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Instructor: Sharon Abramowitz 

Office Hours: Tuesdays 1-2:30, or by appointment. 

Office #: Grinker Hall #494, (352) 273-4763 

Email: sabramowitz@ufl.edu, cell (617) 599-0191 

Course Meetings: Mondays Period 10-E1 (5:10-8:10) 

Class Location: Pugh 120 

Course Website on Sakai. 

 

Synopsis 

How is the experience of being ill shaped by one’s culture? How is sickness caused by one’s structural conditions? Does 

biomedicine stand apart from “culture” and “tradition” in our understanding of health and disease? Are biomedicine and 

international public health as specific cultural domains in themselves, and how does that shape their practice? How do 

specific messages about culture get circulated in global health activism and development interventions? And how are 

culture and health being brought together in international research?  

 

In this course, we engage these questions by drawing upon the work of scientists, social scientists, and humanists to study 

how health, culture, and institutions are forces that shape health experience in the 21st century. This course is meant to serve 

as a graduate-level introduction to the field of critical medical anthropology – a branch of medical anthropology that applies 

critical theory in the consideration of the political economy of health, and the effect of social inequality on people’s health. 

In our understanding of global health, the problem of culture, power, networks and circulation, and authority are always 

underlying issues. Therefore, in this course, we emphasize culture histories, illness experiences, and multiscalar processes 

and structures to interrogate how macro processes, institutions, and forces intersect with the micro-worlds of families, 

localities, and individual experiences in health-related domains. This course also engages critical questions regarding 

scientific knowledge, institutional forms of recognition, cultural representations, and communication in its interrogation of 

understandings of the body, embodiment, healing systems, medical explanatory models, health politics, and health as a 

human right. 

 

This course uses ethnographic and theoretical writings from all across the world to explore health experience, health 

discourses, traditional and biomedical practices, and health governance in a global perspective. Our readings and 

conversations will serve as the springboard for a semester-long discussion about the meanings of health, sickness, and 

health justice, with an eye towards interrogating the emerging international principle of “health as a human right.” Through 

this discussion, we will be challenged to reconsider some of our own taken-for-granted assumptions about the infections 

and inequalities, global hierarchies of power, health cultures and experiences, transnational health movements, and global 

arrangements of development and underdevelopment. 

 

Course Aims 

 By the end of the semester, you will have been introduced to a diversity of cultural approaches to health and 

illness, and examined the utility of concepts like “embodiment,” “experience,” and “structural violence” in 

medical anthropological research. 

 You will have been trained to understand health in transcultural perspective, but you will also understand 

health from the perspectives of circulations of knowledge, power, resources, and authority. 

 You will have studied biomedical knowledge as a cultural domain. 

 You will have acquired an introduction to the realm of global health: which includes pandemic diseases, 

global forms of health intervention, the creation of international health standards, and the provision of 

NGO and state-sponsored health resources. 

 You will have engaged thoughtfully with the problems of power, hierarchy, containment, and 

contamination as it relates to the formulation of health policy at local, national, and international levels. 

 

Class Participation 

As is evident from the grading structure for this course, class participation is the most important element of this class. 

Therefore students must come prepared to class meetings, and participate actively in class discussions. Attendance is 

mandatory. This class will be reading intensive, and all weekly readings must be completed by the start of class each week. 

Each student must sign up to give two presentations on the course material during class that synthesize the week’s 

readings. These presentations may be worked out in consultation with other students giving presentations on the same day, 

or they may be developed independently.  
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Final Paper 

Final papers are on a topic of the student’s choice, and are due on April 28, 2015 at 5pm. Detailed information about the 

final paper will be available on the course Sakai website. The basic parameters are as follows: papers are to be 12-15 

single-spaced pages in length, and are to be written in the format of a journal article for a specific journal of the student’s 

choice. Topics must be worked out in consultation with the Professor by March 20, 2015, and they must advance the 

student’s overall course of graduate study. Final submissions must also be accompanied by a cover letter to the editor of the 

journal explaining why this paper is appropriate for the selected journal.  

 

Grades 

Final grades will be based on the following scale: A (94-100), A- (90-93), B+ (87-89), B (84-86), B-(80-83), C+(77-79), C 

(74-76), C-(70-73), D+(67-69), D (64-66), D-(60-63), E (<60). 

 

GRADE STRUCTURE 

45% Class Participation, including presentations 

55% Final Paper 

 

Appropriate Seminar Conduct Applies. 

