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IN MEMORIAM

Els van Dongen (1946–2009),

Editor, Anthropology & Medicine

By Sjaak van der Geest

In the evening of 4th February 2009, Els van Dongen, anthropologist, colleague and
senior editor of Anthropology & Medicine journal, died at the age of 62. Her death
came after a long and painful sickness, a period of hope and desperation, of
gratefulness for a rich life mixed with stubborn resistance to the unfairness of that
same life.

Els was a gifted anthropologist and an unusual colleague. Students loved her
teaching, original, sharp, concerned and full of entertainment. Colleagues admired
her for her unbridled energy and productivity and her many talents. She was fast in
everything she undertook and impatient if things went too slowly. She deeply
disliked bureaucracy and its meetings.

Her anthropological life started late, at the age of 35. She first trained as primary
school teacher, during which time she met her husband Leo Hulshof. From 1968 till
1978 she taught in two primary schools in the proximity of their beautiful house in
the rural south of the Netherlands, near the Belgian border. In 1978 she decided to
study geography. During that course she discovered anthropology, which she liked
instantly. In 1982 she decided to join the new part-time evening course anthropology
at the University of Utrecht. She combined the role of student with the care of her
family. She completed her master’s ‘cum laude’ in 1988 with a thesis on the semiotic
approach in the study of illness [1988]1. That approach revealed her later interest
in illness as a social event and a metaphor of conflict.

Six years later, in 1994, she defended her PhD thesis based on conversations with
psychotic people in a psychiatric hospital. The title of her thesis Zwervers,
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knutselaars, strategen (Tramps, handymen, strategists) betrayed her aversion to

psychiatric labels: [1994a]. She regarded the people she met in her research first of all

as people out of tune with the ‘normal’ society, but gifted with extraordinary skills
and ideas. I am sure that she experienced ‘kinship’ with them in their common

‘unusualness’. Provocative also was the quote from John L. Caughey that she chose

as device for her book: ‘‘‘Schizophrenic’ is perhaps best kept in its traditional sense,

as a pejorative label for deviants whose visions we do not like’’. A few years later she

would write that ‘madness’ showed: ‘‘that otherness is present in all of us. The
otherness we fear’’ [2002b: 10].

In her book, which ten years later was published in a slightly revised English

version [2004a], she sought to describe and understand how psychiatric patients

experienced their world. She did so from the patient’s point of view, focusing on the

fears and hopes that characterise the life in a clinical mental ward. Dilemmas in that
life are: How to express subjectivity in an atmosphere designed to restrain

demonstrative emotion? And how to maintain personal integrity in a completely

ordered regime? She portrayed the psychiatric patients as ‘wanderers’ - homeless

people, as it were – in an alien and hostile country, creating a ‘bricolage’ reality from
materials at hand. Although she often positioned the therapists and psychiatrists as

representatives of an oppressive regime, she did not doubt their integrity either.
In 1996 she joined the staff of the Medical Anthropology Unit at the University

of Amsterdam and began to play her key-role as teacher and researcher in our team.

She taught both general courses in anthropology and specific medical anthropology
modules on themes such as ‘anthropology and psychiatry’, ‘anthropology and

chronic illness’ and ‘medical anthropological ethnography in Europe’.
She published a collection of six narratives by people she met in the closed wards

of the mental hospital during her PhD research. The personal stories are alternated

by her observations and comments. The book, she wrote in her prologue, was her
debt to these people: ‘‘I became indebted because the people shared with me what

they had: their stories and (part of) their lives’’ [2002b: 8]. A little further she reflects:

‘‘When I went into the hospital, my aim was to study how people deal with mental

illness and how mental illness could be understood from the perspective of the people
themselves. Now I must admit that madness taught me more about the power of

culture and the power of people than about madness’’ [2002b: 9].
The power of culture . . . In 2000 she co-edited a volume with contributions about

the way Europe treated migrants in need of health care [2000]. A central theme in

that volume is exclusion. It proved a recurrent theme in all her work: exclusion and
marginalization of ‘others’, such as psychiatric patients, migrant, refugees, victims of

violence and older people.
When she turned her attention to older people in South Africa, she came home

with touching stories about the beauty and warmth of old age but also with

horrifying data of older people being abused and maltreated by their own children
and grandchildren. In one article [2005a] she spoke of ‘social gerontocide’. Invisible

dramas unfold in poor households where the young generation despise and reject

their older relatives for their passive role in the Apartheid era and try to ‘kill’ them

socially. But, she stressed, the older people are not helpless victims. They fight back
and develop strategies to survive.

