Obesity: a personal illness or a public problem?

 

This lecture considers two different conceptions of obesity. According to the first conception obesity is primarily a medical problem which concerns the obese individual and the health care professional. It is argued that this understanding of obesity is largely mistaken, because it identifies the problem in a wrong way and leads us to respond to it by ineffective means. The second conception suggests that obesity should first and foremost be seen as a social problem. According to this second approach the main reasons for obesity lie in the fact that an increasing number of children and adults are living in an environment which makes it more and more difficult for them to  lead healthy lives. By regarding obesity primarily as a social and even as a political issue, rather than as a disease of the individual, the responsibility for the problem and for its solution shifts in important ways. Instead of placing the responsibility for this condition almost entirely on the shoulders of the obese person and the health care professional, the primary responsibility is put on politicians and others who have the power to shape society. It is also put on all of us as citizens, since it is the responsibility of each and every one of us to build a community where it is at least not made difficult for people to lead healthy lives.

 

