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Abstract
According to previous research, in contemporary western societies health is seen as an 
increasingly non-political issue. Rather than being at the centre of collective decision-
making and democratic politics, health is regarded as resting on individual responsibility. 
In this study we focus on, and explore an important and challenging socio-scientific issue 
through the concepts of politicization and the depoliticization. We address the question of 
health education in schools as well as the question of citizenship and democracy, which 
adds to research on scientific literacy and socio-scientific issues. The study consists of two 
parts: firstly, we analyse whether health—more precisely stress—is portrayed as a politi-
cal or non-political issue in textbooks for secondary school; secondly, and informed by 
the results from our analysis, we dissect and problematise what kind of citizenship that is 
constructed in textbooks. From a theoretical framework of politics, the article explores how 
citizenship emerges. Our findings show that health, and more precisely stress, is depoliti-
cized in the textbooks. Firstly, stress is regarded as an individual—not public or govern-
mental—concern. Secondly, stress is depoliticized in a more rigorous manner by making 
its political dimensions invisible. A consequence is a displacement of stress, e.g., in school, 
from the democratic arena to the individual citizen. As an implication we recommend an 
education that emphasize a political and democratic perspective on health as a complement 
to the individual perspective.
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This study assumes that health, in contemporary western societies, is seen as an individ-
ual rather than a societal and/or political responsibility. Health, along with issues such as 
energy, sustainable development and education, is in today’s political rationality character-
ized by depoliticization and responsibilization (e.g. Hillbur, Ideland and Malmberg 2016). 
During the last decades, what citizens collectively seek through political action has become 
less important than what the individual, as a customer, demands (Nordgren 2003, 2008). 
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Reforms based on New Public Management and other neoliberal ideas have in many ways 
transformed the idea of citizenship and democracy (Aberbach and Christensen 2005).

The depoliticization of health is reflected in changes on both societal and individ-
ual levels. In contemporary western societies, the individual citizen is presumed to be 
active and take responsibility in a wide range of issues, such as within primary health 
care (e.g., Urbas, Mineur, Arvidsson and Tideman 2015) and education (e.g., Dovemark 
2017). Matters of diet and exercise are also highly individualized. Carl Cederström 
and André Spicer (2015) described how contemporary diets require micro-regulation 
and self-surveillance such as regulated tables and prescriptions on what and when to 
eat. Self-surveillance functions as a governing technique inside the political rationality 
of what Peter Miller and Nicolas Rose (2008) called ‘advanced liberal democracies’, 
in which the power operates through the individual’s ‘free will’ rather than against it. 
Already in 1980 Robert Crawford (1980) reflected on this rationality through the term 
‘healthism’. Healthism solicits the individual and locates the determinants of health as 
well as the solutions to health problems at the level of the individual.

The problem with healthism, as well as with other perspectives that are character-
ized by an individualization of health, is that it overlooks and obscures the social, eco-
nomic and political determinants of and solutions to health problems (Crawford 1980). 
Research has shown that health and the distribution of health among nations and within 
nations are largely determined by things other than the choices made by the individual. 
In many ways, health is determined by the social and economic structure within and 
among populations (Wilkinson and Marmot 2003). Statistics show that the social gradi-
ent in health is a remarkably widespread phenomenon that runs through whole of soci-
ety. This means that people with lower socioeconomic standard have worse health com-
pared to those with better socioeconomic standard. Important to notice is that this does 
not only concern people in poverty. The social gradient is present in every level of the 
socioeconomic hierarchy which means that middle-class people generally have worse 
health than upper-class people. According Marmot (2011) this knowledge implies that 
we need to focus on the social determinants of health such inequalities that are repro-
duced by the circumstances in which people live and work.

The knowledge that the level and distribution of health among people depends on 
social, economic and political factors is important in two ways. Firstly, it contradicts the 
rationality of healthism, the view that situates health at the level of the individual, mak-
ing the individual, on his or her own, responsible for his or her health. Secondly, it high-
lights the political dimension of health and redirects attention from the individual to the 
societal and political sphere. This has important implications, especially when it comes 
to questions of health-education in relation to citizenship and democracy. The role of 
education in the development of citizenship is widely recognized (Biesta 2003, 2008), 
and has been continuously scrutinized by scholars from different academic disciplines 
(e.g. Ekman 2007; Carlbaum 2012: Normark 2015; Sandahl 2015). The Swedish Educa-
tion Act (SFS 2010:800) stipulates that the aim of education within the school system 
is to develop students into active, creative, competent and responsible individuals and 
citizens (Chapter 1, Sect. 4).

