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Table 7-1 presents the view of health and health care espoused in the con-
stitution of the World Health Organization. Although the United States
is a U.N. member state, one would be hard put to find consensus in the
United States on a number of the points that it cites as basic principles.

Asking people in the United States if health is more than the absence of ill-
ness or infirmity could produce a host of different responses. Some respon-
dents might come down on the side of physical and mental well-being but
have a problem with trying to address social well-being under the heading
of health. Indeed, the fact that we have millions of uninsured and do not
provide mental health care to a large proportion of the population would
seem to indicate a lack of commitment to physical and mental well-being.

Those analyzing or deciding on a policy need to understand the differ-
ences in the operational definitions of health that are represented around
the table. In the best of all possible worlds, those seated at the table would
agree on that definition and move on, but sometimes the art of politics
depends, in part, on knowing when to try to agree on principles, or on
actions, or on both, and whether to use limited political capital to try to
bring them into alignment publicly.
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Table 7-1 Excerpts from the Preamble of the Constitution of the World Health
Organization

. . . the following principles are basic . . .
Health is a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely
the absence of disease or infirmity.
The enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health is one of the
fundamental rights of every human being without distinction of race, religion,
political belief, or economic or social condition.

- The health of all peoples is fundamental to the attainment of peace and security
and is dependent on the fullest cooperation of individuals and States.

- The achievement of any state in the promotion and protection of health is of
value to all.

Unequal development in different countries in the promotion of health and control
of disease, especially communicable disease, is a common danger.




image3.png
Healthy development of the child is of basic importance, and the ability to live
harmoniously in a changing total environment is essential to such development.

- The extension to all peoples of the benefits of medical, psychological, and related
knowledge is essential to the fullest attainment of health.
Informed opinion and active co-operation on the part of the public are of the
utmost importance in the improvement of the health of the people.

Governments have a responsibility for the health of their peoples which can be
fulfilled only by the provision of adequate health and social measures.

Source: Reproduced from: Constitution of the WHO, Basic Documents, 45th Ed. Supplied 2006,
October at www.who.int/governance/eb/who_constitution_en.pdf




