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I. 

SOCIAL FACTORS IN ILLNESS 

Adam Graycar 

Man is a biological entity, but it is eraneaus to think of him 

simply as a biological entity - man in these circumstances would be a 

nan-entity. The collection of tissues - of muscles, blood, brain and 

water that together make up man exist within a social, cultural, and 

political setting. The well-being of the organism depends largely on 

the extent to which it adapts to its environment. Terms such as "well 

being", of course, are open ta much argument and semantic dispute -

"well being" varies from society to society. Malnutrition in Australia 

is regarded and judged in a certain way - the same standards don't 

apply in, say, Bangladesh. "Well being", for a long time, was thought 

ta relate only to organic matters. If one could walk and work, then 

one was well - if not, one was ill. Later the term mental illness was 

used to describe nan-organic disorders, and a careful. analysis of many 

of the sorts of things that are called "illness" - whether it be 

physical or mental, reflect social, cultural and political factors. 

Treatment also relates to these phenomena. 

About 23 centuries ago a Greek philosopher called Aristotle made 

the not altogether startling pronouncement that man is a social 

animal. As he wrote in Greek, this has been translated both as "man 

is a social animal" and "man is a political animal". We accept that 

man is a social animal, but only reluctantly do we accept that he is 

a political animal - and that things political affect most aspects of 

his behaviour - including his health and illnesses. 
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will be enshrined in the culture, while the individual's interactions, 

roles and status all have an important bearing on the social factors 

in health and illness. 
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