
Health and Disease



I. Objectivist theories



Boorse’s Biostatistical 
Theory (BST)

• Health is normal species function 


• Pathology (or informally, disease) is anything less than 
normal species function (i.e., pathology is malfunction)



Applying the BST
• To find out if a part or system is malfunctioning: 


1. Identify the group sharing this individual’s species, 
age, and sex. This is the individual’s reference class.


2. What is the normal contribution of this part or system 
to survival and reproduction in the reference class?  


3. Is this part or system functioning less efficiently than 
normal for this reference class? 


• If yes, it is a pathology; if no, it isn’t.



II. Normativist 
Theories



Engelhardt

• Human values underlie all scientific explanations and 
categories


• Examples: 


• Masturbation


• Drapetomania







What is the ‘real’ cause of 
the disease symptoms?

Masturbation Bulimia Pedophilia
Cause 1 Biological 

predisposition
the (biological) 
proclivity to 
masturbate

(biological) susceptibility 
to insecurity about one’s 
weight

(biological) susceptibility 
to sexual interest in 
minors

Cause 2 Associated 
acts

masturbation act the acts of binging and 
purging

pedophilic fantasies, in 
extreme cases sex or 
rape

Cause 3 Social norms social and moral 
norms prohibiting 
masturbation

youth, fitness, and 
thinness are socially 
idealized forms of 
femininity

moral and legal norms 
prohibiting sex between 
adults and minors and 
possession of child 
pornography

Effect Symptoms/
signs 
(sequelae)

fainting, anemia, 
insanity, death

malnutrition, dental 
problems, anemia, heart 
attacks, anxiety 
associated with binging 
and purging

mood disorders, anxiety 
disorders, psychoactive 
substance use disorder, 
other paraphilia Dx, 
sexual dysfunction Dx 
(see Raymond et al, 
1999)
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