Armed Violence

Robin M Coupland, FRCS

The effects of armed violence are measurable. The key determinants of the
effects of armed violence are the potential of the weapon to cause the effect; the
number of potential armed users; the vulnerability of the victim; and the potential
for violence. Identifying the determinants of the effects of armed violence and
understanding how the determinants interact can predict the results of the
design, production, transfer, or use of weapons. Appropriate strategies to pre-
vent and limit these effects then become apparent. [M&GS 2001;7:33-37]

iolence has been defined as “the inten-
Vtional use of physical force or power,
threatened or actual, against oneself,
U another person, or against a group or
community, that either results in or has a like-
lihood to result in injury, death, psychological
harm, maldevelopment or deprivation.”!
How do weapons play into this definition?
The Oxford English Dictionary defines a
weapon as a “material thing designed or used
or usable as an instrument for inflicting bodi-
ly harm.”

The link among the definitions of health,
violence, and weapons is an expectation that
the severity and nature of the effects of vio-
lence on health are determined to some
extent by which weapon or weapons are
used. Certain other facts, however, cannot be
overlooked:

e a weapon, in altering or extending
“physical force or power, threatened
or actual,” gives a person the potential
to execute violence in a way he or she
could not otherwise do;

« weapons differ considerably both in
the way they are used to execute vio-
lence and in their potential to do so;
and
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e the type and number of weapons
available influence not only how,
when, and why the violent act is com-
mitted, but also who the victims are
and how they are affected.

Violence and armed violence are not one and
the same.

Unravelling the complexity of the rela-
tionship between violence and weapons
necessitates an epidemiologic analysis of the
effects of armed violence on individuals or
populations.

The Determinants of the

Effects of Armed Violence

The effects of armed violence are mea-
surable (Table 1).2-16

Use of a weapon constitutes an act of
armed violence. Before a person can suffer
the effects of use of a particular weapon, that
weapon must have been transferred into the
hands of the user; before that, it had to be
produced; before production, it had to be
designed and developed.l” The activities along
this self-evident continuum are important
potential determinants of the effects of armed
violence. For example, the design of a firearm
permits its user to inflict physical harm by
creating tissue damage, which is caused
when a bullet transfers its kinetic energy to
the body. The extent of tissue damage is
determined by the mass, velocity, construc-
tion, and stability in flight of the bullet6 as
well as by the rapidity with which the
weapon can fire multiple bullets. These are

Coupland 33



Table 1. Examples of measurable effects of armed violence

* Number of people in a particular location who are killed or injured

[4,11,12,15]

« Mortality from injury [4,8,9]

* Number or proportion of people with a particular injury [5,8]

e Size or number of wounds per person [6,8,16]

e Proportion of people injured in war who are non-combatants
[2,5,7,10,13,14,28]

« Number of people who suffer a particular disability or social depriva-

tion [5]

the *“design-determined” effects of the
weapon.8 The potential to use a weapon,
however, is influenced by the weapon itself,
the user’s perception of the design-deter-
mined effect, and the number of other people
armed. The user’s perception of the vulnera-
bility of the intended victim or victims also
comes into play.®

Compare the effects of aerial bombard-
ment to kill a certain number of people with
the effects of machetes to kill the same num-
ber. Aerial bombardment requires design
and production of the technological means;
the violence is perpetrated at a distance by a
user at the end of a chain of command. By
contrast, killing with a machete requires an
extraordinary desire to kill on the part of the
individual user;18.19 killing many people by
this means requires that many people to be so
armed. In both cases, the number of people
killed and the ease with which they can be
killed are further influenced by whether the
potential victims can find protection from the
armed violence.

Whatever the nature of armed violence,
the key determinants of the effects (Table 2)
are:

= the potential of the weapon to cause
the effect (corresponding to design);

= the number of potential armed users
(corresponding to production and
transfer);

< the vulnerability of the victim (the
potential to suffer the effect); and

= the potential for violence (intentional
use of physical force).

