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PSYCHOSOl\-IATIC DISCUSSION

A Sense of Control, Health, and Illness:
Exploring the Mind-Body Relationship and the
Socio-Cultural/Spiritual Context:
Reflections on Bali
Deane H. Shapiro, Jr., Ph.D.
Abstract: Research has shown thar there is a much more
intimate and complex relationship between the "mind" and
"body" than heretofore acknowledged within the predomjnant Western scientific paradigm; and thal a "sense of
control" may be one ofthe more important variables mediasing thal relationship. Furthermore, even when this "mindbody" relationship is studied, it is often done so in a reductionist way - at a psychophysiological level within the
individual, thereby ignoring the socio-cultural context within
which it is embedded. To address these issues, this article
examines the mind-body relationship within the socio-culturalt.spiritual context ofBali. Specifically examined are: (1)
the culture's underlying assumptions about the mind-bodyspirit connection across developmental and life cycle issues
(including physical illness, and death); (2) the importance of
maintaining a sense ofcontrol, harmony, and balance, within
oneself, one's community, and the cosmos; and (3) the
implications of those views for a control-based model of
positive health. The article concludes with: (1) a discussion
ofwhy control seems to be such an important "construct" in
humanevoIUlion;(2)anexominationofthecostsandbenefits
of different methods of maintaining a sense of control and
orientation; and (3) 'and a call for efforts toward a unifying
theory of human control.

INTRODUCTION
Research is showing that the psychological construct "sense
of control" can have a pronounced effect on an individual's
physical and emotional wellbeing [1-3] and can even influencemortality [4]. On the one hand. research has shown that
this sense of control can come from "self-control" efforts [5].

Therefore. increasingly there has been an effon among those
in the health and healing professions to help individuals
regain a "sense ofcontrol" in their lives. to move from feeling
helpless. vulnerable, a victim of events. to feeling more selfdetermining, responsible. and "in control" [6-7]. This model
of individual self-control and personal responsibility is an
important one, and has been a hallmark of the holistic health
and broad-spectrum psychosomatic medicine movements [89].
However. as shown by research with cancerpatients [10]
and in other health-related concerns [11]. even those individuals who do not use self-control strategies. can gain a
positive sense of control by believing that someone else is in
control (e.g., the Doctor.ia Higher Power). This has been
termed "control" by a benevolent other/Other.
Therefore. as the field of psychosomatic medicine and
holistic health expands. not only is health viewed as more
than the absence of disease, but the attainment of that health
is seen as the product ofmore than just individual efforts [12].
Furthermore. several different ways are being recognized in
which an individual can obtain a "sense of control' as it
impacts on hislher health [13]. Thus. there is increasing
awareness of the need to look not only at the mind-body
relationship (evidenced in self-control practices). but also at
the role and importance of the socio-cultural environment
and community within which the individual is embedded to
understand its role in the development, maintenance. and
enhancement of health and well-being.
This article reports on an opporamity to study the Balle
nese culture to examine their control-related strategies in
addressing health and illness. These strategies include both
self-control. involving the mind-body relationship: and con-
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