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In the name of deceney, let us acknowledge
how many are dying for us and who they are

wo controversies in two days
‘and all. about names and
" numbers.

On Thursday, Deputy Defense Sec-f
retary’ Paul Wolfowitz, when asked.

about mlhtary casualties- in Iraq, re-
plied, “It’s approximately 500; of which
— I can get the exact numbers —ap-

' proximately 350 are combat. deaths.” -
The.real figures 4t the tiine were 722
and 521. A spokesman later said: “He

mlsspoke
That’s all.”
He sure did.
. But why do
numbers
matter? '
Numbers

‘they. are. at-

tached.

. hames, and right now the names are
controversial, too; . -

. OnFriday,ABC’s “N]ghtlme”putthe

. names and numbers together on na-

tional television to “remind our view- .

ers— whether they agree with the war

1. or not —~ that beyond the casualty -

numbers, these men and women are

" serving in Iraq in our' names, andthat

those who have been’ killed have names
.and faces.”

Before the broadcast a teleV1s1on

- cr1t1c for the Washington Post called it

* “acheap, content-free stunt designed to

i tug at our heartstrings and bag a big

- number on the second night of the May

ratingsrace.” So let’s forget the names.

and the numbers and argue about tel-
ev1sxon ratings and polltlcal motlves
Let’snot.

“Why do nmames and numbers of dead ..
o soldlers matter? Because itisdecentfor

us to make them matter

* matter  because:

to

In 1916, mldway though the mecha- .

nized . butchery of World War I, the
British alone suffered 420,000 casual-
ties at one point: along the line of

-trenches.that.stretched ‘from Belgium
to the border of Switzerland. That one ‘

pomt was the Somme River. -

.“Fourteen years after the war, a me-
morial was dedicated at Thiepval to the
soldiers who died along the Somme
between July 1915 and February 1918.

. The memdrial, as its Web site reminds
us (www.thiepval.org.uk), sits in iso-

lation, without any accompanying vis-

itor center or any other explanation as-

to why the monument is there. The

_ memorial has .a -simple inscribed
statement: “Hereare recorded names of.
" officers and men of the British armiés

who fell on the Somme battlefields July
1915- February 1918 but to. whoin the
fortune of war denied the known and

‘honoured burial given to their.com-
‘rades in death.” Italso has 72 000 names
“inscribed upon it.

‘Why did the Brltlsh do thls'? Because
it was decent.

same way when it came to publicly re-

_membering their comrades who lost .
* their lives. The Vietnam Veterans Me-
morial Fund Inc., through its expert

judging panel, scrutinized 1,421 design
entries before choosing the design by

" Maya’ Lin. It was built in 1982. It, too,

stands within a landscape that focuses
all-attention on the memona_l It, too,

consists of names, now 58,235 in num--

ber, engraved on stone. Thehemorialis
dedicated to-“the 2.7 million men and

women in'the U.S. military who served
in the designated war zone.” We learn

the numbers. again from the Web site:

. www,thewall-usa.com/information.

American Vietnam veterans felt the '

P

If you have stood in front of those

“names, as I have, you see your own re-

flection in the polished stone behind .
edach one of them. And you must ask, .
“Who am I that these soldiers d1ed m .
service of my country?” -

And if you -want to do the decent-,
thing, you will walk away from-those -

‘namesaskingthe question theoldvetin .

Spielberg’s “SavingPrivate Ryari”asks '

" himself: “What have“f done to earn
this?” Youmight also add, “Was itright

that these soldiers should die?” ‘and,
~“What couldIbe domgtopreventtlns"”,

.. The. names matter. They have always

‘mattéred. ‘The greater the courage. of
- the men and women doing the fighting, "
‘themore mcomprehensrble thereasons

for -their’ sacrlﬂcmg their lives, the
more: suspect the motives or judgment
or policles oftheirleaders, the more the
names matter. - .
Tt has always been this way
Herodotus describes the heroic re-
sistance -of King ‘Leonidas and his 300
Spartans agamst the Persian army at

- Thermiopylag in 480-B.C.E. and re-.
“marks, “In the course of that fight Le-

onidas fell, having fought bravely, and’

' many distinguished Spartans with him -

——their names I have learned, as ‘those
of men who deserve to bé remembered;
indeed, I have learned the names of a]l

‘ the three hundr

Thedeadwereburledwheretheyfell '
and the entire united Peloponnesian
force was memorialized with an in-

‘scription -on the site: “Four thousand

here from Pelops’ land / Against three
million once did stand.”

- Names and numbers and s1mp1e hu-
man decency. o
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