
Eugene Debs summed up more succinctly than we could 
the purpose and the futility of wars and who bears the 
cost. He said:

Wars throughout history have been waged for conquest 
and plunder. In the Middle Ages when the feudal lords who 
inhabited the castles whose towers may still be seen along 
the Rhine concluded to enlarge their domains, to increase 
their power, their prestige and their wealth they declared 
war upon one another. But they themselves did not go to war 
any more than the modern feudal lords, the barons of Wall 
Street go to war. The feudal barons of the Middle Ages, the 
economic predecessors of the capitalists of our day, declared 
all wars. And their miserable serfs fought all the battles. The 
poor, ignorant serfs had been taught to revere their masters; 
to believe that when their masters declared war upon one 
another, it was their patriotic duty to fall upon one another 
and to cut one another’s throats for the profit and glory of 
the lords and barons who held them in contempt. And that is 
war in a nutshell. The master class has always declared the 
wars; the subject class has always fought the battles. The 
master class has had all to gain and nothing to lose, while 
the subject class has had nothing to gain and all to lose – 
especially their lives.

  Eugene Debs: 16 June 1918
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Let us test from our experience whether Debs’ words 
are apt or not using the example of the First World War. 
The imperialist First World War, for which we have just 
witnessed the 100-year anniversary, is a salutary example. 
That war has been described by politicians on both sides 
of the House in Australia as a sort of wonderful legacy to 
the youth of today, describing it as the maturing of our 
youth, the adventure of our youth, the patriotism of our 
youth, and an enduring legacy of courage. 

Let us look at what really happened. It was a war in which 
no fewer than 6 million young people were mobilised by 
the countries involved and which resulted in 20 million 
deaths and 21 million wounded, with many critically 
maimed.

It was a war that was fought in water and mud-filled 
trenches, with inadequate weapons, alongside disease 
and death, inadequate clothing and lack of decent food. 
These young people, the bulk of whom were coerced 
or conscripted, many just out of school, were of no 
importance to those who sought the war that was simply 
to reallocate the spoils and the expansion of markets. 
Young people were simply the cheapest weapon in that 
campaign.

On 31 July 1914, in an election speech at Colac in Victoria, 
the Opposition Leader Andrew Fisher (ALP) famously 
declared that ‘Should the worst happen, after everything 
has been done that honour will permit, Australians will 
stand beside the mother country to help and defend her 
to our last man and our last shilling’. More recently, the 
former prime minister, Tony Abbott, said, ‘The Great 
War was the crucible in which our nation’s identity was 
forged’. 

In fact, the First World War characterised all the unjust 
wars that have followed and continue today. The major 
battles of Passchendaele, Verdun, the Somme and the 
Marne were simply slaughterhouses for a generation of 
young people who were used callously and deliberately 
as cannon fodder for the redistribution of the world’s 
markets. We must reject all the attempts to glorify war; 
there is no glory in fighting to simply divide the world’s 
spoils between the wealthiest people on earth. Since 
the Second World War, there have been wars led by 
the United States in Korea, Indo China, Congo, Iraq, 
Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Lebanon, Palestine, Libya and 
Syria. It is estimated that between 20 and 30 million have 
died in these wars. Wars do not benefit the people, but 
simply reduce funds that should be spent on services such 
as housing, healthcare, education and jobs.

If we fight, let it be to build a better world. 



2 the BEACON

I recently returned from an overseas holiday, where I 
spent a few weeks in Cuba. What is striking about this 
small island state is how it looks after the health of its 
citizens. David, a retired economist and friend of mine 

in his 80s who lives in Central Havana, just walks across 
the road to his GP whenever he needs a doctor. He walks 
straight into the clinic that has no need for health cards 
or money. No insulting questions are asked about health 
insurance. David even gets his medication for free. Put 
simply, he tells me that all health services (including dental, 
physiotherapy, specialist visits, 
etc.) in Cuba are free of 
charge to all people.

This is why the Cuban 
health system is recognised 
worldwide for its excellence 
and efficiency. According 
to the UN’s World Health 
Organisation, Cuba’s health 
system is an example for all 
countries of the world, with 
statistics to prove it: a mark of a civilised society.

On top of all that, since 1963 Cuba has been praised for 
its international solidarity in sending thousands of doctors 
to treat the poor in over 60 Third World countries. For 
instance, over a thousand doctors have been deployed in 
East Timor alone since its independence, compared to 
only a handful sent from Australia. This is a phenomenal 
contribution by a small country with limited access to 
resources, due largely to the internationally condemned 
economic blockade imposed on it by the US, the world’s 
largest economy, just under 100 miles away. Ironically the 
US has a health system where nearly 40 million people 
have no health cover and the ones that can afford it have 

to pay expensive private health insurance or go into 
massive debt if they get sick

Interestingly, while I was away, Medicare featured strongly 
in our federal elections, which helped the Labor Party 
come very close to a surprise victory against the LNP 
coalition. Australians clearly want to cling to Medicare 
principles of bulk billing and universality, and rightly so. 
Medicare is not only a healthier system; it makes economic 
sense too. For example, Australia spends far less on 
healthcare as a percentage of GDP compared to the US 

and with far better health 
outcomes. Australians 
know that healthcare 
driven by a neoliberal 
ideology is bad medicine 
that simply won’t deliver 
prevention or cures. Are 
our politicians humble 
enough to learn from the 
Cubans?  

