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BEIRUT: Tanya can’t be alone in a
room. Carla, for days, thought a war was
starting. Survivors of Beirut’s August 4
blast are still in shock over a disaster
that disfigured their city. The earth-
shaking explosion killed 171 people and
wounded more than 6,000, a sickening
blow to a country already in crisis.
Almost every generation in Lebanon has
experienced some kind of conflict,
whether the 1975-1990 civil war or the
2006 hostilities with Israel. Those
episodes are over, but for some the trau-
mas they left are still vivid-and last
week’s explosion has added yet
another scar to the collective psyche.

Carla was on her balcony in an old
Beirut neighborhood when she felt her
building shake. “I initially thought it
was an air raid because I associated
the noise with what I remembered
from the 2006 war,” the 28-year-old
told AFP. After the explosion pulver-
ized her windows, she rushed to the
stairwell, petrified. But before Carla
could pull herself together, her elderly
neighbor, who had survived the 1975-
1990 civil war, was already busy sweep-
ing the floor.

“This is a reflex from the war, whenev-
er something breaks they just sweep it
up,” Carla said. She is now staying with
her family, and said she is not emotionally
ready to move back to her blast-hit
home. Even at her parents’ house, she
cannot sleep. “A car driving by on the
street becomes the sound of an airplane,”

she said in English. “Everything now trig-
gers memories of the 2006 war... I had
never realized how much that war actual-
ly had traumatized me.”

‘Psychological pressure’ 
Doctors of the World, an international

charity, spent several days in the leveled
Karantina district, overlooking blast site.
Its staff knocked on doors in the area to
offer residents free psychological sup-
port.  In the first days after the explosion,
residents were too busy seeking medical

treatment or clearing debris from their
homes. But as a  kind of normality slowly
returned, they seemed more ready to
speak, said Noelle Jouane, director of the
charity’s mental health program.

“It helps relieve all of their anger,” she
said. But in the devastated district of Mar
Mikhael, the slightest thud sparks alarm.
At the entrance to the neighborhood, an
old man was startled by the bang of a
hammer against an iron plate. He immedi-

ately ducked and pressed his body
against the hood of his car. “It’s nothing,”
a passerby reassured him. Moments later,
fear gripped the entire street, with peo-
ple scrambling out after rumors spread
that the August 4 blast site had once
again caught fire.

Panic, fear, and in some cases a certain
detachment from reality are among the
“normal reactions to abnormal events,”
said Rima Makki, the mental health activ-
ity manager for Doctors Without Borders
(MSF) in Lebanon. The port blast came

as Lebanon was grappling with its
worst economic crisis in decades-
compounded by the coronavirus
pandemic. “The whole of society was
already under psychological pres-
sure,” Makki said. “A traumatic inci-
dent of this magnitude, obviously, will
have repercussions.”

‘Haunting’ 
Tanya, 32, was in central Beirut

when the explosion tore through
buildings around her. “The first two

days I was constantly crying,” the
accountant said. “But something inside
was telling me: what are you crying
about? I am safe, my family is safe, our
house is safe.” But the mother of two said
she also felt “guilt for surviving.” She said
she didn’t remember much from the
moment of the blast, but the bruises on
her body remind her of what happened.

Now, she is too scared to be alone.
“During the day it’s easier, but at night I

can’t. I ask someone to stay by my side,”
she said. Omar, a visual artist, believes he
could have been killed or disfigured by
the explosion that ravaged his neighbor-
hood. Luckly, the man in his thirties was
not at home at the time. “Knifes flew from
the kitchen, the entire glass facade shat-
tered in the house,” he said. “Just the
image, the possibility of me being here
was haunting.”

During a massive anti-government ral-
ly near parliament on Saturday, a

fatigued Omar suddenly felt like demon-
strations were going nowhere, although
he had participated in several similar ral-
lies since a protest movement emerged in
October. “I felt how can we return to the
same place we were a few month ago
despite... this catastrophic event,” he said.
Two people he knew died in the disaster.
“I don’t know how or if one can get over
something like that,” he added. “I mean
you continue your life, but you continue it
differently.”— AFP 

Beirut blast adds new wounds to old scars 

BEIRUT: A man drives a car loaded with electronic and household appliances on the Dbayeh highway, at the northern entrance of Lebanon’s capital Beirut following a huge chemical explosion that devastated
large parts of the city. — AFP photos

Earth-shaking explosion - a sickening blow to a country already in crisis
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still in shock

BEIRUT: A Lebanese protester hurls rocks at security forces across a burning barrier
amid clashes in downtown Beirut. 

‘I don’t want 
to die’: Blast
traumatizes kids 
BEIRUT: “I don’t want to die.” Those
were the first words Hiba’s six-year-old
son screamed after the massive explo-
sion at Beirut port sent shards of glass
flying around their house. The blast a
week ago that injured around 1,000
children and temporarily displaced
100,000 according to the UN had the
magnitude of an earthquake. The men-
tal shock it caused among Beirut’s
youngest was just as powerful.

