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The title is provocative. Hitherto,
the tendency has been to talk of war and
health, which amounts to seeing how
health systems can adjust to the
circumstances of war. This extensive
collection of articles as a whole shows
how a number of changes have had such
far-reaching consequences that it no
longer makes sense to discuss the ways
in which health strategies can come to
terms with war: either war is prevented
or health is destroyed. These changes
include technological developments in
the means of waging war; a culture
of violence, together with occasional
attempts to justify it; an increasing
number of armed conflicts; and the
weakening of state structures.

After evaluating the impact of war,
the authors analyse proposals not only
for preventing it, but more practically,
for mitigating its effects. They then
turn to the role health professionals can
play within this strategy.

The chapters describing the impact
of war in Mozambique, Bosnia and
Herzegovina and West Africa draw on
uncontroversial facts to demonstrate the
impact of those conflicts on people and
health systems. They show how war not
only has a direct effect, expressed in the
numbers killed and wounded, but also
indirect effects stemming from the
deterioration or destruction of essential
services.
The impact of war is felt for years after
conflicts have ended.

A more specific focus is the impact
of war on particularly vulnerable groups.
The example of sexual violence against
women shows the extent to which rape

has been a constant in the history of
war. Analysis of this phenomenon in
recent conflicts indicates that rape is
often used as a strategy for adding to the
destruction of the victims and their
culture. Children too are among the
foremost victims of armed conflict.
A chapter looks in detail at the death,
disability and displacement war inflicts
on children — and the problem of child
soldiers.

Even after peace has been restored,
the effects of war continue to be felt.
There is a revealing analysis of the long-
term effects of war on both civilians
and veterans — those who suffer war
and those who wage it. The implications
of a variety of weapons are examined,
particularly anti-personnel mines and
fragmentation bombs, whose impact
continues long after conflicts have
ended.Not only doweapons continue to
kill in peacetime, they also continue
to destroy the environment, as in the
case of nuclear waste from the arms
industry.

The review of the means of waging
war and their destructive potential
suggests that there is little likelihood
of any nuclear war being followed by
peace except in the form of the demise
of humanity. Similarly, use of biological
weapons, such as the smallpox virus,
would clearly have a huge impact on
populations. Beyond this direct out-
come, the authors see in such a scenario
a major reversal for humanity which,
having achieved the eradication of this
disease, would then deliberately bring
it back under the cover of war.

A section of six chapters examines
human behaviour in relation to weap-
ons. It shows how violence results from
the combination of two elements: the
development of weapons and the
decision, whether irrational or calcu-
lated, to use them. Various aspects
of this lethal process are examined,
especially the way language and com-
munication can lead to aggressive
and violent behaviour.

In response to this complex situa-
tion, in which technologically highly
sophisticated weapons go hand in hand
with the archaic reflexes at the root of

human violence, the book nevertheless
introduces a note of hope. It describes
initiatives aimed at limiting the ravages
of war, such as international humanitar-
ian law, the nuclear weapons reduction
agreements, and preventive diplomacy.
It is certainly appropriate to draw
attention to initiatives such as these
aimed at helping to prevent war, but one
cannot help wondering whether others
are realistic. As the world heads
simultaneously for further globalization
and more forceful assertion of cultural
and ethnic identity, we will find out
whether such notions as defensive
security and a civil society upholding
the desire for peace contribute to a
practical vision for the future or merely
offer a utopian dream of safety.

The role played by medical asso-
ciations and certain individual doctors
in these initiatives in the recent past
receives detailed attention, and illus-
trates the undeniable capacity of the
medical profession to influence political
and military decision-makers. One
recent example is the banning of anti-
personnel mines, which originated from
an analysis of medical data that helped
to a significant extent to portray the
horrific and indiscriminate effects
of these weapons.

We cannot remain indifferent to
the role of the medical profession in
preventing war. It is not enough to deal
with the consequences of war, we
have an obligation to prevent it. The full
importance of this obligation becomes
apparent when we recognize that the
current development of the means of
waging war poses a threat to humanity
itself. In the not too distant future we
will have to answer the question:
health or war? This substantial volume
explores the paths that lead to this
destinal question. I recommend it
particularly to health professionals in
situations of armed conflict. n
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