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Hope

Barack Obama has been elected President of the United States.  That may not seem to fall within my purview as a preventive medicine expert and health columnist.  But I believe it does.

Because hope is where the vitality of our bodies meets the vitality of the body politic, where the prospects for our personal fate collide with our collective destiny.  Hope is a wellspring of health.

The assertion that the election of Obama is a source of hope is by no means mine, and in no way partisan.  The expressions of hope over the days since the election have been protean, prolific, and profound.  If you have read any newspaper or watched the news, you already know- so I feel no need to persuade you.

We were all witness to history on November 4th.  We all observed that the way things have always been is not the way things must always be.  Even if you don’t care all that much for the way things are, the capacity to change direction is universally hopeful.  The simple possibility that the path of the future may diverge from the footfalls of the past is the essence of hope.

Long before there was science to show the significance of hope to health, the wise and insightful knew.  The power of hope was perhaps never better expressed in prose than by Friedrich Nietzsche: “He who has a why to live for can bear with almost any how.”  Why…is something to hope for.

Emily Dickinson took the same sentiment to its most eloquent expression in poetry: “Hope is the thing with feathers…”


They and others anticipated the science that has since accumulated to validate their intuition.  A large body of research associates pessimism with heightened vulnerability to disease, and with adverse outcomes of such disease.  Pessimists suffer more infections, heart attacks, and cancer.  And they withstand these assaults poorly.  Data from the global INTERHEART study run out of McMaster University, for example, suggest that nearly a third of the total risk for heart attack is attributable to psychosocial stress.

Optimism, in contrast, portends just the opposite- less risk of disease, and better outcomes when disease does occur.  Optimism is a non-denominational defender of health, protecting against everything from the common cold, to cancer.  In 2006, researchers at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, PA, showed that colds and flu developed less often in study participants with a ‘positive emotional style’ following willful exposure to the causative viruses.  

Researchers at Michigan State University have reported less debilitating pain and fatigue in optimistic cancer patients than in their otherwise comparable, less optimistic counterparts.  Optimism predicts a positive response to chemotherapy, and a lower risk of death following a cancer diagnosis.  

And to the extent that optimism and hope are not quite the same thing, hope may matter more.  A decade ago, researchers at Keene State College in New Hampshire specifically tested the differential associations of optimism and hope with health outcomes, and found hope to be the better predictor.


And so my simple excuse for embracing a topic that might seem a bit out of bounds is that health is bounded by hope.  Where there is greater cause for hope, there is greater hope for health.


If those calling one another names last week are simply calling one another this week, there is greater cause for hope.


If the nation’s youth can be induced to overcome the tendency to just keep “waiting on the world to change,” and rather go out and propel us toward that change, then there is greater cause for hope.


 If those looking on from beyond our borders perceive once again a beacon that is uniquely our own, then there is greater cause for hope.
Hope is a wellspring of health.  But the aphorism to the contrary notwithstanding, it does not, of its own accord, spring eternal.  The well of hope can run dry.  The aquifer it drains must periodically be replenished.   When that well is replenished, health is among the many seedlings it will feed.


This, then, is my rationale for choosing the election of a president as the topic of a preventive medicine column.  I have cause to hope for better health when that feathered thing is in flight all round us.  When we see it wing by in print, on air, and on-line.  As we confront the stark challenges of our current ‘how,’ we have cause to hope for the vitality engendered by a rejuvenated ‘why.’  That cause for hope…is hope itself.
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