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�e plan for this book started when Els van Dongen le� the University of 
Amsterdam a�er two years of severe illness. Since she joined the Medical 
Anthropology Unit in 1996, Els has been one of our most gi�ed and popu-
lar teachers in medical anthropology, a creative thinker and an extremely 
productive scholar. She was at the peak of her career when cancer struck and 
forced her to cross the boundary about which she had spoken so o�en. She 
turned from a researcher into a patient; from a theory expert she became 
an experience expert. Or rather, we should say that she added her personal 
patient experience to her anthropological expertise. 

To show our admiration for her person and her work, and to express 
how much we miss her as a colleague at the university, we decided to make a 
‘book of friends’. We wrote to about ��y colleagues in (medical) anthropol-
ogy and related �elds and invited them to write a contribution to the book. 
Some were colleagues at the University of Amsterdam and other institu-
tions in the Netherlands and abroad with whom she had worked over the 
past years. Others were former students who had been supervised by her and 
become personal friends.

Els’s condition has worsened during the last few months and time became 
an urgent factor. We allowed the authors only three weeks to hand in their 
contributions. We asked them to write about one of the many themes that 
are prominent in Els’s work, such as ‘madness’, psychiatry, care, communica-
tion, silence, older people, migrants, exclusion, bereavement, social memory, 
narrative, and violence.

�e enthusiasm and loving concern that erupted a�er our mail was 
astonishing. �irty-seven people managed to submit a text, some could not 
but intend to send their contribution via another way, and some could not 
be traced. �e book contains 36 essays and one poem. Some of these were 
produced in the most extraordinary situations: during holidays with the 
family, in trains and airplanes while travelling, during �eldwork far away, in 
the late hours of the night, or in moments stolen from the family at Christ-
mas. One author ended the message that accompanied her paper: “And now 
I pack my computer in the box”. She was moving house.



�is volume wants to be more that an idiosyncratic book of friends. In 
it a wide range of issues are presented and discussed that are not only Els’s 
interests but are also prominent in present-day work and debate in medi-
cal anthropology. �e contributions focus on people who are excluded or 
marginalised, because of their age, their illness, their ‘madness’, or because 
they are living in violent circumstances. Others are about people who are 
oppressed because they do not �t in the dominant discourse: people with 

/ , victims of (sexual) violence, refugees, and migrants. 
At the same time, the essays show that people are not solely victims of 

marginalisation; they have a lot of agency and are remarkably resilient, as is 
shown by their active resistance and mutual help, their communication, and 
their self respect. Care, in its widest sense – not just health care – is a key 
term in many contributions. Social memory plays a role in the discussion: 
how, when, and with whom to communicate, and how to cope with uncer-
tainties in life. In traumatic situations, forgetting is o�en the only strategic 
option, but forgetting is impossible without remembering. 

�e need of people to remain connected with loved ones and others 
comes up in several contributions. People are, therefore, selective with sensi-
tive information or keep silent, as there is no trust – an essential aspect of 
communication – or there are no listeners. Sometimes the anthropologist is 
the only listener. Communication takes place in narration, a single gesture, 
or, indeed, in silence. �ere is much pain, fear, loneliness, injustice, and vio-
lence in the contributions, but fortunately also hope, friendship, care, resil-
ience, and humour.

�e title of this book ‘�eory and Action’ is the name of a famous core 
module that Els taught in the Master’s of Medical Anthropology and Soci-
ology. In an address that someone ‘else’ presented on behalf of Els in 2008, 
she stressed that theory and action are closely connected in medical anthro-
pology. “�eory 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. 
�eory provides a way of �nding 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 the-
ory. A good theory is practical because it enhances understanding and pro-
duces the questions that really matter in medical anthropological research.

In her module, Els discussed with the students how problems of ill-
health and su$ering 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. �e necessary – but 



o�en di%cult – 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, and micro theories with practical work? 

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

�e contributions in the book have been organized following more 
or less the alphabetic order of the authors. No attempt has been made to 
force them into speci�c categories or overarching themes. �e book starts 
with a recent article on the magic of ‘managing’ unbearable su$ering writ-
ten by Els. In this text she applies the two perspectives: of anthropologi-
cal observer and re*exive patient. �e book ends with a poem. In between, 
36 essays touch on a wide variety of very topical issues. Ample room has 
been given for paintings, drawings, and other illustrations. �ey echo Els’s 
own artistic work. �e cover shows one of her paintings that expresses care 
in South Africa. No less than �ve di$erent languages appear in this book 
of friends, purposely, to pay tribute to Els’s large command of languages. 
Unfortunately, one medium of her anthropological approach is missing in 
this collection: novels. Literary writing is usually more e$ective in describ-
ing and interpreting human conditions of su$ering and resilience than 
anthropological accounts. Clearly, this book is not complete…

We want to thank all those who made the production of this book pos-
sible: the authors, the English editor Zoe Goldstein, the desktop editor 
Hanneke Kossen, and the publisher Ben van den Camp. �e Department 
of Sociology and Anthropology, the Amsterdam School of Social science 
Research ( ), and the Amsterdam Master’s in Medical Anthropology 
( ) provided the funds for this project. We also thank Els and her part-
ner Leo who at a later stage were informed about the book and gave us their 
full and enthusiastic support.

We have never worked on a publication that gave us so much joy and sadness 
at the same time. 

Heemstede / Oud Ade, 5 January 2009
Marian Tankink & Sjaak van der Geest


