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Working in the Middle East for three years, providing psychological care to victims of armed conflicts 

there, had a marked effect on me. I became more against war, and armed conflict in general, than I 

had ever previously been; more wanting to encourage alternative ways for people to resolve their 

differences than ever before. Since then I have been thinking about what actually changed in me 

there, as a way of thinking how others might change. If MAPW is to prevent war it will be by 

changing more people so that more withdraw support, and oppose war. 

 

One way of understanding our behaviour and our interaction with others – and how they might 

change – is to consider all action, and everything we say to others, as being decided  inside a 

particular conversation we have joined about what some particular aspect of the world is like and 

how it works. In other words, we could see all our choices as being made in the context of a 

conversation we are already having with others or with ourselves. According to this approach, a 

change in our behavior and interactions will be preceded by a change in our habitual  conversation 

on the topic. 

How might this happen? Our conversation could change slowly and incrementally, perhaps, in 

response to the learning of new facts, the acquisition of new ideas, the hearing of new arguments. So 

in MAPW we are constantly seeking to provide people with medical and other information they 

might not have, to suggest ideas they might not have considered, and to mount arguments about 

health and harm prevention that might change their minds. 



Change may also occur in another more dramatic way, I think, in response to a relatively sudden new 

realization about the matter under discussion, or a new way of seeing it. The conversation might 

change, not incrementally, but abruptly with a new conversation displacing the old, based on the 

new realization or the new way of seeing.  This might be called a paradigm shift, or a new insight, or 

a realization of something already known but previously known more superficially. It is hard to find 

the right description, but I think everyone has experienced such sudden alterations in thought. 

Suddenly realizing, for example, like a bolt from the blue, that your nearest and dearest is not a 

mirror image of yourself, and that you have been talking to her with increasing frustration as if she 

were. Suddenly realizing that clocks and watches can not only be made with springs and cogs and 

pendulums, but also, quite differently, with quartz crystals. 

 

The fact that there are so few of us doctors in MAPW, while everything we say about the stupidity 

and futility of war, and the urgent need for the human race to find alternatives, sounds so obvious to 

us and to our small band of supporters, makes me think that we must have, somewhere inside us, 

not just more information, or more ideas, or more convincing arguments than other people, but a 

different conversation.   

Here are three possible, but essentially different conversations that I have heard, and myself 

participated in at different times, about war:- 



(1) The first is the conversation about war as ennobling, virtuous, sacred and serving a lofty purpose. 

The courage and comradeship involved is seen as particularly intense. Soldiers never forget the high 

adventure and peak experiences involved, and the chance to demonstrate their manhood and their 

truth. Governments wage wars, they say, to alleviate the suffering of others, to bring them 

democracy and freedom of speech. Revolutionaries advocate noble violence in the fight for freedom 

and true patriotism. This conversation deals in generalisations and abstractions and avoids specific 

facts, or concrete examples or logical arguments. Flags are waved, hymns are sung, moving 

ceremonies conducted, of great gravitas and splendour, and those remaining at home cheer the 

combatants on with breaking hearts. Even when our side is the aggressor, wishing to rob or eliminate 

others, we are nevertheless said to be fighting to defend something honorable that we cannot quite 

name, and that we have a God-given right and a duty to defend. We call our war-waging department 

the Department of Defence. 

We can argue against war without moving away from this conversation, by simply trying to modify it 

or undermine it. We might point out, for example, that it is the young who think like this about war 

while older people cynically manipulate them by appealing to their gullibility. We might question the 

rank oversimplification involved in asserting that our Australian society gained something as complex 

and multi-facetted as its identity, for example, in one military incident. We might inform people of 

the historical facts and of the corruption and mendacity of the war-mongers. We might argue about 

the absurdity of trying to establish the high level of mutual trust and co-operation required for a 

democracy by encouraging half the population of a country to fight the other half, or of defending 

freedom of speech by violently eliminating potential speakers we do not like. We might show that 

war causes more suffering than it alleviates. We might provide evidence that young soldiers in 

combat are often frightened, dismayed and disillusioned, and that returned servicemen often feel 

duped, abused and wracked by doubts about what they have done. We might demonstrate the 

mindlessness, and ignorance of the historical facts, of participants enthusing about the dawn service 

at Gallipoli, and so on. Such attempts to modify this pleasurable conversation, however, are often 

simply dismissed, by those emotionally attached to it, as the mean-spirited or heartless wowserism 

of outsiders, too stand-offish to identify with the passions and love of life of the common woman or 

man. Or we could simply drop this conversation altogether as not worth entertaining, and choose 

another. 