These determinants interact as long as
the potential of each is above zero. Each
determinant is a necessary, but not a suffi-
cient, cause of the effects of armed violence.
The impact of armed violence is influenced
by the user’s perceptions of the other deter-
minants. In brief, the complex relationship
between weapons and violence is played out
in the psychology of the user or users.19 In
this relationship, the weapons themselves
constitute a major determinant of the nature,
timing, and extent of armed violence. We are
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accustomed to the idea that weapons are
often developed with strategic purposes in
mind. What has been less obvious is that the
strategies available to military forces, to
police, to terrorists, and to criminals are, in
many ways, tailored to the weapons that are
made available.

Identifying the determinants of the
effects of armed violence is the first step in
preventing or restraining armed violence.
Table 2 shows examples of measurable effects
of armed violence, their determinants, and
appropriate measures to prevent or limit
these effects. Although some determinants
may weigh more heavily in the interaction
than others, no single determinant stands
alone; the other three determinants must also
be considered.

Armed Violence, War and
Civilians

Two important issues relating to the
development and use of weapons can be clar-
ified by considering the determinants of the
effects of armed violence: civilian injuries
from weapons of war and new “non-lethal”
weapons.

“Surgical” air-strikes using precision-
guided missiles are said to be inherently “dis-
criminate.” By the arguments given above,
however, “collateral damage” (an effect) is
subject to the same determinants. Several fac-
tors lead to a predictable rise in the chances
of civilian deaths and injuries:

= the failure rate of precision targeting
and the area covered by explosive
force;

= the number of such strikes;

< the degree of unpreparedness of the
population (lack of warnings, shelters
etc.); and

= the selection of targets (military/non-
military) in populated areas, in relation
to the intent to cause physical harm.

Considering the determinants of “collateral
damage” permits its prediction.

An examination of the interactions of
determinants reveals that vulnerable civil-
ians may be killed or injured more easily—
whether intentionally or unintentionally—as
a result of the development, production,
transfer, and use of weapons that bring
greater military advantage. That this effect is
compatible with both greater respect for the
Geneva Conventions and better military dis-
cipline is an important but little-recognized
paradox. These trends mean that those
responsible for the continued development,
production, and transfer of weapons carry
increasingly heavy responsibilities for ensur-
ing training and discipline within the armed

Armed Violence



slapuelWwod pue sueonjod Buowe
UoIUSALOD) BABUSY) Ui 10} 10edsal ajowoid-
Addns 1e1BM BAlRUIS)E aledsid-

sjebie) yons plone-

awioy 8y} jo Ajunoes [eoisAyd snoidwi-
slepuewiwod pue sueljod Buowe
UO[UBAUOD) BASUSY) Ul 40} 108dsal sjowoid-
PUBLULWIOD JO Uleyd sy} jo do} sy} sousnjul-
$9010} pauldiosipun

0} suodeam Jo Jojsuel} sjeulwIfe-

ME| o1SOWOop 8210Jus-
$9010] pawJe Buowe suldiosip enoidui-
SJUBIEQUIOD WIBSIp-

s9010} peulidiosipun

0] suodeam Jo Iajsuel] aleulwli|e-

sebewl Jus|oA 0}

SJUSDSB|0pE PUB UBIP|IYd JO ainsodxs Wi
24nyno unb ajeuIwIe-

spJenf paule-

suodeem yym sjooyos Buueuse sjuspnis uensid-
sjueoss|ope 0} suodeam Jo Alljiqe|ieA. a1e|sibo|-
s|qe|ene

suodeam Jo sedA] Inoge uone|sibol-

swelboid
sseUalEME SUIW pUB 8OUBIES|O BUIW-

(ueg suln) /661 10 188I] BMENO
ul pere|ndils sainsesauw ||e 108dsal-

sWwiIBaIl JO 9sn Jo Jeaiy] Aq
swipoin Jo Buipisy, Joud jusasud-
[ O} JUBWISYOUI PIOAE 0} 8Insesw Aue-

UONUBAUOD BABUSY) Yl 109dsal-

sjebie) swooed piNoo Jeyl

seele Uegin ul suone|eisul Arepiw Buioeld pioae-
seale uegn ul sjebiel Bunos|es plone-
sle]jeys pue swiee plel Je-

