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WHO definition of Health

Health is a state of complete physical, mental and 
social well-being and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity.

Preamble to the Constitution of the World Health Organization as adopted by 
the International Health Conference, New York, 19-22 June, 1946, chaired by 
Thomas Parran. 
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Talk Outline

Introduction of key leaders

Creation of the World Health Organization

Crafting of the exact wording of the WHO definition of health

Conclusions

Some extra comments on the papers of Szeming Sze



Thomas Parran / USA (Pittsburgh, USA)

Szeming Sze / China (Pittsburgh, USA)

Geraldo de Paula Souza / Brazil (Sao Paulo, Brazil)

Andrija Stampar / Yugoslavia (Zagreb, Croatia)
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Thomas Parran
US Surgeon General, 1936-48

Founding Dean, University of Pittsburgh Graduate School of Public Health, 1948 – 1958

October 26, 1936

http://www.time.com/time/magazine/0,9263,7601361026,00.html


Thomas Parran Jr.
September 28, 1892 – February 16, 1968

1892 Born, St. Leonard, Maryland

1915 M.D. Georgetown

Volunteered with Joseph Kinyoun (NIH Dir)

1917 Commissioned in PHS

1926 Headed PHS Division of Venereal Diseases

Destigmatized Syphilis, Tuskegee

1930 NY State Health Commissioner under FDR

On committee that drafted Social Security Act

1936 Appointed US Surgeon General by FDR

1946 President of Constitutional Assembly establishing WHO (NYC)

1948 Became founding Dean, GSPH, University of Pittsburgh

1958 Retired, succeed by James Crabtree

1968 Died, buried in Arlington National Cemetery

Thomas Parran with President Roosevelt



23 July 1946



Announcement of a Special Lecture in Global Health at the Pitt School of Medicine
January 2014





1908 Born Tianjin, China

Father Dr. Soa-Ke Alfred Sze became Chinese 
ambassador to Britain and then to the USA

1925 M.D. Cambridge (England)

1934 Medical work in China

1941 Lend-lease for Chinese Government in US

1944 United Nations Relief and 
Rehabilitation Administration  

1954 UN Medical Director

1974 Retired to Florida

1993 Moved to Oakmont (Pittsburgh) to be near daughter & family

1998 Died in Pittsburgh

Szeming Sze
April 5, 1908 – October 27, 1998

Sze family, 1941



With Maurice and Diane Wei, examining papers of Dr. Szeming Sze



To Dr. Szeming Sze, with 
warm regards and 
much appreciation for 
his friendship,

Thomas Parran 
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Event Location and Date Key Documents

1. United Nations Conference on 
International  Organization

San Francisco
25 Apr- 26 Jun 1945

• UN Charter established
(Declaration by China & Brazil  to form an 

International Health Org)

2. Meeting of the UN Economic & 
Social Council

London
15 Feb 1946

• Resolution to convene an International Health 
Conference

3. Technical Preparatory 
Committee

Paris
18 Mar – 5 Apr  1946

• Draft Constitution of the World Health 
Organization 

4. International Health 
Conference 

New York 
19 Jun – 22 Jul 1946

• Approval of the proposed Constitution 
of the WHO

International conferences leading to  the creation of the World 
Health Organization at the end of World War II





Geraldo Horácio de Paula Souza 
July 5, 1889 – May 2, 1951  

1889 Born, Itu, Sao Paulo, Brazil

1915 MD, Univ Sao Paulo 
(visited medical institutes in Europe)

1920 DrPH, Johns Hopkins

1922 Faculty of Medicine, Univ Sao Paulo

1922 Created Sanitary Service of Sao Paulo
Director of State Public Health Service

1932 Founded School of Hygiene and Public Health, 
Univ Sao Paulo

1947 President, Brazilian Society of Hygiene

1951 Died

Portrait of de Paula Souza,
Public Health Dean’s Office, 
Univ Sao Paulo 









Andrija Štampar
1 September 1,  1888 – 26 June 26,  1958

1888 Born, Brodski Drenovac, Croatia

1911 MD, University in Vienna

1913 District Health Officer in Yugoslavia

1919 Director of Yugoslav Health Service (in Belgrade)
Launched “Peasants University”

1931 Removed in political turmoil of 1931

“ Consultant on Intl Health to League of Nations

1939 Professor and Med School Dean at Zagreb University

1943 Held by Nazis in detention camp in Graz, Austria

1945 Freed by Red Army (May)

“ Dean School of Public Health -> Rector 

1946 
1948

Chairman, Interim Commission of the WHO
Presided over inaugural World Health Assembly

1958 Died, buried in Zagreb

Bust of Andrija Štampar
WHO, Geneva

“The bear of the Balkans”







Archives, League of Nations, Letter Biraud to Stampar, 26 Feb 1946





Crafting of the WHO definition of health





Reynald Erard Archivist, WHO, Geneva









de Paula Souza           Sze           Stampar                                                                               Parran



Szeming Sze Papers, Box 1, Folder 1, Diaries (1946)



Four Proposals Submitted for Consideration 
for the Establishment of an International Health Organization

1. Sir Wilson Jameson, United Kingdom
2. Surgeon General Thomas Parran, USA
3. Dr. A. Cavaillon and Dr. X. Leclainche , France
4. Dr. Andrija Stampar, Yugoslavia



Unfortunately, he [Stampar]was delayed for some days in 
arriving in Paris  from Yugoslavia, spending those days in 
a stalled railway coach en route, as communications in 
that part of Europe we still disrupted after World War II. 
He arrived in a foul temper, to find Dr. Rene Sand of 
Belgium already chosen as chairman, a post he had 
expected to fill himself. 

