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Good Will, Good Health

The good tidings and good will so abundantly on display at this rarefied time around Christmas would really be lovely year round.  If, however, we can only muster the will for consistent kindness once a year, and are too permissive of other impulses in other seasons, our health is apt to suffer.  

There is evidence in the research literature that positive emotion- namely happiness- can enhance our immune defenses, whereas negative emotion can impair them.  Pleasant feelings have been shown to increase the production of antibodies, while reducing output of the stress hormone, cortisol.  Accelerated progression of cancer, heart disease, HIV, and autoimmune disorders has been linked to negative emotions, from sadness to anxiety.

In a study published this year in Psychosomatic Medicine, 193 healthy adults with either positive or negative emotional states were intentionally exposed to the viruses that cause cold and flu.  After accounting for other important factors, positive emotions- feeling happy and calm- reduced the risk of becoming ill by as much as three-fold.

Numerous studies link optimism to better surgical recovery, and better outcomes following cancer or heart disease.  Pessimism, of course, takes matters in the opposite direction. 
Anthropologists tell us we are social animals, a case never more memorably nor succinctly made than by the 17th century preacher John Donne, who penned  “no man is an island.” Our social bonds may be the crucial determinant of our private emotions, and the quality of our lives.  

Being ill can of course interfere with activity, and relationships.  But the associations go the other way as well.  Poor social connections, loneliness, and discontent are consistently associated with increased risk of chronic disease and premature death.

Stress, anger, anxiety, and depression have all been shown to promote heart disease, the leading killer of both men and women in the US.   Such emotions may ensue from social isolation.  A study this year in the American Journal of Cardiology showed that among older men, the more intact their social network, the lower their blood levels of CRP, a marker of inflammation and a strong heart disease risk factor.  


An article published this year in Nursing Research shows that social support influences health practices in pregnancy.  The more nurturing relationships a woman has, the better she cares not only for herself, but for her yet-to-be-born baby.  


The studies confirming the influence of emotion on health are as numerous and diverse as the message is simple.  Contentment fosters wellbeing.  Discontentment undermines it.
We need no scientific literature to tell us what propagates contentment.  Kindness, generosity, and solidarity make us all feel good.  Happiness, security, and contentment tend to ensue when we are surrounded by people who act as if our well-being matters to them.  We influence one another’s health, and our own, by the ways we treat one another.
A unique perspective on how one creature can influence another is the subject of ‘The Extended Phenotype,’ (Oxford University Press, 1999) by Richard Dawkins, the Charles Simonyi Professor for the Public Understanding of Science at Oxford, University. A phenotype is the sum of physical constructs –arms, and legs, and eyes- for which a genotype, a collection of genes, serves as both recipe and chef.  In ‘The Extended Phenotype,’ Dawkins makes the case for a phenotype that extends beyond the body.  

It is genes, for example, that compel a beaver to build a dam and thus alter acres of woodland into a pond.   In essence, that pond is produced by genes passed from beaver parent to beaver pup.  It is genes in a cheetah that best explain the speed and agility of a gazelle.  We are influenced not only by our own genes, but by the extended reach of genes housed in other bodies, and even other species.
We have Professor Dawkins to thank for another important concept as well- the ‘meme.’  A meme is the cultural equivalent of a gene, a means of transmitting ideas, ideals, and insights.   Whether or not they passed on genes to biological offspring, the likes of Plato, Aristotle, Shakespeare, Newton, and Einstein have populated the globe with the offspring of their prolific minds.  They have passed along their memes.

And in a sense, we pass along our own, humbler memes with every gesture, greeting, and exchange.  If the reach of genes extends beyond a body, then the reach of memes does too, and even more so.  We are all caught up in a web of memes.  Whereas genes shape the physical structures of our bodies, memes shape the character of our lives.  The ‘extended memotype’ is the web of influence we all have on one another.  

There are reasons why good will toward all might take some conscious effort.  The natural world can be a harsh place, and our species has survived it to become the dominant animal on the planet (with the possible exception of cockroaches).  Getting here likely required a cautious and suspicious nature, a bit of greed and selfishness, and even the capacity for ruthlessness and violence.   
The genes that helped us fight our way to the top of the proverbial food chain may compete with the memes we might most like to impart. The premium we place on good will at holiday time, and our tendency to neglect it far too often during the rest of the year (just think of yourself behind the wheel of a car in traffic), is the behavioral expression of conflict and ambivalence in human nature.

But we have capacity to be masters of our collective fate.  Casting our health in terms of genes and memes is an invitation to apply leverage where we can.  Health is the product of both Nature and nurture.  We as yet have little influence over what elements of health Nature inscribes in our genes.  But we can nurture health in ourselves and one another by how we choose to behave.  
We live in the web of one another’s will, for good, or for ill.  So in this all-too-brief season when good will reigns, pause to imagine what life, and health, might be like if good will toward one another required no invitation, and knew no season.
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