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Leprosy and the Spirit of Man 
. by T .  N. JAGADISAN * 

All exceptional suffering is a challenge to the 
spirit of man .  Leprosy with its long legend of 
incurability, deformity and mutilation leading 
to ostracism of the patients, sometimes 
sanctioned even by religious practice , has 
remained through the ages a living death to 
the patients and a dark horror. In the past 
the large multitude remained indifferent and 
even cruel to the leprosy patients so that, 
'Man's  inhumanity to Man ' was seen at its 
worst in the treatment of leprosy patients .  
But this very inhumanity of the ordinary man 
roused a rare devotion and compassion 
amounting to herosim in the hearts of some 
of the finest spirits of mankind . In the dark 
life of the leprosy sufferer these exceptionally 
compassionate souls brought gleams of light 
and love . But alas ! these souls were few and 
far between; they were , at any rate , far too 
few to save the vast numbers of the neglected 
and despised leprosy patients who were steeped 
in their own despair. These brave and dedicated 
men-Jesus Christ, the Knights of St. Lazarus, 
St. Francis of Assisi , Father Damien and in 
recent days Mahatma Gandhi , by answering 
the challenge of leprosy, have ushered in a new 
outlook on leprosy and a new era for the leprosy 
patients . These men, imbued with religious 
spirit , saw the Divine in the lonely and forlorn 
leprosy patients and identified themselves with 
them . Out of such compassion and identification 
with undeserved suffering was born the wider 
impetus to scientific adventure which resulted 
in an understanding of the causes of the disease , 
the discovery of drugs to deal with it, the 
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measures to control the spread of the disease 
and ways to rehabilitate the patients . 

SCIENTIFIC A D V E N T URE AND COMPASSION ATE 

ACTION 

As if to emphasise the inter-linking of 
scientific adventure and compassionate action ,  
i t  was about the time when D r .  Hansen dis­
covered the leprosy bacillus in the early 1 870's 
that Father Damien went to Molokai to live 
among the uncared for victims of leprosy, thus 
beginning a life of matchless heroism which 
ultimately awakened the world in an unfor­
gettable manner to the needs of leprosy patients . 
It was at this time that Wellesley Bailey was 
paying his first visits to the leprosy sufferers 
at Ambala which led to the foundation of the 
Mission to Lepers ( uow the Leprosy Mission ) 
which has done incalculable service in research, 
treatment and care of patients. The voluntary 
spirit behind all this early endeavour is a precious 
inheritance which should be preserved and 
enriched. For, by so doing, we shall not OIlly 
conquer leprosy but improve the quality of 
life .  First , and last, we should remember that 
leprosy work is a means of humanizing human 
life and giving greater depth to civi l i zed l i fe .  

FALSE A S SU MPTION S  

The legend of leprosy, however, is only 
scotched, but not killed . It should be com­
pletely destroyed if leprosy is  to be conquered 
and this ancient river of suffering is to be 
dried up . 'This legend is based on 3 false 
assumptions: that leprosy is a very contagious 
disease ; that it is incurable ; and that leprosy 
patients are people , apart, accursed and pos­
sessed of a special psychology. "  These erroneous 
ideas , deeply rooted in the m inds of most 
peoples , at all levels of society, have been 
responsible for much affliction of the mind and 
loneliness of the spirit . This loneliness that 
comes in the wake of the knowledge that one 
has leprosy has been described vividly by Perry 
B urgess where Ned Langord says : 'I walked 
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and ,,, alked through that whole night . I walked 
and thought and suffered. You could never 
believe how alone aloneness is. You have to 
move, live, breathe, see , hear, in the midst of 
millions of people, not daring to touch one of 
them, afraid to speak lest they become friendly­
avoiding, avoiding-eternally avoiding . , 2 

CON STRUCTI V E  A CCEPTANCE OF THE ILLN E S S  

The psychological tmuma Tesulting fTOm the 

enveloping loneliness of the patient's spiTit has 

left an intense need in the patients themselves to 

isolate and conceal themselves in theiT own little 

shTivelled selves . Hence the supTeme need fOT 

pTOviding psychological and psychiatTic help in 

the tTeatment of lepTOsy patients . Hence also the 

supTeme need of t'emembeTing the wOTth of the 

individual, his peTsonal and social needs in OUt· 

'Mass campaigns ' .  FOT, only by helping the 

lepTOsy patient fTOm his consuming Tesentment 

against his own illness and libemting him 

fTom his psychological isolation and hiding, can 

we seCUTe his successful tTeatment and Te­

habilitation . The dOCtOT'S dTUg and the sUTgeon's 

knife can heal and mend a man's body. But it 

is only the human touch that can heal him of the 

wounds of the spit'it and pluck fTOm his memOTY 

a TOoted Sot·TOW. A nd it is amazing how acceptance 

of lepTosy and Teconciliation with the physical 

and mental suffeTing it entails , can be a tmns­

figuTing expeTience . In fact , theTe have been and 

theTe aTe peTsons whom the cTucible of suffeTing 

has tmnsfoTmed fTom the base metal of ailments 

and gTievances to the pUTe gold of noble seTvice, 

enTiched by a vivid peTception of the values of life . 