The question then is what kind of citizenship and democracy that is constructed by the 
educational system. This connects to the concept scientific literacy (Roberts 2011) which 
encompasses the development of citizenship characterized by a competence to consider 
and discuss complex socio-scientific issues (Ekborg, Ideland, Malmberg 2009), such as 
health. This study illuminates and analysis key features of contemporaneity, such as indi-
viduality and responsibility that are represented in science education (e.g. Martins 2017).
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The clash between responsibilization of health—as in healthism—and the social deter-
minants of health—represented by Michael Marmot (2011) and Richard Wilkinson and 
Kate Pickett (2011)—is a paradox that needs to be highlighted and discussed. The paradox 
is to us a driving force behind this study and what motivates our aim. This article addresses 
health education, citizenship and democracy. We connect health education to a wider per-
spective through the question of how health education can be understood from a societal, 
cultural and political perspective. We follow WHOs’ definition on health as a state of com-
plete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infir-
mity. Our focus is on stress and how it is portrayed (as political or non-political) in text-
books, and its implications for citizenship and democracy. The stress approach emphasises 
subjective experiences and emotions that affect biology and, hence, physical and mental 
illness. Stress is strongly related to other health problems. Psychological experiences have 
profound effects on the body’s system.

The aim of this article is threefold. Firstly, we analyse how stress and its causes and 
solutions are portrayed in textbooks. The question we answer is: “Is stress portrayed as a 
political or non-political issue in secondary school textbooks?” Secondly, and informed 
by the result, we discuss and problematize what kind of citizenship and democracy that 
thereby is constructed in the textbooks. Thirdly, we comment on the implications for future 
health education and the role the educational system should have when it comes to citizen-
ship and democracy.

The interest of this study is not to analyse macro societal forces. Rather, we are inter-
ested in using the forthcoming theoretical canvas to problematize politicization and depo-
liticization and interrelations and contradictions vis-à-vis health education in school, not 
at least as a part of citizenship education. The educational system has an important role in 
creating citizens that can take part in democracy.

Politics, citizenship and democracy

Politics, politicization and depoliticization

In order to analyse how health (that is, stress) is described in Swedish textbooks, we need 
a conception of politics insofar that politics is closely related to citizenship and is a prereq-
uisite for democracy. One key problem at the outset is that politics—as well as important 
concepts such as citizenship and democracy—is an essentially contested concept that is 
widely discussed within the social sciences (e.g., Hay 2002).

In this study, we have chosen a concept of politics (and politicization–depoliticization) 
presented by Colin Hay in Why We Hate Politics (2007, cf. 2014). According to Hay, poli-
tics share four different features. These are used by Hay to construct a broad and inclusive 
conception of politics (Hay 2007, p. 65). Firstly, politics can only occur in situations when 
human beings can choose; that is, in situations of choice (Hay 2007, p. 65). Secondly, and 
closely related, politics can only occur when human beings can make a difference; that is, 
when humans have the capacity for agency. In other words, politics only exists in situations 
that human beings can influence (Hay 2007, p. 66). The opposite—that is, situations when 
human beings do not have the capacity for agency—are situations that are non-political, 
which means that “[f]atalism and resignation are the antithesis of politics” (Hay 2007, p. 
67) and that “[p]olitics is a realm of contingency; fate, one of inevitability and necessity” 
(Hay 2007, p. 68). Thirdly, politics is closely related to deliberation, which happens when 



866 C. Malmberg, A. Urbas 

1 3

human beings talk about, scrutinize, debate, draw attention to and explore options related 
to an issue. Fourthly, politics is a social activity, which means that politics only occurs 
in situations when activities and choices directly or indirectly have consequences for other 
human beings. If a person takes a decision which only affect him or her it is not a political 
decision since it does not affect other people. A political decision always comprises social 
and collective consequences.

There are three important aspects that we need to highlight, which are related to the 
four features of politics outlined above. Firstly, the concept of politics is closely related 
to our understanding of political participation. One way to illustrate different types of 
political participation is through a distinction between governmental or formal politi-
cal arenas and non-governmental/private political arenas, and to relate these to what 
motivates political participation (Table 1). Based on this Hay has constructed a fourfold 
typology of political participation (Hay 2007).

Type-1 political participation includes voting in elections, membership in political 
parties and communication with politicians. All types of actions that aim to expand the 
realm of formal politics, such as lobbying, are included in Type-2 political participation. 
The quintessence in this type of political participation consists of the struggle to trans-
form issues form merely being publicly discussed to being a part of the formal political 
system, for example by making the issues subject to new legislation (Hay 2007).