“Memories of An International Life” 
Autobiography 1908-1993

By Szeming Sze
ISBN 0-9611428-8X



Dr. Stampar submitted a memorandum containing 
his views on a draft constitution for the future 
organization which was not very helpful. Instead 
the committee accepted virtually the whole of the 
draft constitution prepared by Dr. Parran and his 
USPHS colleagues. 

“Memories of An International Life” 
Autobiography 1908-1993

By Szeming Sze
ISBN 0-9611428-8X



1. Andrija Stampar submitted draft 

Whereas health is not only the absence of infirmity and disease, but also a 
state of physical and mental well-being and fitness resulting  from positive 
factors, such as adequate feeding, housing, and training; 

Crafting of the WHO Preamble / Definition of Health



1. Andrija Stampar submitted draft 

Whereas health is not only the absence of infirmity and disease, but also a 
state of physical and mental well-being and fitness resulting  from positive 
factors, such as adequate feeding, housing, and training; 

2.    Szeming Sze subcommittee version

Health is not only the absence of infirmity or disease, but also a state of 
physical fitness and mental and social well-being

Crafting of the WHO Preamble / Definition of Health



1. Andrija Stampar submitted draft 

Whereas health is not only the absence of infirmity and disease, but also a 
state of physical and mental well-being and fitness resulting  from positive 
factors, such as adequate feeding, housing, and training; 

2.    Szeming Sze subcommittee version

Health is not only the absence of infirmity or disease, but also a state of 
physical fitness and mental and social well-being

3.    Final Technical Preparatory version 

Health is a state of physical fitness and of mental and social well-being, not 
only the absence of infirmity and disease

Crafting of the WHO Preamble / Definition of Health



1. Andrija Stampar submitted draft 

Whereas health is not only the absence of infirmity and disease, but also a 
state of physical and mental well-being and fitness resulting  from positive 
factors, such as adequate feeding, housing, and training; 

2.    Szeming Sze subcommittee version

Health is not only the absence of infirmity or disease, but also a state of 
physical fitness and mental and social well-being

3.    Final Technical Preparatory version 

Health is a state of physical fitness and of mental and social well-being, not 
only the absence of infirmity and disease

4. Final WHO Constitution (adopted at NYC  Intl Health Conference  chaired by 
Thomas Parran

Health is a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being, and not 
merely the absence of disease or infirmity 

Crafting of the WHO Preamble / Definition of Health



Jadranka Bosikov, Dean, Stampar School of Public Health, Zagreb



Where did Stampar get the wording?

From Raymond Gautier and Yves 
Biraud, at the League of Nations 



Yves Marie Ange Gérard BIRAUD
Head, Epidemiology, 
Health Organization, League of Nations

Birthdate: October 23, 1900 

Birthplace: Poitiers, Poitou-
Charentes, France 

Death:

Died May 29, 1965 
in Neuilly-sur-
Seine, Ile-de-
France, France 

Raymond GAUTIER
Director, Health Organization, 
League of Nations

Birthdate: January 7, 1885

Birthplace: Geneva, 
Switzerland

Death: Died 1957 in 
Geneva



Yves Biraud / Leauge of Nations Archives



Yves Biraud / Leauge of Nations Archives



Yves Biraud / Leauge of Nations Archives





Where did Gautier & Biraud get the wording?

From prior writings of socially conscious 
health officials



Minutes of the Board of Estimate and Apportionment of 
the City of New York, June 1916, volume 4, page 3146

Prefiguring the WHO Definition of Health, 1916



Canadian Public Health Association

“Our definition of health – a condition of well being, 
not mere freedom from obvious disease”

Public Health Journal, 1925, volume 16, page 461



“Health is, therefore, not simply the 
absence of disease: it is something 
positive, a joyful attitude toward life, and a 
cheerful acceptance of the responsibilities 
that life puts upon the individual.” 

