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Breaking down Barriers to World Peace*



Peace has eluded mankind ever since the dawn of history. If, somehow, a complete list of all the battles and wars fought so far could be prepared, the figure would indeed be mind-boggling. The twentieth century alone witnessed two major World Wars, besides innumerable local conflicts. Huntington, who has made a comprehensive study of the prevailing World situation, says: 

“World War I was the ‘war to end wars’ and to make the world safe for democracy. World War II, as Franklin Roosevelt put it, would ‘end the system of unilateral action, the exclusive alliances, the balances of power, and all the other expedients that have been tried for centuries – and have failed.’ Instead we will have ‘a universal organization’ of ‘peace-loving Nations’ and the beginnings of a ‘permanent structure of peace.’ World War I, however, generated communism, fascism, and the reversal of a century-old trend toward democracy. World War II produced a Cold War that was truly global. The illusion of harmony at the end of that Cold War was soon dissipated by the multiplication of ethnic conflicts and ‘ethnic cleansing,’ the breakdown of law and order, the emergence of new patterns of alliance and conflict among states, the resurgence of neo-communist and neo-fascist movements, intensification of religious fundamentalism, the end of the ‘diplomacy of smiles’ and ‘policy of yes’ in Russia’s relations with the West, the inability of the United Nations and the United States to suppress bloody local conflicts, and increasing assertiveness of a rising China. In the five years after the Berlin wall came down, the word ‘genocide’ was heard far more often than in any five years of the Cold War. The one harmonious world paradigm is clearly far too divorced from reality to be a useful guide to the post-Cold War world.”1 
In the changed environment, culture appears to play a dominant role in determination of relationships. “In the post-Cold War world, states increasingly define their interests in civilizational terms. They cooperate with and ally themselves with states with similar or common culture and are more often in conflict with countries of different culture...

“Now that a Marxist-Leninist Soviet Union no longer poses a threat to the Free World and the United States no longer poses a countering threat to the communist world, countries in both worlds increasingly see threats coming from societies which are culturally different...

“As of early 1993, for instance, an estimated 48 ethnic wars were occurring throughout the world, and 164 ‘territorial-ethnic claims and conflicts concerning borders’ existed in the former Soviet Union, of which 30 had involved some form of armed conflict.”2 
To give an idea of the destruction caused by such conflicts underway in early 1990s, the following commonly accepted figures of deaths are quoted3 :


50,000 



in Phillipines


50,000 - 100,000 

in Sri Lanka


20,000


 
in Kashmir


500,000 - 1,500,000 

in Sudan


100,000 



in Tajikstan


50,000 



in Croatia


50,000 - 200,000 

in Bosnia


30,000 - 50,000 


in Chechnya


100,000 



in Tibet


200,000 



in East Timor

And virtually all these conflicts generated much larger numbers of refugees.

Practically all the states of the world are in the process of aligning themselves on the basis of religion, language and culture into the following eight major civilizations4  :


Civilization 

Population, in thousands (1993)

Sinic 



1,340,900


Islamic 



927,600


Hindu 



915,800


Western 


805,400


Latin American 

507,500


African 


392,100


Orthodox 


261,300


Japanese 


124,700

Source : Calculated from figures in Encyclopedia Britannica, 1994 Book of the Year (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, 1994), pp 764-69.

A “global war involving the core states of the world’s major civilizations is highly improbable, but not impossible. Such a war, we have suggested, could come about from the escalation of fault line wars between groups from different civilizations, most likely involving Muslims on one side and non-Muslims on the other.”5 

“At the micro level, the most violent fault lines are between Islam and its Orthodox, Hindu, African, and Western Christian neighbours. At the macro level, the dominant division is between ‘the West and the Rest’.”6 

Should, unfortunately, such an escalation trigger a conflict between two civilizations, it will surely engulf the whole world, and with the huge stocks of nuclear weapons available with major powers, the outcome will be catastrophic. Mankind may be completely annihilated, marking the end of its history.