Political participation of Type 3 is a response to formal politics, but is located within 
the non-governmental arena. For example, it includes actions such as demonstrations 
against new legislation. Type-4 political participation includes participation such as 
attempts to influence (private) corporate practice by boycotts or ethical consumption, as 
well as attempts to draw public attention to issues previously not discussed.

The second aspect is whether an issue is political or non-political. This depends on 
whether it fulfils the four features mentioned above: choice, capacity for human agency, 
deliberation and social activity. The third aspect concerns to what degree an issue is 
politicized or depoliticized. Hay put forward three different spheres of the political (The 

Table 1  Types of political participation (developed from Hay 2007). The table relates locus of political par-
ticipation with motives for political participation

Locus of political participation What motivates political participation

Response to formal/governmental 
concerns

Response to non-governmental 
concerns

Formal/governmental Type 1: Political participation is 
motivated by governmental action 
such as new legislation and it is 
orientated towards the formal 
political system

Type 2: This type of political 
participation is—as Type 1—
oriented towards the formal 
political system but motivated by 
issues that are situated outside the 
formal political system

Non-governmental Type 3: This type of political par-
ticipation is a reaction to actions 
taken by the formal political 
system but it carried out outside 
the formal political system

Type 4: This type of political 
participation takes place outside 
of the formal political system. 
It is motivated by concerns that 
are located within the public (or 
private) but non-governmental 
sphere and oriented towards 
non-governmental arenas such as 
the public
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Governmental sphere, The Public sphere, The Private sphere), and one non-political 
arena (The Realm of necessity). According to Hay, the question of politicization and 
depoliticization is interconnected between the different spheres and the realm of neces-
sity (Fig. 1). It is important to note that each of these spheres, according to Hay (2007, 
p. 79), are seen to be politicized to a lesser extent than the preceding one. Having said 
this it is important to highlight that this doesn’t mean that the private sphere is or should 
be seen as non-political. On the contrary, and in accordance with Susan M. Okin in 
“Justice Gender and the Family” (1989), we want to emphasize the importance of adopt-
ing a broad conception of politics such as ‘politics as power’, which means that the pri-
vate (or domestic) sphere is political.

Issues may be politicized in three different ways. An issue becomes political when 
human beings start to discuss it and maybe change it through actions; that is, when it 
becomes “…the subject of deliberation, decision making and human agency where previ-
ously they were not” (Hay 2007, p. 81). This, politicization 1, is associated with issues 
belonging to the realm of fate and necessity being moved over to the private sphere and 
human influence. This may involve the process when religious taboos or cultural assump-
tions become questioned and are subsequently possible to alter via human activities.

An issue might be further politicized when it becomes discussed or debated in pub-
lic, and not only within the private sphere (politicization 2). Examples of this are demon-
strations and other public activates that aim to highlight issues previously strictly situated 
within the private sphere. The last step (politicization 3) is if an issue becomes part of the 
governmental sphere; for example, if it becomes regulated by laws.

However, the dominant trend in the political rationalities of recent decades has been 
on depoliticization. Depoliticization is the opposite of politicization and works in reverse. 
An issue can be depoliticized in three ways. Depoliticization 1is when an issue that has 

Fig. 1  Processes of politicization and depoliticization (developed from Hay 2007). Issues can be politicized 
in three different ways. Politicization (1) is a promotion from the realm of necessity to the private sphere; 
(2) is from the private sphere to the public sphere; and (3) is from the public to the governmental sphere. 
Depoliticization occurs correspondingly. Depoliticization (1) is a demotion from the governmental to the 
public sphere; (2) is from the public to the private sphere; and (3) from the private sphere to the realm of 
necessity
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been on the governmental arena (that is, discussed by politicians and perhaps the subject of 
legislation) is demoted to the public and non-governmental sphere. The way in which the 
responsibility for healthcare is handed over to companies is well described in research—
that is, to a sphere of distributed public governance (e.g. Hall 2012), along with how the 
public health system is increasingly using business rationalities. However, it is important to 
emphasize that this type of depoliticization does not mean that an issue becomes non-polit-
ical. The issue is still political insofar as it fulfils the criteria (characteristics) for politics, 
but it is political to a lesser degree.

Depoliticization 2 consists of the process when an issue becomes a matter for the pri-
vate sphere; for example, individual choice of healthy food. These issues are placed in the 
private sphere, becoming matters for individual choice and domestic deliberation (Hay 
2007, p. 85).

