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Looking to ‘the Public’ in Public Health…

• A focus on “public health” means:

• Protecting and promoting population health

• Collective activities/interventions: governments, 
health systems, society as a whole

• Contrast with focus of ‘mainstream bioethics’

Marcel Verweij and Angus Dawson, “The Meaning of ‘Public’ in ‘Public Health’,” in Angus Dawson 
and Marcel Verweij (eds), Ethics, Prevention, and Public Health (Oxford University Press, 2007)
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Public Health Ethics as Political Theory

“Public health measures raise complex questions about the 
relationship between the state and individuals and organisations 
that are affected by its policies. They also raise questions about the 
duties that individuals have towards each other. A substantial body 
of literature in political philosophy examines these relationships of 
duties and entitlements…”

“The central issue in public health is the extent to which it is 
acceptable for the state to establish policies that will influence 
population health.”
Nuffield Council on Bioethics, Public Health – Ethical Issues, (London, 2007), pp. xv and xvi
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Public Health and Equity

“Equity means social justice or fairness; it is an ethical concept, 
grounded in principles of distributive justice. Equity in health can 
be—and has widely been—defined as the absence of socially unjust 
or unfair health disparities. However, because social justice and 
fairness can be interpreted differently by different people in 
different settings, a definition is needed that can be operationalised 
based on measurable criteria.”

Paula Braveman and Sophia Gruskin, ‘Defining Equity in Health,’ 
Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health (2003) 57, 254-258, p. 254.
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A Libertarian Challenge to Public Health Policy

“The ways of implementing healthist politics include the 
substitution of health education by health-promotion propaganda; 
the introduction of regular ‘health’ screening for all citizens; the 
coercion of general practitioners, through financial incentives, to act 
as agents of the state; the presentation of the politically corrupt 
science of healthism as objective knowledge; the taxation of goods 
deemed to be ‘unhealthy’; interference with the advertising of legal 
products; and introducing legislation which is ‘nothing better than 
the hurried botching of short-sighted interests and blind passions’.”
Petr Skrabanek, The Death of Humane Medicine and the Rise of Coercive Healthism (1994), 138-9
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From Epidemiology to Ethics to Justice

Sridhar Venkatapuram argues that epidemiological evidence 
provides an ethical basis for social action:

“If social factors are identified as determining such significant 
aspects of human well-being as mortality and morbidity, the 
moral responsibility for ill health and health inequalities expands 
beyond the individual to include social institutions and 
processes…. 

“[W]here one has the power to prevent or mitigate injustice, 
one has sufficient reason to consider doing so.”
Sridhar Venkatapuram, ‘Global Justice and the Social Determinants of Health’ (2010) Ethics and International Affairs 24:2, 119-130, pp. 
127-8
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Equity and the Idea of Justice

‘Three Children and a Flute’: who should get it?

• Anne: the only child who can play it

• Bob: has no toys, and can afford none

• Carla: made the flute, through several months’ labour

• A: favoured by utilitarian (though balance of good in each)

• B: favoured by economic egalitarian

• C: favoured by libertarian

Amartya Sen, The Idea of Justice, (Penguin, 2009), pp 12-15
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