
MASTER TRACK MEDICAL
AND HEALTH HUMANITIES

 

EXPLORE ILLNESS, MEDICINE, THE MIND, AND
THE BODY FROM MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES



The interdisciplinary Master’s 
programme History: Medical and Health 
Humanities combines the history of 
health and medicine with a wide array 
of arts and humanities approaches. 
Classes explore the different ways that 
bodies and minds have been investigated 
and understood, and how these various 
ways of knowing shape everyday life, 
medical practice, and public health 
policy. Participants learn to contextualise 
medical ideas in the time and culture, 
and to analyse a diverse range of 
sources, including historical artefacts, 
comics and films, medical texts and 
health journalism. Drawing on methods 
from across the disciplines, students 
will broaden their tools of investigation 
beyond the written word to also consider 
the sounds, smells, and the look and feel 
of the past and its lessons and legacies in 
the present day.

The four specialised courses in the 
programme are also open to interested 
MA or MSc students registered at 
Dutch universities. This includes 
those enrolled in medical school, or 
specializing in related disciplines, such 
as psychology, art history, nursing, social 
work, communications, media studies, 
anthropology, or museum studies. 
You can follow just one, two or three 
courses, or follow the full programme. 
Students bring an array of perspectives, 
as historians or physicians in training, for 
example, and/or former patients or care-
givers to others. This mix of experiences 
and expertise in the classroom offers 
the opportunity to compare and contrast 
worldviews, to challenge assumptions, 
and to critically reflect on issues of great 
significance, from birth to death. 

Not a student? People who are not 
enrolled in a Dutch university, but who 
would like to register for this programme, 
are welcome to participate. The course 
fee is €500 per course, or €2000 total for 
all four courses and thesis supervision. 
Payment is due in January of the year of 
study, but please contact the coordinators 
in advance to discuss:
Ab Flipse (a.c.flipse@vu.nl) and
Manon Parry (m.s.parry@vu.nl).

Classes run from February through June 
and are taught in English. Most course 
sessions are located at the VU University 
in Amsterdam, with some held at 
museums or archives in other towns, all 
easily accessible by train.

COURSES

There are four courses offered: 
Introduction to Medical and Health 
Humanities (Block 4), Knowing by Sensing 
(Block 4), Objects of Knowledge (Block 
5) and Research Seminar: Medicine in 
Society(Block 5). Students who wish to 
complete the full track are required to 
take all four courses, and also complete 
an MA-level thesis under the supervision 
of participating core or guest staff. 

COURSE 1: INTRODUCTION TO MEDICAL 
AND HEALTH HUMANITIES 
(Block 4, Feb-March)

Classes focus on major issues in 
healthcare today, and can include topics 
of specific interest to students in the class 
as well as those that are in the news, 
exploring subjects such as addiction, 
sexual health, and mental illness. 
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COURSE 2: KNOWING BY SENSING 
(Block 4, Feb-March)

This course teaches students to include 
the different senses in the production of 
knowledge, to train their sensory gaze, and 
to be able to describe sensory phenomena. 
The course addresses disciplines such as 
medicine, medical history, archaeology, 
(art-)history and non-academic topics 
such as gastronomy, art and dance. An 
inter-disciplinary team of experts will 
address the sense of touch, smell, sight, 
taste, hearing, synesthesia and even our 
interoceptive senses(balance, weight, etc.). 
It challenges the classical hierarchy of the 
senses in which only sight and hearing 
are considered aesthetic and informative 
tools. Senses, body and mind will work 
together to fundamentally transform 
the way in which we know, study and 
understand. 

COURSE 3: OBJECTS OF KNOWLEDGE
(Block 5: April-May)

Students engage with the material culture 
of medicine to investigate how museums 
collect and interpret medical history. 
The course trains students to analyze 
diverse sources from previous centuries, 
from wax anatomical models to surgical 
instruments, patient photographs, and 
public health films, and to consider the 
meanings derived from such materials 
in different historical moments and 
contexts. Sessions include visits to 
medical museums, curator’s tours of 
exhibitions and collections depots, and 
hands-on classes working directly with 
objects and archival materials. Students 
are also encouraged to consider how 
the presentation of the past reflects 
contemporary concerns, and conversely, 
how historical objects might be used to 
engage with current issues, such as anti-
vaccination or disability rights.

COURSE 4: RESEARCH SEMINAR: 
MEDICINE IN SOCIETY
(Block 5: April-May)

Medical theories and practices reflect 
the society in which they were formed 
as well as reshaping the world around 
them. In this seminar, this dynamic 
relationship between medicine and 
society is examined through a focus 
on the most innovative and exciting 
new approaches emerging in current 
research. An international group 
of professors and scholars from 
universities and institutions around the 
country will discuss their own work and 
the implications of their projects for 
understanding the history of health and 
medicine as well as contemporary issues. 
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Visit the programme website for more information 
on applying to the Master History: Medical and 
Health Humanities, or to register for one or more 
of the courses offered (as a student enrolled in a 
different programme); https://masters.vu.nl/en/
programmes/history/index.aspx

Participants who have already registered as 
regular students at another Dutch university 
need to register at VU as so-called bijvakstudent 
(see https://www.vu.nl/nl/opleidingen/toelating-
en-inschrijving/bijvakken/index.aspx). 

Students of medicine of the UMC Maastricht, 
UMC Nijmegen, LUMC and VUMC can take 
the whole track as scientific practical. Please 
contact the coordinator of the track for further 
information. International students who are not 
already registered at a Dutch university are also 
requested to contact the coordinator: 
Dr. Ab Flipse, a.c.flipse@vu.nl 

REGISTRATION


