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ANTH 301: Culture and Health 
 

3 Credits, 37.5 Instructional Hours, No Prerequisites  
WI Focus 

 
Meets: TBD 
Room: TBD 

Instructor: Prof. Eirik Saethre 
Email: saethre@hawaii.edu 

Office Location: TBD 
Office Hours: TBD 

 
This syllabus is based on a standard 13-week teaching period as occurs at the University 
of Sydney. 
 
Course Content  
The course provides an introduction to medical anthropology, examining health, illness, 
and biomedical knowledge as social, cultural, and political phenomena. This class has a 
particular focus on the history and politics of health and medical anthropology in 
Australia. The initial weeks (Weeks 1-3) establish foundational concepts, analyzing 
sickness and anatomy as systems of meaning and affect. We focus particularly on the 
work of Lenore Manderson, a prominent Australian medical anthropologist, who explores 
reconstructive surgery, organ transplants, and the “cyborg self.”   
 
The course then executes a critical pivot to the Indigenous experience, examining the 
legacy of colonialism as well as continuing health disparities. Topics include science's 
relationship with Indigeneity and biological specimens (Week 4), the colonial history of 
tropical medicine in Australia and South Africa (Week 5), and analysis of how the 
Australian government sought to assimilate Aboriginal people through food rationing 
(Week 6). To contextualize these topics and give students firsthand knowledge of 
Indigenous care, we will take a fieldtrip to Redfern and meet staff at the Aboriginal 
Medical Service. Continuing the theme of Indigenous illness and medical treatment, we 
will explore my own work in a remote Aboriginal community to understand how illness 
can be used as a tool of embodied resistance (Week 7). Students will be able to meet 
Aboriginal community members via Zoom to discuss how illness is experienced and 
managed in remote areas. We conclude our focus on Indigenous health by addressing the 
complexities of health intervention and policy—including a critique of ‘bleeding hearts’ 
in Aboriginal medical services (Week 8).   
 
In the final weeks of the class, we will examine health issues that particularly impact 
Australia and Sydney: urban homelessness (Week 9), addiction (Week 10), food 
insecurity (Week 11), disordered eating (Week 12), and mental illness (Week 13). These 
discussions will draw from ethnographies of Sydney as well as highlight Indigenous 
experiences in Australia and elsewhere in the Pacific. To contextualize this information, 
Dr. Sophie Chao, a member of the Department of Anthropology at the University of 
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Sydney, will discuss her work on hunger with the class while a member of the 
Transcultural Mental Health Centre will explain how this organization serves the mental 
health needs of Sydney’s diverse community.   
 
Student Learning Outcomes 
At the conclusion of this course, the student will be able to: 
• Demonstrate Intercultural Awareness by Analyzing Biomedical Knowledge as a 

Cultural System: Critique and apply foundational concepts of medical anthropology 
to understand how anatomical knowledge, surgery, mental health diagnoses, and 
notions of 'sickness' are produced and interpreted within specific cultural and 
institutional contexts. 

• Apply Interdisciplinary Knowledge by Comparing Global and Public Health 
Interventions and Policies: Compare and contrast health challenges and therapeutic 
responses across diverse settings to evaluate the sociocultural implications of 
international aid, local services, and global phenomena like hunger, addiction, and 
mental health. 

• Enhance Critical Thinking and Analytical skills by Developing Contextually 
Aware Ethical Arguments: Formulate evidence-based, nuanced arguments 
regarding the efficacy and ethics of health policies and interventions (e.g., Indigenous 
health services, housing models, mental health care) by integrating patient experience 
with critical institutional analysis. 

• Develop Cross-Cultural Communication Skills by Conducting Applied 
Ethnographic Fieldwork: Design, execute, and write up an original, ethical 
ethnographic research project, demonstrating proficiency in anthropological field 
methods (e.g., observation, interviewing) and the ability to articulate findings within a 
scholarly, theoretical framework. 

• Foster Reflective Analysis by Evaluating the Impact of Colonialism on Health 
Equity: Analyze the historical role of race, tropical medicine, and scientific practices 
in colonial and settler-colonial Australia to critically assess how these legacies 
contribute to present-day health disparities and shape Indigenous experiences of well-
being, addiction, and homelessness. 

Course Readings: 
All readings are posted as pdf documents on Lamaku.  Please look over the Class 
Schedule below and complete the assigned readings before coming to class. 
 
