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of life of the people and the state of the economy. Imagine 
a society in which citizens had “permission” to be sick fre-
quently. How would that society continue to function? 
Cultural beliefs about illness and how to treat the sick vary 
by society.

Consider the case of the former, now dissolved, Soviet 
Union. After the Soviet victory over Czarist Russia in 1917, 
the new revolutionary government was faced with an 
underdeveloped nation that still produced its food with 
human-powered plows and simple hoes. The task of lead-
ing the country out of the 16th century and into the 20th 
was formidable. It called for a total effort from the nation’s 
workforce. The new government determined that absen-
teeism at work, regardless of excuse, had to be kept very 
low. Accordingly, the government instituted rules that 
required workers who were ill to obtain a certificate allow-
ing them to be absent from work because of illness  
(G. Weiss and Lonnquist 2015). These certificates could be 
obtained only from government clinics, and each clinic 
could issue only a limited number of permits. In some 
cases, the government encouraged physicians to compete 
with one another to see how few certificates they could 
issue. Thus, absence due to illness was controlled, and the 
human resources needed for rebuilding the nation were 
augmented. The macro-level needs were met at the 
expense of individuals.

Global health focuses on several issues, including 
possible pandemics of highly contagious diseases, which 
have become worldwide threats as global  travel 
increases. A pandemic is a disease prevalent throughout 
an entire country that may infect a continent or reach 
around the world. Major efforts by international organi-
zations and Global North countries contained the Ebola 
outbreak in West Africa beginning in March 2014, and 
efforts are under way to control the Zika virus that is fast 
spreading in countries around the world. Figure 11.1 
illustrates the global nature of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 
As of June 2015, 36.9 million people around the world 
were living with HIV, and 66% of new cases occur in sub-
Saharan Africa. Only 15.8 million were receiving treat-
ment. Since 2000, 25.3 million people have died of 
AIDS-related illness (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention 2016b).

Controlling such diseases requires cooperation across 
national boundaries by organizations such as the United 
Nations. Smallpox, for example, remained a serious global 
threat from the Middle Ages until the World Health 
Organization of the United Nations eliminated the disease 
completely in the 1960s. Likewise, river blindness once 
afflicted thousands of West Africans but has been eradicated 

due to international cooperation. Funding by organizations 
such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation supports 
research, treatment, and eradication of killer diseases such 
as malaria, AIDS, and tuberculosis.

When you are sick, illness may seem like an individual 
problem, but as shown in the previous examples, it is far 
more than that. It is also a national and global issue. This 
chapter examines health care at each level of analysis, 
from individual behaviors and decisions, to religious, 
political, and economic aspects, to the effect of stratifica-
tion and ethnic status on the quality of health care one 
receives. Keep the social world model in mind as you read 
about health, illness, and health care.

Thinking Sociologically
Why might diseases that affect a local community 
require international attention and solutions? What is 
a recent example?

THEORETICAL 
PERSPECTIVES ON  
HEALTH AND ILLNESS
In the analysis of institutions, each major paradigm or per-
spective in sociology offers a lens for understanding differ-
ent aspects of the institution. Let us consider how the 
major theoretical perspectives help us understand health 
and illness.

Pharmaceutical chief Martin Shkreli bought out the company that 
invented a life-saving drug called Daraprim. He then promptly raised 
the price about 5,000 percent—from $13.50 to $750 per pill. The 
public response was outrage, and he was called to testify to Congress. 
One role of governments is to protect the public’s health.
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