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Welcome to an anti-war double issue of Living Marxism,
68 pages of sanity in a summer of militarist madness.

The official celebrations of the Second World War anniver-
saries drone on from VE-Day te VJ-Day. Meanwhile the
American bombing raids in Bosnia, followed by Anglo-
French trcoo reinforcements and talk of the Germans jeining
in, should have woken us all up to the facl that Westem
militarism is not a thing of the past.

This issue of Living Marxism marks the culmination of
a year-long campaign leading up to the fiftieth anniversary
of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The
contents are devoted to developing the anti-militarist argu-
ments that we nave featured during these 12 months.

If there is one theme underlying the multiplicity of subjects
covered in this menth's magazine, it is the need to expose
douple standards in a divided world. Today militarism is seen
as a problem which only exisls ‘over therg' in the little states
of the third world and the Easl. Meanwhile the great military
powers of the West, the peaple whe brought you evarything
from Hiroshima and Vietnam tc the Gulf War and Nerthern
Ireland, are allowed to pose as peacekeepers.

On every issue from nuclear weapons to war crimes rials.
Weslern governments can now assume the moral authority to
lay down the law to the rest of the woerld. This moral divide is
really just & modern equivalent of the ola impenal colitics of
race, since it separates the few ‘civilised' white nations from
the ‘savages’ swarming aver the globe. The widespread
acceptance of the moral divide is what lends legtimacy to
Western intervention and miltarism in the nineties. And
exposing that racial double standard is the aim of this issue
of Living Marxism.

We begin with the hidden history of Hiroshima, which is
evealed here as the end result of an Anglo-American race
war against the Japanese. The furore caused in June by the
mere suggestion that the word ‘reconciliation” might be
included in British VJ-Day prayers confirmed that race hatred
is alve and well,

The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty has teen attacked in
Living Marxism over the past year. In this issue David Nolan
argues that the recent decision to extend the NPT indefinitely,

resuma \ost ex,,losmns. show tnal. 50 years on Clear
weapons are still the White Man's Bomb, a symbol of mperz
power hanging over the heads of third world peoples. Anc
no idie threat. In their latest repart from Irag, Hugh Livingstors
and Kayode Olafimihan reveal the damage which the Alec
powers have inflicted with depleted uranium shells and sanc
tions, on the pretext of preventing nuclear proliferation

Over the pasl three years, Joan Phillips has won an "Te"‘ 3
tional reputation as a war reporter for her exposés of Wests
propaganda about the civil war in the former Yugoslavia. As the
Bosnian conflict explodes back intc the headlines, she tzkes
issue with the case for combing the Serps and putting them o
trial for war cnmes.

But it's not all bembs. A key feature of Living Marxism's recent

coverage has been the understanding that militarism does
not always come out of the barrel of a gun. There are other
less obvious (and cften more effective) ways for the Westemn
powers to interfere in and dominate other people's affairs
Helen Simons highlights one of the mest important of such
developments in intemational affairs—the way in which
women's issues and gender politics are now being exploited by
Western governments and financiers in the third world, And
Vanessa Adams raveals what's wrong with the UN campaign to
stop the use of child soldiars in Africa.

There is much else besides in this doutle-barralled issue of
Living Marxism, from John Giliett and Manjit Kumar's critical
analysis of the links between science and the Bomb to Daniel
Nassim's interview with the Nobel Prize-winning Japanese
author Kenzaburo Ce, It's all good stuff, and it all coints up the
importance of the Hircshima: The Week conference against war
and repression, sponsored by Living Marxism, which takes
place in Lendon from 28 July to 4 August. | hope to see you there,

The magazine will be back as normal in September.

Mick Hume
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A revolutionary project
for our times

18l does it really mean 10
ce left wing, radical or
revolutionary in the second
half of the 1890s? Living Marxismi i
launching an open discussion arcund that
question. The aim is to clarify the meaning
of anti-capitalist politics for teday. And w

need yeur help to get it right.

First let's fill in some background to the
discussion. The political world in which we
all live and work nas changed beyond
reccgnition since the first issue of Living
Marxism hit the streets in November 1988,
The end of the Cold War, the collapse of
the Soviet Union and the defeat of the
Wastarn labour movements mere or less
wiped out the forces of the traditional
left. Then the impact of economic slump
and political decay did much the same to
the right.