Student Responsibilities and Assignments 
Attendance  
Attendance is an important part of this class and will be taken into account when 
calculating your final grade.  Students wishing to earn an ‘A’ must have two or less 
unexcused absences while students wishing to earn a ‘B’ must have five or less 
unexcused absences.  Attendance during the two workshops is mandatory.  If a workshop 
is missed, the student’s grade will be lowered a third of a letter (from a B to a B-, for 
example).  Excused absences include: illness, a university-sponsored group activity (e.g., 
sporting event, performance, band, etc.), or mandatory military-related absence (e.g., 
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deployment, work, duty, etc.).  Students will need to provide written proof (like a 
doctor’s note) for all excused absences.   
 
Project Overview – Due Week 5 
This paper should be between two to three pages long and consist of the following three 
sections: background (an overview of the topic of your paper), methodology (what you 
will do and who you will do it with), and theory (the anthropological approach you are 
going to use).  Do not ask questions, give answers.  Students must also submit a 
preliminary bibliography containing at least six citations.  At least three of these must be 
anthropological (from anthropology journals or written by anthropologists).  Please bold 
the anthropological citations.   
 
Fieldwork Report – Due Week 8 
In four to five pages, describe your fieldwork experience.  Begin by briefly outlining your 
methodology, including where you conducted fieldwork, the activities you attended, and 
the number of people you interviewed.  Then describe what you found interesting about 
the experience or what surprised you.  Tell a story.  In the final paragraph, suggest ways 
that you could make sense of this information anthropologically.   
 
Fieldwork Report Group Meetings – Week 8 
Students will be split into groups and distribute their paper to group members.  During 
the discussion, talk about your most positive experiences conducting research as well as 
those that were the most challenging.  Share what you learned about Australia.  Finally, 
workshop ideas with group members about organization of your research paper and its 
contribution to anthropological theory.   
 
Research Paper  –  Rough Draft due Week 11 
 Final Draft due Week 12 
Papers should focus on a topic relevant to the course and be anthropological.  They 
should be scholarly, make a central claim, present ethnography/data, employ a theorical 
perspective, and cite the relevant literature.  Papers must be between ten to twelve pages 
long (not including the bibliography) and cite at least twelve academic sources.  Students 
will initially submit a rough draft, which will not be graded.  The draft will be read and 
commented upon by your group and me so that you can improve it for the final draft, 
which will receive a grade.   
 
Research Paper Group Meetings – Week 11 
Students will be split into groups and distribute their paper to group members.  For every 
paper in your group (either with a printed or electronic version): (a) At the top of each 
paper, write the central claim in two sentences or less. (b) Make in text notes and 
comments by marking up the copy (be sure to look at the formatting of the bibliography 
as well).  Be prepared to give these notes to the paper’s author during the meeting.   
 
Final Reflection – Due Week 13 
Write a two- to three-page reflection about your academic journey in the class.  What did 
you learn in the class?  What authors or ideas had the biggest impact on you?  Has the 
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class altered how you read acidic articles and books?  How has your writing changed as a 
result of the class?  What skills or ideas did you learn in this class that will help you in 
the world outside UH?   
 
Ungrading 
Unlike traditional grading, where each paper receives a numbered score based on its 
content, ungrading is designed to reward student work. Your grade will be determined by 
the amount of time, effort, and care that you put into the course. This course uses a 
contract grading system, which means that if you fulfill the expectations—attendance, 
participation in building a shared course glossary, and the timely completion of all major 
assignments (project overview, fieldwork report, research paper, peer feedback, and final 
reflection)—you earn the corresponding grade.  
 
In this class, I will provide detailed feedback on every component of your work, and we 
will check in periodically throughout the semester to ensure you are progressing toward 
your goals. This approach is designed to create transparency, reduce stress around points, 
and support you in setting clear goals for your own learning. You are responsible for 
tracking your progress throughout the semester; my role is to guide and support you, and 
to help ensure that your final grade reflects the work you complete and the commitment 
you bring to the course. 
 
Completeness 
Each project must fully meet the expectations and requirements of the assignment to 
qualify as ‘complete.’ This means that projects are not just done but done in a thoughtful 
and appropriate manner. If an assignment does not meet the class standards, I will contact 
you about rewriting and how this will affect your final grade. 
 
Improvement 
While you will not receive grades for you papers, you are obligated to consider the 
feedback that you receive and work to improve your writing skills.  I expect you to take 
an active role in developing your English language usage, grammar, and mechanics. If 
too little changes in your writing over the course of the semester, I will contact you so 
that we can make a plan and/or determine how this will affect your final grade. 
 
Timing 
On the designated day, assignments are due by 11:59pm.  Students wanting a ‘B’ grade 
are allowed to turn in one assignment no more than 48 hours after the due date without 
being penalized.  After this, your grade will be lowered (see below).   
 