…all health services (including dental, 
physiotherapy, specialist visits, etc.) in 
Cuba are free of charge to all people.

Cuba’s healthcare scheme:  
a model for Australia?

by GAETANO GRECO
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While he talks of ‘revolutionary’ vision in the 
welfare sector, Christian Porter ignores the 
fact that unemployment is a failure of the 
market, not the person.

You don’t build communities up by putting people down. 
Structural changes to the economy have resulted in entire 
communities being left without work and often without 
adequate social and economic infrastructure.

We see manufacturing jobs disappearing, the loss of jobs 
in some sectors due to privatisation, and the global quest 
for ever-greater profits by using ever-cheaper labour. We 
have seen a worrying trend towards casualisation and 
insecure employment, and on the latest ABS labour force 
figures, a decline in the total number of monthly hours 
worked in all jobs. Trends change rapidly, and as the prime 
minister is fond of reminding us, it is useful to be agile and 
innovative in a period of everlasting uncertainty and flux.

Which is why it really is time we actually invested in people 
and communities instead of putting people down and 
blaming them for their own exclusion. Living in poverty 
is not a sickness. Nor is it a crime. Yet we continue to 
fall into the ideological trap of either pathologising or 
criminalising people who sin against the dominant moral 
code by not being ‘self-reliant’ in the marketplace.

This is not new. The earlier McClure Report, tabled by 
Jocelyn Newman in 2000, began from the same premise: 
that we urgently needed to address the problem of 
‘welfare dependency’ because it, and people’s lives, are 
seemingly spiralling out of control.

It’s time we stopped disguising market failure as a 
personal failure to participate in the market. For this is 
where we are starting again, with the current offerings 
of ‘revolutionary’ vision and ‘radical’ change by social 
services minister, Christian Porter. By focusing on the 
supposed failings of the individual, we are missing the 
bleeding obvious: that there are not enough jobs (and 
more specifically, not enough hours!) for those who can 
work, as well as a seriously inadequate level of income 
support for those who cannot.

In the same way, the persistence of homelessness is not 
a failure of individuals to ‘do the right thing’ and buy a 
house (or get their parents to pitch in), but rather a failure 
of the housing market, which is structured in such a way 
as to be brilliant at providing choice for those at the top, 
and dazzling as a speculative sport, but lousy at ensuring 
access to affordable and appropriate accommodation for 
all.

The other trick that is used to mask the failures of the 
market is to blame social services. In this discursive sleight 
of hand, the persistence of unemployment and poverty 
is proof that the services are not working, and that their 
funding is a waste of public money because they have 
failed to end homelessness or unemployment or poverty.

So, the endgame is not even the modest alleviation of 
poverty, let alone the arresting of inequality. It is the 
running down of what actually does work or would work 
as an investment in people and communities, like Gonski, 
a highly targeted investment in children’s education, 
focusing on student need rather than sector. Or like TAFE, 
a national treasure, that on the watch of governments of 
both sides of politics, has been systematically undermined 
and gutted. Likewise, community health programs, 
community legal aid programs, social services and justice 
reinvestment programs have been either deliberately cut, 
like the highly successful Youth Connections, or decidedly 
ignored.

Australia does not have a welfare problem. We have a 
poverty problem and an inequality problem, but you 
know that these problems are going to be ignored when 
the dominant discourse focuses our attention on the 
‘welfare problem’.

It is true that providing someone with income support and 
forgetting about them is not the solution to unemployment. 
But neither is it the cause of unemployment. In short, it 
is neither the solution nor the problem. And the problem 
of unemployment and underemployment, which is a 
structural rather than a behavioural problem, is not going 
to be addressed by forcing people to live below the 

JOHN FALZON                              
Chief Executive Officer of the                   

St Vincent de Paul Society of Australia

AUSTRALIA              
DOES NOT HAVE A 

WELFARE PROBLEM… 
WE HAVE A         

POVERTY PROBLEM
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poverty line, which is what we appear to be comfortable 
with allowing to remain as the status quo, even after 
the welfare revolution. And in the meantime, we are 
still eagerly being told that corporations need welfare 
assistance via tax cuts and concessions.

Poverty is not a personal choice. Being a full-time carer, or 
living with a disability or mental illness, or leaving a violent 
partner, or being residualised by the labour market, should 
not result in poverty in a prosperous and progressive 
country. We should certainly not begrudge the money we 
spend to make sure that no one is left out or pushed out; 
that no one is excluded from having a place to call home, 
a place to work for those who can work (and appropriate 
income support for those who cannot), a place to learn, 
and a place to heal. We should not be comfortable with 
the retrograde notion that charity should be the default 
mode of providing social security.