One upshot of these momentous changes
is that the terms left and right da not mean
very much any more. As we have ais-
cussed n Living Marxism features over
recent months, there is no longer any clear
delineation between the various shades of
mamnstream political cpinion. |declogical
differences have largely disappeared, and
politicians now appear merely as individual
‘personalities’ rather than as represenia-
tives of a clear political pregramme.

The end of left and right is an intemational
pnenomancn, So while Tony Blair and
Barcness Thatcher can form a mutual
admiration society in the British media,
across the Atlantic US President Bill Clinton
and his most prominent right-wing oppo-
nent, Newt Gingrich, could recently apoear
legether in a televised debate that locked
more like a love-in.

A big facter behind this state of affairs
is what we have called the tempcrary
suspension of the class struggle. The most
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cbvicus illustration of this frend is the
decline of induslrial action by workers over
jobs, pay and working conditions; the
number of strikes in Britain today is at a
historically low level. More broadly, there
s ne longer any real sense in society of
a confrontation between the collective
forces of working people on the one hand
and capitalists on the other.

Of course, people stil get angry and
ambittered about what cagitalism does to
their lives—redundancies, pay restraint,
housing problems and so on. But today
most people tend to express their rage n
an arbitrary, individual fashion rather than
as part of an exploited social class. That is
why something like the recent protests over
animal welfare can easily become an oullet
for popular frustrations acout the stale
of society today, while more traditional
forms of working class action are
considered irrelevant.

As a result of the suspension of the

ass struggle there is little pressure cn
politicians to act n the clear-cut interests
of any distinct class in society. With all
sides competing to appeal to the nebulous
na-man's land of 'Middle England’, the
dissclution of political lines accelerates.

It is against the tackground of the end
of the traditional left-right divide that we can
identify a need to clarify the meaning of
anti-capitalist politics tocay. The upheavals
of the past decace have made redundant
most of the language and the policies
associated with the left. The landmarks
which guided left-wing politics through the
past century have been swallowed up by
the tide of history, and those who still lcok
lo them today will quickly get lost.

In Britain, far instance, pecple who call
themselves socialists have always lent
heavily on the Labour Party and the trade
unions. Yet these organisations have been
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entirely transformed in recent years. Tors
Blair's New Labour is now a classless pareopie
of law and order and austeril-,' staffesm, aq
by well-heeled women and former polierve
technic men. As for the trade unions. thegnts
are no longer unions at all in any
sense. Instead of collective organisations eum e
workars, they have become marketin in o
machines selling cut-price insurance
tneir mampers and cut-price pay and prie
ductivity deals 10 the employers.

r("c—‘; n:

The collapse of the cld politics haew ¢
created a lot of confusion about the prois
ems people face and what needs O Gday ¢
done about them. In particular, many of the £z,
basic assumpticns of an anti-capitalisz
approach to the world are now dismi iSSEght ar
out of hand.

There have aiways been two startinfost ¢
paints to cur approach. First, that huma sty
emancipation is the one goal worth fightitsough
for. And second, "

that the barriers to realisers -
ing that goal are not natural or techniCes s
but social. They stem from the fact thees
capitalist society is managed S0 as pooen
subordinate the needs of the majority 10 theeer
ntcrosts of a orofit-hungry elite —-=
Such an anti-capitalist approuch h
never commanded majority support in Britése s
In the climate of today, however, peoglérons
horizens are even lower. From all side e =
attention now tends to focus on the Mo, o«
failngs of individuals, anc any atiemot piees
find a social explanation for cur problemse r-<
seen as irelevant. At the same time, @
idea of changing the way society IS nunees -~
rejected, often on the basis that chan
could only be for the worse. This fatalis
mood has been noted with relief by ma ’0'
bers of the establishment, whose 20
and newspapers are now full of
corr‘or'i'\g thought that, no matter h
d the market system might be, it



rvive, since at least ‘the alternatives have
en discredited'.

it is important to note that what has
shanged here is not the exploitative and
epressive facts of life under capitalism.
. Wnhat has changed are the political percep-
ons of that reality.

