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Poverty, violence and health 
Johan Galtung 

Tremendous ingenuity is 
dedicated to finding curative 
therapies for cancers, heart 
attacks and strokes. But these 
are not the health problems 
of the miserable of the world. 
The problem is not poverty as 
such, but the power of the 
affluent to tilt the use of the 
world's resources in their 
favour. 

At one level of thinking it is all 
so simple. In many parts of the 
world, many people- perhaps 

most people - are poor; sooner or 
later that fact shows up because 
poverty takes its toll. Poor people 
cannot afford preventive or curative 
medical services in countries that do 
not guarantee health for all; so they 
not only fall ill (we all do from time 
to time), but they never manage to 
get out of their ill-state and into a 
well-state. Illness becomes multiple 
and chronic. 

For all kinds of reasons, the poor 
resort to violence to try to improve 

Social conflicts can end up in street violence. 

In many poor societies, people never manage to escape from the vicious circle of poverty and 
ill·health. 

their condition, trying to shake off 
the people or institutions they think 
are riding on their back. However, 
violence tends to hit back at the 
violator and ill-health spreads, at 
times respecting nobody, as in total 
war. Even worse: in post-modern 
wars, the military no longer fight 
each other - that would be too risky -
but turn against the civilian 
population. During the First World 
War, 10% of those killed were 
civilians. Since the end of the Second 
World War, 90% of those killed as a 
result of war in developing countries 
were civilians. The health implica

tions are obvious. 
Moreover there 
seems to be street 
violence all over 
the world today, 
and guns are used 
to settle trifling 
conflicts. 

So, poverty 
leads to ill-health 
and may lead to 
violence, and 
violence always 
leads to ill-health. 

Conclusion: abolish poverty and we 
can get rid of poverty-induced 
diseases; get rid of some types of 
violence and we shall all be better 
off! 

Not so simple 

Unfortunately, reality is not that 
simple. As a first step let us make a 
distinction between poverty, meaning 
having little, and misery, meaning 
having so little that it hurts and 
harms, or having the wrong things 
that may distort the body, mind and 
spirit. 

Young students are usually poor, 
but that does not mean they suffer 
from ill-health. Their plight, if that is 
the word, is something temporary 
and has been voluntarily entered into. 
Basic to misery is that it is neither 
wanted nor temporary. Moreover, it 
is a vicious circle - too little and 
inadequate food, polluted water and 
air, noise, lack of sleep- a violent 
environment breeding suspicion and 
violence. Conditions such as these 
do not only lead to ill-health; they 
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War destroyed her parents ' home. Modern warfare hits hardest of civilians. 

amount in themselves to the lack of 
social well-being referred to in 
WHO's definition of health. 

"Neither-too-much-nor-too-little" 
is a good formula, but it is not the 
formula of today's society, where 
economists and others focus on 
economic growth rather than on 
economic adequacy. Striving for 
affluence beyond what the planet can 
carry and what society can afford 
means that the costs will have to be 
borne somewhere else. Namely, by 
the environment, by the poor, by the 
poor countries; and more particularly 
by the environment and the poor in 
poor countries. And this is where 
misery accumulates. Misery certainly 
kills, and so does affluence to the 
extent that it creates misery on its 
periphery. The diseases of affluence, 
such as malignant tumours and 
cardiovascular diseases, kill people 
in affluent societies and classes, or 
make their long lives miserable 
through mental disorders. 

Instead, medical resources tend to 
be channelled towards modern-day 
diseases, and tremendous ingenuity 
is dedicated to finding curative 
therapies for cancers, heart attacks 
and strokes. But in a world 
perspective these are the diseases of 
the affluent in all societies, not the 
health problems of the miserable of 
the world. The problem is not 
poverty as such, but the power of the 
affluent to tilt the use of the world's 

9 

resources in their favour. 
Something of the same holds true 

for violence. Interestingly, one of the 
few forms of violence that has been 
virtually eliminated in practice is the 
duel, possibly because it hit the 
ruling elite who duelled themselves 
to death in great numbers. At the 
same time incredible weapons of 
mass destruction - meaning 
extermination of the masses- are 
being developed all the time. And 
any effort by poor countries to 
acquire them is resisted with extreme 
belligerence, so as not to upset the 
control from the top. 

In short, we need to train our eyes 
on the power structures of the world. 
They can be changed for the better, 
and some small countries have been 
able to do so. The problems may be 
most evident among the poor, but it 
is not they alone who hold the keys 
to change. We all do. • 
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Somewhere there should be a 
golden mean here; keeping the 
values and many of the traditional 
and more human structures of 
society, yet utilizing basic medical 
knowledge for prolonging life 
without creating the tyranny of 
modem diseases of affluence. This 
is impossible under misery, and 
difficult with affluence. As it is , 
today 's pursuit of happiness through 
economic growth and wealth makes 
us blind to this possibility. 

Grinding poverty destroys all hope of enjoying norma/social well·being. 


