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Preface

Medical anthropology studies the human experience of illness and disease from cross‑ 
cultural, historical, and evolutionary perspectives. It provides a point of connection for 
biological, cultural, and applied research. No other anthropological specialization holds as 
much promise for the integration of biological and cultural views of humankind.

Among the social sciences that study health, illness, and disease (e.g., medical sociol‑
ogy and medical economics), medical anthropology is the new kid on the block. How‑
ever, despite its comparative youth, the field has already made significant theoretical and 
empirical contributions to our understanding of the cultural embeddedness of medical 
knowledge and practice; the dynamics of the healer’s role; the impact of general politi‑
cal and economic forces on the health of individuals and communities; and the interplay 
between social structures (e.g., political and economic arrangements), ecological settings, 
and disease‑causing agents.

Because of these contributions, medical anthropologists now teach in major medical 
schools and serve as consultants in hospitals, clinics, and on national and international 
health projects. Most anthropology departments have at least one medical anthropologist, 
and undergraduate and graduate classes in the field typically have robust enrollments.

This book is a concise and personal introduction to medical anthropology. We have not 
set out to write an exhaustive survey of the field or to summarize medical anthropology 
research from around the world. Rather, we keep the focus on regions and topics with 
which we are familiar and limit ourselves to a few insights of anthropological research on 
health, illness, and disease. Specifically, we use ethnographic material from Uganda and the 
United States to illustrate the following points:

1 Biology and culture matter equally in the human experience of illness and disease. Every 
aspect of the illness experience, from the individual’s recognition of symptoms to assess‑
ments of treatment outcome, is shaped by the cultural frameworks of the sufferer and 
of those to whom they turn for help. A biocultural perspective is essential to avoid 
reductionist views of disease.

2 The political economy is a primary epidemiological factor. A society’s economic system 
and the political structures that support it play a critical role in the kinds of health risks 
people face and the treatment resources they have available.

3 Ethnography is an essential tool for understanding human suffering due to illness and 
disease. Both as the foundation of a cross‑cultural database and as a research method, 
ethnography is the sine qua non of a holistic understanding of sickness and healing.
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4 Medical anthropology can help alleviate human suffering. Anthropological research can 
assist in the planning, execution, and evaluation of health interventions by providing 
cultural information on the community and individuals involved, as well as on the medi‑
cal practitioners and health care institutions that undertake such interventions.

Exploring Medical Anthropology is now in its fifth edition. We have thoroughly updated 
all chapters with several significant changes. First, we incorporate in‑depth ethnographic 
research among the Karimojong of Uganda throughout this book and extensively in our 
discussions of medical pluralism (Chapter 1), how anthropologists tackle research (Chap‑
ter 2), and ethnomedicine (Chapter 5). We revised the previous chapters on the 1991 
Peruvian Cholera epidemic into a single chapter (Chapter 3) and pulled out and expanded 
the discussion of biomedicine as ethnomedicine into its own chapter (Chapter 6). We also 
completely revised and updated the chapter on pandemics to feature Covid‑19 (Chap‑
ter 4). Finally, we have updated the remaining chapters on pharmaceuticals (Chapter 7), 
applied medical anthropology (Chapter 8), and medical ethics and conclusion (Chapter 9).

Throughout the text, you will find updated case examples, research, and suggested 
readings with an intentional focus on BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) 
scholarship. Finally, the fifth edition incorporates a bibliography for each chapter rather 
than the book as a whole.
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