 



(2) The second conversation, often engaged in by ‘older and wiser’ people wishing to demonstrate 

leadership or sell newspapers, refers to war as a well-planned, sensible, technically advanced and 

manly enterprise. 

 

In this conversation war is referred to as somewhat the same as industry and commerce, undertaken 

discerningly by our leaders to benefit us all. Something like building power stations, perhaps, and 

extending the electricity grid, or rolling out broadband services. This conversation about war is highly 

developed and prevalent in our society. It is the preferred conversation of politicians wishing to earn 

votes as they commit the country to war, wishing to appear as firm fatherly leaders, and also of many 

academics and expert commentators wishing to be seen as giving wise counsel to our political 

leaders. It includes much talk about international affairs and trade, about strategies and technology 

and sophisticated weaponry and economics, with little mention of the individual intended victims. 

We can also argue against war while remaining in this conversation too. We can show that particular 

wars are economically rash and wasteful and that the opportunity costs are astronomical. We can 

show that particular wars are badly planned without due heed being given to social, political and 

industrial consequences. We can show that particular wars, or particular weapons, represent a 

danger, not a boon to the human race. These arguments, however, are not actually about preventing 

war so much as about preventing wars conducted in an ill-planned and ignorant way. The implication 

is that a well-thought-through, efficient war that did not endanger the planet  would be acceptable. 

Perhaps it would be? 



(3) The third conversation, most likely to be that of people closely acquainted with actual wars and 

other armed conflicts, I think, refers to it as an attempt to get others to do and say what suits us by 

destroying their property, physically or mentally injuring or killing them or their loved ones, or in 

other ways causing them physical and mental pain, and by terrifying others into believing this is what 

we will do to them. Talking about war in this way is more common in the Middle East, where real 

wars are happening, I found, than it is here. Talking about war in this way is more common in a 

humanitarian organisation like MSF treating victims. Talking about war in this way is more common, I 

have also found, among returned servicemen suffering from post traumatic stress disorder. But 

talking about war in this way does not occur in our politics or in our popular media, among military 

commanders or in army recruitment campaigns. None of these says, for example, that to protect 

ourselves from possible terrorist attacks and encourage the people of Afghanistan to respect our way 

of life, we are going to injure, kill or in other ways destroy the lives of tens of thousands of them, or 

at least terrify them with the prospect that we may do this to them if we wish.   

This third conversation is about war as entailing mindless and indiscriminate cruelty. ‘Mindless’ 

because it usually involves deliberately choosing not to think of the other as being like ourselves. To 

wage war we avoid the evidence that they are just the same ignorant and foolish human beings as 

we are, and a mixture of good and bad qualities just as we are, as they try to make sense of life and 

make their own lives work. As war-mongers we would rather burn books or silence whistleblowers 

who attempt to show how cruel we are being. The enemy simply deserves to be harmed and to 

suffer pain. ‘Indiscriminant’ because the mindlessness and cruelty is generally employed against a 

mass of individuals as if all of them were the same: as if all Commies were out to destroy America, for 

example, all Jews were greedy traitors to Germany, all Muslims are fanatics who hate our way of life, 

and all Palestinians, Chechnyans or Tamils are terrorists. ‘Cruelty’ because deliberately destroying 

other people’s property or means of livelihood, or deliberately causing them to suffer by harming or 

threatening to harm them physically and mentally, or setting out to kill them or their loved ones, is 

an indisputably cruel way to interact with them, when you stop to think about it. 

 



This conversation is hard to dismiss, it is so obviously reality-based, but nevertheless not common or 

familiar to most people in our society. It is not favoured by politicians or military commanders, for 

obvious reasons, and not favoured by a timid or lazy media wishing to avoid controversy. It is also 

hard for many people to entertain, simply because it is so confronting. Obvious as it may sound, it 

involves thinking about war with our defences against acknowledging horrors and responsibility 

discarded. It involves wondering whether getting people, by this means, to say and do what suits us 

is OK. It involves wondering what it does to young military personnel to be asked to behave in this 

way on our behalf, without us having to experience it  ourselves, or even to think honestly about 

what the experience might be like. It involves wondering how effective this is likely to be, anyway. 

The people of Afghanistan, for example, will most likely oblige us less, not more, after we have done 

this to them. They will most likely think our way of life deserves less respect, not more. 

