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Cultural Anthropology - IV. THREE THEORETICAL APPROACHES IN
MEDICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

”Medical anthropology is one of the most rapidly growing areas of research in anthropology”.
Havilland

Medical anthropologists now study WBM (Contemporary Western Biomedicine) as a cultural
system intimately bound to Western values. Thus, the current meaning of the term ethnomedicine
encompasses health systems everywhere. The health care system comprises all components
present in a society related to health, including knowledge about the origins, causes and treatments
of disease, therapeutic techniques, its practitioners, and the roles, standards and agents in
interaction in this scenario.

This lecture presents a selection of findings from this subfield.

A. The first major theoretical approach to understanding health systems emphasizes the
importance of the environment in shaping health problems and how they spread.

B. The second highlights symbols and meaning in people’s expression of suffering and
healing practices.

C. The third points to the need to look at structural factors (political, economic, media) as the
underlying causes of health problems and examines Western biomedicine as a cultural
institution.
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