
https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/medical-anthropology-essays-and-reflections-from-an-amsterdam-graduate-programme(9811aa20-8d62-4452-b6b6-6b13fe1f74df).html


      

MEDICAL ANTHROPOLOGY
essays and reflections from an

amsterdam graduate programme

Sjaak van der Geest

Trudie Gerrits

Julia Challinor

(editors)

This volume is a collection of twenty articles by graduates of the Amsterdam 
Master’s in Medical Anthropology (AMMA) at the University of Amsterdam. 
The university is known for outstanding and innovative work in the field 
of medical anthropology and a teaching approach that combines a strong 
ethnographic basis with thorough theoretical grounding.

More than two hundred students from across the world graduated from 
the AMMA programme, which resulted in a global network of medical 
anthropologists working in a wide range of positions in their respective 
societies. When the AMMA programme ended in 2012, some staff and 
alumni decided to mark the occasion by publishing a book with essays and 
information about the AMMA programme, which resulted in this edited 
volume. All contributions are based on the authors’ exemplary master theses 
and provide a glimpse of the diversity of the students’ backgrounds, interests, 
fieldwork and theoretical approaches. The articles address experiences 
of health and illness, sexuality, violence, drug use, local healing, body and 
embodiment, children’s perspectives on health and body, self-harm, gender, 
obesity, autism, older people, nurses and homecare, reproductive decision-
making, parenthood, HIV/AIDS, treatment choices, hospital ethnography, 
meditation, body techniques, intersubjectivity, illness vocabularies, and 
hygiene and dirt. The essays are organized in seven themes: Wellness and 
Illness, Treatment and Efficacy, Gender and Parenthood, Care and Autonomy, 
Children’s Worlds, Body and Subjectivity, and Research and Theory. This 
collection of essays responds to a growing interest in ethnographic fieldwork 
as a didactic tool in learning qualitative research methodology and self-
reflection. The reader will find inspiration from the articles and evidence of 
the critical importance of a medical-anthropological approach to investigating 
health and illness in any setting worldwide. 

Sjaak van der Geest was lecturer and dean of the AMMA programme at the 
University of Amsterdam.
Trudie Gerrits was lecturer and director at AMMA.
Julia Challinor is a graduate of AMMA 
and edited many AMMA theses.
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Preface 
 
 
 
The launch of the Amsterdam Master’s in Medical Anthropology (AMMA) in 
1997 was the international breakthrough for the Medical Anthropology Unit at 
the University of Amsterdam. Fifteen years of intensive teaching and studying 
resulted in a worldwide network of fledgling and mature professionals in the field 
of health, culture and society. More than 200 AMMA alumni are now working in 
public and clinical health care, academic teaching, health development 
programmes and NGOs, research, media, policy-making, institutions for long-
term care, and other professional settings. AMMA gave these graduates a vision of 
the social and cultural embeddedness of health and illness and a scholarly arsenal 
with an applied focus rooted in a sound theoretical grounding. However, AMMA 
did more. The one year of close cooperation and study forged friendships across 
borders of country, culture, profession, religion and age.  

AMMA’s closure in 2012, an administrative effort to streamline graduate 
education at a time of concern about the future cost, was a big disappointment to 
both staff and alumni. Approximately eighty alumni wrote personal letters to the 
director of graduate studies, and a colleague from the Philippines criticised the 
leadership for throwing away one of the university’s “crown jewels”. A touching 
selection of excerpts from these pleas can be read in the introduction to this 
book. Unfortunately, the appeals did not change the fate of the programme. 
After fifteen years, AMMA ended; but a medical anthropology programme for 
both Dutch and international students continues in the Master’s of Medical 
Anthropology and Sociology (MAS), albeit in a new form. 

This book heralds AMMA’s achievements, students and teachers in twenty 
essays based on AMMA theses covering a wide range of subjects. It also provides 
written and pictorial evidence of AMMA’s history, students and teachers.  
 