If we take as our starting point the supposed need to 
reduce social expenditure, we will not arrive at the goal 
of reducing poverty and inequality. If our efforts as a 
society are predicated on the alleged need to ‘get people 
off welfare’ we will certainly go some way to cutting the 
welfare budget and getting people off the government 
ledger. But we will find that, even though, as in New 
Zealand, there will hopefully be some good news stories, 
there will also be entire cohorts of people who are 

thrown into the arms of loan sharks and predatory payday 
lenders and condemned to count on charity when all they 
long for is justice.

It is time we actually invested in people and communities. 
It is time we invested in a jobs plan instead of fantasising 
about a putting-the-boot-into-the-unemployed plan (for 
example, by forcing young people to live on fresh air 
and sunshine for a month of every year) or a cutting-
penalty-rates-and-undermining-the-minimum-wage-plan 
(exemplified in the PaTH internship proposal).

The $96m ‘Try, test and learn fund’, will no doubt 
be used for some worthy ideas, but unless we see a 
comprehensive investment in people and communities, in 
jobs, education, social and affordable housing, public and 
community health, community legal centres, and social 
services, and unless we see the billions in cuts to these 
areas restored, and appropriately indexed and expanded, 
then instead of an investment in a more socially just 
Australia, we’ll be staring down the barrel of divestment 
and the divisiveness that follows.

And in the end, we’ll be going down the US path of 
building profitable prisons instead of investing in the 
common good, for being locked up follows hot on the 
heels of locked out. 

Source: The Guardian, September 2016

DID YOU KNOW…
United States

In fiscal year 2015, military spending is projected to account for 54 per cent of all federal 
discretionary spending: a total of $598.5 billion. Military spending includes: all regular 
activities of the Department of Defense; war spending; nuclear weapons spending; 
international military assistance; and other Pentagon-related spending.

More than 45 million people, or 14.5 per cent of all Americans, lived below the poverty 
line last year, the Census Bureau reported on Tuesday.

Military spending UK 2016

6% or 50 billion pounds

Poverty in the UK

19.3m people experienced poverty for at least one year between 2010–13

4.6m were in persistent poverty – for three of the past four years

• 60% of single parent households experienced poverty between 2010–13
• 40% of those aged 65+ experienced poverty between 2010–13
• 13th highest poverty rate in EU

Source: ONS

Australia – Military spending $31.8 billion 2015

Poverty in Australia

In October 2014, ACOSS released a new report revealing that poverty is growing in 
Australia with an estimated 2.5 million people or 13.9% of all people living below the 
internationally accepted poverty line.
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Historian Henry Reynold’s well-documented 
books have, over time, offered readers a 
historical guide to reconciliation between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. 

Forgotten War, published in 2013, is no exception as he 
seeks to ensure that Indigenous people assume their 
rightful place at the core of Australia’s foundation stories.
This is at a time when commemorating war is being 
featured as never before in our country. In a carnival 
of congratulatory reminiscence, war events are being 
promoted as the most important element in our national 
life and history. The army, in particular, is accorded 
more historical significance than parliament or other civil 
institutions.

The central focus of this 
surge is the Australian War 
Memorial in Canberra, along 
with nearby monuments. 
Great emphasis is bestowed 
on Australian soldiers who 
died in overseas wars, 
fighting at the bequest of 
countries like Britain and 
the USA. Little is said 
about the purpose and 
aims of such wars, their 
political objectives, and the 
ambivalent reasons why 
Australia became involved.

In Forgotten War, Henry 
Reynolds lists the Australian 
casualties in the various wars 
in which Australian soldiers 
were engaged: Sudan = less 
than 50, Boer War = 606, 
Boxer Rebellion (China) = 
less than 50, First World War 
= 62,000, Second World 
War = 40,000, Malaya = 
less than 50, Vietnam = 520, 
Korea = 339.

He reveals that within Australia, during the frontier 
wars between Indigenous Australians and ‘settlers’, it is 
estimated that 25,000 to 30,000 Aboriginal people were 
killed, while an estimated 2500 to 3000 settlers lost 
their lives in conflict (noting that in New Zealand, during 
the Maori wars, between 1845 and 1872, 2154 Maoris 
and 745 settlers died). This was a time when settlers 
were engaged in the forcible seizure of land across the 
continent, thus transferring the sovereignty of multiple, 
small, Indigenous land-holding nations to the imperial 
government and its successor colonial administration, and 
thus seizing one of the world’s great land masses.

For Indigenous Australians it was their ‘Great War’, fought 
not overseas but at home with the tragic involvement and 

suffering of whole families: men, women and children. 
This ‘Homelands War’ was a war completely unlike the 
wars Australia’s uniformed soldiers had fought overseas, 
when from 1790 to 1920, Australian Aborigines fought 
British-born and Australian-born settlers for control of a 
continent.