Role of Religiontc "Role of Religion"
Although religious division has often led to conflict, religion can also play an important role in averting this catastrophe, if its real spirit is invoked. As Regis Debray put it, “It is not the opium of the people, but the vitamin of the weak.”7  Unfortunately, however, the emphasis is on the features that divide, rather than on the ones that unite. Islam and Christianity have followed an aggressive programme of proselytisation. As a result, the percentage of the former in the world population rose from 12.4% in 1900 to 17.1% in 1985, and that of the latter increased from 26.9% to 29.7% during the same period. While the increase is due to conversion in both cases, in Islam it is also effected through reproduction. As a result, projections for 2000 are 19.2% Muslims and 29.9% Christians in the world.8 
To put an end to clashes between religions, some well-wishers of humanity would like a common universal religion or a global civilization to emerge. Ninian Smart says:

“So long as humans are brought up in different paths, so they will see the world differently, and for each path some things will seem natural and right and others not. But the paths cross. We can benefit from that. Social justice, which Marxists struggle for; human freedom, which liberals emphasise; love of God and fellow humans, which Christianity preaches; brotherhood, which Islam promotes; calm and mysticism, which go with Buddhism; devotion and pluralism, which Hinduism points to; harmony with nature, which Taoism commends; the cultivation of interpersonal behaviour, which is a lesson from Confucianism; holism in life, which we find in Africa; finding meaning through suffering, which Judaism has had to emphasise; the importance of inner sincerity, which we find among the Sikhs: these and many other spiritual and moral values are not of course mutually incompatible. In that respect, though we may not achieve a global religion, we may achieve a global civilization in which values from the great traditions are woven together in a glittering net. Perhaps it will turn out like the jewel net of Indra, of which Hua-yen so eloquently speaks: each stone reflecting every other.”9 

This pious wish, however, is unlikely to be fulfilled at least in the foreseeable future. No faithful follower of a religion will shed his belief in his own religion in favour of any new syncretic universal system. What is required is respect for other religious systems side by side with faith in one’s own, or a philosophy of multiculturalism.

This is exactly what Guru Nanak preached. Although his system includes all the elements of a universal religion listed by Ninian Smart, the Guru never called for conversion. He laid emphasis only on the basic values and firmly held that no label of a religious denomination or rituals prescribed by it, can lead to salvation. The salvation of an individual as well as the human race can only come from an understanding of God’s Will and carrying it out in life. God is the Creator. He is immanent in the universe. He is the Father of us all. He is benevolent and looks after and loves His creation. In fact, He is all love, and it is through love alone, that He can be realised. One’s love for God can be expressed only through altruistic deeds in the service of mankind. 

A movement to bring about inter-faith understanding started over a century ago in Chicago. Since then a number of inter-faith meets have been organised, in which lip service is paid to the movement. Leaders of the major religions have, in fact, their own agenda of domination for which they want to use these forums. So long as leaders of a particular faith believe that their system is the only way to salvation, and that all others are non-believers, how can there be any genuine cooperation?

It is necessary that leaders shed their arrogance, and agree to lay stress on common values like the fatherhood of God and brotherhood of mankind and respect for variant systems that can ensure peace and prosperity for the world.

Leaders can sit together and have a common minimum programme to be followed by all religions. In this context the problem shared by all religions is that the youth is moving away from religion. Leaders of all faiths have to unite to face this serious problem with any hope of success.

It must also be realised that hatred and conflict arise from injustice and inequality. All wars in the past were the result of these. It is necessary to remove these causes to eliminate the danger of another war which will be far more disastrous than any previously fought. Leaders of various faiths must give serious thought to this formidable problem. This is the need of the day.

In the end, let me remind us all that dozens of functions have been held for creating peace. They all proved futile. I suggest the establishment of a Foundation for Peace. It should have representatives of all major political and religious organisations. They must take oath not to commit violence and to decide all controversies through honest and peaceful dialogue. If they continue to instigate their followers for limited temporary gains to commit violence against their opponents, politicians continue to obstruct justice and judges, and police do not commit to do their duty honestly and without any favour to those in power, peace will remain a dream. 

Guru Nanak demonstrated that peace is practical if we practise what we preach. He made Hindus and Muslims, high caste and low caste sit together, eat together langar as equals and pray together to God, Who can be loved by all names, Allah, Ram, etc. Mutual regards can be rebuilt, but it needs sacrifice of ego and selfish-interest, besides living a sincere, honest and unbiased life.
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