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By means of a survey of Thoreau’s writings, this article analyses his thoughts on health,
emphasising some features that fit well with contemporary debates in the philosophy of medicine.
Thoreau understands health as an environmental value, one that cannot be achieved without a
personal relation to nature, but he does not provide a static definition of health within a fixed
hierarchy of values. Thus he avoids a certain degree of essentialism that, when imposed on his
work, makes it seem more utopian and anti-scientific than it really is. The meaning of health for
Thoreau is often contradictory and hard to disambiguate, and his context was different in many
respects to ours, but his ideas on this topic still serve to criticise some of modern medicine’s views
on health and disease, and to steer it towards a more environmentally-informed approach to these
phenomena.
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