SUBI|IAID 0] 3SH [BWIUIL

yum palos|es ale sjeblie] Alenjiw Ajuo ainsue-
paddoip squiog Jo Jequinu aonpal-

9010} aAIso[dxe Ag paIonod Bale Wi

sa|bajens Buywijuonuanaid

Addns
lolem pazijenuso
uo souspuadep-

slaquiaW AjiLie)

0] ¥sll Jo asnesaq
punybly pioae o) alisop-
Jlosauo

pusyep o} Ayjiqeul-

Jleseuo pusjep 0} Aljigeul-
SJUSPIOOE 0]

Buipes| bulures; Jood-
S]98.11S PAPMOID Ul 8sn-

ps1098104dun usJp|Iyo-
adeoss 0] s|geun
WI00JSSED Ul UJp|iyo-

Joineyaq

Bupye} ysu 1o} Alissoosu-
uolBoo|

aujw Jo abpsmouy ou-

ooeds
psuyuod ol pepley,
SWIOIA pallieun-

uonejndod asusp-
uonendod
uelpap patedaidun-

T(S)WIDIA JO

lsjem lojpue
Alouos|e

jo uonendod &
anlLdep 0} JusjuI-

sawoy wouj ajdoad
aA0W 0} Juelul-

101)JU0D pawE
apIsINo asn-

SOJBLISSEID
100ys 0] Juelul-

ple| aJe seuiw
usym pue a1sym-

11X O} Jusjul-

SUBIJIAIO [[1X O} Jus)ul-
10

SUBIIAIO Jeau SoAloalgo

Areypw 1y oy wsjui-

ERIVETNY

S9YUIS JO Jequinu-

slasn paule
[enusiod jo Jequinu-

s|ge|iene
uonuNLULLe-
s|qe|eAe suodeom
yons Jo lequinu-

sjueoss|ope
0] SWUEall Jo
Aungerrene
peaidsepim-

pahojdep slequinu-

sejeyoeW Yim
s|doad Jo laquinu-

paddoip squioq
10 Jaquinu-

'SIesn pauwiie
fenusiod #

sjueUIWIRRQ

Jo1em ues|o pue dwnd
0] s9

o8] pue seliddns
Auounosje Bundnisip

Ajises 2010} anisojdxe-

sopeualb 1o sopu Aq
Ainful paulwislep
-ubisep Jo Jes)-

pallj 8q ueo Jey)
sJe|Ing 1o Jequinu-
1eling

Aq pealed Ablsue-

pall 8q ueo jey}
s}9|Ing 1o Jaquinu-
1eling

AqQ pauied Ableus-

sleak 10} punoib ayy
ul urews) Jey) seuiw-
ainssaid

100J Aq palabbuy

100} Jepun uolsojdxe-

ape|q Jo sseudieys
pue yblem-

9210} aniso|dxe Ag
POIaA0D BOIB SPIM-

108]]0 9SNed
0} [elluslod

soyu1s e AQ Jojem
BupjuLp ues|o Jo paaldep
Ao e ul sidoad jo Jequiny

sopeualb pue sajld Jo asn Jo
1821y} Ag Sawoy J1ay] wody
peoe|dsip ajdoad jo Jequiny

101|JU0D pauLIE 8pISINO
sepu Areyjiw Aq paunlur Jo
pajy eidoad Jo JequinN

sweal Aq
§|00Yos Ul painlul 1o
paliy ualpliyo Jo JequinN

seulw jpuuoslediue peung
Aq uoneindwe He| onewnel]
Bunisyns sidoad Jo JequinN

a1oyoeW Aq
pajy eidoad Jo JequinN

Juswiprequioq
[elee Ag paJnlul o
pa|IB] SUBIJIAID JaquinN

S109443

"SUOIUAISLUI JO sajdwexa pue SjUBUILWISISOP :90USJOIA PaWUE JO S10alT g d|qel

Coupland 35

Armed Violence



forces that use these weapons. They must
also ensure greater understanding of—and
greater respect for—the international legal
instruments that protect civilians during
armed conflict.

Large numbers of civilian injuries are
caused by small arms and light weapons in
different countries all over the world. During
the Cold War era, small arms were trans-
ferred into the hands of many untrained,
undisciplined, or non-military users.12.14.15.20-22
Compounding the effects of the widespread
availability of these weapons is the auto-
maticity of modern military rifles.

