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Alternative Natures, Alternative Bodies: 

What the Medical World has on Offer
by Kate McDonald

Contemporary times have been termed the
‘information age' and everywhere we are presented
with facts, images, advice, and theories inviting us
in. One area where a flood of information is washing
over the public is that of health and well-being. At
every turn messages and images assert the
desirability of total health in mind, body, and spirit, to
be achieved through personal involvement and
responsibility. No longer is health understood to be
governed exclusively by the knowledge of the local
general practitioner (GP). An extensive variety of
what are termed complementary, non-conventional
or alternative therapies are on offer to the public as
an 'alternative' way of understanding and treating
disease or finding greater health.
     Different medical systems are not merely
different approaches to treating the same human
body and disease. Each is based on particular
models and conceptualizations of nature, the body,
and health which lay the foundational basis for their
methodology and therapy. For example the body can
be found referred to as anatomy, homeostasis or
balance, a biological system, energy, a spiritual
entity, or a multi-level system. These different body
conceptions appear meaningful in their cultural and
social contexts and rest on particular models of
nature and society found within current culture.
 The authoritative medical voice within
modern society is that of conventional biomedicine;
this term reflects its emphasis on the connection
between medical intervention and biological
understanding. In the West, it defines what health
and illness are, who is healthy or ill, and what
happens to the ill. These definitions result from
biomedicine's founding models of nature, the body,
and disease which are based upon numerous
assumptions borrowed from specific western
philosophical and scientific notions—in particular, the
set of beliefs that scientific understanding will
increase our ability to technologically control nature,
resulting in human progress via greater happiness
and well-being.
  The specific ideas regarding the body and
disease which form biomedicine's framework rose
out of rational understandings of nature, which saw
nature as a disenchanted, given object whose parts
could be known outside of their context. The
methodical examination of nature, its laws, and
ordering principles were seen to be of crucial
importance in solving fundamental questions such

as: 'What is a human being? Which laws and
principles underlie the functional systems in a
healthy or sick person?' What this meant for the
scientific study of the human body and disease is
that observation was restricted to increasingly
smaller fragments of life processes in search of their
physical-mathematical account. This deeper
exploration focused on the inside of the body and
technological innovations allowed more of the
human body to be seen but less of it at once. The
advancement of cellular pathology due to
developments in molecular pathology and genetic
engineering has resulted in a situation where
medicine has deserted a holistic vision of the human
body in favour of an outlook focused on individual
segments (organs, tissues, cells, genes). From this
fragmented view, 'there is no sick body, but only sick
cells, and thus no need to treat the whole body' as it
is seen to simply be a vessel of disease.
 The models that biomedicine uses to explain
the world and human body have come to be seen as
inadequate by many in the face of current social
contexts. The image of the human as a biological
machine, biomedicine's reductionist perspective, the
notion of inexorable progress, and ultimate scientific
truth as well as medicine's infallibility have all been
called out into the light and are finding their definitive
authority in question. Biomedicine has no doubt
generated some remarkable technological
accomplishments but it increasingly appears not to
have provided 'stories to live by' for many people
today. The perspectives held within biomedicine's
portfolio lack the incorporation of a number of
important human aspirations and concerns evident
in modern society: the purpose of life, the body as a
whole, nature-body relationships, questions of
responsibility for illness, personal agency in
promoting health, and the meaning of disease. The
success that has been realized in treating the human
body as a machine has resulted in the problem that
biomedicine, at times, has been left believing the
body is a machine. This however does not map onto
how individuals know their bodies, themselves.
Although most people still welcome biomedicine for
emergency intervention and biomedical knowledge
is generally recognized in wider society, people tend
to perceive a non-physical aspect in the human body
and thus reject a purely biological model of their own
individual body. Recently, biomedicine has been
witness to increasing competition as interest and use
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of alternative therapies, has grown significantly, so
that one in four people in both America and Western
Europe use alternative forms of medicine.
 Although alternative therapies are a hot topic
in modern societies, a precise definition of such
health care remains elusive. 'Non-conventional
medicine' has been coined as an all-encompassing
term for an assortment of medical systems which
deviate from contemporary biomedicine (e.g.
homeopathy, naturopathy, reflexology, herbalism,
Chinese medicine, acupuncture, chiropractic,
spiritual healing). Alternative medicine does not just
conceptualize treatment differently. Therapy tends to
be different because the founding notions of nature,
the body, health, and illness are perceived and
modeled in critically different ways. Non-
conventional medicines seem to offer new ways of
understanding health and the body, and of
approaching concerns outside biomedicine's vision.
Alternative medicines pose profound challenges to
biomedicine because it appears to blur the divisions
biomedicine embodies between subjective and
objective reality, mind and body, therapy and
therapist, the modern and the medieval, patient and
practitioner, and culture and nature.
 The most important claim made by
alternative medicines and the most frequent reason
for practicing is the notion of it being 'natural'. The
story told of 'the natural' in the alternative health
movement employs assumptions of nature's qualities
and how these would be articulated by humans living
in a 'natural' condition. This narrative dresses nature
with meanings of wholesomeness, goodness, purity,
and health which become focused on the human
body, and the state of nature.

