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Conference Report

Meeting of minds in Moscow

JANE SMITH

The International Physicians for the Prevention ofNuclear War has
always been dogged by the problem of how it can go on saying the
same thing-that nuclear war must be prevented-without boring
the non-committed and losing momentum. But there was no loss of
momentum at this year's congress, held in Moscow last week. It was
partly the fact of being in Moscow, partly that the congress was the
largest ever-with over 2500 delegates from over 60 countries-but
mainly it was the mood of optimism engendered by the Reykiavik
summit between Mr Reagan and Mr Gorbachev and the current
Geneva arms talks. With messages from Mr Gorbachev and Mr
Reagan and a host of other world politicians, there was a real sense
that the physicians had come in from the cold-that their message
was now the orthodoxy.

Despite the optimism, IPPNW sees its message as being more
urgent than ever and this year declared itself in support of the total
abolition of nuclear weapons. "We are uncompromising abo-
litionists," declared Dr Bernard Lown, American copresident of
IPPNW, at the opening session. Smallpox and slavery had been
eradicated, so could nuclear weapons be. The idea was not fantastic,
he said, it had been voiced by Reagan and Gorbachev themselves,
and IPPNW must lend its energies to make the idea the common
property of the people. "Political leaders will do as much as they are
compelled to do by the people."

A substantially new manner of thinking

The theme of the congress-Albert Einstein's comment, "We
require a substantially new manner of thinking if mankind is to
survive"-prompted a heady mixture ofidealism and optimism and
was reflected in several strands of thought, none of them particu-
larly new. The most powerful by far took the congress into
metapolitics-a discussion of political issues without actually
getting to grips with them. IPPNW has always had the problem of
discussing a fundamentally political issue in non-political ways. Its
strength lies in the fact that it is a non-partisan and genuinely
international group of physicians arguing about the medical conse-
quences of nuclear war. Once it strays too far into politics it risks
losing its coherence and its authority. IPPNW does not, for
example, have a view even on nuclear power because it knows its
members disagree about it. Nevertheless, there was much talk of
political change in Moscow, mainly at a fairly airy and non-partisan
level-though the American ambassador (who had the unenviable
task ofdefending Star Wars) might not have agreed.
The note was struck at the opening session by Senator Albert

Gore, a contender for the Democratic nomination for the United
States presidency. With both eyes firmly on the American media he
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argued that preventing nuclear war was not enough. The goal must
be, he said, the prevention of all war between nuclear powers. But
that needed a political context for overcoming fears about security,
which in turn demanded openness about basic philosophical
differences on the destiny of man, the meaning of power, and the
proper limits of the state. He both exemplified the point he was
making and reflected the difficulties by citing mainly Soviet
examples of non-compliance and aggression. Nevertheless, the fact
that a presidential contender was there at all said something about
the status that IPPNW has acquired. The Soviet response came
from Dr Yevgeny Chazov, former copresident of IPPNW and
now USSR minister of health. The USSR's new policies of
reorganization and openness could be achieved only in conditions of
peace, he said; and, in turn, glasnost was important in building a new
atmosphere of trust.

Professor Stephen Cohen, a sovietologist from Princeton, took up
Senator Gore's message. Even though all the real underlying
conflicts between the United States and the Soviet Union were
political, the two sides had responded by "militarising" their
relationships, and this militarisation had become an even greater
threat than any posed by the Soviet Union itself. He admitted that
finding political solutions to political differences would not be easy,
but the superpowers had to find new ways of competing-for
example, in social welfare programmes in developing countries (an
attitude that did not go down too well with some Third World
delegates). He thought that Mr Gorbachev's new policy of glasnost
offered hope, though Americans were still suspicious of Soviet
initiatives on peace. "Everything I have learnt in 20 years as a
sovietologist convinces me that they are sincere."
Gwynne Dyer, a Canadian historian, voiced a note of caution

about a policy of total abolition: "You have implicitly committed
yourself to opposition to the entire existing international system
of alliances, the philosophy of deterrence, and the concept of
unrestricted international sovereignty." Without changing the
international political structures and the psychological assumptions
that produced them abolishing nuclear weapons would achieve
little. As a historian he also argued against the supporters of nuclear
deterrence who claimed that it had prevented a world war for 40
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years; that claim was based on the implicit assumption that the
natural gap was 20 years-as between the first and second world
wars. But the pattern of political alliances had begun about 350
years ago and a "world" war, one involving all the members of these
alliances, had occurred on average every 50 years. He thought the
solution lay partly in changing perceptions so that both sides did not
look on themselves as peace loving and each other as evil and
expansionist. The congress spent some time discussing "images of
the other" and urged an increase in the numbers of individual
contacts between people of the USSR and the USA.
At times it was easy to forget that this was an international

movement. Gwynne Dyer said that the moral self righteousness of
the superpowers made the rest-of the world feel as though it was
trapped between two moralists with machine guns. In Moscow the
rest of the world must sometimes have felt as if it was stuck between
two moralists waving flags of peace.