Earler this year, social commentator
wchard NMNorth announced that ‘one of
he oddest features of modem Brtain is
nat there is nothing big to orotest about'.
;TOl”or decades, North noted, ‘bright young
patieople’ had been able 'to fight for social-
'_iaffﬁm. against the Bomb, against Amencan
pOltervention in Vietnam, even for women's
thesgnts, All these causes have gone', All that
ré@mains, he said, is green protest, ‘and in

DNS futh even that is a busted flush'.
[(eIi'l In one sense, of course, this analysis is
Ee lrong. There are plenty of big things to
Crorotest about in Britain. The old beasts
mich Noerth lists, from social ineguality to
npenalism, still remain to be slain, and
5 Ndew ones rear their ugly heads all the time.
preiynere he is righl. however, is that
0 bhday none of these ‘'big things' are seen
of the causes, which young people believe
italisgt it is possible and necessary lo
ISséght around.
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findost people have given up on any idea
umar striving for liberation and emancipaticn
htitrough trying to change society. Although

alihere are still olenty of complaints and
nicanticisms about what is happening, they
it tharely get at the deeper rcots of the
as yoblem in the werkings of the caf\italist
10 Uystemn. So while there mlght oe & public
L wore over the 'excessive' pay rises of

N& few executives, there is no uproar about
3”[3?*» increased economic insecurity afflicting
bDl&- ons of working people. The same
Slde" wre of low expectations helps o explain
;mOr, local campaigns against roads or in
NPt gefence of trees are often the limits of the
BMS soktics of protest loday.
?, at Not only have the politics of liberation
N jeen rejected,
hang .
alis
me
boo
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out some very reqressive

Living Marxism is launching an open
discussion to clarify the meaning of
anti-capitalist politics for today

trends are now being embraced as positive
developments. We have often noted in
Living Marxism the increasing lendency
towards interference in people's affairs
by all manner of cofficial and semi-official
agencies these days, from the police and
the courts to social services, ccunsellors
and censors. Worse still, this new authori-
tarianism is now widely welcomed cn the
left as a defence of scciety's victims.

An equally dangerous trend is the
vogue among radical-minded oeople
far ‘identity’ politics; stripped of the preten-
tious jargon of empowerment, this usually
signals a retreat from an engagement
with broader issues in favour of narrow-
mindedly revelling in your own origins
and lifestyle. And that amounts to little more
than reconciling yourself to what you are

stuck with, and celebrating the power-
lessness of the individual in capitalist
society,

These are some of the considerable
problems that we face as we try 10 win
support for revolutionary ideas today. So
what is the solution? In the context of 1985
and beyond, how can we best present the
case for an anti-capitalist alternative?

Too often in the past few years,
discussions of how to advance radical
pelitics have proved wasled oppertunities.
Those trying to come to terms with complex
new realities have tended merely to fip-flop
and apologise for their pasts, instead of
tackling the mare difficult job of working out
some creative ways for critics of capitalism
to engage with the p'oqont

It would certainly be worse than useless
for us to restate what Karl Marx or anybody
else said in the past, Revolutionary ideas
will mean nothing to a new audience unless
they can give & clear insight inte current
developments, ana demonstrate their rele-
vance to people’s contemporary exgerience.
To do that properly will reguire a whole new
pelitical vocabulary, and an attituce that
rejects safe and familiar formulations in
favour of bolc experimentation.

The discussion we are launching in
Living Marxism will aim to clarify the real
problems facing society today, and work
oul an appropriate response for our times.
This will be a central theme of the magazine

in the months ahead. Your involvement in
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decav tr:ere is a palpable silence
possibilities for change and revolut
many pecple seem to be trying to ev
thinking through this problem. In a sen
that is undersfandable, since developing
a contemporary argument for revolution
is a difficult nut to crack. But that is also
what makes clarifying anti-capitalist politics
such an imoportant and worthwhile project
for our tmes.

There are pressing questions that need
to oe addressed. The answers, as they say,
will be pnnled in future issues.
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The right to bear arms

In the horror of the Oklahoma bombing, il /s
vary 2asy lo miss seeing the woed for all the
trees. The image of a small group of right-wing
fanatics imposing their ideas upon society by
use of the terror tactic is the picture that imme-
diately sprngs to mind. All else s immediately
discounted. But it is important to rememkber the
democratic content of the right to bear arms, as
embodied in the American Constitution.

The early history of the American republic,
that of a ravolutionary struggle to free the
American colory from the tyranny of British ruie,
spelt out for the Amencan colonists ceran
ruths that to them became self-evicent. Today
these are known throughout the wordd, yet
nawhers established other than in mack form.