The sufferings of Australian prisoners of overseas wars 
have rarely been contrasted with the experiences 
of Aborigines, after their resistance was overcome. 
Indigenous people suffered routine brutality in 
confinement. They were bashed, flogged and raped, and 
forced to work without wages while living in the reserves 
and missions to where they were taken. (Many of those 
who protested were sent to Palm Island to serve lifetime 
confinement, separated from their clan and families.)

They and their children were 
poorly fed and severely 
punished for their defiance 
of white staff. Children were 
taken from their families and 
raised in dormitories where 
they were forbidden to 
speak their language. Such 
special institutions were in 
effect open-air prisons for a 
defeated enemy.

In present-day Australia the 
Department of Veterans’ 
Affairs and the Australian War 
Memorial commemorate 
the service of Indigenous 
servicemen and women 
who fought in overseas 
battles, but are silent about 
the frontier war at home. 
We have the extraordinary 
situation that Aborigines who 
died fighting on the other side 
of the world are recognised, 
while those who were cut 

down defending their homeland, are studiously ignored. 
This denial of the history of the violent usurpation of 
Australia’s First People is a setback to the movement for 
national reconciliation.

As Henry Reynolds explains: Contrast the lavishly funded, 
extensively publicised Australian War Memorial Museum 
with the sparse exhibition featuring Aboriginal history 
at Reconciliation Place (located in Canberra between 
the National Library and the High Court). Established in 
recent times, Reconciliation Place features a minimalist, 
token, outdoor display of the plight of the dispossessed 
First Australians, and in particular, the Stolen Children.

Forgotten War is a unifying force for reconciliation. May it 
guide all who read it. 

FORGOTTEN WAR
by KEITH McEWAN

AUSTRALIAN CASUALTIES 
IN WARS ENGAGED

Sudan: < 50
Boer War: 606

Boxer Rebellion (China): < 50
First World War: 62,000

Second World War: 40,000
Malaya: < 50
Vietnam: 520

Korea: 339
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Right from the word go, the US did everything 
possible to sabotage efforts to negotiate a 
diplomatic solution. Secretary of State James 
Baker tricked, bribed and bullied other nations to 

back the use of force, thereby ushering in one of the most 
shameful chapters in the history of the United Nations. In 
contravention of its own charter, the full Security Council 
completely caved in to the War Party. The US ‘bought’ 
Turkey by giving them more than $US8 billion of military 
hardware, increasing its textile export quota by 50%, 
turning a blind eye to its appalling treatment of Kurds, 
while the World Bank and IMF did their bit by ‘freeing 
up’ $US1.5 billion in low cost loans; Egypt was ‘forgiven’ 
by Baker to the tune of $US14 billion and by other 
governments almost wiping out its huge debt; Syria was 
‘helped’ by a billion dollars worth of military aid and given 
a ‘paint over’; while Israel demanded an extra $13 billion 
over and above its regular $US5 billion.
The vote of non-permanent Security Council members 
was crucial. Only Cuba and Yemen held out. Minutes later, 
a senior US diplomat told the Yemeni Ambassador ‘that 
was the most expensive “no” vote you ever cast’. Within 
three days, a US aid program of $US70 million to Yemen, 
one of the world’s poorest countries, was stopped and 
800,000 Yemeni workers were expelled from Saudi 
Arabia. After buying its allies, the United States unleashed 
all its military might against a vastly inferior opponent 

in a six-week, around-the-clock bombardment. Ninety 
thousand ‘round-the-clock’ bombing runs precipitated 
one of the great civilian slaughters of the 20th century. 
The men in their flying machines dropped their fearful 
anti-people weapons with names like Beehive and 
Bouncing Betty that shredded human beings, sucked air 
from lungs and burnt and blinded. A quarter of a million 
Iraqis were killed in a carefully calculated scientific war 
against ordinary human beings like you and me just going 
about their business.

General Shwarzkopf’s strategy of ‘denying the enemy 
an infrastructure’ meant bombing Iraq’s water, fuel and 
electricity supplies, its food distribution, its schools and 
hospitals, its residential areas. Raw sewage flowed in the 
streets. People in one residential area in Basra near a 
bridge, whose homes and shops were destroyed by US 
planes failing to hit it, became so desperate they wanted 
to bomb the bridge themselves so the Yankees would 
stop hitting them. By the end of Gulf War 1, nearly 90% of 
Iraq’s industrial workforce became instantly unemployed, 
with God knows how many killed and maimed.

In clear breach of the Geneva Convention and the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the shooting 
war was followed by eight years of brutal sanctions, 
presided over by the US that scuttled every attempt to 
lift them. As a direct result, more than a million children 
died, suffering from the effects of gross malnutrition, 

BY JOAN COXSEDGE,  
POLITICAL ACTIVIST,  
ARTIST AND WRITER
Author: Thank God for the Revolution, Cold Tea for Brandy, 
Old Cuba, World Heritage, co-author Rooted in Secrecy

CRISIS IN THE  
MIDDLE EAST(PART II)

FEATURE STORY
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along with half-a-million adults. Diseases that had been 
eradicated reappeared. People were operated on without 
anaesthesia because hospital equipment was included 
among other life-saving medical items. When confronted 
with the number of Iraqi children that died – more than 
in Hiroshima – Secretary of State Madeleine Albright was 
asked whether it was worth it. She replied, yes, we think 
the price is worth it.