Development and disarmament

But the world was not left out entirely. IPPNW wants to see
nuclear weapons abolished not only because of their inherent
destructiveness but also because the arms race obscures and takes
resources away from other problems affecting man-disease,
poverty, and the destruction of the environment.
Dr Aldo Neri, a former health minister ofArgentina, said that the

resolution of tensions between north and south was just as
important as that between east and west for the future welfare and
security of mankind, and several speakers described the impact of
the arms race on health and health services and the prospects for
worldwide medical cooperation. Again there was little that was new,
but Dr Dmitri Venedictov, chairman of the Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies of the USSR, presented some telling figures.
There was, he said, one soldier for every 43 people and one doctor
for every 1030 people in the world; 25% of the joint external debt of
the 42 countries of Africa was accounted for by arms; and the
expenses for 1 soldier in Africa were equal to the expenses for
health, education, and social security of 364 civilians. It was
symbolic, he declared, that the World Health Organisation's call for
Health for All by the year 2000 coincided with Mr Gorbachev's aim
of eliminating all nuclear weapons by the year 2000.
Dr Olukuye Ransom-Kuti, minister of health of Nigeria, and

James Grant of Unicef sounded a more optimistic note in showing
what could and already had been done in preventing disease and ill
health through simple means such as immunisation programmes
and education about oral rehydration therapy, breast feeding, and
population control. The health of adults and children throughout
the world, east and west, north and south, could be revolutionized,
said Mr Grant, by mobilising communications facilities to inform
people. "All the major threats to human life and physical wellbeing
are more susceptible to informed actions by individuals than they
are to further medical breakthroughs or even increased professional
services." IPPNW, which had done so much to deprive ideas of

nuclear war of their acceptability, could also use its enormous
influence to cut off sustenance to the idea that it is normal for so

many people to die unnecessarily.

Global problems

The global issues were also addressed by Dr Carl Sagan, of the
Laboratory for Planetary Studies at Cornell University. "When you
view earth from above no national boundaries are apparent." Nor
did medical problems like AIDS and environmental ones like the
greenhouse effect respect national boundaries. When the planet was
in danger old adversaries had to join together, as Athens and
Sparta had joined against the Persians. Dr Sagan wanted to see
East-West cooperation on peaceful enterprises, in particular a joint
Soviet-US expedition to Mars. That, he thought, would capture the
imagination in a way in which more down to earth (but equally
important) joint schemes such as water reclamation in Bangladesh
might not.

Like Dr Sagan, Dr Lown thought that space was inspiring. He
said at the closing session that it was not enough for IPPNW to
present a litany of horrors. It must also have something to inspire.
"Space furnishes the opportunity to bind the human family or rend
it apart." IPPNW's own plan for helping to bind the family
together involves the use ofsatellite communications technology for
promoting health and transferring medical information throughout
the world. On the last day of the congress IPPNW signed an

agreement with the USSR Academy of Sciences whereby the Soviet
Union has agreed to provide satellite communications facilities
(right up to a dedicated geostationary satellite if necessary) for
medical communication if the World Health Organisation and the
Red Cross can demonstrate an effective use for them. IPPNW has
therefore set up a new corporation-SatelLife-to bring together
the Academy of Sciences with various US non-governmental
organisations such as the Rockefeller and Carnegie foundations to
ask the World Health Organisation to draw up some specific plans
for the sorts ofcommunications facilities that would be useful-for
example, in disaster relief.

It would be unfair to give the impression that the congress was

entirely taken up with "political" arguments: there were many
simultaneous sessions (many ofthem sadly much too large for active
debate), which included workshops on East-West medical coopera-
tion, teach ins on campaigning, as well as sessions on test ban
agreements, nuclear proliferation, and Star Wars. But some dele-
gates thought there should have been more medicine and less
politics. Perhaps Mr Gorbachev agrees with them. At a closing press
conference members of the IPPNW executive who had had a two
hour meeting with Mr Gorbachev reported that he had told them
that doctors should not get too involved in politics: their greatest
strength was in educating people.

Photographs were kindly supplied by Dr John Dawson.

Basic principles ofIPPNW

* IPPNW will restrict its focus to nuclear war and the
nuclear arms race;
* Through IPPNW physicians will work to prevent
nuclear war as a consequence of their professional com-
mitments to protect life and preserve health;
* IPPNW will involve physicians from around the
world;
* The same information about nuclear war will be
circulated widely to the public and leaders of all nations;
* Although IPPNW might advocate certain steps to
prevent nuclear war, it will maintain a neutral, non-
partisan character.
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