
Editorial

With each Remembrance Day the
veterans who assemble for the

laying of wreaths at war memorials
across the country are a little older, and a
little fewer. One wonders if the moisture
in their eyes is the result of the Novem-
ber wind, or of memories now more
than 50 years old. To younger genera-
tions of Canadians, these memories
seem remote; by yearly increments, our
national experience of battle recedes.
Baby boomers in the crowd remark to
their children how lucky we are to live in
a country untouched by war for so long.

This is the national forgetting that
occurs on Remembrance Day. Writing
in 1995, John Ralston Saul cites the
“generally agreed statistics … that some
1000 soldiers, and 5000 civilians, die
per day, every day, for a total of over
two million deaths per year, for a total
of over 75 million deaths over the past
35 years.” Or, taking another estimate,
“50 million people have been killed by
war since the peace began in 1945.”1

The experience of war is not remote 
for many thousands of people who have 
arrived in this country in the last 
5 decades: 37 500 Hungarians in
1956–57, 11 000 Czechs in 1968–69,
6000 Chileans in 1973, 9000 Indochi-
nese from 1975 to 1978 and 60 000
more in 1979–80.2 In 1999 the top 10
source countries for refugees in Canada
were Bosnia–Herzegovina, Sri Lanka,
Afghanistan, Iran, Somalia, Croatia,
Pakistan, Iraq, Algeria and India.3 For
the year 2000 Canada was committed to
accept up to 29 300 displaced persons
and Geneva Convention refugees (peo-
ple at risk of persecution in their own
state for reasons of race, religion, na-
tionality, or political or social affilia-
tion). In 1998, 22 644 refugees became
permanent residents.4

Thus the face of Canada is altered as
lines of interstate and, increasingly, in-
trastate conflict are drawn and redrawn

around the globe. And, through immi-
grants and refugees, the horrifically in-
ventive abuses of modern warfare enter
into the collective memory of our soci-
ety. Or do they? These experiences are
painful to convey, difficult to share.
Physicians who work with victims of
torture, or who have recent refugees in
their practice, know how painful for
newcomers is the disconnect between
brutal memories and the relatively in-
nocent, pleasure-seeking culture where
they have found refuge.

It is partly in contemplation of such
things that we find ourselves preoccu-
pied by war in this issue. Jennifer Lean-
ing looks at its environmental effects
(page 1157), Leslie Shanks and Michael
Schull consider the use of rape as one
of war’s most demoralizing devices
(page 1152) and Pauline Alakija re-
counts her experience as a forensic
pathologist investigating war crimes in
Kosovo (page 1148). We feel that it not
sufficient to confine ourselves as a gen-
eral medical journal to the “Canadian”
concerns of medicine. The world has
become a disconcertingly shrunken
space, and it is not only appropriate but
necessary for Canadian physicians to be
aware of international issues and their
practical and ethical implications for
interactions with individuals patients
and for the stance of the profession as a
whole. Looking outward, we also look
within. — CMAJ
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