


Ramon 's pickup caught fi vc gray euyutcs 

trottlllg into the desert nighl. I re lllemher 

their a11gle(1 gait lookillg eU l1liL~llke 0111 

cars with spTll ng fnLlnes. 

IIlIt to Ramoll they were I1U joke. \Ve 

had rllslteclolltofhis Tlicson hUlise ill 

Uaniu Pascua jus t after his cousin Ca rlos 

called ill a panicked pleu lill" he lp. T he 

coyoteseon firmed RUlIHlIl 's hclicfthat his 

COllsin was ill ser ious trouble. 

In Illy yenl's of fiel{lwork ill me{lical 

soc iology, I 've swelied cverything from 

faith JlCalc rs t.ocheimmullc systcmso f 

Swc{les, Imt th is was [hc llrst time I 

dlUught to take l1uteofcoyotes us asign of 

iIlheuhh. 

Cousin Ca1'ius' h01lle was u wur ?olle 

where holy wate r and prayers were rhe 

weap(lIls III' ehuice. H is family wa.~ half 

Mexican amllHllfYaqni Indian , alllllHISU­

al all iallee conSidering t hat the Yaqnis had 

fle{lnortherll Sonora for -Hlcson ufter los­

ing a war w ith the Mex ican a rmy. 

Enguged in a de.~perate seare ll I di(ln 't yet 

IInderstaml,acunple of womellwerctcar. 

ing the hcudl iller mit of Carlos' car whi lc 

calling out hoth YU(lui amI Spun ish illCa l1 _ 

tations. The house 's inte rior wus ulsu in 

sllamhles. Hy now Carlos was nearly cata. 

C({w eVil COI/II01{l(Imls (if · lhi.~ Farisco m(ull In 

)/ I({ui bcli~r cOlilmst tlt e J;Jr~c.,· 'if 'gaod 
rC!Jrcswtal b!lllw whiu D eer DWlCcr III(uh 
OIl PI'I:!,C 25. /Jol{, urc wllheJllicfJiece.f giuetl 

/().wcio{ogi8 / /{ iclwrrl H css/criJy)'u/flli 
ImliOIiS dUriJig hi~'ficl(lworh hi ArizoJla. 
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101lic. Hi scst ral1ged wife had diNI only 

twu weeks earlier uf unknuwn causes. A 

photograph ufhcr~l11i1ed rrum a wall near 

a shrine tu Om Lady of Gtlad(llnpe. Grief 

was lIuL hi ~ problcm. Sevcral ufCarlos' 

killl11uvcd (Ibullt in (" ol1fus ion. All110st 

evcryonc was sea rching fral1tic:.lly, HOP­

ping ol1ly to spra), hoi)' waler. 

Carlos lookc{l lilrlllltllCworidlike 

llC'd bccnloJd dmt he hlld ol1ly 24110IIrs 

to li \"e.luawa)" tlllItispredsclywhal 

Imd JllIPI}Cncd. He had felt a Illll1p ill the 

pillow earlie r tlme night, IIml he tore it 

open todiseover scvcrul item~thut werca 

cu rse on his lifc: A photograph ()fCu rlos 

t!mt only his wifc possessc{l had becn cut 

to Ilt on top (If a wax Ilgllrinc. 

NumCf()u~ pins pie rce{l the pidure aud 

imbedded inLhc wax. ,\long with the fig_ 

urine and feathers, spider eggs IUld hee l1 

scwn into [he pillow. This deuth ellrse 

wm ll{1 work, Ramon slIid, bccllu.~e CurIos 

had heen clo.~c to t he I1gurinc liJr an 

eXlended pcriod. The evil wOl·kcd partly 

throllgh proximity. Speculation wus t hat 

Carlos' wire had placed the cursc. 

As I p"zzlc(1ovcrall this, money start_ 

1'(1 changing hands. Ramon was collecting 

b i ll ~~$ lOs and $20~~frorn folks whose 

dOtlliug and cracked hands told me that 

they wcre nu bener off than Ramon, and I 

kuew $20 was a great deal to him . In a 

matlerof milllites, he had ncarlycollectcd 

theellrandera's fecor $500.Curanderas 

are traditional Mcxican healers, good 

witches chu rged wilh remuving cu rses as 
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well a.~ other tusks of healing. \Vithout 

(Illick inl ervention, Carins would be a 

(lcad mall . Itnmou had .~ee ll itbeforc. 

l ypicall y, hesa id, people who learn 

they are c1Irscd aud do nothing (lie within 

day.~. I C01lld sec from Carios' expression­

lessHale tlwt il woul(J nnt bc IOllg bcfore 

his physical health followed hi~ failing 

cnloLiollalstate. 