Research among older people drew her attention to remembrance. Being old

consists of having many memories. Rejecting or silencing those memories, however,
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implies a rejection of the older people themselves. ‘‘It is almost as if the past never

happened,’’ one person tells her. In one of her last published articles [2008a] she
quotes a common saying of the young silencing the old: ‘‘That was your time . . . This

time is ours!’’ In other words: Shut up. The ‘culture of silence’ in which they were

forced to live during Apartheid is thus prolonged into the post-Apartheid era. That

awareness of muted memories inspired her and Monica Ferreira, with whom she
collaborated throughout the South Africa years, to bring out a collection of ‘untold

stories’ to give voice to the lives of older people in the new South African society

[2004b].
Her last major publications were two edited books, one about lying and

concealment in medical settings and one about distance and proximity during illness.

The former, co-edited with her long-time friend and colleague Sylvie Fainzang,
argued that lying is a way of dealing with major crises that people encounter,

particularly during illness [2002d, 2002e, & 2005b]. The theme connects with ideas

she has been airing from the very beginning: health problems are not only about

health; they are linked to shame, exclusion, suffering and social violence. Lying in
such circumstances may be the most effective medicine to restore the damage. But

lying is mutual; those with power in medical contexts may exploit the lie as well, to

maintain their position in the medical hegemony.
Facing distress [2007], co-edited with Ruth Kutalek, brought together papers of a

conference of the European Association of Social Anthropology in Vienna. Distance

and proximity constitute the ambiguity of the illness experience. On the one hand,
illness leads to loss of independence and need of help and care by others; on the other

hand, illness makes one lonely as it isolates the patient from normal social

encounters and may scare others away. The pain of the sick body will thus be

aggravated or replaced by the distress of ostracism.
In 1998 Els and I organized the first conference on ‘Medical Anthropology at

Home’ (MAAH). For Els doing fieldwork ‘at home’ was a personal experience. For

about ten years she had been doing research ‘around the corner’ in a psychiatric
hospital. For me, it was – and remained – mainly a dream. For both of us it was an

attempt to contribute to the de-exoticisation of (medical) anthropology. The theme

and format (small-scale/intensive discussions) proved successful and since 1998 the
MAAH conference has been held every second year, in The Netherlands, Spain, Italy,

Finland and Denmark. Els, Sylvie Fainzang and Josep Comelles, became the driving

forces. Els co-edited two voluminous special issues with conference proceedings
[2001a, 2002a] and remained active as long as she could. She wrote a paper [2008b] for

the last conference in Denmark focusing on her personal sickness and suffering, but

was unable to present it. We discussed her moving self-reflection in her absence.
In 1990 Els published her first article in Medische Antropologie. She described the

social meaning of medicines in the psychiatric ward where she did her research. The

medicines, she wrote, had a binding as well as an oppressive effect in the interaction

between patients and staff. Relations between these two parties had the character of
a combat in which medicines (taken or refused) replaced words [1990]. The article

became a key-text in our work on ‘pharmaceutical anthropology’.
In 1994 she helped as guest editor to make a special issue about Zintuigen (The

Senses) and in that same year she joined the team of editors. She kept that position
till the end of her life. Medische Antropologie has been the main outlet for her ideas

on health, culture and violence, certainly in the first decade of her career. She wrote
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eighteen articles and comments and an uncounted number of book reviews for this

journal and (co-)edited five special issues on ‘the senses’ [1994b], ‘older people, well-

being and care’ [1997a], ‘shit, culture and well-being’ [1999], ‘medical technology and
the body’ [2002c] and ‘violence and human rights’ [2005c]. We, the editors, will miss

her fast and sharp judgment in the evaluation of manuscripts, her invaluable

editorial suggestions to the authors and her cheerful directness during our

discussions.
Els Van Dongen joined Anthropology & Medicine in 1997 and was one of the

most prolific authors for the journal. She published and edited several special issues

and numerous papers about medical anthropology at home, the creation of cultural

difference, lying and illness, bodywork in nursing, and a number of ethnographies on

psychiatric hospitals in The Netherlands [1997b, 1998a, 1998b, 1998c, 2001b, 2002d,