Definitions of alternative or 'natural' therapies
are vague but generally imply that they are 'non-
technological,' 'non-drug based,' and 'non-invasive'.

These point to three
key criteria for
naturalness: the
a b s e n c e  o f
technology in both
the production of
remedies and the
t r e a t m e n t  o f
patients; safety; and
working with the
'natural forces' of
the body. The nature
which these criteria

reflect is gentle and safe and has essential qualities
which will benefit individuals. This notion that nature
is beneficent rests on a number of convictions

regarding nature's properties, specifically concerning
the properties of a natural body. The belief that the
body's 'natural' resolve is for health, that it has an
innate capacity to be healthy, and that, if the correct
conditions are supplied, the body will return to health
are fundamental to most alternative therapies. Here,
health is considered a state of nature which is a
predetermined ideal and 'natural forces' are always
working along this plan.

 This narrative which asserts the body's
ability to heal, renew itself, and ward off disease
reflects a particular set of assumptions about nature.
This nature becomes about renewal, with inherent
vital energies which flow through human bodies
fuelling this renewal. It is assumed that, so long as
these energies are balanced and unblocked, natural
health of the individual will ensue. This picture of
gentle, flowing, and beneficial nature now excludes
violence and aggression from its boundaries. This
idea of nature being balanced and harmonious is
crucial to alternative conceptions of nature's natural
'holism'. Fundamental to these notions of nature is
proper balance and harmony within nature and in the
relations between people and nature. What is
significant in this definition of nature is health, which
is seen as a natural state revealed within us as
wholeness, balance, and harmony. Because the
body is ‘natural’ these properties necessarily must
be expressed by nature itself. The conviction in an
original, natural state of the human body is
fundamental to this depiction of nature.
  As seen above, a plurality of health care
approaches exist and are founded on differing
conceptions of nature and the human body. These
body images embody key assumptions about nature
employed by the medical system they belong to and
subsequently determine what heath, illness, and
appropriate treatment looks like. Models can be
found all along the spectrum, between the most
extreme form of objective, mechanistic biomedicine
at one end, and the most 'holistic' conception of the
natural body as a system of inherent energies on the
other, dispensing of dualistic barriers. But each one
typically has a predetermined idea of the body in
health. Perhaps an aim of any medical system
should not be to construct a model of the human
body as it 'really' is. Perhaps it should explore ways
of questioning the conceptions of nature and the
body upon which it is founded. Maybe what are
needed are richer, contextualized stories of bodies
as lived. Not an overarching narrative which is fully
coherent and stable, but one which can uncover
tensions and medical effects in the moments of
individual's daily lives.É
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