Elliot Mishler and his colleagues, pioneered
efforts to study clinical conversations, discovering how disparate and in conflict were the
“Voice of Medicine” and the “Voice of the Lifeworld”.1% Gradually, medical educators and
practitioners borrowed some of the techniques and approaches of literary studies, history,
philosophy, and other humanities disciplines to provide what medicine was lacking: a means
to recognise and comprehend the singular and the particular in illness in addition to its
pathological and psychological dimensions.

Humanities scholars and clinicians began to write and read medical discourse in new ways®
that took account of developing narratological ideas in medicine.1=#7 They also began to
study texts written by patients, caregivers, and creative writers,}1 generating powerful
frameworks for understanding the biographical, mental, and physical disruption brought
about by illness. Today, patients, clinicians, and the culture at large are representing events
and concerns of health and illness in diverse media—text, film, photography, fine arts,
performance arts—and creating innovative ways to comprehend and convey their meanings.

Narrative medical practices and sensitivities help clinicians appreciate relational styles of
thought and interaction in medicine that go beyond disease-framed, chronological history-
taking.146:7-9 Scholars of the humanities, social scientists, and clinicians researching and
using these approaches will converge at A Narrative Future for Healthcare conference at
King’s College London, UK, on June 19-21 to sharpen and critique narrative concepts and
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methods in health care. Among the topics that will be explored at the conference are the
narrative codes and techniques which shape clinical conversations, the marked proliferation
in the past 20 years of life-writings emanating from health and social care situations,
metaphors for illness and mental health, and the role of film and graphic novels in medical
education.

Narrative medicine practices have coalesced from the intersection of literary studies, creative
writing, disability studies, and narrative ethics with the health-care disci plines of nursing,
social work, and medicine. The resultant practices are more able to elicit and work with
stories of illness and fractured lifeworlds than they could in the past, and acknowledge the
role of expressive storytelling and story-listening in medicine as forms of exploration,
assimilation, and communication that promise better understanding and improvement of
health care.
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