WORLD PRO B L E M  

With modern methods of treatment including 
physiotherapy and reconstructive surgery, and 
with an effective drug not costly and capable of 
being administered on a l arge scale, hopes have 
mounted of control ling the disease that has 
been a terror of mankind for ages . The new 
impetus given by scientific advances has made 
the nations of the world aware of the fact that 
leprosy is not a disease of an unfortunate few, 
but really a disease that afflicts millions in many 
parts of the world.  It is now recognised that it is 
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a world problem . The recognition has in turn 
generated a new urge of well -directed emotion ,  
among the people3 of  the more fortunate 
countries which have practically no leprosy , to 
organise leprosy foundations and associations 
not only to collect monies but also to send out 
trained workers who can help in the newly 
developing countries . Truly the spirit of man 
has been aroused on a world-wide scale to help 
in the conquest of leprosy and the wide misery, 
associated with it, and thereby to assert the 
brotherhood of man and oneness of the world. 
We in India are particularly grateful to the 
many organisations in Europe, America, Britain ,  
Canada and Australia and other countries and 
on this occasion I would particularly like to 
express our gratitude to the spirit of helpfulness 
of our friends from Japan who have come 
forward to set up a valuable research centre at 
Agra . 

May I warn that in the context of today we 
have to guard against excessive emotionalism 
and weakening sentiment which may stand 
against a rational approach to l eprosy and 
still present a picture of leprosy work as the 
field of the specially dedicated, while the great 
need today is to make it the normal duty of the 
everyday physician.  But we have also to guard 
against the danger of looking upon our leprosy 
campaign as a mere technical warfare against a 
bacillus ,  thereby reducing it to a soulless 
campaign in which the human being who 
happens to harbour the leprosy bacillus is 
forgotten or ignored. We shall be in no danger 
of doing this if we remember the intensely 
spiritual appeal of leprosy to Gandhi and his 
memorable words : 

' Leprosy work is not merely medical relief; 
it is transforming the frustration in life 
into the j oy of dedication, personal am ­
bition into selfless service . If you can 
transform the life of a patient or change 
his values of life, you can change the 
village and the country . '  

Surely Gandhi would approve of  our adding 
'and the world' . 
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Letters to the Editor 
6th Novembe1·, 1 967 . 

Dear Sir, 

Having noted (in Archives of Dermatology, 
Vol .  92 , page 603 ; Society T.cansactions,  1 965)  
that epsilon aminocaproic acid was effective 
in the control of the lesions of Anetoderma of 
Jadassohn, I thought that perhaps this sub­
stance might have a similar effect in erythema 
nodosum leprosum .  

A supply of this drug was provided 'by 
Cyanamid International through the kindness 
of the Medical Director, Dr. Walter E .  
Boehm, M . D .  

The amino caproic acid (AMICAR-Lederle ) 
was administered to 7 patients with leprom­
atous leprosy who were having signs and 
symptoms of erythema nodosum leprosum,  
and to one patient with dimorphous leprosy 
with severe neuritis and early foot drop . 

The drug was used in dosages of up to 8 gm.  
daily and for periods of from 5 days to  1 7  weeks 
without any conclusive evidence of improve­
ment in the signs and symptoms .  Thus it can 
be concluded that this drug is of no value in 
the management of the reactive states of 
leprosy . 

Dear Sir, 

Roy E. PFALTZGRAFF , M . D .  

Adamawa Provincial Leprosarium, 

Garkida, Via Yola, N .  Nigeria . 

2 1 st November, 1 967 . 

I was somewhat surprised to note the wording 
of a sentence in the body of Dr. C. S. Goodwin's  
article in Leprosy Review ( 1 967 ) ,  38,  p.  1 82 ,  

which reads thus; 'Following the suggestion of 
Waters and Rees ( 1 962 ) that the percentage of 
evenly stained, morphologically normal forms 
of M .  Zeprae should be calculated in  routine 
Ziehl-Neelsen stained preparations , the term 
"Morphological Index" was adopted (Goodwin, 
1 963 ) ,  and has been accepted ( Pettit and Rees, 
1 964; Browne ,  1 965 ) ' ;  and of the acknowledge­
ment on p . 1 86 ( 'The author is indebted to 
Dr. S .  G .  Browne for instruction in the examina­
tion of the morphology of M. Zeprae' ) .  

To avoid any ambiguity regarding the word 
'adopted' as used by Dr. Goodwin,  it should be 
recorded that in  1 963 while on a World Health 
Organization Study Tour, I visited the Hong 
Kong Leprosarium of The Leprosy Mission 
(Hay Ling Chau ) ,  and on March 5 and 6 not 
only demonstrated to Dr. Goodwin differences 
in morphology of M. leprae, but also discussed 
with him at length the 'Morphological Index'  
as we had come to call it in Eastern Nigeria, 
and the method we had been using to calculate 
the Index . This is recorded in the 'R.eport of a 
Study Tour of Leprosy Research Centres in 
India and the East ' ,  which I submitted to the 
World Health Organization on 1 1 th March, 
1 96 3 .  

In the light of  our  discussions at  Hay Ling 
Chau, I suggested that the following words be 
inserted in the typescript draft of the booklet, 
'Essentials of leprosy for the clinician ' ;  ' In 
addition the morphology of the bacilli in  each 
smear should be noted, and the percentage of 
morphologically normal forms, solid rods , cal­
culated; this is known as the Morphological 
Index . '  The revised draft w as submitted for 
publication the following month . 
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