
4 World Health • 46th Year, No. l, Jonuory-februory 1993 

Violence: a preventable disease 
Claude J. Romer 

Violence is a universal scourge 
of humanity, in time as well as 
in space. In a time sense, 

because it has always been- and still 
is- the Number One reason for 
people to die at too young an age. In a 
spatial sense, because it pervades all 
societies, whatever their level of 
development. 

Violence can be intentional -
occurring to the individual, within the 
family or within the community; or it 
can take the form of a commonplace 
accident attributed to chance or- as so 
often happens - blamed on "bad 
luck." Unfortunately, some people 
may regard violence as both necessary 
and justified. What is more, it lurks 
deep within everyone, ready to surge 
up from our subconscious for reasons 
that are sometimes trivial. 

This is why violence forms the 
theme for World Health Day, 7 April 
1993. It is a complex and sensitive 
subject, but its complexity hardly 
justifies society's inaction on the 
grounds that taking action might be 
too costly- when the consequences of 
inaction are death or mutilation for 
individuals, families or entire 
communities, and mental scarring of 
persons close to the victims. Physical 
mutilation is far from being the only 
outcome of violence; it is often only 
the forerunner of deep psychological 
trauma. So such terms as violence, 
injury and accidents are no longer 
neutral if we eliminate chance or 
irresponsibility. 

Accidents and, to a lesser degree, 
violence in general have long been 
seen as a matter for the police to deal 
with rather than health professionals. 
Today it is absolutely vital to make 
everyone aware that violence and 
injury are preventable. 

Among the articles in this issue of 

World Health, several try to show that 
our day-to-day safety does not depend 
on chance or fatality; they underline 
that mankind has the necessary 
knowledge to overcome dangerous 
situations and that, provided we apply 
that knowledge correctly, accidents 
can become no more than occasional 
incidents. 

Some of the articles look at the 
more hidden aspects of violence: 
abuse of children within the family, 
violence towards women or the 
elderly- expressions of an outmoded 
law that the strongest survive. The 
message which comes out clearly 
from the mere reporting of such 
situations is that the phenomenon of 
violence is a public health problem, 
that there is an epidemiology of 
violence as there is an epidemiology 
of poliomyelitis, and that by learning 
to understand the causes or effects of 

violen(;e we can little by little arrive at 
ways to prevent it. Any discussion of 
the means of prevention should think 
of violence in terms of health rather 
than of penal codes and punishment. 
The important thing is for a dialogue 
to be established, as a precursor to the 
study of solutions. 

The growing complexity of 
technology and social organization in 
industrialized societies and the chronic 
poverty in other parts of the world are 
both accompanied by a greater 
vulnerability. Violence forms one part 
of that complexity and is one 
expression of that vulnerability. The 
time is ripe to examine its effects on 
health and to take measures to limit 
the harmful consequences. • 
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