I want to thank all those who contributed to this valuable volume: the authors, 
the editors and particularly Julia Challinor who copy edited the essays, Trudy 
Kanis who did much of the archival AMMA research, Piet van Peter who 
refurbished the group pictures, Chris Aldenhuijsen who painstakingly organized 
the placement of nearly all AMMA theses on the Internet, Sarah Limburg who 
scanned and digitalised the missing theses and Tony Holslag and Amina Gadri 
who identified key terms for the theses. The Health, Care & the Body program 
of the Amsterdam Institute for Social Sciences together with the Graduate 
School of Social Sciences financed the production of this book. Finally I want to 
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thank all alumni, teachers and other staff members who made AMMA what it 
became: a home for personal and professional enrichment and a model for hands-
on learning across disciplines in an international classroom. 
 
ANITA HARDON 
Professor Anthropology of Care and Health 
AMMA teacher (1997-2010) 
Director of the Amsterdam Institute for Social Science Research 
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AMMA’s Logo 
 
 
 
For many years this was AMMA’s logo: an African grandmother with her 
grandchild. 

Who is she? Her name is Akua Mansah. I met her in 1994 when I started my 
research on growing old and the care of older people in Kwahu Tafo, a rural 
town in Southern Ghana. I saw her every day because she was my neighbour. 
She was usually sitting in front of the house doing something useful. She lived 
there together with her daughter and a few of her grandchildren. She always 
looked cheerful and was open and direct in the three long conversations I had 
with her. Here is a quote from our last conversation: “When I was young, I 
made my own farms and got money by selling my farm products. But now I am 
old and penniless. I have to depend on my daughter and the rent from my son's 
house to eat. Old age catches a person quickly and money is like a bird. If you 
do not handle it well, it will fly away and leave you behind.” 
 
When we needed an attractive picture for our AMMA logo in 1997, we chose 
one of the pictures I had taken of her. She appeared on the AMMA brochure and 
a large poster. When I visited KwahuTafo, in 1998, I took the poster with me, 
but Akua did not see it; she had died a few months earlier. I gave the poster and 
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some money to Akua’s daughter who hung the poster in the house as a memory 
to her mother. 
 

This picture shows Akua Mansah in her characteristic position, between the corn 
leaves. Her daughter used the leaves to wrap the kenkey (food made of corn), 
which she sold to schoolchildren. Till her death, Akua Mansah tried to be useful 
around the house. 
 
SJAAK VAN DER GEEST  
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each student providing an important perspective and worldview. 
Throughout the year, we collaborated in small groups as an interwoven 
community, discussed social science theory, and directly inspired and 
challenged each other’s research questions, fieldwork experiences, and 
final writings.  

 
I believe this is one of the few master’s programmes where both medical 
professionals and social scientists are put together for a year, forced to 
understand the limitations and benefits of either discipline as well as ways 
to better work together and address contemporary global health problems. 

 
Voices and stories from all corners of the globe could be heard:  a 
traditional healer from South Korea, a physician from Nigeria, AIDS 
workers from the Philippines and Indonesia, a physician from Vietnam, 
social workers from the Netherlands and Bangladesh and so forth. 

 
The bonds of friendship that students established during their AMMA course 
remained after they left for their various destinations and continue to be a source 
of inspiration: 
 

Not only did I study and learn from all of my colleagues in the AMMA 
programme; I lived with them as well and made lifelong friends and 
professional contacts. 

 
As an AMMA graduate (2004), I left Amsterdam having made friends and 
professional contacts across Southeast Asia, Africa, Europe and South 
America. AMMA enriched my professional network, not to mention my 
personal one, far more than my four undergraduate years at Yale. My 
classmates and I continue to learn from each other and support each 
other’s efforts to make a difference. 

 
AMMA students learn so much from each other and maintain those 
connections after graduation, establishing the basis for a lifetime of global 
collaboration and understanding.  

 
The high quality of the programme and the intensity of teaching in combination 
with the close relationship between teachers and students proved to be another 
part of the ‘success story’: 
 

The gold secret of why AMMA is so special and successful is the combination 
of excellent academic contents and topics with the diversity of personal 
experiences regarding those topics shared in the classroom, making readings 
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and stories to feel near and real, not mere research reports.   
 