Depoliticization 3 is when an issue is placed in the realm of necessity. It can be exem-
plified by ‘a logic of no alternative’ with respect to globalization or ‘fate’. Simply stated, 
depoliticization 3 consists of issues being moved from the political spheres that are char-
acterized by choice, capacity for agency and deliberation amongst humans to the realm of 
necessity and fate. Depoliticization of this type involves a disavowal of the capacity for 
deliberation, decision-making and human agency (Hay 2007, p. 86). There are a couple of 
important aspects that we need to emphasize with respect to this type of depoliticization: 
it does not only regard issues that are de facto non-changeable—on the contrary, this type 
of depoliticization can be made by human beings. The crucial point here is that the issues 
are viewed as non-changeable (Hay 2007, p. 87). Furthermore, this type of depoliticization 
can be achieved by less explicit and definite methods; for example, when societal issues for 
some reason are looked upon and perceived as non-changeable or, more precisely, when 
“… such matters cease to be cause for deliberation and/or collective choice” (Hay 2007, 
p. 87). The effect of this type of depoliticization, amongst others, is that the present is por-
trayed as the inevitable future, since the logic of no alternative has prevailed.

Citizenship and democracy

One key question is what we mean by citizenship and democracy. As with all concepts, 
citizenship and democracy are widely discussed and contested within the literature. We 
adopt an anti-essentialist view (Urbas 2009) on these concepts. At the same time, we are 
aware of the risk of using ‘slippery’ concepts that become loose. When a concept is articu-
lated without any differentiation, it loses all meaning. To avoid ‘concept stretching’ we will 
briefly describe what we mean by citizenship and democracy. We argue, in line with Gert 
Biesta (2011), for a need to keep citizenship (and therefore citizen) education focused on 
politics and democracy. According to Biesta (2011) citizenship is characterized by both 
political engagement and collective decision-making that aims to transform individual 
issues into collective—political—concerns.

Our view of citizenship is connected to Hay’s definition of politics that is distinguished 
by collective decision-making rather than by individual choice and responsibility. We do 
not deny the importance of things like individual autonomy, individual choice and respon-
sibility. Rather, we highlight and emphasize the need for a stronger focus on citizenship 
and democracy.

Our view of politics, citizenship and democracy is characterized by the notion that poli-
tics is a prerequisite for democracy (as well as other forms of governing) and that democ-
racy should be conceived as a process whereby citizens directly or indirectly—that is, 
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through political institutions such as parliaments and political representatives—make deci-
sions that govern the political association (e.g., Dahl 1989). As mentioned above, politics 
is distinguished by situations of choice, capacity for agency and social activity. Stated dif-
ferently, the political exists in situations where there is conflict over different alternatives, 
and democracy is one of several ways of resolving conflicts (Mouffe 2005).

Viewing citizenship, politics and democracy in this way has two important implications. 
Firstly, and in accordance with Hay’s view of politics (or Mouffe’s view of the political), it 
clarifies that an elimination of key political components such as choice, capacity for agency 
or conflict and alternatives should be seen as depoliticization insofar as issues are then 
placed in the realm of necessity (even though they in fact are changeable by human inter-
vention). Secondly, depoliticization of this sort (when issues are situated within the realm 
of necessity) is anti-democratic, and the process should be conceived as de-democratiza-
tion. The reason for this is that politics, as defined above, is a necessity for democracy and 
other ways of governing an association, i.e., without politics there cannot be democracy.

Democracy is a contested concept, and there are many different models of democracy 
(Urbas and Trolle-Schultz Jensen 2015). In our understanding, democracy is a process 
whereby citizens govern over their association. Activities such as chatting online, boycott-
ing certain products and debating different issues in school might be seen as political activ-
ities, but not as activities defining democracy. We follow Leif Lewin (2012) in his critic of 
the pragmatic view within the discipline of international political science: he highlighted 
its tendency to alter the meaning of democracy altogether by proposing new and different 
ways of understanding democracy. One can recognize the same tendency within citizen 
education, in which democracy can be understood as almost all activities performed by 
young people (Chou, Gagnon, Hartung and Pruitt 2017). In sum, we argue that democracy 
should be understood as an ongoing process where citizens directly or indirectly govern 
themselves, since the “democratic principle is government by the people” (Lewin 2012, p. 
67).

Method

In this study we have analysed Swedish textbooks for secondary and upper-secondary 
school that explicitly address health issues. We are not trying to offer a comprehensive 
analysis of all teaching material. Rather, we used a selection of textbooks with representa-
tive examples to illustrate how stress is portrayed within them.

