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number of rodents and insects, the water supplies, and the 
direct contact people have with one another. Currently, 
about half of the world’s people live in urban areas, many in 
slums surrounding major cities. Problems such as open 
sewers, inadequate sanitation, lack of electricity, and pol-
luted water pervade these slums. Overcrowding, combined 
with these problems, causes infectious diseases to spread 
more rapidly. Growing numbers of locations with shared 
circulated air (airplanes, domed stadiums, and air-condi-
tioned office buildings and hotels) also spread disease. Even 
climate change and antimicrobial resistance affect the 
spread of diseases (World Health Organization 2013).

The growing threat of pandemics is one cause for global 
concern, but the global disparity in the handling of treatable 
diseases remains an even more pressing issue. The uneven 
distribution of health care, doctors, and medicines around 
the world and resistance of some religious groups to inocu-
lating their children has led to many preventable and cur-
able diseases going untreated. In spite of increasingly 
sophisticated medical technology, as long as there is 
inequality in countries of our social world, adequate health 
care will not reach all people and all countries equally.

A health care worker, wearing a protective suit, feeds an  
Ebola-infected child at a medical facility in Kailahun, the epicenter  
of the world’s Ebola outbreak in 2014.
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In the next chapter we explore two more 

institutions: politics and economics. Democracy 

comes in many forms and structures. If you want to 

live in a society where you have a voice, get 

involved in the political system and stay well 

informed about the policies your government is 

considering or has recently enacted. Political 

systems need diverse voices and critics—regardless 

of what party is currently in power—to create 

vibrant societies that represent the citizens.

Thinking Sociologically
We live in a global world, yet our most immediate 
experiences are local. How might you and your family 
benefit if international agencies resolve health prob-
lems in Africa, Asia, and South America?

WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED?

Sickness and the roles of sick people are social con-

structions that vary across societies. Although 

health is a private, personal concern, it is also a pub-

lic concern, delivered through organizations dis-

pensing health care and government practices 

determining access and funding of health care. 

Distant from your daily life but important to your well-

being are the global health organizations that con-

cern themselves with global epidemics. In addition, 

whether you can afford or have access to medical 

care depends, in part, on the economic conditions in 

society and the global marketplace of health care 

delivery.

•	 Sociology examines the social implications of 

health and illness—from the micro level of individu-

als coping with illness to the meso level of institu-

tional interactions and complex organizations that 

manage health and illness to the global issues of 

controlling the spread of diseases around the world.

•	 Whether looking at the medicalization of social 

problems through labeling or examining functions 


