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The Politics of Fear: Médecins 
Sans Frontières and the West 

African Ebola Epidemic is an en-
gaging collection of essays that criti-
cally evaluates the response of Mé-
decins Sans Frontières (MSF) to the 
Ebola epidemic in West Africa dur-
ing 2014 and 2015. It is an appropri-
ate mixture of reflections, vignettes, 
case studies, and critiques regarding 
the role of MSF in the epidemic. It 
does not offer detailed background 
on the organization itself or on the Ebola epidemic. Thus, the 
target audience includes readers who understand the role of 
MSF, as well as the basic principles of Ebola virus disease 
(EVD). The book describes complexities of management of 
such a large outbreak and provides context for the difficult 
decisions made by MSF leadership, as well as clinicians on 
the ground. Many books and articles have been written about 
the epidemiology of EVD, but this book is unique in its focus 
on the politics and ethics of caring for EVD patients in a 
complex sociopolitical environment.

The content is well balanced, and chapter authors in-
clude MSF physicians, MSF nurses, health officers, admin-
istrators, social anthropologists, and bioethicists. MSF as 
an organization is presented as neither savior nor villain 
in the crisis; it is described objectively as a player whose 
actions were motivated by the epidemic itself and its deci-
sions as difficult choices at a time where there were no right 
choices. The essays eloquently describe the motivations 
behind such decisions as quarantine of patients, participa-
tion in clinical trials, allocation of resources, evacuation 
of medical personnel, and use of experimental treatments. 
Each account provides a unique perspective of different as-
pects of the epidemic and response. In these descriptions, 
the authors highlight the complicated dynamics in navigat-
ing limited resources, overwhelming disease, and citizen 
distrust. Permeating these essays is the humanity and cour-
age of the doctors, nurses, and staff caring for patients.

This book achieves its goal of describing the multifaceted 
considerations that must be taken into account when design-
ing policy and response to an epidemic and highlighting the 
vulnerabilities of healthcare systems that must be addressed 
to achieve more effective response. It also raises the argument 

that global humanitarianism, although motivated by altruism, 
must adapt to existing economies, cultures, and politics if there 
is any hope for a successful outcome. Although the description 
of the MSF response is powerful, the essay structure of the 
multiauthored book does not necessarily provide a coherent 
approach or strategy to avoid and more effectively treat future 
crises. However, the book does an outstanding job of outlining 
the problems that must be addressed.

This book is not a detailed description of the science or 
epidemiology of EVD but provides in-depth explanation and 
assessment of the actions of MSF in response to the Ebola 
epidemic. It is an appropriate resource for those readers who 
wish to better understand the intricacies of a global epidemic 
humanitarian response in the context of the disparate socio-
political environments in which they exist. The reader will 
appreciate the courage of MSF healthcare providers in the 
response to the Ebola epidemic, as well as the problems that 
must be addressed to ensure the dedication and sacrifice of 
these providers translate to favorable outcomes. 
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Since its first identification in 
1976, Ebola has been respon-

sible for about 2 dozen lethal out-
breaks in Africa and numerous 
horrific Hollywood films. Then, 
in 2014, life seemed to imitate art 
when Ebola rapidly tore through 
Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Liberia, 
causing an unprecedented 11,300 
deaths. In this very readable book, 
Dorothy Crawford, a microbiolo-
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