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What is “Health”?

There is a flood of information these days *pushing us to be healthy--- to eat healthy foods, exercise
healthily, and make healthy lifestyle choices. We hear debates about public health and worry about health
expenses. The governments of most countries have a *ministry just for health. And of course the United
Nations has a special *agency for health: the World Health Organization or WHO. Although we all spend
quite a lot of time thinking about health, have you ever taken a moment to think about what health is?

The definition that your dictionary will probably suggest is simply that health is “absence of disease”.
Someone with a disease is unhealthy; someone with no disease is healthy. This seems reasonable,
*provided we understand “disease” in a wide sense that includes any kind of pain, injury, or problem. It
also needs to include not just physical problems, but also mental ones. After all, if someone is severely
*depressed, or has such strong *phobias that they can’t leave the house, then we can’t call them “healthy”.
Mental and physical are both important dimensions of health. On this understanding of “health”, then,
the job of the health professional is to help people be free from disease, both physical and mental.

However, the *constitution of the WHO defines health differently, as “a state of complete physical,
mental, and social *well-being and not merely the absence of disease or *infirmity”. 61 countries adopted
this constitution in 1946, just after the end of World War II. Though the world has changed considerably
and the WHO constitution has been *amended four times since, the definition has not been changed and
is still very influential.

There are two main differences between our first definition and the WHO one. Firstly, the WHO
recognizes a “social” dimension in addition to the physical and mental ones. “Social health” often means
the factors in society that affect health: for example, access to healthcare, education, and the distribution
of wealth. These political issues are a priority for the WHO, but probably not what is meant by “social
well-being” here. For individuals, social health is about having good relationships with other people.

Secondly, the WHO definition mentions “well-being”. This is a positive word that suggests happiness.
If we accept this definition, then, someone with a disease, or who is not generally enjoying their life, is
unhealthy; someone with no disease who is generally enjoying their life is healthy. On this understanding
of “health”, the job of the health professional is to not only help people be free from disease, both physical
and mental, but also to help people be happy.

(Christopher Bullsmith, et al., What Makes Us Healthy?, Tsurumi Shoten X ¥ )
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