We started by examining the Swedish national curricula (Swedish National Agency 
for Education 2011) in order to find out which school subjects in the Swedish school sys-
tem that are supposed to deal with health. We concluded that the following subjects are 
supposed to address health issues: biology; home and consumer studies; physical educa-
tion and health; and science. Health is formally coupled with these subjects through the 
national curriculum and the core content for the subject. For biology and science, ‘body 
and health´ is a core content. For home and consumer studies, ‘food, meals and health’ is a 
core content, and for physical education and health, ‘health and lifestyle’ is a core content. 
This formal connection is reflected in the textbooks. We used the result from our analysis 
to select the textbooks used in this study. We made a selection of two textbooks from each 
subject for secondary and upper secondary school. The textbooks we chose are used in 
schools and predominant within each school subject. In the next step we read the textbooks 
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from a comprehensive perspective in order to obtain a primary but inclusive picture if and 
how stress is described. Our reading showed that five textbooks explicitly address stress 
(Table 2).

Our methodological approach in this article consists of a reconstruction and systemati-
zation of content that deals with stress and an analysis of the content based on the previ-
ously discussed theoretical canvas (concept of politics). Accordingly, we do not analyse 
why a certain view on stress is presented in the textbooks or which implications it will have 
on, for example, students in school. What we try to do is to discuss what kind of citizenship 
and democracy that is constructed within the textbooks, since the concepts are strongly 
interconnected to and dependent on politicization and depoliticization. Furthermore, our 
empirical material does not allow us to comment on how health (stress) has been handled 
from a historical perspective, or about the process of politicization or depoliticization, even 
though we sometimes use the word process. Lastly, the empirical data is collected from a 
limited Swedish context. Despite these limitations, we hope that this study will say some-
thing interesting concerning health education and inspire further research.

Finally, it is important to notice that stress as a physiological phenomenon always has 
been a part of human biological history. Despite this, the definition of stress—as short- or 
long-term bodily reactions to real or imagined stressors (Selye 1956; Marmot 2004; Björk 
2011)—is quite recent. Stress, as a defined phenomenon, made it possible for researchers 
to understand different aspects and causes of stress. For example, according to Michael 
Marmot, modern research highlight and focus on five characteristics, all linked to the 
social hierarchy, when it comes to understanding the problem of stress: “control, predict-
ability, degree of support, threat to status, and presence of outlets” (Marmot 2004: 114). In 
line with the core argument in Making up people (Hacking 2006) we can say that definition 
of stress has led to the identification of people with (and without) stress, institutions that 
deal with stress, knowledge production about stress and experts or professionals that create, 
judge and use the knowledge about stress.

Stress in Swedish textbooks

The textbooks for the subjects biology; home and consumer studies; physical education 
and health; and science deal extensively with health. However, only textbooks in biology 
and physical education and health and science explicitly describe stress, its causes, effects 
and ways to handle the problem of stress.

We use three categories to describe our results. The first category is physiological and 
psychological reactions to stress. For example, this includes hormonal production, bodily 

Table 2  List of analysed textbooks

Book no. Subject and school grade References

Book 1 Biology, secondary school, years 7–9 Andréasson (2011)
Book 2 Biology, upper secondary school, years 10–12 Henriksson (2013)
Book 3 Science, upper secondary school, years 10–12 Björndahl (2011)
Book 4 Physical education and health, secondary school, years 7–9 Gardestrand Bengts-

son and Gardestrand 
(2015)

Book 5 Physical education and health, upper secondary school, years 10–12 Johansson (2012)
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reactions and psychosocial factors. The next category deals with how the textbooks describe 
what causes stress. This goes beyond the biological markers, such as connections between 
cholesterol and blood pressure, and includes social determinants of stress. The determinants 
are described both on an individual or personal and on a societal or public level. The third cat-
egory, ways to handle stress, illustrates how textbooks deal with solutions for stress.

Physiological and psychological reactions to stress

One key finding is that the textbooks describe stress as a biological phenomenon, and that reac-
tions are described from a physiological perspective, similar for all mammals. However, stress 
is also described as a psychological reaction related to humans situated in a civilized world:

We have inherited a way to react to danger from our predecessors. Man was stressed 
when she met an enemy at the savannah. For her, it was important to quickly run away 
or stay and fight. The body’s stress program started. People of today react in the same 
way, even if it’s just the computer that is malfunctioning. However, we can either run 
away from or fight with the computer. But our body reacts in the same way as before. 
This creates a kind of stress that is not always good for us. (Book 1, p. 163)

According to the quote, stress is described as an inherited natural and biological response to 
threat, and the fight-or-flight response is seen as an adaptation from our predecessors’ life on 
the savannah. The textbooks explain how the biological body react in acute stress. One book 
gives detailed (Book 2, p.254) information on how the hormones adrenaline and noradrenaline 
cause increased alertness, accelerated heart rate, increased blood pressure, increased blood 
flow to muscles, dilated airways, dilated pupils, increased sugar concentration and decreased 
activity in the digestive organs. These are described as natural reactions that help you to run or 
fight and use your body efficiently. It is said that, in a civilized world, these reactions will have 
negative consequences depending on the connection between body and mind.