‘All men are created egual.' In & world in
which govemments were either those of
priestcraft or conquercrs, Lhis slatemenl was
like a thunderclap.

‘Al power in society arises from the people
and must reside in the pecple.’ This was going
against the old icea that God hac picked out
the monarchs and the pnesthooc. All civil
progress since 1776 has been tied up with this
claim, which our rulers are afraid to deny. None
of them dares suggest that Elizabeth Windsor
was chosen by CGod for us—they weculd be
laughed out of court,

Like all those whose lives depend on 1, the
eighteenth-century American rebels gave deep
thought to the malter of govemment, When you
nsk your lives trying to gel rid of a despalic
ler, you are extremely careful not to be
Jumpirg out of a frying pan and finding oneself
n a fire.

Thus 'government, even in its best siate.
s but & necessary evil; in its worse state, an
ntolerable one’ (Tom Paine, Common Sense).
Shoulg things not tum out as planned, then
the safeguards shouloc be well eslablished
beforehand: 'the right of the people lo bear
arms shall rol be denied.” (Secord Amendment
to the American Caonsttution)

Surely these are the rights which today's
‘democrals’ are seeking to deny lhe peoole ‘in
whom power resides'—or maybe the USA is
Utopia and they do nol need rights now.,

Dave Hallsworth Manchesler

Exploiting the Indians

| agree with most of the peints raised by
Ben Brack in ‘Exploiting the Indians' {May).
Especially when he raises the issue of Westem
institutions and aid agencies using indigenous
nghts as a wecge to intervene in the affairs
of Latin American siates, Il slikes me as
laughable thal the USA could even pretend to
lecture other countries an the treatment of their
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native pecples, given ts cwn history regarding
Native Americans. Asice from he genocida
assaults on Indians in the nineteenth century,
the current status of Native Nerth America
leaves much to be desired.

By all the slandard indices used o celer-
mire a group’s status in society, American
Incians are lhe poorest group in America. They
have the highest rate of infant mortality
anc death by preventaole disease. Native
Americans also exoerience the highest level of
unemployment and the highest dropoul rate,
Alcoholism and drug anuse are rampant on the
resarvations; the suicide rate is also several
times the naticral average. Life expectancy
for reservaton-based Indian males is only
45 years; for females it Is l2ss than three years
longer. The USA's ruling class need to tend
their own garden before ‘ooking o tend their
neighbour's,

However, there was one part in an other-
wise exceplional artcle that | did not antirely
endorse, The author said that the recent Mayan
rebellion in Chiapas, Mexico, Is just another
example of ‘bogus indigenism’, | would argue
that the Chiapas uprising is an atlempt, by
a local group of rebels, to end the rule of & cor-
rupt, one-party oligarchy, namely the Mexican
govemment.

Max Pringle Vallejo, California

In defence of feminism

The artcle The Emiy within' (May) Is rignt
to ooirt out that women's subordination
does not rest soely within the cosy confines of
Wesiminster, nor will it be eradicated by its
denizens. It is certainly the case thal premoling
the campaign for more women in parliament s
very different from dealing with women's
oppression in all its guises.

However, lo suggest thal women should be
allowed o participate in convenional poltical
organisations on the basis of ther individual
merits is not an argument | expected from you.
Are you sugoesting that it is just a concidence
thal while, middie class men are elected irto
positions of power, or perhaps it can be
axplained by the all too familiar refrain that men
ara more indepandent and innovative than
women? As (lJhe slory goes, either you (he)
have it or you {she) con't.

It is not just same women being criticisec
hease, but feminist politcs per sa. You use the
Laoour Party’s manipulation of some feminist
concems as if this was all the feminist oolitical
agenca was zbout. Feminism s cencerned with
a lot more than a few seats in parliament or for
lhat maller a beller job.

The locus of women's oppression is to be
fourd in the way reproduction is erganised within
& moncgamous, heterosexual family sel-up.