“Non-Lethal” Weapons

New weapons developed for police use,
peacekeeping, and military uses have been
labelled “non-lethal.”23-33 Proponents of these
new weapons consider their “non-lethality”
only in terms of the design-determined
effects. Rubber bullets and tear gas, however,
come under the same label, and both have
caused fatalities. The “lethality” of any
weapon—that is, the mortality among people
affected—is not determined solely by the
design. The other determinants—especially
vulnerability—must also be considered? Tear
gas used on people in a confined space pro-
vides an example.

A number of questions must be
answered before “non-lethal” weapons are
embraced as a means to reduce death and
injury on the battlefield:

e Is a soldier more likely to use a
weapon if he or she believes it to be
non-lethal?

= Does threat of use of a conventional
weapon as a form of posturing—an
effective and well-established strategy
of armed violencel®—cause fewer
deaths than firing a “non-lethal”
weapon?

< If “non-lethal” weapons are used in
combination  with conventional
weapons, as dictated by current mili-
tary strategy,2333 will this elevate the
mortality from conventional weapons
because of increased vulnerability of
the victims?9.25

Considering the effects of armed violence
using “non-lethal” weapons in the light of the
determinants of these effects will help to
answer these questions.34

Conclusions

The examination of the interplay of vio-
lence and weapons begs a definition of
armed violence. An appropriate definition is:

The intentional use—threatened or
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actual—against oneself, another per-
son, or against a group or community
of any material thing designed or used
or usable as an instrument for inflict-
ing bodily harm that either results in
or has a likelihood to result in injury,
death, psychological harm, maldevel-
opment, or deprivation.

A more provocative definition, however,
would finish with: “...and the development,
production, and transfer of any such material
thing.”

Identifying the determinants of the
effects of armed violence and understanding
how the determinants interact can predict the
results of the design, production, transfer, or
use of weapons. Appropriate strategies to
prevent and limit these effects then become
apparent.

The objective of disarmament law is to
reduce the chance that armed violence will
involve certain types of weapons. The objective
of international humanitarian law (the princi-
ple elements of which are the 1949 Geneva
Conventions and their 1977 Additional
Protocols) is to impose limits on how
weapons are used in war and prohibitions on
the use of certain weapons in war. Both bod-
ies of law have developed through recogni-
tion of the effects of the design, production,
transfer, and use of weapons. An epidemio-
logical approach to armed violence is an
essential component in promoting and strength-
ening all laws, including international laws,
pertaining to weapons and armed violence.

Objective observation, documentation,
and publication of the effects of armed vio-
lence are the role and responsibility of health
professionals. Fulfilling this role also makes
health professionals effective advocates for
domestic and international laws about
weapons and their use.17.35.36 0

Therefore, those who are not thoroughly
aware of the disadvantages in the use of
arms cannot be thoroughly aware of the
advantages in the use of arms.

—Sun Tzu3?

References

1. Koplan JP, Rosenberg M, Krug E. Violence
prevention: A public health policy. Atlanta:
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
1998.

2. Aboutanous MB, Baker SP. Wartime civilian
injuries: Epidemiology and intervention strate-
gies. J Trauma 1997;43:719-726.

3. Bellamy RF. The medical effects of conven-
tional weapons. World J Surg 1992;16:888-892.
4. Coupland RM. Epidemiological approach to
the surgical management of the casualties of

Armed Violence



war. Br Med J 1994;308:1693-1697.

5. Coupland RM, Korver A. Injuries from
antipersonnel mines: The experience of the
International Committee of the Red Cross. Br
Med J 1991;303:1509-12.

6. Coupland RM. Hand grenade injuries among
civilians. JAMA 1993:270:624-626.

7. Coupland RM, Samnegaard HO. Effect of
type and transfer of conventional weapons on
civilian injuries: Retrospective analysis of
prospective data from Red Cross hospitals. Br
Med J 1999;319:410-412.