2002e, 2003, 2005d, 2008c]. She actively reviewed and advised on manuscripts
submitted and was an extremely reliable editor, friend, and colleague. Els remained

in active contact with the journal editor right until the very end. The journal is

privileged to have published her ideas and make available the extensive Dutch

scholarship in medical anthropology, to the English speaking audience worldwide.
From the beginning in 1994 she has also been one of the editors of the book series

‘Health, Culture and Society’ which has brought out sixteen titles so far.
Els was a person with many talents. She took lessons in drawing and painting and

produced beautiful canvasses with symbolic objects and portraits of relatives,

friends, and people she met during fieldwork. Many of her productions can still be
viewed on her website. She was also a filmmaker and photographer. The topics she

chose for her photographs and films were sometimes from her anthropological

research but often focused also on other things such as nature, everyday life and

unexpected details such as the movements of hands during a conference.
Els has lived a very full life and accomplished more than most of us will be able to

achieve in a life twice as long as hers. Even so, she was not always a happy scholar,

perhaps feeling that her close colleagues did not fully understand or appreciate what

she was doing. Close colleagues are sometimes more distant than those who are far

away. ‘‘Nevertheless, in this space, she carried on with her own strong and positive

energy, becoming a popular guest lecturer in universities abroad and serving on
various international scientific committees.

When her sickness grew more serious, about two months before her death, we

decided to make a book of friends for her. Thirty-eight people, colleagues from

Amsterdam, from other Dutch universities and from abroad, plus students and

friends contributed brief essays (and one poem) that dealt with the themes that had
been prominent during her academic life. They focused on people who are excluded

or marginalised, because of their age, their illness, their ‘madness’ or because they are

living in violent circumstances. Other contributions were about people who are

oppressed because they do not fit in the dominant discourse: people with HIV/AIDS,
victims of (sexual) violence, refugees and migrants.

The title of the book ‘Theory and Action,’ was the name of a famous core module

that Els taught in the Master’s of Medical Anthropology and Sociology. In one of

her papers she stressed that theory and action are closely connected in medical

anthropology. ‘‘Theory helps us to bear our ignorance of facts,’’ she quoted
George Santayana. Facts, she continued, acquire their meaning from what people

do to them, in this case anthropologists and the people they are working with.
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Theory provides a way of finding pertinent meanings and making intelligent
interpretations that open the door to relevant action. She then cited the famous line
from Kurt Lewin that there is nothing so practical as a good theory. A good theory is
practical because it enhances understanding and produces the questions that really
matter in medical anthropological research.

In her module, Els discussed with the students that problems of ill-health and
suffering should be regarded in their historical, political and economic contexts and
how larger social and political forces shape relations and actions and cultural
imagination at the local level. The necessary – but often difficult – cooperation
between anthropology and health workers received special attention. Questions that
were addressed during the course included: Why do we need theory? Which theories
are relevant? How can we link macro, meso en micro theories with practical work?

‘Theory and Action’ constitutes both medical anthropology’s ambition and its
weakness. The frequent criticism that medical anthropology receives from those who
work in the heat of the day confirms that, unfortunately, much academic work
remains largely or totally useless to ‘actors’ in health cafe. Nearly every contributor
in the book struggled in one way or the other with this dilemma and with the
challenge of proving the practical relevance of theory.

When her condition became critical, we decided to tell her about the book and
gave her the list of authors and the titles of their contributions. She was overwhelmed
and deeply moved when she saw the list of so many friends. She gave us one of her
paintings for the cover of the book and allowed us to include one of her last essays
that dealt with her own illness and the way people express their connectedness in
times of suffering and uncertainty, [2009]. Four weeks later we brought the book.
I held a short speech and she responded directly and with humour. She was almost
too weak to open the paper wrapped around the book. We drank a glass of wine and
had a lovely lunch while she observed us from the sofa. She read the essays and
reacted personally to many of the authors. Ten days later she died. On the 9th

February we said farewell to her in a ceremony full of music and words of comfort.

Sjaak van der Geest, 2009

Note

1. Years between square brackets refer to the publications listed at the end of the obituary.
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