Reason or Irrationality:

Ime to Choose

Intellectually well-meaning criticisms of many policies of US
gover nments have been internalised as hatred of America and
Americansin the conscious or unconscious minds not only of the
lunatic fringe of religious fundamentalists but also of large
numbers of apparently rational people, particularly in the poorer
countries. In the aftermath of the maniacal attacks of September 11
the foremost challenge will be to dispel the clouds of hatred if
irrationality is not to triumph over reason.

Geevan C P

T he coordinated terrorist strikes that
killed thousands of innocent, un-
wary people in New Y ork, Wash-
ington, DC and Pittsburgh on Septem-
ber 11, 2001 —abusinessasusua Tuesday
—may well be the most horrific peacetime
incident till date. Theliveslost and people
maimed were not just American, but came
from different parts of the world. Before
proceedingwith thisdiscussion, let usjoin
thefamiliesof thosedead intheir grief and
hope that more people may be rescued
from the debris of destroyed buildings.

For America, it is, asis being repeated
over and over on the continuous TV cov-
erage, thefirst attack on themainland after
theWar of Independence. It hasleftthe US
outraged, mournful, beleaguered andimpa:
tient for vengeance and retribution. And it
has, sadly, resulted in an apparent decla-
ration of war, belatedly, in responseto one
that had been declared long ago and re-
peated endlessly by the lunatic funda-
mentalistsand several suchoutfitswiththeir
owncodesof morality, basedontheend ave-
ment of women and a return to barbaric
times. Thedilemmaof thewar isthat while
ononesideisasuperpower and its people,
on the other side are groups of individuals
spread al across the globe with tacit or
direct support of afew stateswithout either
economic or military might that can even
remotely match that of the US. A war has,
indeed, beendeclared. Theidentitiesof dl the
adversaries, however, are not so apparent.
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It is not clear how the battles will be
fought in the fuzzy theatres of this war.
Onethingisclear though: besides spilling
blood and adding to the toll of those a-
ready dead in the undeclared and declared
wars, the battles will be between value
systems, ideol ogies, systems of ethicsand
morality and perhaps even unavoidably
among faiths and peoples. It is this non-
military aspect of thewar whichwill surely
change the mindset of people and may
create firewalls of mistrust that we need
to worry about in a deeper way, so that
ultimately, irrespective of the military
actions and its possibly protracted nature,
unreason should not begin to reign over
the mind of humanity.

It is necessary to state that the objective
hereisnottositinjudgment on America' s
intent to take appropriate countermeasures
or to hunt down those who planned the
hideous and diabolic mass murder. What
if noneismade accountable? Aresuch acts
against humanity to be condoned as an
unfortunate consegquence of foreign policy
failures of some powerful states, or the
fallout of economic dominance of the de-
veloped world, or the vestiges of the cold
war eraor the senselessoutragesof certain
sections of people for whom the whole of
western civilisation is an evil empire led
by the US? Aspertinent asthese questions
isthemorality of theresponseto cal culated
acts of barbarism. Is barbarism to be re-
plied in kind? Will it make sense for the
democratic polity to seek vengeance in-
stead of justice? Further, thereis, indeed,
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very littletobedestroyedinmilitary terms,
since the enemies such as the Taliban
possess very little of military-industrial
complex, as does the western world.

The ensuing conflict isnot for territory,
but over theminds. Itisimportanttorealise
that the goals of thewar and its battlesare
hardly militaristic; it needs extensive en-
gagement with the minds of peoples,
communities and individuals to prevent
thefracturing of multicultural and pluralist
society by the pervasion of hatred. In
fact, the ominous possibility exists that
military victory may prove to be very
ephemeral and pyrrhic signalling thecom-
mencement of a new wave of terror using
nuclear and biological weapons aided by
intelligent use of information technology
in a borderless world. Therefore, it may
be pertinent for US to ponder over alter-
natives to afull-scale military retaliation,
sincetheterrorist threat based on religious
fundamentalism of various kinds that
loomslarge has entered a new phase
posing acommonthreat toalargemajority
of theforward looking, democratic civil
society.

One of the most pathetic and, indeed,
perverse positions articulated verges on
the near adulation of the large number of
‘motivated’ oneswho ruthlessly executed
thesuicide missions. It isoften stated that,
after all, it requires no mean measure of
dedication and conviction from thekillers
to take their own life. Suicide missions
have been a mgjor feature of the faceless
wars, which place the lives of innocent
people at risk at al times and al places.
And the essential weaponry in thisis the
grooming of suicidekillerswhovauetheir
own life even less than that of others. The
human individual and weapon of death
merges into one living piece of armament
that can be dispensed with as easily as a
bullet. And there are no factories needed
foritsmanufacture. The supply of facel ess
sacrificia goats will never be enough for
those who wage the holy wars and issue
fatwas. What do we seein those individu-
as, most of them very young, who had
ceased to value life — their own life and
the precious lives of countless others? Do
we see heroism, cowardice, or loss of rea-
son? How did they reach a menta state
inwhich life had ceased to mean so little?
How did this dehumanisation occur? How
is it possible to drive out even the most
basic of instincts — the desire to live —
completely out of the mind? What kind of
evil workshop is it that which takes in
ordinary people with dreams, loves and
feelingsasitsraw material and transforms
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the individual into a piece of ordinance?
Is there any heroism in al this?

