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Call for Papers: 

The History of Health Care in Africa:  

Actors, Experiences, and Perspectives in the 20th Century 

Conference at the University of Basel, 12 to 14 September 2011 

 

Health is generally experienced, debated and pursued in a specific historical context. 
At the same time, the history of health and health care in a particular local setting 
cannot be separated from processes on a larger scale. Service delivery, for instance, 
has been used as an instrument of governing and controlling populations and 
development. Moreover, it has been part of agendas generating social, cultural and 
economic change. Medical services have always been imbued with a particular 
sense of progress of humanity and have been able to motivate heroic efforts.  

Healthcare delivery has always been a transnational practice. Neither diseases nor 
ideas and practices about health, healing and care stopped at colonial or national 
borders. Patients, medical practitioners and medicines have moved – whether 
connected to illness or not. A whole array of inter- and transnational organisations 
and multilateral networks have been involved in the planning, development, 
negotiation and implementation of health strategies in African countries. 

The history of health care and related diseases, as well as medical research, is still 
largely a history of the colonial era. Many independent African countries still lack 
substantial historical studies on health care delivery and research practices. With this 
in mind, this conference will aim to foster discussion about the (lack of) historical 
cooperation between different branches of the health sector. These include the state 
and a vast field of private health providers who have played varying roles and have 
had changing fates throughout the 20th century. 

Thus, many African states, which are about to reform their health systems, have to 
do this without fundamental knowledge about the social history of these systems. 
Consequently, in this conference, we want to bridge the state/private and 
colonial/post-colonial divisions. The conference will look beyond the borders of 
colonial empires and national states by bringing together researchers with different 
temporal and spatial perspectives on the history of health and health care in Sub-
Saharan Africa. While historical studies will lie at the core, the conference also 
encourages members of other disciplines, such as social anthropology, sociology, 
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political science, epidemiology, theology or international health, to be part of this 
forum.  

The conference concludes the three-year research project “History of Health 
Systems in Africa: Swiss Mission Hospitals and Rural Health Delivery in the 20th 
Century”, led by the Department of History in collaboration with the Swiss Tropical 
and Public Health Institute and the Institute of Social Anthropology at the University 
of Basel. The project has been financially supported by the Swiss National Science 
Foundation (SNSF), the Swiss Network for International Studies (SNIS), and the 
Freiwillige Akademische Gesellschaft (FAG). The study has conducted a 
comparative analysis of the histories of three former Swiss mission hospitals in 
Ghana, South Africa and Tanzania. Its aim is to draw conclusions regarding the 
development of local and national health care systems and the role of faith-based 
health care providers in Africa.  

The conference takes up this comparative approach by posing questions such as: 
How did biomedical services develop in different local contexts? What were the 
characteristics of a particular colonial or national setting and what impact did they 
have on health services? And what was the relationship between local practice, 
international developments, and transnational processes? The changing role of faith-
based and other private, non-profit organisations and networks will form one major 
topic of this conference. Another focus will concentrate on changing health care 
strategies and diverging health policies. Here the stress will be on different health 
providers and the way they have implemented strategies and policies on the ground 
in the postcolonial era. 
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We invite scholars to discuss questions related to the four following panels: 

1. Health care institutions in colonial and postcolonial Africa: knowledge, 
practice, politics 

The presentations will discuss different perspectives on hospitals and other health 
care institutions in Africa: 
- What role have they played in the linking of networks and institutions? 
- How have they acted as centres of knowledge production and transfer? 
- How were health strategies and policies implemented, negotiated and contested? 
- What was their role as focal points of cultural exchange and ideological conflicts? 

2. The spiritual and the secular in faith-based health care 
This panel focuses on the relationship between the spiritual dimension and the (bio-) 
medical practice in faith-based health institutions and, more generally private not-for-
profit health care services for health care systems: 
- How did spiritual motivation shape medical practice over time? 
- How did these institutions influence the development of local and national health 

care strategies and practice? 
- How did they interact with private actors and the state in the field of health? 
- What influence did transnational religious organisations and networks have? 

3. Medical cultures and the political economy of biomedicine 
The presentations will concentrate on the encounters of and the exchange between 
different medical cultures: 
- Which role did the different actors play for the expansion of biomedical practice? 
- How were biomedical services perceived and used by the local population? 
- How did the role of traditional medical practice change over time? 

4. Changing health care strategies and development discourses in Africa 
The presentations in this panel focus on the development and implementation of 
health care strategies as preventive medicine, community-based services, Primary 
Health Care, and community participation: 
- Which actors were involved in the development of health care concepts for 

‘developing countries’? 
- Why and how were such concepts implemented, adapted or contested on the 

ground? 
- What were the conditions for their failure or success? 
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Abstract Submission 

Interested scholars are invited to submit paper proposals for presentation in one of 
the panels. The deadline for submission is 15 March 2011. Abstracts should not 
exceed 300 words. Those who have submitted an abstract will be notified by 30 April 
2011 whether their paper has been accepted or not. 

Please send your abstract (max. 300 words) by 15 March 2011 to:  
afrika-tagung@unibas.ch 

 

For updated information please visit our website: zasb.unibas.ch/hhsa-conference 

 

Convenors 

Marcel Dreier, MA, Researcher / Doctoral Student 

Dr. Hines Mabika, Researcher / Postdoctoral Fellow 

Lukas Meier, MA, Researcher / Doctoral Student 

Pascal Schmid, MA, Researcher / Doctoral Student 

 

Steering Committee 

Prof. Dr. Patrick Harries, Project Leader 

Prof. Dr. Brigit Obrist, Project Co-Leader 

Prof. Dr. Marcel Tanner, Project Co-Leader 

Dr. Piet van Eeuwijk, Scientific Coordinator 
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