Grading Contract 
Final        Unexcused   Workshop     48-hr Late    
Grade       Absences  Absences        Papers        
   A       2 or less         0      0     
   B       5 or less        0         1               
Plus/minus grades will be assigned as I deem appropriate.  They will be used in cases 
when 1) your assignments and participation suggest you labored above and beyond the 
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expectations (+) or 2) the quality and completeness of your major projects, smaller 
assignments, and participation is lacking in one way or another (-) 
 
Grade Penalties  
In this class, ‘B’ is the baseline grade.  But if you have additional absences, turn in late 
work, miss a workshop, or fail to contribute to the shared document, that grade will be 
lowered.  After the first infraction, your grade will be lowered to a ‘C+.’  Then for every 
additional absence, missed workshop, late paper, etc. you will be deducted a third of a 
letter grade as follows: C, C-, D+, D, D-, F.  For example, if you miss three requirements 
in total (such as three classes OR two classes and turn in a late paper) you will receive a 
‘C-.’   
 
Because this is a writing intensive class, students must adequately complete all 
writing assignments to pass the course. The final day to submit work is Friday, May 
16.  Students who do not complete all writing assignments will get an F and will not 
earn W Focus credit.  I do not give ‘Incomplete’ grades.   
 
Classroom Policies and Information 
• Be on time.  
• Changes to the syllabus may occur as necessary.   
• Students are responsible for all course content, whether or not they are in class. 
• Generative AI programs like ChatGPT may not be used in this class.   
• Academic Integrity and Ethical Behavior: Office of Student Conduct: Cheating, 

plagiarism, or other forms of academic dishonesty are not permitted within this 
course and are prohibited within the System-wide Student Conduct Code (EP 7.208). 
Examples include: fabrication, falsification, cheating, plagiarism, and use of improper 
materials. Any incident of suspected academic dishonesty will be reported to the 
Office of Student Conduct for review and possible adjudication. Additionally, the 
instructor may take action in regards to the grade for the deliverable or course as they 
see fit. 

• KOKUA Program: If you have a disability and related access needs, please contact 
the KOKUA Program (Office for Students with Disabilities) at 956-7511, 
KOKUA@hawaii.edu, or go to Room 013 in the Queen Lili‘uokalani Center for 
Student Services. Please know that I will work with you and KOKUA to meet your 
access needs based on disability documentation. Kokua’s services are confidential 
and offered free of charge. 

• Office of Title IX: (808) 956-2299 
/ t9uhm@hawaii.edu / https://manoa.hawaii.edu/titleix/  

mailto:t9uhm@hawaii.edu
https://manoa.hawaii.edu/titleix/
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Class Schedule 
 
Week 1 – Medicine as Meaning 
 Kleinman, A. 1980. Patients and healers in the context of culture:  an exploration 

of the borderland between anthropology, medicine and psychiatry, 
Berkeley: University of California Press.   

• Chapter 2: Culture, health care systems, and clinical reality 
• Chapter 3: Core clinical functions and explanatory models (you can skip 

pages 84-104) 
 van der Geest, S. 2005. ‘Sacraments’ in the hospital: exploring the magic and 

religion of recovery. Anthropology & Medicine 12(2):135-150. 
 
Week 2 – Inventing Anatomy in Australia 
 Pacitti, Eugenia. 2024. The body collected in Australia: A history of human 

specimens and the circulation of biomedical knowledge. Sydney: 
Bloomsbury Academic. 

• Chapter 1: Dissecting the culture of anatomy 
• Chapter 2: Collecting and transforming body parts in to specimens 
• Chapter 4: Funding unrealised lives 

 
Week 3 – Critical Medical Anthropology 
 Singer, M. & Baer, H. 1995. Critical medical anthropology. Amityville, NY: 

Baywood Publishing Company, Inc.  
• Chapter 1: Medical anthropology and its transformation 

 Singer, M., Valentin F., Baer H. & Jia Z. 1998. Why does Juan Garcia have a 
drinking problem? The perspective of critical medical anthropology. In P. 
Brown (Ed.) Understanding and applying medical anthropology, 
Mountain View: Mayfield Publishing Company. Pp. 286-302. 

 
Week 4 – Biology and Indigeneity in Australia 
 Kowal, Emma. 2023. Haunting biology: Science and Indigeneity in Australia. 

Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press. 
• Chapter 1: Living with ghosts 
• Chapter 3: A Century in the live of an Aboriginal hair sample 
• Chapter 4: Race and nation: Aboriginal whiteness and settler belonging 

 This week we will have a fieldtrip to the Aboriginal Medical Service (AMS) in 
Redfern, a historical center for Aboriginal activism. 