LIVING MARXISM

The few women who work full tme today are s

W

socialised 1o be mothers and carers first ag _
foremost. The nature of women's Oppression, . «
all its complexity shoule be dealt with direc, _ o
and with the same rigour as applied o atf e
areas of irterest—not surreptitiously attackec

the basis of a faminisation of paiitics, work, el
Rather than rely on the overwhelming fear .
castration to maintain your readershio, surg _
you can come up with something a tad MOyoyd }
innovative. Not completely yours,

T Long
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War and peace e F

Mick Hume's ecitorial (‘What's a war crin_ .
between friends?’, June) clearly expresses i serir
crass double stancards of the major '\-‘.'estr'c,h 4o
powers. They have always sought to justify the . \
aggression by blaming the victims and claim & 2 g
the high moral ground. As Brendan Behan sal_ .o
‘bombs are only legitimate when they are b,
ones and they are dropped from aeroplane _
Hume makes a valid point about the rac,
assumptions underying this strategy. But w_ . -
do net have to lock as far away as Vietnam, e,
or Rwanda for evidence of this. It has Des, .
evident for centuries in Britain's own impera .
war in lrelana, _*r
The British ruling class has always portraye_, __
Irish freedom fighters as 'evil men, onver L.
tribal bleodlusts anc ancient ethnic hatred.. _«
This propaganda has been dutifully swallows .
by the qullible British working class. TRAF
Britain’s own war crmes trbunals have beg _\5
in operaton for years. They handed out bris, -4
sentences to these Irish 'savages’ found gu
of crimes against the state. When the sar
lribunals were recently exposed as a farce, aim
the ‘savages' were shown to be innccer
nobody questioned eithar the legitimacy of t____
war or that of the judges. SR

<
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Untii there is a coemplete reassessment
British imperialism and an understanding byt |
working class of their own duplicity in e
crimes, British warkers will always be ripe
exploitation. And the paddies, wogs and Pal
will continue to suffer.

Paul O'Connor Derby

Mick Hume's editorial {"War and peace, the
and now', May) missed cul the subtle r'nlilar'&_-
message underlying the VE-Day evenly _ «
Through using words like 'never agair', 'gre
sacrifice” and 'liberation’, we're supposed
rally round because it was a 'good war, T
reglity was thal for the second tme in
twentieth century the working class found It
canscripted into fighting for the preservail
of capitalism.

The elites of Europe and Amenca
cynically manipulaling people’s sad memor

o




#Y 31€ 5% yagic wartime experiences. The meda s ful
st 8% ilitary talking heads, all of them claiming
FESSION ot the only thing which can prevent a future
b direc, onean war is bigger bangs for your buck—
3 to ot .o nar. meaner war machine.

acked £\ s sgen as disrespectful o the fallen ff
Work, Sl opposite view is taken and the consensus
0 "84l goren. But the only monument worth a damn
0. SUME 5 society based on human need.

$H8C MOYayd King Camden, London

jame old global-degook?

bke Fraeman's cover feature 'Global-degock’

June) presents the idea lhat the search
jar crimy, global palterns of human bebaviour and
BSSES T rring themes in worldwide society 's some-
| Weslel,, trvial—a passing fad of no consequence.
st f’/_ m‘ If Markism were not orginaly conceived
:’C‘a'm'fs a global one-size-fits-all political system, it
Ihan sal., 1o never have survived. If it is prepared only
y are £ discuss its approach to a particular policy '
OPIanes oo nicular country, or @ particular campaign
98 MACLor 2 particular bill, then it will evolve only
b BUL Yoo minutiae of its thought.

8M, I8 y\parism is supposed to embody change
5 DE8 4ot change cannot extend ic a better under-

h'pe”a"t-and»rg of global systems, then it is simply
nkering. Revolutions the like of which we have

POMraYes: seen since the discovery of agriculture

friven B wursing out around us. Do we want lo

hatreds, 105 sitting in the eye of the storm, saying,

[""3!'0"""91-:-5. of course we can adapt to change, but

ere is no change. Qur global view remains

he same'?

Put Blsyristian Darkin christiangadankin, demon.co.uk

ind gu

he san

“cé, Spostly divorce

nnocer

Fy o "':tﬂ.-:::m:ng Ann Bradley's "What's wrong with

| svorce on demand?' (June), | wish to share the

Bment by ng points,

PAbYth | om amazed at the government’s ability (o

N Smend £332m in 11993-93' on legal aid in family

1108 I aners. It is an incredible transaction to make

Ind Pa":; ng the New Year's holiday period. although
or many couples the Christmas break can be
sspecially trying!

