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“One of our most difficult duties as human 
beings is to listen to the voices of those who 

suffer.”

- Arthur Frank



“Writing prescriptions is 
easy…

…but to come to an 
understanding with people 
is hard.”

- Kafka’s A Country Doctor



“I would suggest that the whole 
imposing edifice of modern 

medicine, for all its breath-taking 
success, is, like the celebrated 

tower of Pisa, slightly off balance.”



Viewing the tower, from afar…



Biological 

Machines in 

Need of Repair



“Never has there been such a 
sophisticated scientific grasp of 

disease, and never has the 
individual patient, the person 

who hurts, felt more out of the 
loop.”

- Professor Arnold Weinstein 



“The Person Who Hurts”

“Anxiety!”

“I’m hurting.”

“Can’t find Meaning 
(Purpose?) in life.”

“Existential 
ANGST!!”

“Pain, in general…”

“A hole in my 
heart…”

“Spiritual 
emptiness?”



Scientific vs. Narrative 

Knowledge

Scientific Knowledge

 Gathered from controlled 

experiments of the lab

 Only data that is “objective” 

can be considered useful and 

true

 Prefers “generalizable” data, 

thus attempts to remove all 

traces of individual subjectivity

Narrative Knowledge

 Gathered from people’s 

everyday, lived experiences

 Subjective aspects of 

experiences can also give 

insight about human condition

 Views the peculiarities and 

singularity of the individual as 

meaningful and illuminating



Stories…of the Person who Hurts

“Data”

“Tools”

Practical + Applicable to Life

“Stories do not simply describe the self; they are 
the self’s medium of being.” 

- Arthur Frank



A Country Doctor
by Franz Kafka…

“I was in great perplexity; I had to start on an urgent journey; a 
seriously ill patient was waiting for me in a village ten miles off; 
a thick blizzard of snow filled all the wide spaces between him 
and me; I had a gig, a light gig with big wheels, exactly right for 
our country roads; muffled in furs, my bag of instruments in my 
hand, I was in the courtyard all ready for the journey, but there 
was no horse to be had, no horse.  My own horse had died in 
the night, worn out by the fatigues of this icy winter; my servant 
girl was running around the village trying to borrow a horse; but 
it was hopeless, I knew it, and I stood there forlornly, with the 
snow gathering more and more thickly upon me, more and 
more unable to move.”
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“Gee up!” the groom said; clapped his hands; the gig whirled off … I was

deafened and blinded by a storming rush. But this only for a moment, since … I

was already there … my patient’s parents hurried out of the house … I was

almost lifted out of the gig; from their confused ejaculations I gathered not a

word; in the sickroom the air was almost unbreathable … I wanted to push

open a window; but first I had to look at my patient. Gaunt, without any fever

… with vacant eyes, without a shirt, the youngster heaved himself up from

under the feather bedding, and whispered in my ear: “Doctor, let me die.” I

glanced around the room; no one had heard it…I picked up a pair of tweezers,

examined them in the candlelight, and laid them down again…And only now

did I remember Rose again…how could I rescue her, how could I pull her away

from that groom at ten miles’ distance, with a team of horses I couldn’t control.

These horses, now, they had somehow slipped the reins loose, pushed the

windows open from outside…each of them stuck a head in … and, quite

unmoved by the startled cries of the family, stood eyeing the patient. “Better

go back at once,” I thought…yet I permitted the patient’s sister…to take my fur

coat from me. A glass of rum was poured out for me…I shook my head… I felt

i l l … W h a t w a s I d o i n g t h e r e i n t h a t e n d l e s s w i n t e r ! ”



Can we ever grasp objectivity?

“…I picked up a pair of tweezers, examined them in the candlelight, 
and laid them down again…And only now did I remember Rose 
again…how could I rescue her, how could I pull her away from that 
groom at ten miles’ distance, with a team of horses I couldn’t 
control…what was I doing there in that endless winter!”



What is illness?

Illness, not simply as dis-ease… 

…but also as dis-placement, and dis-location





What is Empathy?

Dictionary definition: “the action of understanding, being aware of, being 
sensitive to, and vicariously experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and 
experience of another of either the past or present without having the 
feelings, thoughts, and experience fully communicated in an objectively 
explicit manner.”   …What??

Empathy, not as an action, but as a journey



“ ‘Gee up!’ I said, but there was no galloping; slowly, like old 

men, we crawled through the snowy wastes … never shall I 

reach home at this rate … in my house the disgusting groom is 

raging; Rose is his victim; I do not want to think about it 

anymore.  Naked, exposed to the frost of this most unhappy of 

ages … I wander astray.  My fur coat is hanging from the back 

of my gig, but I cannot reach it … Betrayed!  A false alarm on 

the night bell once answered – it cannot be made good, not 

ever.”



Far From Home…

…how do we find our way back home?



“These horses … stuck a head in … and, quite unmoved by the 
startled cries of the family, stood eyeing the patient.”

Emphasis is placed on seeing, 
not listening

Medicine is based on VISUAL 
diagnosis



Modern medicine can take us apart, but can it 
put us back together?

“Stories are a way of re-drawing maps and finding new 
destinations.” - Arthur Frank

Suppress
symptoms, kill the 
virus, cut out the 
tumor… 

DESTROY + WIPE 
OUT the “bad 
stuff”

But, what about… 
nourishing, 
replenishing, 
reinforcing?

NURTURE + 
RECLAIM the “good 
stuff”



The Poetry 
Project @ WIHRI

FEAR

Some nights I wake in a panic
And regret I don’t believe.
I borrow god exactly
Like a book unread.
I worry about escaping.
My own comfort
Is everything to me, now.
Once, all I wanted
Was the underside
Of a crisp morning
In bed, not alone.
I suppose
One day I might
Speak what I think, but
Intention hardly matters.
And maybe I’m really
More scared than I know;
Like a wish underfed, all
Bony and cold.



Art as a Source of Healing

RISD and Brown students, working together, to make a 
difference in the lives of kids at Bradley Hospital…



No Innocent Eye: Knowledge and 

Interpretation in Art and Medicine

RISD students, Brown undergrads, and Brown medical 
students, working together, challenging each other, and 
learning from each other, to see things in a new light…



Return to the Heart