 

Attendance Policy 

Students and auditors are responsible for satisfying all academic objectives as defined by the instructor, to include 

mandatory attendance at all class meetings. Absences count from the first class meeting. In general, acceptable reasons for 

absence from class include illness, serious family emergencies, special curricular requirements (e.g., judging trips, field 

trips, professional conferences), military obligation, severe weather conditions, religious holidays and participation in 

official university activities such as music performances, athletic competition or debate. Absences from class for court-

imposed legal obligations (e.g., jury duty or subpoena) must be excused. Other sound reasons may be offered. 

 

Attendance is required at all class meetings. Excused absences will require appropriate documentation. Assignments missed 

due to excused absences will be accepted, without a penalty, within 1 week after the absence. Work missed due to 

unexcused absences will be accepted, but will be penalized, as the Late Assignment Policy explains. 

 

Policy on Late Assignments 

You are required to complete all assignments by the stated due dates. Late assignments will lose one half-letter grade for 

each day past the deadline. Additionally, the final term deadline for submission of response papers is firm – there will be no 

exceptions made. There are no make-up opportunities for any assignment, as you will have ample time to complete each 

requirement. I will not assign grades of “incomplete” except under extreme circumstances (and only if you have completed 

50% of the coursework). You must provide documentation of such circumstances from an appropriate authority. 

 

Academic Honor Code 

Students are expected to uphold the Academic Honor Code of the University of Florida. The Academic Honor Code is 

based on the premise that each student has the responsibility (1) to uphold the highest standards of academic integrity in the 

student's own work, (2) to refuse to tolerate violations of academic integrity in the University community, and (3) to foster 

a high sense of integrity and responsibility on the part of the University community. Please see the following website for a 

complete explanation of the Academic Honor Code: www.registrar.ufl.edu/catalog/policies/students.html). 

 

Americans with Disabilities Act 

Students with disabilities, who need reasonable modifications to complete assignments successfully and otherwise satisfy 

course criteria, are encouraged to meet with the instructor as early in the course as possible to identify and plan specific 

modifications. Students requesting accommodation must first register with the Dean of Students Office and then provide 

documentation to the instructor. For more information about services available to University of Florida students: 

 

Dean of Students Office Disability Resource Center 

202 Peabody Hall or 0020 Reid Hall 

Phone: (352) 392-1261 Phone: (352) 392-8570 

 

University of Florida Counseling Services 

Resources are available on-campus for students that feel like they are struggling in their personal or academic life. These 

http://www.registrar.ufl.edu/catalog/policies/students.html
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resources include: 

 University Counseling Center, 301 Peabody Hall, 392-1575, personal and career counseling 

 Student Mental Health, Student Health Care Center, 392-1171, personal counseling 

 Sexual Assault Recovery Services (SARS), Student Health Care Center, 392-1161, sexual counseling 

 Career Resource Center, Reitz Union, 392-1601, career development assistance and counseling. 

 

Other Resources on Critical Medical Anthropology 

The department of anthropology offers numerous courses at all levels in culture, health, and medicine. Please consider them 

as you register for classes in coming semesters. 

 

Readings and Assignments 

Week 1. INTRODUCTION  

 

Week 2: MEDICAL ANTHROPOLOGY FOUNDATIONS 

Clifford Geertz, “From the Native’s Point of View” and “Common Sense as a Cultural System,” Local Knowledge, 1983 

Mauss, Marcel. [1936] 1973. “Techniques of the Body.” Economy and Society 2: 70-88  

Douglas, Mary. 1970. “The Two Bodies.” Pp. 65-81 in Natural Symbols: Explorations in Cosmology. New York: Pantheon. 

Kleinman, Arthur. "Experience and Its Moral Modes: Culture, Human Conditions, and Disorder," in The Tanner Lectures 

on Human Values (20), pp. 357-405. 

Scheper-Hughes, Nancy and Margaret M. Lock. 1987. “The Mindful Body: A Prolegomenon to 

Future Work in Medical Anthropology.” Medical Anthropology Quarterly: 6-41. 

 

Week 3. EMBODIMENT 

Annemarie Mol, The Body Multiple: Ontology in Medical Practice (Duke, 2002). 

Bourdieu, P. “Strucures, Habitus, Practices.” The Logic of Practice. 

Swartz, D. “Habitus: A Cultural Theory of Action.” Culture & Power: The Sociology of Pierre Bourdieu. 