; 1 seems withoul logic 1o review the existing

e, theg e laws but not even consider whether

MIlare - riage is a satisfactory agreement. Adter all

=ve be

L“)"I’m'f- < the marrage that fails.
I, Ores | ootly. | have never witnessed a more
sosad

.ba.'ﬂ ™S e S

in 4
;nc its:

servati
:

fica o Susir
emori

phallic wig than the one shown on the last
page of the arlicle. Does Lord Mackay wear this
on hig head?

Nathan Friel Srighfon

Animal matters

Ann Bradley’s article, 'Of hedgehogs ard men'
{Aapnl), is riddled with flaws. Let me point out
just two.

Firstly, Bradley makes assumptons about
the nature of consciousness which are at least
highly debataole, for example thal the capa-
city for abstract thought is a litmus test for
consciousness. A basic intreducticn to psychol-
ogy and the philoscphy of mind would reveal
this to be a complex matter, nol one which can
be passed off al once so authoritatively and so
simpiistically,

Secondly, she fals to recognise that animals
nave the capacity to feel pain and to suffer in
cther ways, Whilst a veal calf cannot 'resent
caplivity'—resentment requires sophisticated
conceptualisation and language—it can and
does suffer from it. Cne deoes not need to deny
the differences between humans and other
sentient beings in order to have concem for the
latter, as well as, if to a lesser extent than, for
our own species

lan Yales (letters, May) will say we do not
know other mammals can suffer. This strikes
me as a kind of species solipsism, and it is
dangercusly counter-intuitive given the pres-
ence in othar mammals of a highly developed
brain, a central nervous system, pain receplors,
elc, all comparaole to our owr. We must make
a reasonable assessment on the basis of what
we know, and should we not err on the side of
caution? Or are we to hecome lke Descartes,
nailing cats to the deor to flaunt our cenfidence
that anmals cannot feel pain and thal the
screams are akin to the chimes of a clock?

Finaly, just a thaught: might you organise
a week-long conference aimec at making
sense of Ann Bradley's witings?

Marc Gardiner Plymouth

You persist in alleging that British people ‘love’
animals {'Respectable rebelicn in Midde
England’, March), No they don'l. but they
are becoming more aware of how cruglly our
society freats non-human animals,

It is not anthropomarphic o point out that
animals suffer; it 's a scientific fact, The dairy

farmer quotec has a vested interest in denyng

that what he does is cruel. It's ke asking 2
MP if Conservative policias are good for peopie
You won't get an harest answer

To insinuate that one should not
concerned wilh faciory farming because s«
people are confined in priscns is completely
llegical. It is akin to saying that ene should
ignore the cuestion of domestic violence
because the war in fermer Yugosiavia is more
important, or vice versa. Wake up! Most of the
firms which oppress anmals also oppress
people, elher by exploiting workers or by
nolluting the environment.

MNon-human animals are cescribed as
dumb', Doas that mean 'dumb’ as in 'stupid’,
as in 'mute' or as in ‘lacking the power of
human speech'? Do human rights deperd on
inelligence, working vocal chords or ability to
communicate? Where does lhat leave babies
ana severely disabled people?

Katharine A Gilchrist Canterbury, Kent
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New Zealand calling

A Living Marxism readers’ group is starling in
Christchurch, New Zealand. We are interested
in heanng from other readers in New Zealand
and in the Asia/Pacific area. We can be
contacted by e-mail (p.ferguson@student
canterbury.ac.nz) or by writing 1o:
Phil Duncan LMRG, PO Box 513, Christchurch,

New Zeatand

Wages of sin

In response to ‘University lecherers’ (May)
Parsonally, | think sleeping with students is its
awn puniskment.

Paul Chown London SW13

Monkees business

In “Recovered Memory": a morbid symptom
(aprl), Michael Filzoatick's own memory
seems to be playing tricks on him. The lyrc
quotec is from 'Take a Giant Step' by The
Monkees [1266). Urlike ‘Ta] Mahal', they did not
reed to adont gmmicky names—particularly
those of suburban curry houses—in order lo
'spice up' their music.

