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Kennedy's speech at the American University, 10 June 1963
(Courtesy of the JF Kennedy Library and Museum)

Questions

What does Kennedy think the Russians ought to be praised for?

What does Kennedy think of communism?

What actions were being taken in pursuit of peace?

Kennedy was shot in November 1963. Given the tone of this speech, do you think the Cold
War would have continued had Kennedy lived? Explain your answer.
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What kind of peace do I mean? What kind of peace do
we seek? Not a Pax Americana enforced on the world by
American weapons of war. Not the peace of the grave
or the security of the slave. I am talking about
genuine peace, the kind of peace that makes life on
earth worth living, the kind that enables men and
nations to grow and to hope and to build a better
life for their children - not merely peace for
Americans but peace for all men and women — not
merely peace in cur time but peace for all time.

I speak of peace because of the new face of war.
Total war makes no sense in an age when great powers
can maintain large and relatively invulnerable
muclear forces and refuse to surrender without resort
to those forces. It makes no sense in an age when a
single nuclear weapon contains almost ten times the
explosive force delivered by all the allied air
forces in the Second World War. It makes no sense in
an age when the deadly poisons produced by a nuclear
exchanges would be carried by wind and water and soil
and seed to the far corners of the globe and to gen-
erations yet unborn.

Today the expendituore of billions of dollars every

year on weapons acguired for the purpose of making
sure we never need to nse them is essential to
keeping the peace. But surely the acquisition of such
idle stockpiles - which can only destroy and never
create — is not the only, much less the most effi-
cient, means of assuring peace.

I speak of peace, therefore, as the necessary
raticnal end of rational men. I realize that the
pursuit of peace is not as dramatic as the pursuit of
war - and frequently the words of the pursuer fall on
deaf ears. But we have no more urgent task.

Some say that it is useless to speak of world peace
or world law or world disarmament — and that it will
be usele=ss until the leaders of the Soviet Union
adopt a more enlightened attitude. I hope they do. I
believe we can help them do it. But I also believe
that we must reexamine our own attitude - as indi-
viduals and as a Nation - for our attitude is as
essential as theirs. And every graduate of this
school, every thoughtful citizen who despairs of war
and wishes to bring peace, should begin by looking
inward — by examining his own attitude toward the
possibilities of peace, toward the Soviet Union,
toward the course of the cold war and toward freedom
and peace here at home.
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Ho government or social system is =20 evil that its
people mm=st be considered as lacking in virtue. As
Americans, we find communism profoundly repugnant as
a negation of perscnal freedom and dignity. But we
can 8till hail the Russian people for their many
achievements - in =s2cience and space, in econcmic and
industrial growth, in culture and in acts of courage.

Among the many traits the peoples of our two coun-
tries have in common, none is stronger than our
mutual abhorrence of war. Almost unigue among the
major world powers, we have never been at war with
each other. And no nation in the history of battle
ever suffered more than the Soviet Union suffered in
the course of the Second World War. At least 20
million lost their lives. Countless millions of homes
and farms were burned or sacked. A third of the
nation's territory, including nearly two thirds of
itz industrial base, was turned into a wasteland - a
loss equivalent to the devastation of this country
east of Chicago.

Today, should total war ever break out again - no
matter how - our two countries would become the
primary targets. It is an ironic but accurate fact
that the two strongest powers are the two in the most
danger of devastation. All we have built, all we hawve
worked for, would be destroyed in the first 24 hours.
And even in the cold war, which brings burdens and
dangers to so many nations, including this NHation's
closest allies - our two countries bear the heaviest
burdens. For we are both devoting massive sums of
money to weapons that could be better devoted to com-
bating ignorance, poverty, and disease. We are both
canght up in a vicious and dangerous cycle in which
suspicion on one side breeds suspicion on the other,
and new weapons beget counter weapons.

In short, kboth the United States and its allies, and
the Soviet Union and its allies, have a mutually deep
interest in a just and genuine peace and in halting
the arms race. Agreements to this end are in the
interests of the Soviet Union as well as ours — and
even the most hostile nations can be relied upon to
accept and keep those treaty obligations, and only
those treaty obligations, which are in their own
interest.

50, let u=s not be blind to our differences - but let
us also direct attention to our common interests and
to the means by which those differences can be
resolved. And if we cannot end now our differences,
at least we can help make the world safe for diver-
gity. For, in the final analysis, our most basic
common link is that we all inhabit this small planet.
We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our
children's futures. And we are all mortal. ..
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Speaking of other nation=s, I wish to make one point
clear. We are bound to many nations by alliances.
Those alliances exist because our concern and theirs
substantially overlap. Our commltment to defend
Western Europe and West Berlin, for example, stands
undimini shed because of the identity of our vital
interests. The United States will make no deal with
the Soviet Union at the expense of other nations and
other pecples, not merely because they are our
partners, but also because their interests and ours
converge.

Our interest=s converge, however, not only in defend-
ing the frontiers of freedom, but in pursuing the
paths of peace. It i= our hope — and the purpose of
allied policies — to convince the Soviet Union that
ghe, too, shounld let each nation chooze its own
fuoture, so long as that choice does not interfere
with the choices of others. The Communist drive to
impose their political and economic system on others
is the primary cause of world tension today. For
there can be no doubt that, if all nations could
refrain from interfering in the self-determination of
others, the peace would be much more assured.

Thi=s will reqguire a new effort to achieve world law -
a new context for world discussions. It will reguire
increased understanding between the Soviets and onr-
gelves. And increased understanding will reguire
increased contact and commmmication. One step in this
direction i=s the proposed arrangement for a direct
line between Moscow and Washington, to avoid on each
gide the dangerous delays, misunderstandings, and
misreadings of the other's actions which might ocour
at a time of crigis.

We have also been talking in Geneva about the other
first-step measures of arms control designed to limit
the intensity of the arms race and to reduce the
rigks of accidental war. Our primary long-range
interest in Geneva, however, is general and complete
disarmament - designed to take place by stages, per-
mitting parallel political developments to build the
new institutions of peace which would take the place
of arm=s. The pursuit of disarmament has been an
effort of this government since the 19%920s. It has
been urgently sought by the past three administra-
tion=. And however dim the prospects may be today, we
intend to contimme this effort - to continue it im
order that all comntries, including ocur Own, Can
better grasp what the problems and possibilities of
dizarmament are.
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The one major area of these negotiations where the
end is in =sight, yet where a fresh start is badly
needed, is in a treaty to ontlaw muclear tests. The
conclusion of such a treaty, so near and yet so far,
would check the spiralling arms race in one of its
most dangerous areas. It would place the nuclear
powers in a position to deal more effectively with
one of the greatest hazards which man faces in 1963,
the further spread of nuclear arms. It would increase
our security:; it wonld decrease the prospects of war.
Surely thi=s goal is sufficiently important to reguire
our steady pursuit, yvielding neither to the tempta-
tion to give up the whole effort nor the temptation
to give up our insistence on vital and responsible
safeguards.

I am taking this opportunity, therefore, to announce
two important decisions in this regard.

First: Chairman Khrushchev, Prime Minister Macmillan,
and T have agreed that high-level discussions will
shortly begin in Moscow looking toward early agree-
ment on a comprehensive test ban treaty. Our hopes
mist be tempered with the caution of history, but
with our hopes go the hopes of all mankind.

Second: To make clear our good faith and solemn con-
victions on the matter, I now declare that the United
States does not propose to conduct nuclear tests in
the atmosphere so long as other states do not do so.
We will not be the first to resume. Such a declara-
tion i=s no substitute for a formal binding treaty,
but T hope it will help us achieve one.
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