In 1998 the US unleashed yet another shooting war when 
Iraq was already on its knees. And yet another in 2003 
when George Bush Two unleashed a full-scale invasion 
using 9/11 as a smokescreen, when Iraq had nothing to 
do with it. A catastrophe, that destroyed what was left 
of old Iraq and its famous museums full of archeological 
treasures, fractured the Arab world by deliberately 
stirring up ethnic and religious divisions that directly led 
to the rise of al-Qaida, ISIS, the al-Nusra front and other 
ultra-right wing Islamist 
groups. Saddam was 
hunted down and brutally 
killed in 2006. There was 
no al-Qaida or ISIS in Iraq 
until the US went to war. 
The same for Libya and 
Syria. In December 2011 
the US declared an official 
end to the war, but the 
violence continued.

For most of its history, 
the Libyan peoples were 
subjected to various 
degrees of foreign control. 
Its last oppressor, Italy, 
occupied the country in 
1911 claiming it was a 
war of liberation against 
Ottoman rule when it was 
a ferocious pacification 
war in an attempt to re-establish a Roman Empire 
in Africa. Mussolini’s generals incarcerated the entire 
population in a huge concentration camp where more 
than 300,000 perished in the most appalling conditions. 
Allied forces kicked the Italians out in 1943 and in 1944, 
Sheikh Idris, a close ally of the British, returned from 
exile, was anointed king and represented Libya in all 
subsequent UN negotiations.

In 1959 oil was discovered, and Libya, one of the world’s 
poorest, became extremely rich, except the wealth 
was concentrated in the hands of the few under Idris. 
Discontent grew with calls for a more unified Arab entity. 
In 1969, inspired by the example of Nasser in Egypt, 
Colonel Qaddafi and a small group of army officers staged 
a coup d’etat and kicked out the ailing Idris, abolished 
the monarchy, nationalised the oil industry, closed down 
foreign bases and built health clinics, schools, public 
housing and implemented reforestation campaigns in 
the name of the new Libyan Arab Republic with the 
slogan ‘freedom, socialism and unity’, giving Libyans the 
highest standard of living and life expectancy in Africa. 
Fewer Libyans lived below the poverty line than in the 
Netherlands.

I wonder how many know about the close alliance 
between Nelson Mandela and Qaddafi? Back in the ’70s 
and ’80s, when the West called Mandela a terrorist and 

refused to put sanctions in place against apartheid South 
Africa, it was Qaddafi who supported him and paid for 
the training and education of ANC fighters, a bond that 
became even stronger after Mandela was released from 
gaol. As soon as he was free, Mandela broke the UN 
embargo and paid a visit to Tripoli where he was shown 
the ruins of the Qaddafi compound which was bombed 
by the US under Ronald Reagan in 1986 in an attempt to 
murder the entire Qaddafi family, but only succeeded in 
killing Qaddafi’s infant daughter.

Mandela stated: ‘… the attitude of the US is a threat to 
world peace. If there is a country that has committed 
unspeakable atrocities in the world, it is the US of A. 
They don’t care for human beings.’ While Mandela’s life 
was celebrated around the world, Qaddafi was called a 
‘mad dog’ and killed in a most horrific way and his country 
reduced to a swamp of human despair, extremism and 

primitivism, a once 
functioning society 
reduced to a failed 
state. Eccentric? Yes. 
Mad? Definitely not. 
Of the many crimes 
committed in the 
name of humanitarian 
intervention by the 
West, the destruction 
of Libya in 2011 must 
rate among the most 
wicked. The south 
is now a haven for 
terrorists, with the 
north a centre of 
migrant trafficking 
against a backdrop 
of widespread rape, 
assassinations and 
torture. Apart from 

the horrific impact on children, the nation’s women have 
suffered the most.

I visited Libya twice, once in 1979 to take part in 
an international conference on Palestine. Opened by 
Qaddafi, it was well organised and extraordinarily 
interesting. Palestinian leaders with a price on their heads 
and using aliases flew in from around the world. Many 
of their colleagues had been assassinated by Israeli hit 
squads. I met George Habash, head of the Popular Front 
for the Liberation of Palestine and Vanessa Redgrave, the 
English actress. We all welcomed a delegation from the 
newly elected Sandinista government in Nicaragua with 
a standing ovation, their debut on the international stage.

And again in 1989 when it looked as if WW3 was about 
to break out after Washington accused Libya of building a 
chemical weapons plant at Rabta and was threatening to 
bomb the shit out of the country unless Qaddafi promised 
to close the plant down and allow the US to inspect the 
site. We were assailed with the usual load of PR bull about 
Libya ‘threatening world peace’, which echoed around 
the world for most of January.