At first it was quite strange for some of us who were not used to calling 
teachers by their first names – Pieter, Els – because from where we come 
from, it would have been Doctor, Professor, Sir or Ma’am. Teachers were 
helpful, very facilitative. It helped, too, when teachers would say, 
“Hmmm, that’s something new I learned today.” Teachers learning from 
us – that was great.  

 
The programme was a breath of fresh air. Colleagues and fellow students 
who had taken time away from their working lives to learn together, 
professors who prepared us to think critically, work collaboratively and 
bring our perspective into the work that we do in the world, and a 
classroom experience that combined book learning with the real lived 
experiences of our peers.  

 
AMMA’s focus on applied research in combination with its emphasis on theoretical 
grounding proved another attraction, especially for students who had taken a year 
off from their professional work in health care and expected new inspiration to 
continue their work. However, many anthropology students too were explicitly 
looking for an anthropological career in a practical or policy-relevant position: 
 

I used to work with the leading health research institute of Bangladesh, 
ICDDRB. The institute traditionally conducted mainly epidemiological 
researches, but with a growing demand, in the mid-nineties it started to 
employ Anthropologists from abroad to conduct medical anthropological 
research. However, after my return from AMMA in 1999, I took over a 
number of medical anthropological research projects at ICDDRB.  Many of 
those researches [sic] have been applied for policy changes.  

 
AMMA broadened my horizons beyond typical biomedical or public health 
approaches to health issues in India; it taught me to reflect on my own 
stand, values and judgments before attempting to bring out any change in 
the behaviour of individuals or communities. The programme instilled 
critical thinking and made me aware of larger politics of knowledge 
production and complexities of health issues. 

 
Students with a biomedical or other more practical background pointed out how 
the anthropological perspective had enriched their approach in health care: 
 

Reflecting on our role as professionals, on situating our practice and 
finding our own way to engage with the subjects of our studies or the 
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beneficiaries of our professional activities was also fundamental part of our 
intensive coursework… I came to the course with a background in biology 
and some working experience in international development. Several 
months after I had finished and returned home I realized I had learned to 
think as a social scientist, one that tried hard to be critical and engaged. 

 
As an academic surgeon in my last year of training, I can say beyond a 
shadow of a doubt, that my academic career and professional growth was 
in large part due to the year I spent in AMMA. 

 
In AMMA I found an entire new world of knowledge and experiences 
regarding health, culture and sickness, and mainly, a new and valuable 
perspective from which to think of and understand such entities. During 
the last 15 years, I have developed my career as psychologist for children 
with cancer in the national childhood cancer programme of my country. 
Some important psychosocial aspects impact negatively on the efforts of 
the team in saving children’s lives, and it was my permanent idea to 
understand those aspects and improve the possibilities for saving these 
children… I realized that I was looking for some key answers using the 
wrong perspective. 

 
It is true I am not practicing medical anthropology in my daily work 
(even if I regret this), but it is thanks to these studies that I could and I 
still can bring a different approach to my work as a doctor and as a 
coordinator and supervisor of many expatriate and national workers. 

 
For some, the AMMA experience was a submersion into a new way of thinking 
that had a lasting effect on their later life and enabled them to take a critical stand 
against the dictates of ‘culture’: 
 

On a personal front, AMMA made me realize that I am not a passive agent 
in a larger web of what we call ‘culture’, the thing that makes us conform 
to a certain way of leading life. Rather the programme provoked me to 
finally take a stand for what I believe even if it goes against the cultural 
norms and traditions. I realized, each one of us is actively shaping and 
moulding culture in our own ways and that definitely was an empowering 
feeling. 

 
I consider AMMA as a rite of passage toward my ‘third birth’, combining a 
Muslim family background and a Western tertiary academic training on 
medical anthropology.  With the two domains in myself, I feel like being 
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born the third time with more critical views on religious issues 
particularly pertaining to gender and women. 