Henry E. Sigerist, M.D., D. Litt. 
William Welch Professor of History of Medicine, Johns Hopkins University
Medicine and Human Welfare:  Health
Terry Foundation Lectures on Religion in the Light of Science and Philosophy, 
delivered at Yale University, 1940



Emerging concepts around  
positive aspects of health

Gautier & Biraud (League of Nations) draft 

Origins of the WHO Definition of Health



Emerging concepts around  
positive aspects of health

Gautier & Biraud (League of Nations) draft 

Stampar (Yugoslavia) submitted version

Origins of the WHO Definition of Health



Emerging concepts around  
positive aspects of health

Gautier & Biraud (League of Nations) draft

Stampar (Yugoslavia) submitted version

Sze (China) preamble sub committee version

Origins of the WHO Definition of Health



Emerging concepts around  
positive aspects of health

Gautier & Biraud (League of Nations) draft

Stampar (Yugoslavia) submitted version

Sze (China) preamble sub committee version

Origins of the WHO Definition of Health

Parran (USA) final approved definition



Summary and Conclusions

The WHO definition of health, as put forward in 1946, was a broad and 
“modern” definition of health, with special emphasis on mental health and 
social determinants of health

This definition had its roots in a European, socially aware, positive concept 
of health, as put forward by the League of Nations and Andrija Stampar

The key international figures in the creation of the WHO were Parran of 
the USA, Sze of China, de Paula Souza of Brazil, and Stampar of Yugoslavia. 

Remarkably, both Parran and Sze later moved to Pittsburgh, and both lived 
their final days here

The Sze papers and the Parran papers are in the  Archives of the University 
Pittsburgh. Both are rich resources for understanding the emergence of 
the post-World War II organization of world health. 



The Szeming Sze Papers
Archives and Manuscripts Collection, University of Pittsburgh Library System



Szeming Sze letter to his parents from the Paris Technical Preparatory Committee
25 March 1946





Hotel du Palais d'Orsay
Quai d'Orsay
Paris
25 March 1946

My dear Father and Mother,

It is just over a week since I arrived in Paris. The plane trip was quite uneventful, although for the first part of the trip the heating went wrong and 
when we stopped at Gander I felt like a frozen icicle. Lily Pons (the singer) was one of the passengers; she had learned one or two Chinese phrases 
from Lin-Ya Tang and Hu She, and we got along fine. Doctors Parran, Souza, Doull etc were interesting traveling companions in that we had plenty 
of opportunities to discuss our subject together.

The French Government has very considerately arranged for our meetings to be held in our hotel, the solving to a great extent the question of 
transportation, which is a very acute one. We meet all morning and up until 430 in the afternoon and as I have been put on the Drafting 
Subcommittee, this means some extra work as well outside these hours.

PS Enclosed is a letter from Hilton, which is self-explanatory.

Social functions have been fully taken up all other available hours. Besides occasional lunches and dinners, (including a sumptuous lunch given by 
M. Bridault at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs), we have receptions or cocktail parties practically every day between 5:30 and 7:30 PM, and 
conducted sightseeing tours on Saturday afternoons and Sundays.

The Ambassador and Madame Tsien have been more than kind to me. After I had made my gift of a wallet (and 2 dozen fresh eggs brought en 
route in Ireland!) he called formally at my hotel and invited me to dinner. Last night they took me to the theater, and on his own initiative he is 
giving a cocktail party at the end of this week in honor of the members of our conference. I have also been invited to dinner given by the Chinese 
Military Attaché and the Director of the Chinese News Service. The latter took me to a Chinese restaurant, the proprietor of which is Chang Nam, 
who used to own Hung Far Low at Oxford Circus ; he and his brother receive me like a long lost relative and I have a standing invitation to dinner 
there anytime I can get away!

Paris, as far as I can see, has not suffered at all by bombing, although I am told some military objectives in the outlying districts were hit. Outwardly 
things seem fairly normal, and the people seem well-dressed and well nourished. But they are obviously disheartened and demoralized. One can 
see this readily in their lack of confidence in their currency and in their eagerness for US and British currency. At the official rate of US one dollar 
fetches 116 francs; at black market rates it is 260 francs. Will write again in a few days.

Love from Szeming



VIDEOS
 DE PAULA SOUZA FAMILY, TO SZEMING SZE

 ANDRIJA STAMPAR AT THE WORLD HEALTH ASSEMBLY



Country Last Name First Name Position

USA Fee Elizabeth Historian, NLM

Wei Diane Donor of Sze papers

Dabrishus Michael Archivist, Univ Pittsburgh

Switzerland Erard Reynald Archivist, WHO, Geneva

Obserson Jacques Archivist, League of Nations, Geneva

Lin Yi-Tang Grad Student, Univ Lausanne

Germany Borowy Iris Historian, Aachen Univ

France Zylberman Patrick Historian, CNRS

Croatia Bozikov Jadranka Dean and Professor, A Stampar SPH, Univ Zagreb

Kovačić Luka Former Director, A Stampar SPH

Dugac Zeljko Croatian Academy of Arts & Science

Brazil Wunsch Victor Dean, Public Health, Unv Sao Paulo

Vamos Gabriel History student, Univ Sao Paulo

Vasconcellos Maria Director, Public Health Archives, Univ Sao Paulo

Duarte Alberto J.S. Dir, Pathology, Faculty of Medicine, Univ Sao Paulo

Campos Cristina Prof, Univ Campinas
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