People became nervous about the consequences, 
especially after two US fighter pilots chanting ‘good 
kill, good kill’, shot down two Libyan planes over the 
Mediterranean, claiming self-defence. The Libyan pilots 
died. Small groups from around the world travelled to 

Mandela stated: ‘…the attitude of 
the US is a threat to world peace. 
If there is a country that has 
committed unspeakable atrocities 
in the world, it is the US of A. They 
don’t care for human beings.’
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Libya to act as human shields and I joined one from 
Australia and actually met Qaddafi in a Bedouin tent when 
I was given a copy of his ‘Green Book’, a modernised 
version of Muslim principles to combat Islamic fanaticism 
that was always his main domestic enemy.

But hypocrisy and duplicity rule. In 1985 President Reagan 
lifted the ban on chemical weapons altogether and in 
1988 openly admitted at an international conference to 
sharply increasing spending at Fort Detrick, which carries 
out some of the world’s most diabolical experiments. 
But Libya continued to be attacked as a major threat 
regardless of who inhabited the White House. Qaddafi’s 
agents were well and truly fitted up over the bombing of 
Pan Am Flight 103 over Lockerbie – a crime Libya had 
nothing to do with.

The destruction of Qaddafi’s Libya brought France into 
war with Mali, pursuing an elusive enemy that Qaddafi 
had managed to control. France, like the US and Britain, 
designates Islamic terrorism as its great enemy while 
doing everything possible to promote its growth and 
extension. Along with constant support for Israel, even 
during the murderous bombings of helpless Gaza, even 
when Mossad assassinates 
scientists in Iraq and Iran.

In Syria, the CIA and 
the Saudis have united 
to launch a proxy war 
against Russia by supplying 
Islamist groups in Syria 
with advanced weapons 
and sophisticated missiles, 
a strategy with echoes of 
the secret war the CIA 
ran with the Saudis against 
the Soviets in Afghanistan. 
Long before Assad’s 
crackdown on protests, 
strongly supported by 
George W Bush, the US was pushing for war with Syria 
as early as 2003 when US Secretary of State Colin Powell 
and his sidekick John Bolton warned that Syria might 
be pursuing a ‘weapons of mass destruction’ program 
urging that action be taken. This was simply an extension 
of its long-standing policy to destroy the government in 
Damascus, which it saw as an impediment to its long-
term aims.

As an alternative to direct military intervention, the US 
chose sanctions, while giving massive military support to 
the internal Syrian opposition. Stripped of weasel words, 
the US demanded that Damascus must capitulate to Israel 
and end its support for militant groups seeking Palestinian 
self-determination like Hezbollah and must capitulate to 
Wall Street by ‘transforming’ its mainly publicly owned 
economy. Israel’s military intelligence chief, Major General 
Herzi Halervy said that Israel ‘prefers ISIS over the Syrian 
government’, confirming that this is part of US plans 
aimed at Iran and beyond, which we hope that Russia’s 
intervention has stymied.

It is infuriating that almost all the West’s ‘news’ about 
Syria comes from the Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights, an extremely dodgy one-man outfit that sends 

out communiques from a suburban house in Coventry in 
the UK. It was founded in 2006 by a fellow calling himself 
Rami Abdulrahmanm, although his real name is Ossama 
Suleiman. Does he work for the CIA? MI6? No one knows 
but we do know that he loathes the Syrian government. 
Hardly impartial, but his biased rubbish is used by all 
mainstream media outlets, including our very own ABC. 
The media’s blind obedience to the US runs deep in 
Western journalism and ensures that the catastrophe in 
Syria is blamed exclusively on Bashar al-Assad, who the 
West and Israel have long conspired to overthrow.

And yet another humanitarian catastrophe – some say 
even greater than in Syria but one we rarely hear about 
– this time in Yemen, ostensibly a Saudi war but with 
Saudis flying US fighter jets and US ‘intelligence’ about 
where to bomb, a campaign that has boosted al-Qaida in 
the Arabian Peninsula and left thousands of civilians dead, 
most of them women and children.

For more than 60 years, the West has systematically 
opposed secular states in the Middle East starting 
with Nasser’s Egypt. Israel was always afraid of Arab 
nationalism, as it would eventually embrace Palestine. Arab 

nationalism was the 
positive political hope 
for the region, but 
once that hope was 
destroyed, Islamic 
extremism rushed in 
to fill the void.

Today’s wars are 
carried out almost as 
a matter of course. 
No troop build-up, 
just massive airstrikes 
via unmanned drones 
operated by remote 
control, sometimes 
thousands of miles 

away. US wars in Syria and Iraq are part of a bigger plan 
aimed at Iran and ultimately Russia. So perhaps we are 
witnessing the end of the beginning. The most horrifying 
prospect is that the lunatics that infest America’s military 
establishment believe they can win a nuclear war. And as 
if all the stockpiles of bombs aren’t enough, the current 
government is planning to spend one trillion dollars more 
on replacing every single bomb, tank and missile. Just 
think how many hospitals, schools and health centres 
could be built and how many starving people could be 
housed and fed.