 
Several students wrote that they took the tools and methods of the AMMA course 
home with them and employed them in their own medical anthropology 
teaching or in other activities: 
 

Throughout the first years of my career in public health… I realized that 
medical anthropology was the missing piece of the public health puzzle. 
We need an approach that allows public health interventions to develop 
in response to and with respect for the multiple cultures that come 
together in our country… Having returned to my work in community 
health, I've used the skills that I learned through AMMA innumerable 
times.  

 
Nowadays, our colleagues in the foundation are reviewing the literature 
to determine what is appropriate for a prospective Medical Sociology and 
Anthropology course that we are trying to start in Teheran medical 
universities. The AMMA collection is considered a ‘gold mine’ in this way. 
Moreover, three books, which were introduced in AMMA, are being 
translated to eventually enrich the resources in Persian. 

 
I learned to include the anthropological context as a cross cutting issue in 
my work, as therapist, trainer, researcher and lecturer. The positive 
impact on my work is reflected in the response of people I am working 
with: “You talk about real people with real problems, about us.” 

 
In their attempts to make the university authorities change their minds and 
salvage the AMMA course, several students pointed at the global reputation that the 
University of Amsterdam enjoyed thanks to AMMA and which would be lost if 
they terminated the programme: 
 

We believe the international reputation of the University of Amsterdam 
will be compromised if the decision is made to close down the AMMA 
programme… The AMMA programme is the reason we first learned about 
the University of Amsterdam. AMMA offers a unique opportunity for 
professionals around the globe, in particular from countries with limited 
resources, to collaborate and learn from a diverse group of experts in 
health care and anthropology here in the Netherlands… AMMA links 
Amsterdam and the Netherlands to the rest of the world … and creates 
qualitative researchers who are in short supply internationally. 
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took us by surprise; they showed a playful combination of closeness and distance 
to the students’ own cultural identity. 
 Another example was the way the students told personal stories to one 
another in class, stories that revealed more about the riddles of culture than 
anthropological handbooks. There were heated, but respectful, discussions about 
growing up, physical punishment, wearing a veil, male / female interaction, love 
and marriage, belief in God, and so forth. 
 
Contributions 
 
This collection of twenty articles reveals only a tiny sample of the benefits of the 
variety of students and their interests as expressed in the quotes above. The 
articles address (in an absolutely random order) experiences of health and illness, 
sexuality, violence, drug use, local healing, body and embodiment, children’s 
perspective on health and body, self-harm, gender, obesity, autism, older people, 
nurses and homecare, reproductive decision-making, HIV/AIDS, treatment 
choices, hospital ethnography, meditation, body techniques, intersubjectivity, 
illness vocabularies, and hygiene and dirt. We have tried to ‘organize’ this wide 
selection of topics into seven themes (although many other options were 
possible): Wellness and Illness, Treatment and Efficacy, Gender and Parenthood, 
Care and Autonomy, Children’s Worlds, Body and Subjectivity, and Research 
and Theory.  
 The twenty authors of the articles originate from 16 nationalities and 
conducted their research in thirteen countries on four continents: Bosnia, Benin, 
India, Ireland, Italy, Mexico, Mozambique, Nepal, Netherlands, Philippines, 
Tanzania, Thailand, and Vietnam.  
 It was our intention to have at least one contribution from each AMMA year, 
but unfortunately, due to withdrawals and lost email addresses, four years are not 
represented: 1999, 2000, 2003, and 2009. Other years have one or two articles in 
this volume. As mentioned earlier, all articles are based on research for the 
students’ theses that concluded the AMMA programme. Some students 
summarized their thesis, while others focused on a specific theme or used their 
thesis as a point of departure to reflect on their present position or ideas. Four 
articles were previously published in the journal Medische Antropologie.  
 This volume is more than a nostalgic remembrance for AMMA alumni. We 
believe that the contributions address highly relevant and urgent concerns 
regarding public health and developments that affect the well-being of people 
globally. Some of the authors are now involved in teaching or policy and the 
practical work of ameliorating complex life conditions in various parts of the 
world. 
 Finally, we want to emphasize that medical anthropology in Amsterdam is 
flourishing and growing. It is true that the intensive AMMA course with its special 
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