Ongoing stress with low intensity causes long-term production of cortisol by the 
adrenal gland. This may cause serious effects. The metabolism will be affected which 
leads to powerlessness/…/the immune system is adversely affected and we will more 
often have infections, sleep disorders and depression. (Book 3, p. 243)

As we can see it is not only the fight-or-flight response that is discussed when it comes to 
reaction to stress. Ongoing long-term stress is also put forward as having a negative impact 
on the body and mind. Other examples of the body and mind connection are that one may 
be sad and worried if in pain, happy after a long walk, with a stomach ache if worried or 
high pulse when falling in love. Stress is said to be either short-term and explosive or hav-
ing low intensity and long-term. The pressure one feels to meet requirements in school, as 
many students experience, exemplifies the latter form.

The descriptions in the textbooks in many ways place humans in the realm of necessity. 
It is humans’ fate, as mammals, to react to stress.

Social determinants of stress

Individual or personal level

Good physical balance is described as something one has and something one needs for 
general wellbeing. Not taking care of the body will disturb this balance; for instance, if 
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lacking sleep or exercise. Typically, it is expressed that human beings are built for move-
ment and therefore must use the body to “make it [the body] feel good. We have to work 
out and exercise” (Book 5, p. 9). On an individual level, training and exercise are put for-
ward as important determinants of one’s health and wellbeing. The textbooks argue that 
people who exercise are not on sick leave very often. The best is if we become our own 
personal trainer (Book 5, p. 9). According to the textbooks, training has both social and 
psychological benefits: you protect yourself against stress, have fun and become happier, 
can stand psychological pressure better, and it may reduce the risk of depression and create 
better self confidence (Book 5, p. 14).

Stress is described as a matter of one’s lifestyle. We are told that one’s lifestyle is 
dependent on family habits, friends, advertisement and media. On the one hand, it is said 
that the individual person chooses his or her habits and way of living. On the other hand, 
stress is treated as something one is more or less sensitive to insofar as humans can train to 
become more stress tolerant, since you may react with stress when it is not really needed 
(Book 2, p. 254). One step is to be aware of one’s stress reactions and of things causing 
stress. Long-time exposure to stress (for instance, when someone experiences that he or 
she cannot control his or her life) is severe. It may lead to the last level of stress, the fatigue 
syndrome. We are told that this may develop if a person is exposed to stress during a long 
time and is not listening to his or her body’s warning signals (Book 2, p. 254). To avoid 
this, one needs to understand one’s stress reactions (Book 4, p. 95).

Stress is typically placed within the private sphere. Besides, it is naturalized and 
described as something one has to adapt to and protect oneself from. It is something one 
has to learn to live with regardless of how sensitive the person is. There is, if use our theo-
retical canvas, a demotion from the private sphere to the realm of necessity.

Societal or public level

Stress is to a large extent described as caused by the societal or public and the governmen-
tal environments that surround the individual; that is, stress is according to the textbooks, 
in many ways caused by factors that are situated outside of the individual. There are four 
prominent causes of stress articulated in the textbooks.

Stress is, firstly, described as a part of western societies and is caused by modern digital 
technology, and more precisely by all the information that individuals constantly receive 
and have to process on daily basis. But stress is also caused by all the recommendations on 
how we should live and what we should do, as well as by the information that describes the 
future of society and the human impact on the environment. The amount and the content 
of the information that causes stress is described as closely related to other features of con-
temporary societies, such as the high pace and the rapid changes in the world (Book 3, p. 
195 and 241).

Secondly, and related to the above, stress is described as caused by a key, organizational 
characteristic of western societies, namely all the choices that individuals are free to and 
must make in everyday life. Furthermore, the freedom and obligation to choose in different 
situations, such as deciding what to eat and drink, or whether or not to exercise, is con-
nected with individual responsibility. Simply stated, the possibility and necessity of indi-
vidual choice is followed by the question ‘Did I make the right choice?’, and is therefore a 
cause of stress (Book 3, p. 195).