The lIe"t" Illuming wc drove acros.~ the 

Mc"i<;an honlcr to dlc homc of thce\1ran. 

(Iera In Nugalcs. Qlite a few $500 fecs 

had gunc toward her lILrcc-bedromu 

housewilh illdoorplumbi l1g aml l1i<;cfm_ 

niLLIrc. That Ita1l1011 ami Ca rlus had no 

such luxlIrics was of li ttle CO l1ce rll. 

l{alllOIl hande{1 hcrtllClIloncy. 

SllC tu ld Carlos to place his hal1{J 011 d lC 

pluslie bugctHllail1ing Lilccursc'sc lc. 

lI1ellt~~feathers, spi(ler eggs, photo and 

WIIX figliriLLe- and shc laid her hands 011 

hil1l. She cxplaiLLc(1 tlllLll"hc curse wou ld 

fl ow phYSically from hil11 imo her. She 

would literally ahso l"llthc c Lirse and hope 

tllll t she IlUd enough power to ward it 01T. 
Five.hundred doJ1a l'~ wou ld he s111all CUll . 

solation ifher Illagie should fail. 

She praYNI in Spanish: Carlos is a brood 

man and a gOO() fatlwr who (Icserves to 

livc. If the hot and cold forccsufeurQn. 

cleris lllO cll llld hellsecl fl)r ev il purposcs 

such asthiseursc, thensLifely tllCycolI1(1 

heal theacCllrse(1us wcll. Finally she 

s ighcd, saying thc CIll"SC hud cntered her 

bmly. She would fight it now. 

Carlos hugged Ramon and sobhed 
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T HE STORY OP CARLOS CRYSTAL­

lizes some ideas considered key 
among many who study health in 

its broadest terms. Health is a trilogy of 

physical. emotional and social well.being. 
To lose one is to lose all. Pursuing physical 

health while ignoring social relationships 

or mental functioning can compromise 

physical health itself. The social relation­
ship problems that probably led to the 
curse on Carlos threatened his physical 

health as surely as a cancer attacking his 

organ systems. His social network of 

friends and family that cancelled the 

curse saved him from death as effectively 

as the most potent ami·cancer drug. 
Clearly. some balanced view of health is 
worth looking for. 

The search for health is an ancient one 

indeed. Virwally all cultures hold belief 

systems defining health as a unity of 

physical, mental and social well_heing. All 

religions. for example. have the concept of 

redemption through which people regain 

physical, social and emotional balance in 

their lives. thereby achieving a state of 

perfection or health. \\'estern relig ions 

call this state salvation . resurrection, 

immortality and harmony with nllture. In 

Eastern religiOns the words are nirvana. 

liberation, wisdom and cosmic unity. 
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Almost without fail one finds in 

ancient religiOUS tracts stories about "dis­

ease" where people lose this balance and 

unleash forces inimical to their health. 

Theearliest Greek thinkers used similar 

purposes, the drama of a liver transplant 

beats w hat's happening in the intellectual 

and emotional spheres of modern life. 

People caught up in the informacion 

society tend to relinquish control over the 

HEALTH IS A TR I LOGY OF PHYSICAL, EMOTIONAL 

AND SOCIAL WELL-BEING . To LOSE ONE IS TO LOSE ALL . 

CLEARLY. SOME BALANCED VIEW OF HEA LTH IS WORTH LOOKING FOR . 

criteria for the health of individuals as 

well as communities. postulating a bal­

ance among the virtues of courage, wis­

dom . justice and temperance (phYSical. 

social and emotional). 

In their cautionary tales. intemperate 

or arrogant individuals who neglect oblig­

ations to the community bring " disease" 

upon themselves and their neighbors. 

