Twenty seconds
By Murad M. Khan

‘Youth is the first victim of war; the first fruit of peace. It takes twenty years or more of peace to make a man; it only takes twenty seconds of war to destroy him’

— King Badouin I of Belgium, 1959.

WHAT is the value of human life in today’s world? Look around and the conclusion will be — nothing much. Whether it is an American soldier in Iraq or a Taliban in Afghanistan, a civilian in either place or a bystander in Kashmir, Gaza or Waziristan; human life has little worth in today’s world.

The mayhem, death and destruction meted out by present-day ‘leaders’ are sending hundreds and thousands of young men to premature and needless death.

Stop and consider the effect of these losses on the closest of kin; a father, mother, wife, child or a sibling. Imagine the psychological trauma of losing a loved one so cruelly and suddenly? For every death, there are countless others who have been injured and maimed. Aside from soldiers and civilians with amputated limbs, brain damage, disfiguration and other forms of debilitating physical impairment, there are many more with deep psychological wounds; the nightmares of witnessing continuous death and destruction can haunt them for years. In this grim scenario of wrecked lives and mass destruction, more seeds of hatred are being sown. What for? To satisfy the insatiable greed for power and control of supposed leaders.

Today’s western civilisation prides itself on its institutions — democracy, freedom of expression and justice — and on having evolved into advanced societies of thought and technology. But have they actually evolved? Especially if they continue to resort to violence — the only difference is that Cruise and Tomahawk missiles have replaced the caveman’s mallet. These, and depleted uranium artillery shells, can be fired from hundreds of miles away and can pierce the thickest of armours. Is this really progress? Far from it.

Technology is helping modern man kill and maim more efficiently. Developed nations such as the US and UK, both citadels of democracy and free speech based on principles of justice and equality, are behaving in the worst possible manner. Devoid of any morals, leaders of both nations appear to have lost their way, causing untold grief and sorrow to countless innocent people.

Nearly 58,000 US soldiers and over three million Vietnamese died during the war in Vietnam. What was achieved in the end? South Vietnam was overrun but communism did not spread in South Asia. Today, Vietnam is slowly but surely turning towards a market economy. The dominos theory of Messrs Nixon, Kissinger and McNamara lies as discredited as the reputation of these leaders. After 30 years, Mr McNamara has discovered that the Vietnam adventure was a big mistake, which should never have happened. Mr. Kissinger has the dubious distinction of being the architect of the coup in Chile, which ousted the democratically elected socialist president Salvadore Allende and led to the disappearance of thousands of people. So many lives lost and almost nothing achieved in the end. This is the terrible legacy of these so-called leaders.

Today the same tragic mistakes are being repeated in Iraq and Afghanistan. For Nixon read Bush, for McNamara read Rumsfeld, for Kissinger read Rice. Different era but the same arrogance, same hunger for power and same lack of respect for human life. They cooked up a crisis then — a US naval ship was ‘attacked’ in the Gulf of Tonkin — and this was used as a pretext to illegally attack a sovereign country — Vietnam. Similarly, they cooked up a crisis now with ‘Weapons of Mass Destruction’ and illegally invaded another sovereign country; this time Iraq. Not surprisingly, the end result is the same.

The psychological impact of armed conflict on humans is immeasurable. The scars of war can affect people for decades. Their traumatised psyches can play havoc in their personal lives, affect their relationships, their work and academic performance and lead to psychological illnesses — from post-traumatic stress disorders, to depression, anxiety, alcoholism and drug abuse. It can change them from civilised human beings to beasts that have no respect for the lives of others, who kill and destroy without remorse. The traumatised Iraqi, Afghan and Palestinian child of today is tomorrow’s ‘terrorist’. But all this matters little to the leaders in London, Washington and Tel Aviv. For them, as long as their interests are served, little else matters. History is replete with dictators supported by the West, particularly the US for exigency, and then they are dumped once they have served their purpose. Noriega of Panama, Suharto of Indonesia, Pinochet of Chile, Duvalier of Haiti, Marcos of Philippines, Samoza of Nicaragua and our own Ziaul Haq are only some examples.

Much before Saddam Hussein became a demon, western countries were falling over each other to supply him with arms for his war with Iran. As long as their interests were served, whether he was gassing innocent Kurds in Halabjah or torturing and killing his opponents was irrelevant. George Monbiot, the eminent British journalist argues, “The US armed and funded Saddam when it needed to; it knocked him down when it needed to. In neither case did it act because it cared about the people of his country. It acted because it cared about its own self interests”.

Monbiot elaborates, “A superpower does not have moral imperatives. It has strategic imperatives. Its purpose is not to sustain the lives of other people, but to sustain itself. Concern for the rights and feelings of others is an impediment to the pursuit of its objectives. It can make the moral case, but that doesn’t mean that it is motivated by the moral case. The US, like all superpowers, does have a consistent approach to international affairs. But it is not morally consistent; it is strategically consistent”.

The question is, with so much poverty, disease and misery in this world as well as the added burden of armed conflicts, could the billions being used to kill innocent Iraqis, Afghanis and Palestinians not go towards improving the lot of the suffering masses? This madness has to stop. The needless massacres — whether of Americans or Iraqis, Palestinians, Israelis or Kashmiris, must be brought to a halt. Leaders of our day have to step back and give a thought to the lives and hopes that are being snuffed out and to the hatred that can haunt generations to come. They need to read and heed the lessons of history. Above all, they need to respect the sanctity of human life.

If they are able to do that, they may yet prevent needless suffering of thousands of people and earn their respect and gratitude. But if they do not, then neither the people nor history will ever forgive them.
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