
Halfdan and health 
by Hakan Hellberg 

D r Halfdan Mahler assumed 
the captaincy of the World 
Health Organization at a 

crucial time. People everywhere 
were gaining new insights into 
world development and, in the light 
of those insights, new decisions had 
to be taken concerning the sort of 
actions needed for health and 
against disease within an enlarged 
concept of development. This is 
where his broad understanding of 
human nature and human evolu
tion provided a fundamental basis 
for what later became known as 
primary health care and Health for 
all by the year 2000. 

Dr Mahler's special way of bend
ing the English language to his will 
is well known. Symptomatic of his 
convictions about development is 
his expression: "I am afraid of sim
plifiers ; give me complexifiers any 
time. " The phrase enshrined the 
need to face all the complex issues 
that relate to the unfolding of living 
people and their societies as living 
organisms. 

His feeling for people brings him 
constant concern and agony. He 
shows himself hypersensitive to af
fluent elitism among those whose 
work is supposed to be directed to
wards ordinary people. This ascetic 
streak no doubt has its roots in his 
traumatic background experience 
of conservative protestantism, as 
well as in basic ethical convictions 
that are part of his personality. He 
suffers when "the system" and 
those who operate it negate these 
principles; or when his own admin
istrative decisions oblige him to 
do so. 

In the mid-seventies he once 
came to me during a World Health 
Assembly and, with his inimitable 
combination of gestures and facial 
expressions, he said : "Do you 
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know what I just heard? WHO is 
losing scientific credibility through 
our involvement in primary 
health care. Haven't they learned 
anything?" 

Dr Mahler's experience of work 
on tuberculosis has made an indeli
ble mark on him. How many times 
did we not hear from him : " In In
dia we did such and such " ? And 
this is always combined with his 
love-relationship with India and its 
people. Sometimes perhaps it might 
even approach a love-hate relation-
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ship when he feels frustrated by the 
many inan-made problems in the 
subcontinent. He feels agonizingly 
disappointed with those countries 
whose development has been re
tarded even though they have the 
resources to do better. His early 
years in Latin America left him . 
with some knowledge of Spanish 
and an interest in the social and 
political advancement of that 
continent. 

He is in many ways a revolution
ary with a bleeding heart for 
people. He cares intensely for 
people but finds it difficult to come 
very close to them or allow others 
to come very close to himself. Like 
most of us he has a way of hiding 
his innermost self, perhaps because 
the task of fully understanding one
self never truly ends. 

During a luncheon at the resi
dence of President Kenneth 
Kaunda of Zambia, when the Presi
dent and his closest colleagues were 
joking and laughing as only Afri
cans can do, Dr Mahler remarked 
with sorrow in his whole being : 
"We (Europeans) seem to have for
gotten the ability to laugh." The 



Left: "The preacher's son always re
mains a proclaimer - a medical 
missionary. " 

Above: A community health worker 
dispenses iron tablets for a pregnant 
woman in India: "People in charge of 
their own destiny, with their own 
resources. " 
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loneliness of leadership can foster a 
longing for ordinary human fellow
ship that one may still be reluctant 
to embark on. 

Sometimes when he wants to 
make a point based on deep convic
tion, he may start with: "I humbly 
submit..." his meaning is that the 
viewpoint is not coming from him
self, but is based on the intrinsic im
portance of the issue at hand. An
other way of achieving the same 
effect is to say : "Make no mis
take ... " It is true, nobody can mis
take that he feels deeply about 
issues which concern people and 
their health. 

A deep inner sensitivity which 
one is reluctant to show, combined 
with a suspicion of being used or 
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trapped by those around one, can 
create problems of communication. 
Yet that fellowship and the true 
meeting of minds can emerge with 
those who have the antennae to 
sense what lies below a sometimes 
rough surface, and can then survive 
excessive social contact. In devel
oping country cultures, such sensi
tivity is more often present than in 
the technocratic purlieus of the in
dustrialised world. Communication 
based on feeling and expressed be
fore an audience may be ques
tioned or rejected by those who ei
ther do not rely on their inner 
antennae or who are challenged to 
get their own feelings involved. "If 
Dr Mahler is right, than I have to 
change my ways ! " In this way the 
preacher's son always remains a 
" proclaim er" -a medical mission
ary for what he deeply believes in 
and wants to support. 

Another " mahlerism " is the ex
pression "aggressive humility". 
The "aggressive" stands for the ur
gency to confront the unnecessary 
suffering and untimely death that is 
all too evident. The other element 
of this polarised expression, "hu
mility," represents the difficulties 
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and constraints, the need for pa
tience in accepting processes rather 
than expecting easy, instant end
products. And it means standing 
back in all humility while the 
people themselves take charge of 
their own destiny with their own 
resources. That is real develop
ment, and is often very far from the 
over-eager busybodies of develop
ment who look in vain for instant 
successes that cannot be found. 

As a travelling salesman for 
Health for all, I sometimes encoun
tered the explanation : "We have 
problems with WHO's emphasis on 
Health for all and primary health 
care. They seem to us so much 
based on north-west European so
cial democracy and on a Judeo
Christian understanding of man. " 
This has been said in Asia and else
where. That statement could also 
be a definition of Halfdan Mahler. 
He is indeed a product of those 
very ingredients-possessed of a so
cial conscience and a feeling of soli
darity with fellow human beings, 
and expressing them in socio-politi
cal terms that are both changed and 
determined by the society out of 
which these principles have grown. 

Halfdan and health 

Respect for the individual made in 
the image of God results in immedi
ate comradeship with all those who 
share the same humanness, because 
of their roots in the common God
head. Those who are strange to 
these basic background factors 
must naturally find it difficult to un
derstand, or to accept, the convic
tions concerning people's health 
that have grown from such roots. 

These lines are of course my very 
personal interpretation of my 
friend and erstwhile eo-worker, 
comrade and superior, Halfdan 
Mahler. As a result of his basic in
ner shyness, he may be horrified to 
be thus analysed. I nevertheless 
feel that my attempt to interpret a 
great health leader and visionary 
will be shared by others who are 
thankful for the Mahler Era and for 
having had the privilege of sharing 
in it. The world is a different and a 
better place because of his contri
bution to international health dur
ing these many years-even if that 
contribution could sometimes only 
be made by hiding a reluctant and 
sensitive self behind the adminis
trative armour required of him by 
the leadership role. • 
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