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Health, Bodies, and the Body Politic

Since the First Lady announced her campaign to turn the tide of childhood obesity- for which I once again commend and thank her- I have received numerous messages from colleagues and students who, perhaps thinking I have Michelle on ‘speed dial,’ have asked me how they can ‘get to’ the First Lady and help her.  I convivially tell them I believe she lives somewhere on Pennsylvania Avenue, and politely suggest they are missing the point.  
The First Lady is not asking us to help her; she is helping us to help ourselves.

Mrs. Obama is, as far as I can tell, a genuinely good and caring person.  She also is intelligent and well educated, and has the practical advantage of being a mother of two.  And then there’s the fact that she is married to the President of the United States.

But otherwise, she has no credentials, training, or experience that should cause us to think she knows how to fix the problem of childhood obesity.  She is not a dietitian, pediatrician, exercise physiologist or aerobics instructor- although she shakes a mean hula-hoop.  She doesn’t have the solution.  She can just shine a spotlight on the problem better than the rest of us.

It is wrong to think the spotlight cast by the First Lady defines the boundaries of either this problem, or its solution.  You don’t have to be standing next to Mrs. Obama to be in on the action.

I have for some time used the metaphor of a levee to characterize the effort required to overcome the threat of obesity and the chronic diseases- diabetes, heart disease, cancer, and more- with which it is prominently associated.  

The flood waters are ominously high.  Energy-dense, nutrient-dilute foods are part of the flood.  The aggressive marketing of those very foods is part of the flood.  Nutrition packages that accentuate the positive and obscure the negative are part of the flood.

Hectic schedules that preclude preparation of food at home and limit time for exercise are part of the flood.  Suburban sprawl is part of the flood.  The eviction of physical education and recess from the school day is part of the flood.  Television is part of the flood.  Leaf blowers, snow blowers, video games and even the Internet are part of the flood.  After all, surfing once required getting wet.

Just ask anyone living near the wide Missouri: there is no quick fix to stop flood waters, and turn the tide.  You painstakingly stack sandbags until your levee is high enough to top the waters, and then you wait to dry out.

Everyone currently bending their backs to stack sandbags and raise the levee to turn the tide of epidemic childhood obesity, and adult obesity for that matter, is already ‘helping’ the First Lady.  They are helping her to help us help ourselves.  And anyone not doing so would not be of greater use to the cause just for standing in a spotlight.
I like to think I am a pretty good and indefatigable sand-bagger in m own right, and have gone so far as to establish a non-profit foundation as my base of operations for levee raising (see: http://www.turnthetidefoundation.org/index.htm).  But building a levee is a job for all of us, and I am pleased to encounter the inspiring efforts of fellow sand-baggers everywhere I go.

Some months ago, for example, I was delighted to learn of the ‘fun theory’ and its application to physical activity.  You may have already encountered the effect of turning a stairwell in a Swedish subway station into piano keys on stair versus escalator use, but if not, please do at http://www.thefuntheory.com/piano-staircase.  Musical stairs are a perfectly good sandbag.

So is good food lovingly served to preschool children.  I am just back from a meeting in Montreal at which I was fortunate to meet the husband and wife team who founded ‘Real Food for Real Kids’ (http://www.rfrk.com/).  In brief, this couple couldn’t find a daycare serving decent, wholesome, “real” food when they needed one for their own kids.  So first they provided food for their son.  Then they provided food for the whole daycare.  Then for a dozen area daycares.

And now, roughly 6 years later, they are feeding nearly 6,000 children wholesome food every day while supporting local farmers using sustainable methods.  Good for the land, good for the children, and as it turns out, a really good business. Doing well by doing good is a fine sandbag.
Somewhat ironically, a report just out from the CDC highlights the ever-increasing life expectancy in the U.S. and the much faster rise in the use of high-end medical technology, as if the link between the two is what really matters.  Advanced medical technology may at times help forestall death, but it only rarely plays a lead role in fostering health.  It’s not a part of the levee at all. 

Nor is it on the short list of important levers.  The master levers of medical destiny are feet, forks, and fingers.  Studies show consistently that better use of these, i.e., eating well, being active, not smoking- can slash population rates and personal risk of chronic disease by 80%.  No medicine comes close.
 There is thus much we can potentially do each day to advance our own health.  But to realize that potential we need environments, programs, policies, resources, and opportunities that make optimal use of feet and forks the prevailing rule rather than the noteworthy exception.  Plying the master levers of medical destiny requires dry ground to stand on, and that in turn requires that we build the levee.  
For the levee to rise, commitment to the cause is essential; standing in the spotlight is not.

We don’t need to help Mrs. Obama.   We need to help build the levee, and let her help us help ourselves by encouraging everyone to get involved.  Everyone who is stacking sandbags is part of the solution, and helping the First Lady’s cause already.  Everyone opting out is part of the problem.  For chronic disease to prevail in the world, it is enough for good people to do nothing.
Better health depends partly on each of us, but largely on all of us.  The ultimate defense of the human body resides with the body politic; and the body politic…is us.  
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