True Monkees Fan London
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Far from the third world threatening humanity
with an Ebola pandemic, the meltdown
is in the West says Toby Andrew

‘Doomsday bug: 3 in alert here.’
The Daily Mirror front page on 19 May
informed Britain that we were all al
risk [rom a lethal new virus carried
by a Zairean woman ‘hiding out
in Hackney’, The Mirror branded the
Ebola virus ‘Liquid Death...a million
limes more contagious than Aids’, and
warned thatl ‘countries across the globe
have been put on alert for victims ',
A Times editorial made the same link
between Ebola, Aids and black Africa,
stating that ‘the Ebola virus is not the
first mysterious virus to emerge from
the dark heart of Africa’ (12 May 1995).
‘Disease fights back’, ran the Economist’s
front page, picturing a skull growing
in a petri-dish (20 May 1993).
Scare stories even arose in Japan
that the Aum cult, accused of the gas
attack on Tokyo commuters, had gol
hold of the Ebola virus (Independent,
25 May 1995).

Ebola does appear truly
frightening. Starting with innocent
flu-like symptoms, the disease rapidly
deteriorates into a severe fever until
‘by the sixth day, blood flows freely
from the eves, ears and nose, and the
sufferer starts vomiting the black sludge
of his disintegrating internal tissues.
Death usually follows by day nine'
(Newsweek, 22 May 1995). The lethal
nature of the virus was confirmed by
one professor of medicine who told the
Sunday Times that "if [ were to inoculate
100 people with Ebola, three weeks later
88 per cent of them would be dead’
(14 May 1995). Faced with such
dangers, the government’s Chicf
Medical Officer, Kenneth Calman,
issued a public-spirited health warning
that anyone suffering from fever
or diarrhaea within three weeks of
visiting Zaire should consult a doctor.

The message of the Ebola coverage
was that we are all at risk. It made little

Ebola panic:

pulp fictio

difference to the unfolding panic that
the Zairean woman'’s doctor announc
the same day that she and her two
children were only suffering from fis
Nor did the panicky discussion seem
be influenced by the known facts ab
Ebola, which suggest that we were
never at risk at all.

In the unlikely event of becoming
infected, the virus is undoubtedly
life-threatening, and in the worst
cases there are horrific symptoms &
death. But unless vou are an unpros
hospital worker in the Zairean lows
Kitwit, Ebola is virtually impossibi
catch. The virus is not transmitted
and infection is belicved to require
exchange of body fluids,

Ebola is not a mysterious produs
of the ‘dark continent’. It is an "Afr
disease in one sense; ils SUCCess re
on conditions created by poverty an
poor health services. The widely qu
mortality rates of 53 and 88 per cen
arc based on twa previous outbreaks
in 1976 in southern Sudan and north
Zaire. In both cases, medical freatme
was either limited or non-existent,
Patients, however, do survive if give
hygienic care and rehydration treatn
For example, the technician at Portos
Daown, Britain's biological warfare
facility, who stuck himself with an
infected needle and the Swiss zoolog
studying chimps in the Ivory Coast
both lived because intensive care
was immediately available.

There is nothing ‘mysterious’ at
all about previous Ebola outbreaks.
According to David Simpson who le
the World Health Organisation (WH
tecam investigating the 1976 outbreak
in Sudan, the northern Zaire ¢pidemi
was caused by some 200 people bein
injected for malaria and typhoid,

using the same contaminated syringe
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LIVING

If sterilised syringes had been used, the
epidemic would never have happened
Ebola is a relatively minor medical

problem even in Africa, By the end

of May, out of 205 cases thowght

to be Ebola, 153 ¢nded in fatality

(International Herald Tribune,

31 May 1995). As a New Scientist
editorial rightly pointed out, more
Zaireans than that die of sleeping
sickness or in car crashes every month
in the capital Kinshasa (*Whose
nightmare?’, 20 May 1995), British
fears of the disease are certainly not
motivated by any humanitarian concern
for the well-being of people in the third
world. At the same time as the Ebola
story, 400 people in Bangladesh died
from an outbreak of diarrhoea and more
than 50 000 were infected following
a three-day storm that devastated the
country. Yet there were no front-page
headlines about them.

It Is clear that we are not all at

risk from Ebola, and that those few
who are could be medically protected.
Even the worst scaremongers had

to admit in small print that Ebola

was not really about to wipe us out.
‘Could the virus reach a critical mass
in a third world capital, then engulf
the globe? Could Ebola mutate into

. some airborne form? Could coughs
and sneezes become agents of mass
death?’. *Not likely” is how Newsweek
answers itself on the next