
Comment

1332 www.thelancet.com   Vol 384   October 11, 2014

Ri
ch

ar
d 

H
or

to
n

Offl  ine: People to people
Last week was a turning point in the sometimes angry 
debate that followed publication of a letter from 
Paola Manduca and colleagues during the recent war in 
Gaza and southern Israel. Among the many responses 
we received, one quite diff erent letter stood out. 
Professor Karl Skorecki, Director of the Rappaport Research 
Institute at Technion and Director of Medical Research 
and Development at the Rambam Health Care Campus 
in Haifa, wrote to invite me to Israel “because of the 
intense interest that the editorial leadership of The Lancet 
has attracted, focusing on issues of medical professional 
responsibility and accountability for the tragic loss of life 
and human suff ering of Gaza civilians including children”. 
I visited Rambam last week thanks to the hospitality—
and courage—of Prof Skorecki, Prof Rafael Beyar 
(Director-General of the Rambam Health Care Campus), 
and Prof A Mark Clarfi eld (Director, Medical School for 
International Health, Ben-Gurion University). At Rambam 
I saw an inspiring model of partnership between Jews 
and Arabs in a part of Israel where 40% of the population 
is Arab. I saw Rambam off ering an open hand, gladly 
grasped by families from Gaza, the West Bank, and Syria, 
who were living with life-threatening health-care needs. I 
saw Rambam as one example of a vision for a peaceful and 
productive future between peoples, which I learned exists 
throughout Israel’s hospitals. I also met Israel’s Minister of 
Health, Yael German, who not only endorsed this visit but 
also welcomed future collaboration. Out of this exchange 
has emerged an extraordinary opportunity.

*
But fi rst, some refl ections. At a moment of unbearable 
human destruction in Gaza, the unintended outcome of 
the Manduca et al letter was an extreme polarisation of 
already divided positions. This schism helped no-one and 
I certainly regret that result. I have seen for myself that 
what was written in the Manduca et al letter does not 
describe the full reality. I was later horrifi ed to discover 
that two co-authors of the letter had forwarded a vile 
and off ensive video. The clearly anti-Semitic worldview 
expressed in that video is abhorrent and deserves 
universal condemnation. There are lessons to learn. 
For example, in the case of the Manduca et al letter, 
important interests should have been declared earlier. 
Also, although political determinants of health are real, 
there are reasons to be vigilant about how these are 

discussed. Here is our proposal for new guidance to 
help us in these rare circumstances—”Editors will, from 
time to time, be faced with submissions that lie at the 
diffi  cult intersection of medicine and politics. Health 
and health care do have political determinants and 
editors should not shy away from those. But politics, 
by its very nature, can be disruptive and divisive, with 
many diff erent points-of-view held. While taking strong 
editorial positions on issues of relevance to health is 
sometimes necessary, editors should always pause, 
refl ect, and consult before publishing any manuscript 
that might unnecessarily polarise, or foster or worsen 
political division.”

*

What is the opportunity? First, we have to make a 
conscious choice. Either one can let residual anger prevail 
and entrench existing divisions still further—a position 
that has too often scarred relations in the Middle East. 
Or one can use this moment to nurture something 
positive and long lasting, which I fi rmly intend to do. 
As one American correspondent wrote to me recently, 
“the answer to speech we do not like is more speech, not 
the silencing of writers (or editors) whose opinions we 
disagree with”. That is why The Lancet opposes all forms 
of boycott. I have proposed to Prof Skorecki that, together 
with The Lancet, we initiate a new partnership to publish 
a Series on Israel’s health and medical research system, 
its strengths and challenges, and prospects for its future. 
The response has been positive, planning for this Series 
has started, and we will follow up in meetings that will 
begin upon my return to Israel in January, 2015. My visit 
to Israel had many moving moments. Sitting between a 
Rabbi and an Imam, who were working to foster peaceful 
coexistence between their communities, in a room 
adjacent to the El-Jazzar mosque in Acre, northern Israel, 
I asked how I should approach our future involvement in 
the region. The answer was clear: “Work with Palestinians, 
work with Israelis, and encourage both communities to 
work together. War is not the answer.” The greatest threat 
our plans now face is cynicism and a refusal to believe that 
people, and the world, can be diff erent. 

Richard Horton
richard.horton@lancet.com
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