Csordas, TJ. 1993/ Somatic Modes of Attention. Cultural Anthropology 8 (2): 135-156 

Kirmayer, LJ. The Body’s Insistence on Meaning: Metaphor as Presentation and Representation in Illness Experience. 

Medical Anthropology Quarterly 6(4) pp. 323-346 

Nancy Krieger, “Embodiment: A Conceptual Glossary for Epidemiology,” Journal of Epidemiology and Community 

Health 59: 350-355, 2005. 

Lester, Rebecca. 1995  Embodied Voices: Women’s Food Asceticism and the Negotiation of Identity. Ethos 23(2)  

Martin, Emily. 1992. “The End of the Body?” American Ethnologist 19-1: 121-140. 

 

Week 4. BIOPOWER 

Foucault, Michel. The Birth of the Clinic: An Archeology of Medical Perception 

Foucault, Michel. 1980. “Body/Power,” pp. 55-62; “The Politics of Health in the Eighteenth Century,” pp. 166-182; in 

Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972/1977.  

Foucault, Michel. 2004. The Crisis of Medicine of the Crisis of Antimedicine? Foucault Studies No. 1 pp5-15 

Rose N. 2001. The politics of life itself. Theory Culture & Society 18. 

Nikolas Rose.  The Politics of Life Itself: Biomedicine, Power, and Subjectivity in the Twenty-First Century, 

2006. 
 

Week 5. STRUCTURAL VIOLENCE, CULTURE, AND LIBERATION THEOLOGY 

Paul Farmer, Infections and Inequalities: The Modern Plagues. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999.  

Martin-Baro, Ignacio. Writings for a Liberation Psychology. Harvard UP. 

Gutierrez, Gustavo. “The Historical Power of the Poor.” The Power of the Poor in History. Orbis Books.  

Chase-Dunn, C. and P. Grimes, “World-Systems Analysis.” Annual Review of Sociology. Vol 21, 1995 pp. 387-417. 

Farmer, Paul (1992) AIDS and accusation: Haiti and the geography of blame. Berkeley:  UC Press.  
 

Week 6. SOCIAL SUFFERING & INTERPRETATION 

Scheper-Hughes, Nancy (1992) Death without weeping: the violence of everyday life in Brazil. Berkeley: University 

of California Press.  

John Dewey, “Existence as Precarious and Stable,” Late Works 1935-1953, Volume 1. Jo Ann Boydston, ed. Carbondale: 

Southern Illinois University Press, 1988. 

Arthur Kleinman and Joan Kleinman.  “How Bodies Remember,” In New Literary History, 25 [Summer 1994]: 707-723, 
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Nations, Marilyn K, and L A Rebhun. 1988. “Angels with wet wings won't fly: Maternal sentiment in Brazil and the image 

of neglect.” Culture, Medicine, and Psychiatry 12 (2) (June): 141–200. 

Nations, M.K. 2008. “Infant death and interpretive violence in Northeast Brazil: taking bereaved Cearense mothers' 

narratives to heart.” Cadernos de Saúde Pública 24 (10): 2239–2248. 

 

Week 7. GENEALOGIES OF HEALTH 

Robert A. Aronowitz, MD.  Unnatural History: Breast Cancer and American Society. Cambridge UK: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007. 

Claude Levi-Strauss, The Sorcerer and His Magic 

Arthur Kleinman, “Orientations 2,” “Orientations 3” Patients and Healers in the Context of Culture, 1981. 

Arthur Kleinman.  Chapter 2 “What is Specific to Biomedicine?” In Writing at the Margin 

Tim Ingold, “An Anthropologist Looks at Biology,” Man, 1990. 

 

Week 8. SCIENCE, RESEARCH, ETHICS AND EVIDENCE 

Petryna, Adriana. (2009) When Experiments Travel: Clinical Trials and the Global Search for Human Subjects.”  

The Belmont Report. 

Proctor, Robert. Racial Hygiene: Medicine Under the Nazis.  Or alternative reading by Proctor. 

Brandt, Allan. Racism and Research: The Case of the Tuskegee Syphillis Study. The Hastings Center Report 8(6) 

 

Week 9. EXPERIENCE, NARRATIVE, and EXPLANATION 

Kleinman, Arthur. 1988. The Illness Narratives: Suffering, Healing, and the Human Condition. Basic Books. 

Paul Ricoeur, "The Narrative Function." In Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics & the Human Sciences. 

Byron Good, “The narrative representation of illness,” in Medicine, Rationality and Experience (ch 6). 