In addition, many people, on finding themselves unable to attack this description as somehow 

illogical or distorted, since it so plainly is not, may instead attack the speakers to protect themselves 

from hearing it. People who talk in this way are called ‘naive’, perhaps, when clearly they are the 

opposite. Or they are ‘too emotional’ or ‘too gloomy’ or ‘un-Australian’ or ‘loony’ or simply trouble-

makers. 

This means that many people do not like to initiate such a conversation. Even many peace activists 

avoid it. Doctors too, in general, who might be expected to have at least some knowledge of the 

nature of war injuries, or the effects on returned servicemen, manage to avoid noticing the mindless, 

indiscriminate cruelty involved in waging war, or how unfair it is on the young people we send to 

wage it, or how unlikely it is to gain the co-operation of those we injure. I suppose I managed to do 

this too, at least to some extent, before I went to the Middle East. 

 



Stories of the suffering of individual noncombatants inadvertently disabled by armed conflict are 

hard to ignore, appealing at a human level, and hard to criticize. They can be an effective 

introduction to this third conversation. Some African members of IPPNW have been compiling a set 

of One Bullet Stories to demonstrate what they know about armed conflict. I have also compiled a set 

of stories from my time working for MSF in Jordan, not all about bullets, but in the same vein. I will 

relate some of these now: 

(1) The first one some of you may have heard before. Forty-one-year-old Ahmad was attacked while 

driving a truck-load of onions into Baghdad in 2005, when he was thirty-three years old. He was 

driving the truck for his older brother who ran a market garden in their village to support the 

extended family. Ahmad had his ten-year-old son Hussein with him. Near the centre of Baghdad 

there was a traffic hold-up at a busy intersection. He was worried because no-one liked being 

stopped in Baghdad in those days. Suddenly American soldiers were there, shooting at people in 

their stationary vehicles. Little Hussein was killed by a bullet to his head. Ahmad lost his right eye and 

his lower jaw. After initial emergency treatment, Ahmad continued to suffer not only from the loss of 

his son, the loss of his eye and the gross facial injuries he had received, but also from recurrent 

infections and severe facial pain, both treated ineffectively in Iraq. He was unable to speak until 

recently and eats only with great difficulty, not in front of other people. He has been brought by 

Médecins Sans Frontières for treatment on their reconstructive surgery program in Amman three 

times now and has had over forty surgeries. That is a lot of anaesthetics, sterilised instrument packs, 

theatre teams getting scrubbed up and surgeons working painstakingly for hours on end in response 

to an event of a few seconds’ duration. And that is a lot of pointless and continuing suffering on 

Ahmad’s part. 

 



(2) Three-year-old Abdul Najim Abdullah was attacked in Yemen in 2011. He was playing inside his 

house and was shot through the window, from the street. This shattered his femur with much loss of 

bone and soft tissue, so he was with us in Amman for many months having this repaired. He was a 

very friendly boy and constantly on the move despite his injury. His father, who accompanied him, 

was a small handsome man who wore very fine traditional Yemeni dress and conducted himself with 

great formality. The father was innocent, worried, suspicious and unco-operative in his son’s care. 

This took a great deal of tact and diplomacy to overcome by all concerned. We ran a play group for 

the children, for instance, but he did not agree to Abdul Najim Abdullah attending, and tried to keep 

him constantly at his side. The little boy on the other hand, was forever running away to visit other 

people in the hotel where all the patients stayed, or to attend the play group illicitly, or to watch the 

men playing backgammon, and so on, and everyone knew him and looked after him. The relationship 

between Arab fathers and their sons is a particularly important one, however. You may know that 

many men change thier names when they have a son, to be called ‘Ab‘ whatever the son’s name is, 

which means ‘father of‘. So this father was Ab Abdul, and it caused him great sorrow that this had 

happened to his son, and that he could not cure him himself. 

 



Many of the disabled or disfigured children we saw had not mixed with children their own age, or 

attended playgroup or school, for some years by the time they came to us. Their deformities meant 

they were likely to be teased or excluded, and their parents generally wanted to proect them from 

this hurt by keeping them home. They arrived in Amman timid and frightened, and cried when they 

were examined by the surgeons. Sometimes their mother, or father, or brother, who had come with 

them, cried too. Then the children found they could join in a play group with other equally disabled 

or disfigured children, and that no-one took any notice of their injuries. So it was heartening to see 

them respond to redicovering the joy of playing with other children, though it left us wondering what 

would be their fate when they returned home to thieir own countries. We hoped their appearance 

was suficiently improved and their confidence sufficiently boosted to make an ongoing difference.  

Abdul Najim Abdullah did not have this problem, however, at any stage. He was an unusual little boy. 