What rage we should feel about such policies, with our 
visions of dead Syrian children, the children bombed to 
bits in Afghanistan and Pakistan from Obama’s drones, the 
chaos of Libya, wasteland of Iraq, death and destruction 
everywhere caused by American military intervention, 
which we cravenly support. We must join with others 
to change this destructive capitalist system that brings 
nothing but wars and misery except to a favoured few, 
and replace it with one for people. It’s called socialism.

Only a huge mass movement that pours into every street 
and that crosses borders and moves across the world can 
stop these war criminals and this madness. 

As an alternative to direct military 
intervention, the US chose sanctions, 
while giving massive military support 
to the internal Syrian opposition.
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We acknowledge the traditional owners and 
custodians of the land on which we make 
this reflection, the Wurundjeri people of 
the Kulin Nation. We pay our respects, to 

their Elders both past and present.
We, individuals who grew up in the south of Sri Lanka, are 
grateful to the Uniting Church for providing us with this 
opportunity to reflect upon the conflicts that have taken 
place in that island. Given time constraints, we will not 
deal with the wider socio-economic factors, but these 
need to be kept in mind during this reflection.

I grew up in a Sinhala Buddhist lower middle class family 
in the south, in an environment where the political 
language used in the public discourse was emotional, 
and at times, abusive. I vividly remember hearing on the 
government radio KMP Rajaratna who eloquently said 
that one could not rest until shoes are made from the skin 
of the last Tamil. In a similar vein, I had read in print that 
the wife of a Tamil leader in the north spoke of skinning 
Sinhalese for the same purpose. In time, in language, and 
in deeds, the violence and hatred between communities 
got even worse.

We have been continuously arguing about who arrived 
first in the island. Instead we need to accept that the 

Sinhalese, Tamils, Muslims, Burghers and others who 
live there, have an inalienable birthright to the island, 
regardless of who arrived first.

Sri Lanka’s ruling elite has been hedonistic and self-
serving. They did not create a single organisation that 
fought or even pretended to fight for independence. 
Some of them, in fact, were opposed to extending the 
franchise to the majority. The only group that opposed 
colonialism and agitated for independence came from the 
left, and initially, from the Jaffna Youth Congress.

Due to expanded social welfare reforms since the 
independence, Sri Lanka had very low infant mortality 
rates, high life expectancy and a high degree of adult 
literacy. We had a seemingly harmonious society, a 
relatively well-developed infrastructure and a minimum 
of hunger. Why did all these unravel in less than ten years 
since gaining independence in 1948?

Since independence, people have witnessed the ripple 
effects of a stagnant economy, a highly stratified social 
system and the gradual erosion of human rights, rule 
of law, and the rise of bribery and corruption. This 
unpalatable stew brought forth new forces of the left 
in the south and the north of the island. These young 
militants demanded their fair share of the political and 

A REFLECTION  
ON CONFLICTS  
IN SRI LANKA

Since independence, people have 
witnessed the ripple effects of a stagnant 
economy, a highly stratified social system 
and the gradual erosion of human rights, 
rule of law, and the rise of bribery and 
corruption.

by LIONEL BOPAGE
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economic sunshine. Younger generations of Sinhalese 
and Tamils, who came from very similar socio-economic 
backgrounds, revolted against the erosion of their rights.

The many conflicts we have had in Sri Lanka not 
only destroyed people and property, but also blunted 
peoples’ morality and sensitivities. Many who took part 
in these conflicts were educated youth, the cream of 
our society, and good-hearted people. To make any finite 
conclusions on their struggles is beyond quantification. In 
an environment where inequality in society was growing, 
where injustice, selfishness and distrust were lighting the 
burning flames of discontent, we continuously failed to 
help unravel pathways to better equity and social justice.

Starting from the general strike in 1953, there have been 
conflicts in 1956, 1958, 1971, 1977, 1983, and 1987 
to 1990 in the south, and from 1983 to 2009 in the 
northeast, and also in the south. Sri Lanka had become a 
valley of death. No proper investigation into any of these 
has ever been made, including the last phase of the civil 
war.

When conflicts and the resulting bloodshed, death and 
destruction condition our living environment, the value 
of humanity diminishes. 
In many instances the 
liberators themselves 
have become assassins 
due to this process of 
desensitisation. By 
arousing complex 
emotions, propagandists 
of patriotism and 
nationalism play a major 
role in perpetuating 
conflicts. Such emotions 
are exploited by those 
who wish to acquire and 
maintain political and 
social power.

Most of the educated 
youth rebelled against 
injustice. Seeing the 
suffering of the other 
had deeply affected their sensitivities. Wanting a societal 
change, they interacted with people to achieve that 
change through an ideological struggle. Yet they were 
aware that many such struggles had been suppressed with 
guns and chains. The more repressive the state apparatus 
became, the more the youth rebelled. This was the 
environment in which young people joined the JVP in the 
south and the LTTE in the north.