We need to probe into the systemic
malady that drives even the last iota of
reason out of the minds of the men and
women who are not only willing to extin-
guishtheir own valuablelife, but also take
it away from thousands of others in the
hopeof attai ning martyrdom. Perhaps, some
of them hope to acquire some kind of
divinestatusasarewardfor killing others.
Do any of these faiths preach reward for
such dastardly acts? Is it possible to take
a charitable view of those who cynically
foster hatred, dehumanise, and drive out
even the will to live out of the minds of
desperateand disillusioned young people?
It is clear that these suicides were not in
the least spontaneous decisions arrived at
out of freewill but theresult of meticulous
psychological manipulation of possibly
sensitive, caring and loving young people,
preparingthemfor the* supremesacrifice'.
The wrongs and inequities in the tragic
history of human civilisation cannot be an
adeguate excuse for bending sensitive
minds to carry out mass murder.

The cult of violence, xenophobia and
hatred will eat into the very fabric of a
knowledge-based, multiracial, multiethnic,
multicultural and pluralistic society. Irre-
spective of the differences over the rami-
fications of globalisation, the new millen-
nium is inexorably moving towards a
society characterised by the networking of
different peoples and cultures. If the face-
less wars are alowed to run its course,
where can the global society be expected
togo?Will it not lead to aworld brimming
with hatred and unreason, characterised by
mutual mistrust between dissimilar
peoples? Seen in this light, are only the
extremists alone to be blamed for trans-
forming the dislike of policies or perspec-
tives into a hatred of whole people and
their ingtitutions? It is time to sit up and
ponder over these questions, so that we do
not alow unreason to take the place of
reason in the collectivemindset of peoples
or communities. Itisperhapstimetoensure
that the power and perceived arrogance of
a superpower does foster hatred in the
mindset of the powerless.

Itisimpossible not to do look back on the
kind of prejudices and attitudes surfaced
from various combinations of historical,
socid, political, cultural andreligioussitua-
tions, which might have got internalised
in the minds of many people. There is a
nagging feeling that more often than not,
the intellectually well-meaning criticisms
of many policies of the US administration

have been internalised in the conscious or
unconscious mind as a form of hatred of
Americaand Americans. Such an attitude
pervades in the minds of not only the
lunatic fringe of religious fundamental-
ists, but also in alarge number apparently
rational people, particularly in the devel-
oping and underdeveloped countries.

Cometothink of it, much of thecold war
ideological posturing and proxy warshave
had a pathological impact on the mindset
of even peoplewhowerefar removed from
the heat and fire of the debates, but were
passiveor unwitting participantsinthe kind
of attitudesthat fostered hatred of US, and
implicitly nurtured some form of loathing
of its people and ingtitutions. It is neces-
sary to examine the perversions hidden in
theseapproachesthat havetendedto glorify
violence as the preferred means to attain
the chosen goals. And we have seen
how suchviolencehasonly servedtoinsti-
tutionalise violence, disempower people
and perpetuate injustice.

Sadly, many of those who are the pro-
ponents of such acynical attitude have no
compunctions whatever in using funds or
support from the US or the western world.
Ironically, many of these peoplehavebeen
able to express themselves freely under a
value system that they want to destroy. It
is likely that, somehow, indirectly, the
failure to distinguish between a criticism
of a US policy and the American people
have, asit were, contributed to the deaths
of thousands of innocent people. It is
important to recall that in each instance,
whether it was the south-east Asia, west
Asiaor South Africa, therewerea sopeople
in US, from pop singers to generals, who
did not go along with official policy. They
did not merely dissent, articulating a dif-
ferent view, but many among them aso
engaged themselves in bringing about a
changeinwhat was seen asfaulty policies.

In the aftermath of the maniacal attacks
oninnocent people, we stand at somekind
of a crossroad where certain things may
be altered in a permanent way. Let us
earnestly hopethat hatred will not become
the hallmark of the new millennium. The
foremost challengeinthecoming dayswill
be to dispel the clouds of hatred that will
otherwise lead to the triumph of irratio-
nality over reason. Intheend, itisfar more
important for US to win friends than van-
quish enemies. Rational thinking must
ensure that the response to terror does not
end up opening the gates to an Age of
Irrationality and endless conflict. @l

[The opinions expressed herein are entirely that
of the author and not of the institution.]
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