Thirdly, stress is caused by different social and economic factors. Employment or the 
characteristics of work and the workplace, as well as unemployment, are used as examples 
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of possible causes of stress. On the one hand, work is nowadays to a large degree character-
ized by high demands on the individual and a high pace, which might cause stress. Unem-
ployment, on the other hand, is also a possible cause of stress (Book 5, p. 102; Book 2, p. 
254).

Fourthly, stress is caused by the demands that are created by the educational system. 
There are different types of factors in the educational system (i.e., everyday school life) 
that cause stress. Even though the governmental aspects such as legislation are not explic-
itly stated, stress is caused by the regulation that governs the educational system. In other 
words, stress is caused by the demands that characterize characterise school-work; that is, 
demands to perform well, obtain good grades, etc. Furthermore and related to everyday 
school life, stress is caused by social aspects, such as having friends, performing well in 
different activities such as sports teams and not being excluded from friendship (Book 3, p. 
242; Book 5, p. 102).

In short, according to the textbooks we have analysed, stress is caused by different 
external factors, namely:

1. All the information that needs to be processed
2. The freedom and obligation to choose in everyday life
3. Social and economic circumstances, such as unemployment
4. Demands in school, such as to perform well

Notably, the textbooks also highlight that we now live in an era that exposes us to things 
we are not adapted to, and which are caused by our way of living.

To summarise: so far we have analysed how textbooks describe physiological and psy-
chological reactions to stress, as well as individual and social determinants of stress. We 
can notice that stress, from an individual point of view, emerges as an effect of bad habits, 
such as lack of sleep and exercise. It is also put forward that stress affects people in differ-
ent ways. Therefore, individuals should ‘listen’ to their own bodies. However, stress is also 
explained through external factors caused by modern life, such as information flow and the 
freedom and obligation to choose. Other external factors mentioned include socioeconomic 
circumstances and demands from schoolwork. Causes are mainly situated on an individual, 
public and governmental level in comparison with Hay’s spheres in Fig. 1. In the next sec-
tion we analyse how textbooks deal with solutions; that is, ways of handling stress.

Ways to handle stress

The individual himself is usually the one who is best at perceiving his own stress and 
also the one who is best at counteract it. (Book 3, p. 244)

The quote above summarizes how the textbooks describe ways of handling and counter-
acting stress. Ways of handling stress are first and foremost described from an individual 
perspective, and sometimes as an antithesis to determinants to stress. For example, it can 
mean needing to calm down through relaxation when you are stressed. One book (Book 5, 
p. 104) offers a list of tips on what can be done to get rid of stress. In all books, activities as 
such mindfulness, yoga, tai chi, qui gong, meditation and massage are mentioned. Another 
book (Book 3, p. 244) describes how good sleep, physical contact (such as hugs or sex) 
or moments of peace and quiet will help the body’s signal system to produce substances 
like dopamine, serotonin and endorphin that make us relaxed and contented. Two other 
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activities mentioned—and that are said to be scientifically proven—that will help people to 
handle stress are visits in nature and listening to music.

Another method to reduce stress is to exercise. Exercise, in all forms, produces the sub-
stances mentioned above, and also means that you turn off your thoughts, become creative 
and come up with good ideas (Book 5, p. 104). The importance of an active lifestyle is 
underlined (Book 2, p. 254); “the purpose is to make you feel good, so you will thrive and 
succeed both in school and later in life”.

Ways of handling stress are described on an individual level. However, one book (Book 
3, p. 242) touches upon how democracy creates possibilities to influence how to handle 
stress on a larger scale. According to the book, democracy is characterized by the oppor-
tunity to influence society through the right to vote. However, even if democracy is high-
lighted, the book emphasizes that individual choice and decisions, as well as one’s own 
lifestyle, is the most important way to influence society (Book 3, p. 242). This is something 
we will elaborate on in the following section.

Discussion

The results from our analysis confirm previous research and what we referred to as heal-
thism. Health, and more precisely stress, is depoliticized in the textbooks that we have 
studied. Firstly, stress is regarded as an individual—not public or governmental—concern. 
The textbooks do point out biological and individual as well as societal causes of stress, 
highlighting that stress might be caused by individual lifestyle choices and/or by societal 
and governmental factors such as demands in school. However, when it comes to handling 
stress, the societal and governmental aspects of stress disappear completely. Another way 
of putting it is that the problem of stress is not portrayed as something that should be dis-
cussed within the public sphere (politicization 2) and/or handled by the formal political 
(governmental) system (politicization 3). Rather, the perspective given to the student is 
that the only way to cope with stress is at the individual level. The individual should ‘look 
inside’ and find strategies such as yoga, exercise or walks in nature to handle the situation. 
In other words, stress and its causes are portrayed as non-political since there is no focus 
on such aspects as capacity for agency and change related to the societal and political level, 
and since the suggested activities only affect the individual, not other human beings.