Some more modern examples: The com­

puter gcek who neither exercises nor 

interacts with others ends up a couple of 

fish and chips shy of a complete meal and 

writes virus programs that destroy com­

puter networks. Or. the athlete who has 

pursued sport to the exclusion of social 

and intellectual growth and ends up at age 
21 in broken health with few friends and 

a dim economic future. Finally, consider 

the wealthy ·workaholic who neglects 

family and community obligations. These 

people, like so many others before them. 

have organized their lives and conducted 

their relationships in ways that have made 

them sick. 

One ·wonders whether ancient concep­

tions of health arc achievable or even rele­

vant in our information society. The 

media thoroughly report the miracles of 

nlodern medicine. After so many accounts 

of gelle splicing and organ transplanta­

tion. many of us come away with the con_ 

viction that drugs and surgery alone can 

keep our physical beings clunking along 

nicely into our latc 80s. For prime-time 
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social forces that shape health in favo r of 

the dramatic technological quick fix . I 

call this the liposuction mentality--the 

patient just shows up. and the doctor docs 

all the work. Relief is quick but sympto­
matic. The social and emotional condi­

tions that caused the prohlem remain. The 

patient looks better, feels worse and will 

likely relapse. T he health-care system 

then becomes ineffective, inefficient and 

hence far too costly to maintain. Medical 

SOCiologiSts and others have long looked 

beyond the quick fix at other forces shap­

ing health in our modern world. 

Decades-long SOCiological studies of 

aging at Duke, the University of 

California,Berkeley and here at MU have 

shed some light on how to remain healthy 

well past middle age. My own research 

with elders in rural Missouri showeil that 

health seemed to be maintained best in 

people with larb'C and supporti .... e social 

networks. Membership in formal organi­

zations such as churches was particularly 

important. The people who joined organi­
zations early in life and maintained their 

involvement averaged 20 years more of 

life than those who were more isolated . In 

the meantime, the socially involved folks 

seemed to enjoy better phYSical and emo­

tional health while they were participat. 

ing in organizations such as the Daughters 

of Tabor. Rotary Club and the Knightsof 

Columbus. 

Dne 93-year-old woman told me that 

SPRING 1996 



her chi ldren seldolll vis it ed her s ince III OV _ 

illg away long ag:o. But they sent appli . 

IInees by the dOJ:c n. w hich shc stacked 

IIlong the wa lls of h('r slIIall hO Ule. ! corn ­

mCllted 011 all IIImpcncd TV stacked nn 

topnfalllicrnwaveo\,en box. 

Slle s ighe(land laughe(!. The T V mude 

her lH' rVOliS hccause T V peuplc were 

meall to eac h ('tILc r alllilalkcd WII fast. 

The mitrtlwave wa.m't of much interest , 

cithl'r, heeause il eCl\lke(! f01ll1 fas t , allli 

she was in IW hurry. J\cs idcs, she was 

uc('upied cvery day except the Sabh:uh 

hclping wi l h the (Iecofat inns at I he seniof 

celli cr. Sundays she uttellde(1 ellurch lind 

visiled w ilh frie nds over llindt. Sincc 

WOlllcn in OUf stully werc more likely tllIlll 

It1cn tn be sncially invulved . gcnder was 

also a s irung predictor of IOllAcvity. 

[111nlllnizal j uns and yl'a rly checkups 

secrncd w llllve liule or no effect Oil how 

long pe'"plc livcd . 
My cnlleagucs al1d I compared II le.,e 

rllral Missourialls wilh a very d ifferellt 

group of e l (lers~tlle i r urball cuWHer­

pans li ving ill GoLilellberg, Swedc n, Of 
course, the Swedes had every a(lvlIl1tage 

rega rding Illedica l se rvices heell lLSc their 

nutional healLlI _earc system pruv ides 

e([llal access to all cit izens. Swedes also 

enjoy a higher stnndard of livi ng ge llerally 

ing lhe hcalth slatus of older peopl(' both 

in Sweden 111111 r..Iissouri was int riguing 

becuusc the group~ d iffcrcd so IlIncil cui. 