When the boy saw blood on his feet,
“he started screaming: ‘Mom, I don’t
want to die’,” Hiba recalled. “What is
this life? Coronavirus and an explo-
sion!,” her son told her after the blast.
“Imagine that!” said the mother. “A
child only six years old asking this
question.” The 35-year-old mother of
two, who asked to withhold the names
of her children and their family name,
said her entire building shook when the
catastrophe struck on August 4. Her
son, who was sitting on a living room
couch just across from her, was speck-
led with shards of glass from a blown-
out window. 

“The shattered glass whirled around
us,” Hiba said, a scene described by

countless survivors. For a few seconds
her son sat motionless and unscathed
on the couch. She then dragged him
out of the room, they boy barefoot on a
carpet of splintered glass that cut
bloody gashes into his feet. “My son
now twitches in panic every time he
hears a loud sound,” she said.

‘Bottling up emotions’ 
Hiba’s son was not the only one left

traumatized. His infant sister, born just
16 days before the explosion, lost con-
sciousness for 20 minutes. “It took a lot
of time before she began to wake up
and start crying,” said Hiba, so shocked
herself that she has struggled to
breastfeed her since. She said she now
keeps her son in his room, surrounded
by his toys, instead of in the living room
where the television broadcasts scenes
of grief and devastation all day long. 

“I don’t know if he is bottling up his
emotions,” Hiba said. “But I’m trying to
spend a lot of time with him in case he
needs to talk.” The explosion that gut-
ted swathes of the city killed at least
171 people and left 6,000 physically
wounded. Children are among the
casualties and the UN children’s
agency UNICEF has warned that
“those who survived are traumatized
and in shock”. In a video widely shared
on social media showing plumes of
smoke rising from the harbourside, the
almost playful voice of a child can ini-
tially be heard in the background, say-
ing “explosion, explosion”.  — AFP 

LOS ANGELES: Joe Biden’s choice of
Kamala Harris as his running mate was
hailed on Tuesday as a historic first for
women of color, but some warn her record
as a tough prosecutor could dent her
appeal with two key constituencies-black
voters and liberals. Harris, the first woman
and the first black attorney general in the
history of the Golden State, portrayed her-
self as a progressive reformer during her
own presidential bid, but some have cast
doubts on that claim.

“Time after time, when progressives
urged her to embrace criminal justice
reforms as a district attorney and then the
state’s attorney general, Ms Harris
opposed them or stayed silent,” law pro-
fessor Lara Bazelon wrote last year in an
op-ed for The New York Times. “Harris
turned legal technicalities into weapons so
she could cement injustices,” added
Bazelon, a former director of the Loyola
Law School Project for the Innocent in
Los Angeles. Before serving as attorney
general, the 55-year-old Harris was the
district attorney in San Francisco. She was
elected to the Senate in 2016.

“Kamala Harris had a reputation in
California as a prosecutor and attorney
general who waited rather than led, who
moved on controversial issues only once
she saw what was politically viable,” the

daily Sacramento Bee wrote in a June edi-
torial. As concerns police brutality-a sub-
ject very much in the news following the
death of George Floyd, a black man whose
killing at the hands of police in May
sparked nationwide protests-Harris has
also been criticized for failing to intervene
in cases involving police violence.

While serving as attorney general in
2016, for example, she opposed a bill to
investigate deadly police shootings follow-
ing the death of a stabbing suspect-shot
21 times by police-that sparked huge
protests. Harris has in addition come under
criticism for pushing legislation that would
punish parents in California for their chil-
dren’s truancy. But despite her controver-
sial record on criminal justice, Harris has
also been lauded for fighting for progres-
sive change. Her most successful program,
called “Back on Track,” called for non-vio-
lent first-time drug offenders to avoid jail
by getting a high school diploma.

‘Just in the right place’ 
She also initiated a project for anti-bias

training for law enforcement agencies
throughout California. Arguably her
biggest achievement in the eyes of civil
rights activists was “Open Justice,” an
online portal that made a wide range of
criminal justice data available to the pub-

lic, including the number of deaths and
injuries in police custody.

Many today reject claims that she did
not go far enough in pushing for criminal
justice reform, arguing she was being
judged by unfair standards. “I am a public
defender, I work day and night fighting for
justice in San Francisco ... and the fact is
that she did implement very progressive
programs, period, end of story,” Niki Solis,
who faced Harris many times in court
when she was district attorney, told AFP. 

Jack Pitney, a professor of American
politics at Claremont McKenna College
in California, stressed that in looking at
Harris’ tenure as attorney general, one
should take into account that she was
acting as a prosecutor applying the law,
rather than a legislator. “As attorney
general of the state of California, she had
to defend laws in court whether or not
she agreed with them,” Pitney said. “So
to that extent, I think the criticism is
misplaced.” — AFP 
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