Reflecting on the JVP uprising in 1971, for example, the 
fundamental social changes the Sinhala youth expected 
from the government they helped to elect in 1970 were 

not forthcoming. In fact, the government publicly stated 
that they could not implement their election pledges. So 
the youth set about organising to implement that program 
of radical social change in the expectation of becoming 
the harbinger of social progress.

Why did this flare up into an uprising? There had 
been many limitations, shortcomings drawbacks and 
mistakes we committed during that uprising. We also 
need to reflect upon the roots, and the major flaws in the 
country’s democratic institutions, and the actions of the 
government and the state armed forces that led to that 
conflict.

The ruling elite of Sri Lanka in the 1940s and 1950s was 
(and still is) a closed and incestuous group. Almost all the 
leaders came from the same schools and suburbs, and 
like all good brown sahibs, were (regardless of political 
differences) tolerant and convivial with each other. 
Crucially, most shared an unthinkingly condescending 
attitude towards the commoners.

Under colonialism, the language of administration was 
English. Those who spoke English belonging to any of the 
communities and willingly adhered to the mores of the 

colonial masters were given 
economic privileges 
and powerful positions 
and they became the 
trusted administrators. 
Ordinary people, 
whether they were 
Sinhala Buddhists, Tamil 
Hindus, or Sinhala or 
Tamil-speaking Muslims, 
did not have a place in 
their administration.

The fifties were like a 
dress rehearsal to the 
tragedy that replayed in 
Sri Lanka in the latter 
half of the 20th century 
and the early part of 
the 21st. Sri Lankan 
nationalism in the 1950s 

was a phenomenon of the elite and did not blossom 
among the masses. The new element introduced in 1956 
was populist nationalism.

SWRD Bandaranaike’s nationalism was based on identity 
and religion, was connected not only to class inequities 
but also to Sinhala Buddhism and anti-Tamil feelings. The 
thought of the minority gaining basic rights in linguistic 
and political matters was enough to drive some sections 
of the majority into a murderous frenzy, with the police 
looking on in the 1958 riots.

In fact, the government publicly stated that 

they could not implement their election 

pledges. So the youth set about organising 

to implement that program of radical social 

change in the expectation of becoming the 

harbinger of social progress.

TUNE INTO THE UNITARIAN HALF HOUR
EVERY SATURDAY AT 10.30 AM    3CR • 855 AM • COMMUNITY RADIO
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from our readers

Dear Editor
Apologies for the lateness of my subscription to your 
excellent publication. No excuse except old age.

Kind regards

M Steilberg, NSW

Dear Beacon
This is lovely, Donna and Marion — thanks very much 
for sending me a copy. And the journal overall is a very 
impressive source of news and information. It looks great! 

All best,

Rev. Galen Guengerich, USA

WE ACKNOWLEDGE
Traditional owners of the Kulin Nation, past 

Warriors, Elders past and present. 

Increase our circulation:
Nominate potential subscribers for three 

free monthly copies without ongoing 
obligation! (Try before you buy.)

Our church is a public and usable asset with portable seating and excellent 
conference, meeting and function facilities. We welcome its use by those who 
support our motto ‘Seek the Truth and Serve Humanity’. Interested individuals 
or groups can contact the church office – we would be delighted to speak to 
you. A donation is payable.

If there are any lessons to be drawn, it is that we need 
to recognise our common suffering, the stresses and 
challenges that we face in light of unequal and unjust 
global economic issues and our own internal issues. In 
doing so, we need to recognise and address the injustices 
and grievances faced by all, be they Sinhalese, Tamils, 
Muslims, Burghers or others. Elected governments bear 
a heavy responsibility in this regard, as they have been 
elected to govern on behalf of all the people, regardless 
of their ethnicity or political affiliations.

The extent of self-destruction that our land of birth had 
inflicted on itself should be more than sufficient for us to 
realise that peace and reconciliation are not options but 
necessities. That is why we need to build an environment 
that can break down barriers towards reconciliation. 
Creating conditions that allow for genuinely exercising 
democratic rights within an inclusive and tolerant 
framework is an essential and necessary condition for 
working towards peace and reconciliation.

As the UN Secretary General said while in Sri Lanka a 
couple of weeks ago, rather than sending youngsters to 
fight wars, we should provide them with quality education, 
unite them despite their diverse backgrounds, empower 
them, and ensure them decent work. This could cool 
communal tensions and assist communities being engaged 
in peace building and reconciliation. Youth is Sri Lanka’s 
biggest asset and its future depends on genuinely investing 
in their hopes and aspirations to create a political and 
economic system that is conducive to social justice, social 
harmony and social inclusiveness. That will be one of the 
guarantees that would ensure achieving reconciliation, 
peace and unity within the Sri Lankan society.

Let us hope that in the land of our heritage, the sounds of 
guns and bombs will never be heard again. 

Lionel Bopage was the general secretary of the JVP during the 
1980s. These are comments made at an ecumenical service 
held in Melbourne on 17 September 2016. 
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