
MedicalHistorylnstructioninWestGermany
by

EduardSeidler

ThePresentStatusofMedicalHistoryinMedicalEducation

Medicalhistoryisnotanhistoricaldisciplineintheordinary

senseoftheword,butasciencethatismeanttohaveapplica-

tionstothecurrentpracticeofmedicine.Likethepsychologi-
calandsociaIsciences,itbelongstothehumanitiesinmedicine

andbroadensthespectrumofmethodsforadvancingpractical
medicalknowledge.Finally,itisaninterdisciplinaryfieldwith
closetiestothosefieldsinotherfacultieswhoseworkisim-

portanttomedicine,orwhicharethemselvesdependentonthe

resultsofresearchinmedicalhistory(anthropology,philosophy,
psychology,history,ethnology,etc.).

Thisdescriptionofmedicaihistoryasitisconceivedbythose
presentlyworkinginthefieldinGermanyistheinterimresult

ofadevelopmentthatisbynomeansfinished.

TheOriginoftheFieldofMedicalHistoryinGermany

Untilthemiddleofthel9thcenturythestudyofthepast
wasavitalcomponentoftheoreticalandpracticalmedicine.

Thereworkingoftraditionswasacceptedimplicitlyaspartand
parcelofmedicalprogress.Historicalsourceswereexamined

withrespecttotheirinformativecontent,andnewdiscoveries

hadtobemeasuredagainstthestandardsofpastexperience.
Thestudyofhistorywasmedicalratherthanhistorical;medical

historywasnotanindependentfie]dofeitherinstructionor

research.
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Withtheriseofmedicineasanaturalscience,thestatusof

thepastchanged;itseemedtobeasuccessionoferrorsthat

werebetterignored.Aninterestinmedicalhistorybecame

theprovinceofhistoriansandphilologists.Medicalhistory

developed･･.…outoftouchwithmedicine,toallintentsand

purposes……primarilyasalinguisticandhistoricalscience.In

Germanytherewereonlyafewresearchcenters,notablythe

twoinLeipzigandBerlin,whichdidworkofanyconsequence

withhistoricaldocumentsuntilaftertheendoftheSecond

WorldWar.

Itisonlyinthepasttwodecadesthatanysignificantchange

hasoccurredintheorganizationandstatusofthfield.Factors

ofthischangehavebeenabroadeningofmedicine'snotions

ofmanandtheworld(notionsthathadpreviouslybeenshaped

solelybythenaturalsciences)andadventitiouschangesinthe

circumstancesinwhichresearchandmedicaltrainingarecar-

riedon.

TheOrganizationofMedicalHistoryinGermanyatPresent

23professorshipsinmedicalhistoryhavebeencreatedinthe

FederalRepublicsincel962,mostofthesebeingattachedto

moreorlesssizeableinstitutes.Theremainingfacultieseach

eitherhasalectureShipinmedicalhistoryorisservedbya

visitinglecturerfromaneighboringuniversity.Withonlyone

exception,theprofessorshipsandinstitutesareincorporated

intomedicalfaculties;institutemembersareontheteaching

staffsofmedicalschools.

Institutesdifferconsiderablyinrespectofhowwelltheyare

equipped,accordingtotheuniversityandfiscalpoliciesofthe
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variousfederalstates.Therearealsodifferencesinpersonnel,

withthenumberofassociatesvaryingfrom2to20.Whereas

aprofessorisasaruleanM.D.,hisassociatesmayinclude

historians,philologists,andnuturalscientists.Membershipin

aninstituteusuallymeansafull-timeposition.Thechancesof

promotionarelimited.

Underthenewregulationsconcerningmedicalschooltraining

theinstituteofmedicalhistoryisresponsibleforteachinga

freshmancoursethetopicofwhichcanroughlybedescribed

asmedicalterminology.Theothercourses(lectures,seminars,

excursions)offeredbytheinstitutesarealleitherrecommen-

dedoroptionalandhavebeenmeetingwithagrowinginte-

restamongstudents.Ontheirwrittenexaminationsstudents

arerequiredtoanswerseveralquestionsaboutmedicalhistorV.

TheFunctionoftheHistoricalMethodinMedicine

Thecurrentbusinessofmedicalhistoryisnolongerdeter-

minedsolelybythetasksandlawsofpurehistoricalinquiry.

WhatthemedicalhistoriantriestodothrOughhisresearchis

rathertoelaboratemodelsofwhathasbeenmeantbv#health'

and$illness'inthepast.

withaspecialviewtobasicelementsofthismodelstogood

accountinclarifyingpresent-dayproblems.Notonlyistheneed

foraphilosophyofscienceadequatetoourtimeuniversally

feltinmedicine,butnumerousmedicaldisciplineshavecome

todemandthesupportofhistoricalresearchasamatterof

practicalnecessity.Accordingly,institutesofmedicalhistory

areco-operatingverycloselye.g.withfacultiesofsocialme-

dicine,epidemiology,anthropology,andethnomedicine,and

especiallywiththefieldsofgeneralpathology,psychopathology,
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andmedicalethics

Instructioninhistoricalmethodservesasapropaedeuticto

traininginallthemedicalprofessionsandisintended,more-

over,tostimulateacriticalcastofmind.Whataretobelearnt

aree.g.thebasesofournotionsofsomaandpsyche,ofillness

andhealth,theproblemspeculiartochildhoodandoldage,

thegeneralprinciplesofdiagnosticsandtherapeutics,andmodels

ofbehaviorinresponsetodistress,anxiety,dyinganddeath.

Medicalhistoryisabletoshowhowdependentalltheabove

phenomenaareonhistoricalantecedentsfortheirstructure.

andinrespectofthewaytheyareexperiencedandtheactions

theyengender.Indoingwhatitisabletodo,ithelpsusto

understandthepresentbetterandcontributes,nolessthanother

medicaldisciplines,totheimprovementandhumanizationof

medicine.
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