Secondly, stress is depoliticized in a more rigorous manner than solely being viewed as 
an individual concern. The textbooks actually describe stress as a non-political issue by 
making its political dimensions invisible and by placing stress in what Hay (2007) calls 
‘the sphere of necessity’. This is not done explicitly by portraying stress and its causes as 
non-changeable; rather, it is done in a more subtle way. This type of depoliticization (3) is 
often elusive and characterised by making issues being viewed as predetermined and inevi-
table even though they in fact can be changed by human action.

As we have shown, the textbooks are characterized by an extreme one-sided focus on 
individual and personal responsibility. We are of course aware that the advices given are 
in accordance with research in health and well-being. However, the failure to highlight 
any societal and/or governmental factors—such as legislation on schooling or unem-
ployment—as debatable and changeable by collective human action creates a world 
where factors outside of the individual are seen as natural and out of reach by human 
intervention. The perspective given in the textbooks implicates that individual adap-
tation, not collective public action, is the only way to handle stress. The only option 
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given to the student is to find and use individual strategies to handle stress, not to dis-
cuss, scrutinize and by collective action try to change the cultural, societal, economic 
and political surrounding. In line with what Cederström and Spicer (2015) has written 
young citizens get a mindfulness session and other recommendations such as visits in 
nature or listening to music rather than an opportunity to influence decisions that affect 
their lives.

The depoliticization of stress in the textbooks becomes even more evident if we return 
to the four different types (Type 1–4) of political participation that Hay put forward. As we 
have described, political participation can be motivated by governmental and non-govern-
mental concern and can be located within or outside of the formal political system. When 
it comes to the textbooks and the problem of stress, no political participation whatsoever 
is actualized, since key characteristics of the political (such as social activity) are lacking 
in the options presented to students. Ways of coping with stress do not include engaging in 
formal politics—for example by joining a political party and/or trying to change legislation 
(political participation types 1 and 2) or in non-governmental activates—for example, by 
organizing a public demonstration (political participation types 3 and 4) in order to change 
the causes of stress that are situated at the societal and governmental level. Rather, the 
view given in the textbooks is that the individual alone should place all of his or her efforts 
in changing himself or herself, thereby accepting and adapting to the current society.

As we have shown, one important consequence of the depoliticization of stress is that 
it undermines political participation of all four types. Furthermore, the depoliticization of 
stress downplays democracy. We have previously argued that politics—that is, when human 
beings are confronted with situations of choice and have a capacity for change that affects 
more people than the individual—is a prerequisite for democracy. Without politics there 
cannot be democracy. And this is the case in the textbooks. Firstly, the textbooks place 
stress within the sphere of necessity, or what Hay (2007) called ‘a logic of no alternative’ 
(p. 86), which depoliticizes stress, and as a consequence detaches stress from the demo-
cratic process. Secondly, the textbooks do point out that there is some room for action; that 
is, ways to handle stress. The problem here is that the recommendations given in the text-
books only put forward decisions taken by the individual that affect the individual him- or 
herself. The implication of this view is a depoliticization of stress and a displacement of 
stress from the democratic agenda.

As previously mentioned, our study confirms what we have referred to as healthism 
and other perspectives that focus on individual responsibility within a large range of fields. 
Therefore, we argue in line with Biesta (2011) that the main problem is that focusing on 
individual responsibility risks to depoliticize citizenship by seeing it as a individual phe-
nomenon. In fact, it does not give young people the chance to grow as political actors who 
understand the opportunities as well as limitations of political action. We need to educate 
young citizens with knowledge about how to achieve real change, which often is a change 
of structures rather than an individual adaptation to current economic, political and social 
structures. This type of change often requires collective action.

Our analysis is limited to a selection of Swedish textbooks for secondary school. As 
such, we cannot comment on how stress is treated inside classrooms. Nonetheless, our 
study may have implications for health education. Issues about health typically turn to 
biology. However, recent research shows how important control and participation are 
for health. This leads to a different focus: to issues about what kind of lives we want to 
live, and in what kind of society we want to live them. If we want an educational system 
that promotes citizens that can take individual as well as politic and democratic respon-
sibility, then health issues, as well as other important issues, must be discussed from 
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different perspectives. More precisely, the individual perspective must be complemented 
by a political and democratic perspective on health.
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