8. Coupland RM (ed). The SIrUS project:
Towards a determination of which weapons
cause “superfluous injury or unnecessary suf-
fering.” Geneva: International Committee of the
Red Cross. 1997.

9. Coupland RM, Meddings DR. Mortality
associated with use of weapons in armed con-
flict, wartime atrocities, and civilian mass
shootings: literature review. Br Med
1999;319:407-410.

10. Jeffrey S. Anti-personnel mines: Who are
the victims? J Accid Emerg Med 1996;13:343-
346.

11. Kellerman AL, Reay DT. Protection or
peril? An analysis of firearm-related deaths in
the home. N Engl J Med 1986;314:1557-1560.
12. Meddings DR. Weapons injuries during
and after periods of conflict: Retrospective
analysis. Br Med J 1997;315:1417-1420.

13. Meddings DR. Are most casualties non-
combatants? Br Med J 1998;317:1249-1250.

14. Meddings DR, O’Connor SM. Circum-
stances around weapon injury in Cambodia
after departure of a peacekeeping force:
Prospective cohort study. Br Med J 1999;319:
412-415.

15. Michael M, Meddings DR, Ramez S,
Gutiérrez-Fisac JL. Incidence of weapon
injuries not related to interfactional combat in
Afghanistan in 1996: Prospective cohort study.
Br Med J 1999;319:415-417.

16. Sellier KG, Kneubuehl BP. Wound ballis-
tics. Amsterdam: Elsevier 1994,

17. Coupland RM. The effects of weapons on
health. Lancet 1996;347:450-451.

18. Dallaire RA. The end of innocence: Rwanda
1994. In: Moore J. (ed) Hard choices: Moral
dilemmas in humanitarian intervention.
Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield. 1998.

19. Grossman D. On Killing: The psychological
cost of learning to Kill in war and society.
Boston: Little, Brown. 1995.

20. Boutwell J, Klare MT, Reed LW (eds).

Armed Violence

Lethal commerce: The global trade in small
arms and light weapons. Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Committee on International
Security Studies American Academy of Arts
and Sciences. 1995.

21. Gamba V. Introduction. In Gamba V (ed).
Society under siege: Crime, violence and illegal
weapons. Halfway House: Institute for Security
Studies. 1997.

22. International Committee of the Red Cross.
Arms availability and the situation of civilians
in armed conflict. Geneva: ICRC. 1999.

23. Institute for Foreign Policy Analysis. Non-
lethal weapons: Emerging requirements for
security strategy. Washington DC: Institute for
Foreign Policy Analysis. 1996.

24. Arkin WM. Acoustic anti-personnel
weapons: An inhumane future? Medicine,
Conflict and Survival. 1997;14:314-326.

25. Coupland RM. “Non-lethal” weapons:
Precipitating a new arms race. Br Med J
1997;315:72.

26. Dando M. A new form of warfare: The rise
of non-lethal weapons. London: Brassey’s. 1996.
27. Klaaren JW, Mitchell RS. Nonlethal tech-
nology and airpower. Airpower Journal Special
Issue 1995:42-51.

28. Lewer N, Schofield S. Non-lethal weapons:
A fatal attraction? London: Zed Books. 1997.
29. Doswald Beck L (ed). Blinding weapons.
Geneva: ICRC. 1993.

30. Editorial. Weapons intended to blind.
Lancet 1994;344:1649-1650.

31. Gillow JT. Another weapon too far: The
antipersonnel laser. JR Soc Med 1995;88:347P-
349P.

32. Marshall J. Blinding laser weapons. Br Med
J1997;315:1392.

33. NATO. NATO policy on non-lethal
weapons. (Press statement). Brussels: NATO. 13
Oct. 1999.

34. Fidler DP. The international legal implica-
tions of “non-lethal” weapons. Michigan
Journal of International Law 1999;21:51-100.

35. International Committee of the Red Cross.
The medical profession and the effects of
weapons (Symposium). Geneva: ICRC. 1996.
36. World Medical Association. Statement on
weapons and their relation to life and health.
48th General Assembly of the World Medical
Association. Somerset West, Republic of South
Africa: WMA. October 1996.

37. Sun Tzu. The art of war. Boston: Shambala.
1988.

Coupland 37



