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Editorial: Language, Health and Ecology

by Arran Stibbe

 

There is a clear tendency (and not a co-incidental one) for actions beneficial to human health to be beneficial to the health of ecosystems. A list of such actions would be long, and include eating a wide variety of foods (good for biodiversity), buying locally produced vegetables (saving transport energy), choosing fresh food rather than processed, packaged or preserved food, avoiding agricultural chemicals, opening the window rather than using an air-conditioning, walking rather than driving, and so on...

Often, in anti-environmental and pro-environmental discourse alike, the needs of the planet are framed in opposition to human needs (the need for jobs, wood etc). Within the sphere of health, however, it is evident that human and environmental interests are often inseparable. Discourses which socially construct the concept of health, therefore, have a unique potential to encourage human behaviour which is of direct benefit to all life on earth. A small fraction of this potential is realised in the discourses of preventative medicine and the natural health movement. 

On the other hand, the discourse of conventional medicine is dominated by metaphors of the body as a machine and disease an invasion, constructing the concept of health technically: as long as each part of the machine is fulfilling its function appropriately, and invaders are at bay, it is healthy. Only when this status quo breaks down do the medical professionals intervene, with their armament of powerful drugs, invasive surgery, and batteries of machines, to 'fix' the patient.

Within this pervasive model, open heart surgery, for example, is 'healthy' because it allows the organism to continue functioning. But what is overlooked is the fact that many of the 'mechanical' medical deficits so expensively redressed, could be avoided in the first place. The vast array of expanding industries servicing the proliferation of high-tech hospitals is not without cost to the health of the environment. Concentration on the upward spiral of high-tech, environmentally damaging solutions to health problems has overshadowed simple, low-tech solutions such as a regular walk in the woods or a naturally balanced diet. 

Few medical, and even fewer public health professionals, would dispute the proposition that the adoption of healthy lifestyles by the population at large, would transform the nature and the frequency of demands made upon health services. The fewer the hospitals, the fewer the high-tech drugs consumed, the fewer the high-tech machines, the smaller the detriment to the health of the environment. Everyone gains, except the industries which parasitically depend on people's ill health.

Health is a central cultural concept and is constructed by many competing discourses, not least those of the high-tech and medical industries. It is a matter of public interest to investigate discourses which widely influence individual lifestyles, and in this special issue of the journal we focus attention upon one particular health discourse: the emerging concept of 'men's health', as promoted by the enormously popular Men's Health magazine.

