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Offline: 13/11—The flames of war



The morning after 13/11, under the auspices of the health charity Medact, over 300 people met at the Quakers’ Friends House in London to discuss war, conflict, and militarisation as global health issues. In Shelley’s anti-war poem, Political Essay on the Existing State of Things, written in 1811 but published only last week, he writes: “Destruction marks thee! o’er the blood stain’d heath Is faintly borne the stifled wail of death; Millions to fight compell’d, to fight or die In mangled heaps on War’s red altar lie... Fell Despotism sits by the red glare Of Discord’s torch, kindling the flames of war.”
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The flames of war. Isaiah Berlin called the 20th century, “The most terrible century in western history”. About 17 million people died in World War 1, 60 million in World War 2. If the 20th century was the Age of War, what is the 21st century? It is the Age of Fear. As our French neighbours mourn their dead, and as our human family sees civilisations destroyed, from Syria to Somalia, we know that terrorism is designed with one objective only—to trigger epidemics of fear. That same fear encourages governments to manufacture consent among their peoples by creating ever more fear. Anxiety is contagious. Its sequelae catastrophic. Yet the dominant discourse in global health today, as summed up in the Sustainable Development Goals, is unremittingly utopian. But consider the political context. The world is being shaped by two forces. First, nationalism, built on the notion of separation. The cruel expulsion of those seen as “other”. The rejection of difference. The fetishism of authenticity. The propaganda of cultural homogeneity. The distorted rationality of violence in the name of a pure identity. Second, security. The application of power to curb freedoms and to militarise civil society. The use of extraordinary means to justify the suspension of rights, the sealing of borders, and the vilification of the most marginalised. The result? Fracture. The idea of global identity, shared global citizenship, is in mortal danger. What can health professionals do? We can advocate, protest, prevent, organise, educate, investigate, and intervene. Health is about freedom, creating and enhancing our physical, mental, and social liberties to live the lives we choose to live, peacefully and harmoniously. To be a health professional is to be an agent of resistance for justice, rights, and equity. Health professionals can help to strengthen a global culture in which war, conflict, and militarisation are seen as incompatible with the survival of human civilisation and the ecosystems on which we so depend. Two words: solidarity and struggle. Finding what unites us, and being repeatedly prepared to engage and act in however small a way. These are our lessons from the terrifying events of Paris 13/11. We stand in unity and resistance with our French friends and colleagues.
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It’s likely there will be many accusations of failure in the wake of the appalling terrorist attacks in Paris last week. Failures of intelligence. Failures to take the threat of attack seriously, especially following the murders at Charlie Hebdo and a Jewish supermarket in January. But one aspect of the events that took place on the evening of 13/11 was certainly not a failure—namely, the response of France’s emergency, and specifically medical emergency, services. French health workers deserve international tributes for their professionalism in the face of such harrowing circumstances. The French Government had planned carefully for an attack of the kind that shocked so many of us last week. Plan Orsan—organisation de la réponse du système de santé en situations sanitaires exceptionelles— was put in place in 2014. Its goal was to set out how the state would act in the face of an unexpected crisis. Plan Orsan addresses incidents with large numbers of casualties. Local Plan Blancs (white plans) describe in greater detail the medical and sanitary civil defence responses to an emergency. Last Friday, emergency response teams were quickly at the scene, with dozens of the severely wounded evacuated to nearby hospitals, such as Pitié-Salpêtrière. At least 80 people needed emergency treatment, and medical staff from around the city rushed to medical facilities to assist. The response of the public was no less exceptional. Large numbers of people sought to donate blood, of course to help the seriously injured, but also to signal national unity. One friend, a cardiologist in Paris, told me how he and his colleagues “feel very lonely” at this perilous moment. In whatever reckoning takes place after 13/11, I trust the government and public recognise and applaud the heroic work of French health workers.



Richard Horton [email protected]
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