The Real Crisis in the Present World

Islam teaches peace and non-violence. It is lamentable that many mainstream scholars accuse Islam of being one of the root causes of violence in the world, including the 11 September terrorist attack on the United States. The attack seems to confirm the “Clash of Civilizations” thesis of Samuel Huntington. Building on Huntington’s thesis, some have even argued that World War Three—a war between the West and non-West civilizations—will break out within the next 25 years. The 11 September terrorist attack is the main catalyst of the Third World War the argument goes. 

It is unfortunate that the American ruling elites are paying even a modicum of attention to Huntington, who is a false prophet. It must be reminded that in the 1960s Huntington advocated massive American bombings of the Vietnamese rural areas in order to drive refugees into the government-controlled area. There the refugees would be awe-struck by the material benefits of urban life. They would then develop modern values and turn their backs on communism, Huntington contended. It will take quite a talent to miss the consequences of this policy: (South) Vietnam was strewn with dead bodies. And of course, the Thai military dictatorship government participated in this noble cause, providing bases for American warplanes to pound Indochina to pieces. Before returning to the Thai bases, American warplanes generally emptied their bomb loads over Laos. It is estimated that the total tonnage of bombs dropped over Laos is greater than that dropped over Japan during World War Two.  

The US might have a superior technological and military power, but it could not legitimize the American invasion of (South) Vietnam. A similar case can be made about the American attack on Afghanistan. The US government, which is closely supported by Britain, accused the Taliban government of harboring Osama bin Laden, the alleged mastermind of the 11 September terrorist attack. American leaders soon issued an ultimatum, ordering the Taliban to hand over bin Laden. The Taliban had asked the US for evidence against bin Laden, which Washington did not provide—or could not come up with. Afghanistan is now being battered by all kinds of bombs, including the breathtakingly ‘dumb’ cluster bombs, and its entire population are being held as hostages for defying the American demand. The majority of the victims of the Anglo-American attack are innocent people—like the victims of the World Trade Center attack. It should be pointed out that no Afghani participated in the September 11 attack. Most of the terrorists were Saudis. 

The US was quick to occupy the moral high ground, insisting that its attack on Afghanistan is a just war, a moral crusade. Bin Laden’s ‘admittance’ that he ordered the terrorist attacks against the US lends further credence to the American position, or so the apologists for the Anglo-American violence believed. But this ‘hard’ evidence was only available after having unleashed the dog of war on Afghanistan. Whether or not there was any shred of hard evidence before the Anglo-American attack was deemed immaterial to the crusaders.  

How many times have the US committed atrocities in the name of pious principles. A just war launched by a violent superpower? The postwar record of American foreign relations helps shed greater light on why numerous peoples worldwide hate the US. Remember the Sarits, the Suhartoes, and the Pinochets of the world? These brutal tyrants were all supported by Washington during the cold war. It did not matter that they came to power by military coup d’etats or other illegal means. It did not matter that they were atrocious or conducted nefarious aggressions against neighboring states (e.g., Suharto’s Indonesia invaded East Timor in 1975), thus violating international law and the UN Charter. As long as they were subordinate client states, Washington was willing to turn a blind eye to their actions. Conversely, independent nationalists who legitimately came to power by free elections were often targets of American subversion. 

Bin Laden was once on the CIA payroll. His service was needed to fight the Afghan leaders sponsored by the USSR. Saddam Hussein, now portrayed as a reincarnation of Hitler, was once a client of Washington—until he committed the crime of insubordination by invading Kuwait. The Anglo-American sanction (under the fig leaf of the UN) against Iraq is depriving the Iraqi people of basic necessities, leading to the deaths of over 500,000 Iraqi children due to starvation and easily preventable diseases. Anglo-American forces have literally been bombing Iraq at will since the end of the Gulf War—an act that no longer appears in the news as if to say that the Iraqis are unworthy victims. The Anglo-American forces need not extend the air war into Iraq: an air campaign against Iraq has already been in place for close to a decade. 

Madeleine Albright, President Clinton’s secretary of state, admitted this fact with a straight face. She expressed sorrow for the disastrous consequences of the American sanction against Iraq, but contended that the sanctions are inevitable. In other words, the US has the right to use any means—no matter how violent—to topple or attack a regime it dislikes. But, of course, other regimes or parties that are opposed to the US are denied the same right. 

And what about the Taliban who came to power in Afghanistan in 1996? Did Washington see the Taliban as a rogue regime from the outset? Did Washington complain about how the atrocious Taliban did not allow Afghani men to shave their beards? As the muckraking journalist John Pilger observes, “When the Taliban took Kabul in 1996, Washington said nothing. Why? Because Taliban leaders were soon on their way to Houston, Texas, to be entertained by executives of the oil company, Unocal.”

“With secret US government approval, the company offered them a generous cut of the profits of the oil and gas pumped through a pipeline that the Americans wanted to build from Soviet central Asia through Afghanistan.” 

Small wonder that a ‘moderate’ set of leaders is now needed to replace the Taliban, to protect American oil interests in Afghanistan. 

The 11 September attack is an illustrative case. The American president argued that the terrorists attacked the US because they envied the freedom and prosperity in the United States. This is a fallacious and conceited view. At present, blinded by vengeance, patriotism, and imperial hubris the American mainstream mass media are engaging in self-censorship or news distortion, parroting the official line. Perhaps, this is nothing new; this has long been the case. Moreover, had the terrorists really envied American liberty, they would have attacked the Statue of Liberty. That they chose to destroy the World Trade Center and the Pentagon means that they opposed capitalism and the American military-industrial complex, two leading causes of violence in the world. 

Although I truly oppose and condemn the 11 September terrorism, it nevertheless raised many questions for thought. If only the American ruling elites—and the ruling elites of the world—are able to reflect critically on this act, then wisdom and compassion may emerge, replacing vengeance and hatred. 

The US decided to use its own way (i.e., more violence) to avenge the terrorist attack, bypassing the UN and making a mockery of international norms. The US clearly stated that it would still act unilaterally if no other states chose to side with Washington. This is the logic of a violent superpower. 

It was appropriate for the international community to condemn the terrorist attack in September. But anyone who is interested in justice must likewise—perhaps even more heavily—condemn the Anglo-American attack on Afghanistan. The US has consistently declared that the main target of its attack is the terrorist network. But no terrorist has so far been captured. Furthermore, innocent people in Afghanistan, including women and children, are among—or may likely constitute the majority of—the victims of the Anglo-American attack. It is clear that the US lacks any basic concern for human rights, its pious rhetoric notwithstanding. And what about the humanitarian airdrops? They generally land in the hands of local warlords or on fields littered with landmines. So much for American humanitarian concern.

If the US and its allies want to assume global responsibility they must first cultivate mindfulness and use ahimsa as guidance. They must derive their leadership from legitimacy, compassion, and justice, not from military might. The more the US uses its power illegitimately, the more its standing as the self-designated leader of the world will be repudiated and undermined. Take Britain as an example. It was once the leader of the world but did not exercise its power legitimately. It is now a loyal servant of the US. 

The terrorist attack in September indeed constitutes a crisis. It should be noted that the word ‘crisis’ comes from the Greek word ‘krisis’, which means choice. If—admittedly, a very big if—American leaders also interpret the 11 September terrorism as a cost and consequence of American imperial practices in the past and the present, then the US still has an opportunity to redeem itself, to shun violence and pursue ahimsa. If not, it is likely to face more of the same tragedy in the future. Peace not only means the absence of war, but also metta, karuna, and wisdom.  
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