 
Week 5 – Tropical Medicine and Race: Comparing Australia and South Africa 
 Bashford, A. 2000. ‘Is White Australia possible?’ Race, colonialism and tropical 

medicine. Ethnic and Racial Studies 23(2):248-271. 
 Parry, Suzanne. 2003. Tropical medicine and colonial identity in northern 

Australia. In B. Andrews and M. Sputphen (Eds) Medicine and colonial 
identity, New York: Taylor & Francis.  
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 Comaroff, J. 1993. The diseased heart of Africa: medicine, colonialism and the 
black body. In S. Lindenbaum & M. Lock (Eds) Knowledge, power, and 
practice: the anthropology of medicine and everyday life, Berkeley: 
University of California Press. Pp. 305-329. 

 Project Overview due 
 
Week 6 – Aboriginal Health in Remote Communities  
 Saethre, Eirik. 2013. Illness is a weapon: Indigenous identity and enduring 

afflictions, Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press.   
• Chapter 1: Everyday illness 
• Chapter 2: Food, meaning, and economy 
• Chapter 4: Medical systems and illness experience 
• Chapter 5: Noncompliance 

 
Week 7 – Indigenous Health and Food 
 Roy, B. 2006. Diabetes and identity: changes in the food habits of the Innu. In 

M.L. Ferreira & G.C. Lang (Eds) Indigenous people and diabetes: 
community empowerment and wellness, Durham, N.C.: Carolina 
Academic Press. Pp. 167-186. 

 Yates-Doerr, Emily. 2015. The weight of obesity: Hunger and global health in 
postwar Guatemala. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

• Chapter 3: Care of the social 
• Chapter 4: Contemporary body counts 

 
Week 8 – Doing ‘Good’ in Indigenous Health Services 
 Lea, Tess. 2008. Bureaucrats and bleeding hearts: Indigenous health in northern 

Australia. Sydney: University of New South Wales Press.  
• Chapter 2: The passion in policy 
• Chapter 4: Learning the arts of helping 
Fieldwork Report due and Fieldwork Report Group Meeting 

 
Week 9 – Pharmaceuticals 
 Dumit, Joseph. 2012. Drugs for life: How pharmaceutical companies define our 

health. Durham N.C.: Duke University Press. 
• Chapter 2: Pharmaceutical witnessing and direct to consumer advertising 
• Chapter 3: Having to grow medicine 
• Chapter 5: Moving the lines, deciding on thresholds 

 
Week 10 – Medical Technology and Women’s Bodies 
 Kaufert, P.A. 2000. Screening the body: the pap smear and the mammogram. In 

M. Lock, A. Young & A. Cambrosio (Eds) Living and working with the 
new medical technologies: intersections of inquiry, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. Pp. 165-183. 

 Taylor, J. 2008. The public life of the fetal sonogram: technology, Consumption, 
and the politics of reproduction. Berkeley: University of California Press.  

• Chapter 2: Sonographers and the maschking of the public fetus 
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• Chapter 5: Prenatal diagnosis, pregnancy, and consumption 
 
Week 11 – Hunger 
 Chao, Sophie. 2025. Land of famished beings: West Papuan theories of hunger. 

Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press. 
• Chapter 1: Satiation and hunger in the forest 
• Chapter 4: Making sense of hunger 

 Dr. Chao, a member of the University of Sydney Department of Anthropology will 
speak to the class about her book.   

 Research Paper Rough Draft due and Research Paper Group Meeting 
 
Week 12 – Disordered Eating 
 Warin, Megan. 2009. Abject relations: Everyday worlds of anorexia. New 

Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.  
• Chapter 3: Knowing through the body 
• Chapter 4: The complexities of being anorexic 
• Chapter 5: Abject relations with food 

 Research Paper Final Draft due 
 
Week 13 – Mental Health 
 Brijnath, B., & Antoniades, J. 2016. “I'm running my depression:” Self-

management of depression in neoliberal Australia. Social Science & 
Medicine 152:1–8. 

 Killingsworth, B., Kokanovic, R., Tran, H. and Dowrick, C. 2010, A care-full 
diagnosis: Three Vietnamese Australian women and their accounts of 
becoming “mentally ill”. Medical Anthropology Quarterly 24:108-123. 

 Neiman, A. 2023. Client states: Australia's offshore detainees and the limits of 
therapy. Medical Anthropology Quarterly, 37(3):264-279. 

 We will be joined by a guest speaker from the Transcultural Mental Health 
Centre, who will discuss the organization and that work that it does across 
Sydney. 
Final Reflection due 
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