Mattingly, Cheryl (1994) ‘The Concept of Therapeutic Emplotment’, Social Science and Medicine 38: 811–22. 

Galen Strawson, “Against narrativity,” Ratio 17, no. 4 (2004): 428-452. 

Robert Desjarlais.  1995.  Struggling Along:  The Possibilities for Experience among the Homeless Mentally Ill.  American 

Anthropologist 96: 886-901. 

Luhrmann, T. M., ‘Subjectivity’, Anthropological Theory, 6 (2006), 345 -361 
 

Week 10. EPIDEMICS 

Hewlett, Barry and Bonnie. Ebola, Culture, and Politics: The Anthropology of An Emergencing Disease. 

Cengage Learning. 2007.  

Camus, Albert, and Stuart Gilbert (1948) The plague. New York: A. A. Knopf. 
Krieger N, Smith GD. 2004. "Bodies count,’ and body counts: Social epidemiology and embodying inequality. 

Epidemiologic Reviews 26: 92-103 

Shirley Lindenbaum (2001), “Kuru, Prions, and Human Affairs: Thinking About Epidemics.” Annual Review of 

Anthropology 30:363-385 

 

Week 11. SOVEREIGNTY, HUMANITARIANISM, THE NORMAL AND THE PATHOLOGICAL  

Abramowitz, Sharon. Searching for Normal in the Wake of the Liberian War. Penn Press, 2014. 

Excerpts from Bakhtin, Durkheim, Devereaux 

Canguilhem, G. The Normal and the Pathological.  
 

Week 12: PHENOMENOLOGY  

Biehl, João, and Torben Eskerod (2005) Vita: life in a zone of social abandonment. Berkeley: UC Press.  

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. [1947] 1962., “The Phenomenal Field,” “Other Selves and the Human World .” The 

Phenomenology of Perception 

Shigehisa Kuriyama, The Expressiveness of the Body, 1999. 
Lock, Margaret. 1993. “Cultivating the Body: Anthropology and Epistemologies of Bodily Practice and Knowledge.” 

Annual Review of Anthropology 22: 131-55. 

Douglas, Mary. “Secular Defilement,” Powers and Dangers,” “External Boundaries,” “Internal Lines.” Purity and Danger. 

 

Week 13: GENDER AND SEX 

Butler, Judith. Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex. Routledge, 2014. 

Additional readings TBA. 

Fausto-Sterling, A. 2000. Sexing the Body: Gender Politics and the Construction of Sexuality. NY: Basic Books. 

http://videocast.nih.gov/pdf/ohrp_appendix_belmont_report_vol_2.pdf
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Week 14: SCIENCE, SCIENTIFIC FACTS, AND ‘TRUTHINESS’ 

Latour, Bruno and Steve Woolgar. Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts. Princeton University 

Press 1986. 

Hacking, Ian. The Emergence of Probability OR The Social Construction of What? 

Excerpts from The Ground Between: Anthropologists Engage Philosophy 
 

Week 15. DRUG CULTURES  

Adriana Petryna, Andrew Lakoff, Arthur Kleinman. (eds.),  Global Pharmaceuticals: Ethics, Markets, Practices, 

(Durham: Duke UP, 2006) 

Talcott Parsons. 1951. “The Sick Role” In The Social System. Glencoe, IL: Free Press 
Karl Marx.  “The Two Factors of A Commodity: Use-Value and Exchange-Value” and “The Fetishism of Commodities and 

the Secret Thereof”.  Excerpts from Capital (Vol. I, Part I, Chap. I, Sec. 1& Sec. 4).  As reproduced in The Marx-Engels 

Reader, 2nd Ed.  (Robert C. Tucker, Ed.).  New York:  W. W. Norton, 1978.  pp. 302-308, 319-329 

Sjaak van der Geest, Susan Reynolds Whyte, Anita Hardon,  “The Anthropology of Pharmaceuticals: A Biographical 

Approach”, Annual Review of Anthropology 1996. 25:153-78 

Arjun Appadurai (ed.). Social Life of Things:  Commodities in Cultural Perspective. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press, 1988.  pp. 1-16; 41-58. 

Nordstrom, C. (2008) “Global Fractures.” Social Analysis 52 (2) pp. 71-86. 

Vinh-Kim Nguyen (2005) “Antiretrovial Globalism, Biopolitics, and Therapeutic Citizenship.” in Aihwa Ong and Stephen 

Collier (eds) Global Assemblages: Technology, Politics, and Ethics as Anthropological Problems, Pp. 124-144.   

 