Unusually brave, I think. Braver than his father, perhaps. 

(3) Twenty-eight-year-old Manad worked as a professional potographer in Homs in southern Syria. 

He was shot in the hand while taking a photograph of an unarmed street protest in early 2012, and 

lost his left index finger and thumb. He escaped across the border into Jordan to seek treatment, and 

found his way to MSF. A hand without an opposing thumb is greatly reduced in function, so he was 

given a remarkable operation. The second toe of his right foot was dissected out and removed with 

arteries, veins, muscles, tendons and nerves intact and used to replace his missing left thumb. 

Fortunately he happened to have rather long toes, so his did not look so bad as a thumb as you might 

expect. 

 



At that time we had journalists visiting the project regularly wanting to interview patients coming out 

of Syria. Many Syrians covered their faces when being filmed, for fear of being identified and pursued 

by the Syrian authorities. But Manad appeared regularly on various media with his face fully exposed. 

He said he did not care if that put him in danger from the brutality of the Syrian regime. He refused 

to be cowed, and refused to hide his identity. When we held a party he danced wildly with fellow 

Syrians, waving a Syrian flag. This was against MSF rules, but it was hard to stop him. 

(4)  Twenty-four-year-old Nadim was also attacked in Yemen in 2011. Yemen is a very poor country 

and when Yemenis came to Amman for treatment the exchange rate for any money they brought 

with them rendered it virtually worthless. So Nadim, who was poor anyway, was destitute.  At home 

his most prized possession had been an old truck which he had inherited from his father, and which 

he had used to conduct a delivery business supporting himself and his family. He was shot in the left 

forearm while driving on a mountain road, caught in the crossfire between government and rebel 

forces. He lost control of the truck, and the ensuing accident killed his wife and son and destroyed his 

vehicle. He survived with a shattered forearm and multiple minor injuries. He had lost wife and son 

and  means of livelihood, but still had an infant daughter, who was left in the care of his mother-in-

law while he was in Amman for treatment. 

He also repeatedly requested money from his mother-in-law to survive, while his father-in-law sent 

angry messages about this, also requesting him to return home to take responsibility for his 

daughter. He had no idea how he would earn money in future, anyway, without his truck, and would 

certainly need his left arm injury to be repaired to have any hope of this. At the same time, he was 

frightened of the surgery needed, and , as luck would have it, this went less well than it might have 

done. So he was in a bad way psychologically and made several suicide attempts, after each of which 

he was abjectly ashamed and apologetic. He was still there when I left Amman, and I do not know 

what became of him. 

(5) The burned women of iraq suffered in particular from their injuries. There were many of them in 

Amman long-term for plastic surgery while I was there. Generally they had long-standing 

disfigurement of their faces and hands, sustained mainly in rocket attacks on their homes by the 

Americans, and sometimes in car-bomb attacks in the market-place where they were shopping. Faces 

and hands were burned because these were the parts exposed. Women with more extensive burns 

generally did not survive. The plight for disfigured Iraqi women is particularly dire. In that society it is 

usual for men to love and care for other men, and for women to love and care for other women, 

though this is by no means exclusively the case. The relationship between the sexes is usually very 

formal, though, again, not always.  



 

Women are often at a disadvantage in this social arrangement, as the formality usually entails  an  

evaluation of women as commodities, though not always, usually no personal income or ownership 

of  property, and dependence on men, and their worth to men, for everyday sustenance. Most of our 

burned women were disadvantaged in this way. At least two heard from relatives that in their 

absence their husbands had divorced them and remarried.  Others became promiscuous, considering 

themselves no longer of any practical value, and sleeping around, at the hotel where everyone 

stayed, with male patients, or the male guardians of the children. 

The burned women also reported a loss of the relationship they had previously had with children, 

even their own children, and with other women, even their close relatives. In their relationship with 

other women, so difficult and embarrassing was their predicament that it simply could not be talked 

about. They suffered alone while at home. In Amman they developed intense relationships with one 

another and with the disabled children. 



None of these stories is about war as an ennobling adventure or not. Maybe it is for some and not for 

others. None of them is about war as an expert-informed, strategic, industrial enterprise. Maybe it is 

and maybe it is not. All of them are about the mindless, random cruelty of the resort to arms. All of 

them raise the three questions: Is this an OK way to relate to these fellow human beings? What does 

this do to the young people we send to perpetrate such  atrocities? and: Is this an effective way to get 

people to think, say and do what suits you? I think the answer is ‘No‘  in each case.  

 

 

  


