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final problem that mankind must solve

in order to survive in the world house that we have
inherited is finding an alternative to war and human
destruction . . . In this day of man’s highest technical
achievement, in this day of dazzling discovery, of novel
opportunities,loftier dignities and fuller freedoms for all,there
is no excuse for the kind of blind craving for power and
resources that provoked the wars of previous generations.
There is no need to fight for food and land. Science has
provided us with adequate means of survival and
transportation, which make it possible to enjoy the fullness
of this great earth.The question now is, Do we have the
morality and courage required to live together as brothers
and not be afraid?
One of the most persistent ambiguities we face is that
everybody talks about peace as a goal, but among the
wielders of power, peace is practically nobody’s business.
Many men cry,“Peace! Peace!” but they refuse to do the
things that make for peace.
The large power blocs talk passionately of pursuing
peace while expanding defense budgets that already bulge,
enlarging already awesome armies and devising ever more
devastating weapons. Call the roll of those who sing the
glad tidings of peace and one’s ears will be surprised by the
responding sounds. The heads of all the nations issue
clarion calls for peace, yet they come to the peace
table accompanied by bands of brigands, each bearing
unsheathed swords.
The stages of history are replete with the chants and
choruses of the conquerors of old who came killing in
pursuit of peace.Alexander, Genghis Khan, Julius Caesar,
Charlemagne, and Napoleon were akin in seeking a
peaceful world order, a world fashioned after their selfish
conceptions of an ideal existence. Each sought a world at
peace which would personify his egotistic dreams . . .
There is grave irony in the fact that Hitler could come
forth, following nakedly aggressive expansionist theories,
and do it all in the name of peace.
So when in this day I see the leaders of nations again
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talking peace while preparing for war, I take fearful
pause . . . I do so not only from dire recall of the nightmares
wreaked in the wars of yesterday but also from dreadful
realization of today’s possible nuclear destructiveness and
tomorrow’s even more calamitous prospects. . . .
If we assume that life is worth living and that man has
a right to survive, then we must find an alternative to war.
In a day when vehicles hurtle through outer space and
guided ballistic missiles carve highways of death through the
stratosphere, no nation can claim victory in war.A so-called
limited war will leave little more than a legacy of human
suffering, political turmoil, and spiritual disillusionment.A
world war will leave only smoldering ashes as mute
testimony of a human race, whose folly led inexorably to
ultimate death. If modern man continues to flirt unhesitatingly with war, he will transform his earthly habitat into an
inferno such as even the mind of Dante could not imagine.
Therefore I suggest that the philosophy and strategy of
nonviolence become immediately a subject for study
and for serious experimentation in every field of human
conflict, by no means excluding the relations between
nations. It is, after all, nation-states which make war,
which have produced the weapons that threaten the
survival of mankind and that are both genocidal and
suicidal in character.
We have ancient habits to deal with, vast structures of
power, indescribably complicated problems to solve. But
unless we abdicate our humanity altogether and succumb
to fear and impotence in the presence of the weapons we
have ourselves created, it is as possible and as urgent to put
an end to war and violence between nations as it is to put
an end to poverty and racial injustice. . . .
I do not minimize the complexity of the problems that
need to be faced in achieving disarmament and peace. But
I am convinced that we shall not have the will, the courage,
and the insight to deal with such matters unless . . . we are
prepared to undergo a mental and spiritual reevaluation,
a change of focus which will enable us to see that the things
that seem most real and powerful are indeed now unreal
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and have come under sentence of death.We need to make
a supreme effort to generate the readiness, indeed
the eagerness, to enter into the new world which is
now possible, “the city which hath foundation, whose
Building and Maker is God.”
It is not enough to say, “We must not wage war.” It is
necessary to love peace and sacrifice for it. We must
concentrate not merely on the eradication of war but on
the affirmation of peace. A fascinating story about
Ulysses and the Sirens is preserved for us in Greek
literature.The Sirens had the ability to sing so sweetly
that sailors could not resist steering toward their
island. Many ships were lured upon the rocks, and men
forgot home, duty, and honor as they flung themselves
into the sea to be embraced by arms that drew them
down to death. Ulysses, determined not to succumb
to the Sirens, first decided to tie himself tightly to the
mast of his boat, and his crew stuffed their ears with
wax. But finally he and his crew learned a better way
to save themselves: They took on board the beautiful
singer Orpheus, whose melodies were sweeter than
the music of the Sirens. When Orpheus sang, who
would bother to listen to the Sirens?
So we must see that peace represents a sweeter music,
a cosmic melody that is far superior to the discords of war.
Somehow we must transform the dynamics of the world
power struggle from the nuclear arms race, which no one
can win, to a creative contest to harness man’s genius for
the purpose of making peace and prosperity a reality for all
the nations of the world. In short, we must shift the arms
race into a “peace race.” If we have the will and
determination to mount such a peace offensive,
we will unlock hitherto tightly sealed
doors of hope and bring new light into
the dark chambers of pessimism.
—Excerpted from “TheWorld House”
by Martin Luther King Jr.
Copyright © 1967.
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