tu ral ly nrul eetlllomieally. \Ve ~c t Ol1ll\) 

cxpluill why, Harting widl intcrviews of 

sOl1Je 10tig- live{1 Missouriuns ah()IH t heir 

experietlees, lIl liHtdes und philosophies of 

life. \Ve also dug more decply into lhe 
Swe(lisll dUla for sOllie conllection 

hctween t he soc ial, cmol iol1u l and phys i, 

cuI well _bc ing uf lhe rescllrcll subjects 

Almost imme(liately. we hit pay lli rt 

T ile Missouri elilers uniform ly 

de~c rihed ti le greal va lue tlley plnec(1 Oil 

t heir connections with fanti ly and com· 

WE ESTABLISHED THE FACT THAT BEING PART OF A SOCIAL NIETWORK 

50MII!:HOW BOLSTII:RII!:D ONE'S IMMUNE SYSTII!:M AND THAT THIS IN TURN 

than Americans, espec ially the 65 years 

and older crowd . Nevcrtheless, like the 
Missouri elders, the Swedes w ho partici_ 

patcd ill sOcial l1erworks. especially 

frie ndships, lived Li te longestllnd heult/li­

CS t lives. \Volllen were lIIorC likely to Ilave 

friends, and they li ved longer thun the 

men. Just us in Missouri. lise of medical 

services did not predict a long l ife. T ile 

fact thul the sU llie sucial forces were shap-
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IlIl111ity, Few had fcgrets nbout t heir [ives 

with one notableexceptioll, Must would 

have gottcn a better educal iO Il and seen 

t hat dleir children received more school. 

illg. Othcrwise, thcy wcrc Contellt with 

dlcir li ves. Most of theel(lcrs wcre SlUr{­

irlg fa milics w hen the Grcat Depress ion 

hit. T hcy had litt le to lose ami never 

milch valued acquiring money and materi_ 

al things. Such thi ngs, they told liS. can't 

.1111101 

give lovc ur su ppurt. Motley tends to drive 

wedges 1)l'Iwcen people. Tlreirellrrency. 

il scems, was ~oc ial exchange. T h is out­

look ~ecrned 10 resuh in l110re freedom 10 

devote tlwir elll' rf,!;ies to socia l tics widl 

fanlily. fri(,11lls and cUl1Ill1unit)' ins tilU. 

tiol1~. The~e ti(·s sccme{1 to prod uce 11 

sense of ('ollll1H1llit), and of self·worth 

wha! ~"e iul('I-\isls cllll social cohesion. \\ e 

thouV;lll il udd.,{1 sOl11ellOw tu their health 

aml lollb'Cv it y. but it wa511't clcar how. 

Several )'curs 1:lter ill Sweden, we were 

able 10 study the physiul,,~ alongside the 

socialliV('s of "lIf suhjcl't s, Pcrhaps there 

was 11 phpicallink in dll' social-cohesioll 

I·xpianul ion of v;ood Iwulth . One of the 

leSlS thaI Swe{lisit r('spulldellts had taken 

over Ille )'ea r~ meusurcd il11111UllC system 

fun ctioning. As one wuuld e"pect. people 

with poorly fUl1rt ioni ng imillulle syslems 

were less likely to live u [ung life than 

those with more robust (Icfctlses. nUL we 

also discovered lhllt people who were 

involved in sOl' iul netw()rb had better 

immune systems than did lhc more iSOlat­

ed Swedes. If pn important change 

oeeurrecl in social lICI works-the depth 

of a spOUSe-tiIC immune system would 

I hen dccline. We established that being 

pllrL of a ~ocialnetwn rk somehow hoi­

sl,ered one's ill1l11U l1e Sy~IC I11 and that this 

in lurn improved hcalt.h Ilnd longevity. 
\Vhat do nil these dutall1e lln? Perhaps 

Hans Selye, the foremost authority on 

stress's damaging physical effecls, su id it 
best. Aftcr u distingui shed career devoled 

almost entirely to the study of pllysicpl 
Ilea lth . lie condu(led thut thc secret to 

health eoul(l be fou nd in three precepu : 

Sclattninablegoals, thereby protecting 

Ulenta[ health. Know your physiclll llnd 

emotional breakiug points, and Stop well 

before rcaching them. Fi nally. live all 

aetivc sucial lifeof scrvice to others. 

! f these conclusiolls sound LOa simple 

for such a large body of scientific study, 

rcmember that. done well . they shape the 

work of 0 lifetime, li kely a long onc. • 
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