The American
University Speech

In the June 10, 1965 mold-breaking speech in which he
halted U.S. nuclear testing and offered the Soviet Union
a peace based on common principles of mankind—only
months after the Cuban Missiles Crisis—President Ken-
nedy included these statements.

| have, therefore, chosen thistime and this place to discuss
atopic onwhichignorancetoo often aboundsand thetruth
istoo rarely perceived—yet it is the most important topic
on Earth: world peace.

What kind of peace do | 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 thedlave. | amtalking about genuine peace,
thekind of peacethat makeslife on Earth worthliving, the
kind that enables men and nationsto grow and to hope and
to build a better life for their children—not merely peace
for Americans but peace for al men and women—not
merely peace in our time but peace for al time. | speak of
peace because of the new face of war. Total war makesno
sense in an age when great powers can maintain large
and relatively invulnerable nuclear forces and refuse to
surrender without resort to those forces. . . .

| speak of peace, therefore, as the necessary rational

end of rational men. | realize that the pursuit of peaceis
not as dramatic as the pursuit of war—and frequently the
wordsof the pursuer fall on deaf ears. But wehavenomore
urgent task.

Some say that it is useless to speak of world peace
or world law or world disarmament—and that it will be
useless until the leaders of the Soviet Union adopt amore
enlightened attitude. | hope they do. | believe we can help
them do it. But | also believe that we must re-examine
our own attitude—as individual s and as a nation—for our
attitudeisasessential astheirs. And every graduate of this
schooal, 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.

Let us examine our attitude toward peace itself. Too
many of usthink itisimpossible. Too many think it unreal.
But that is a dangerous, defeatist belief. It leads to the
conclusionthat war isinevitable; that mankindis doomed;
that we are gripped by forces we cannot control. We need
not accept that view. Our problems are man-made—there-
fore, they can be solved by man. And man can beashig as
he wants. No problem of human destiny isbeyond human
beings. Man's reason and spirit have often solved the
seemingly unsolvable—and we believe they can do it
again. . ..

No government or social systemisso evil that its peo-
plemust be considered aslacking invirtue. ASAmericans,
we find communism profoundly repugnant as a hegation
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President Kennedy’ s June 1963 American University speech
was a dramatic turn which “ threatened” to end the Cold War,
only months after resolving the Missiles Crisis.

of personal freedom and dignity. But we can still hail the
Russian people for their many achievements—in science
and space, in economic and industrial growth, in culture
and in acts of courage.

Among themany traitsthepeoplesof our two countries
have in common, noneis stronger than our mutual abhor-

renceof war. Almost unique, among themajor world pow-
ers, 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. Atleast 20 millionlost their lives. Countlessmillions
of homes and farms were burned or sacked. A third of
the nation’s territory, including nearly two-thirds of its
industrial base, wasturned into awastel and—al oss equiv-
alent to the devastation of this country east of Chicago.
Today, shouldtotal war ever break out again—no mat-
ter how—our two countries would become the primary
targets. Itisanironic but accurate fact that the two strong-
est powers are the two in the most danger of devastation.

In short, both the United States and its allies, and the
Soviet Union and its allies, have a mutually deep interest
in ajust 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 berelied upon to accept and keep those treaty obliga-
tions, and only those treaty obligations, which arein their
own interest.

So, let us 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
maketheworld safefor diversity. For, inthefinal analysis,
our most basiccommon link isthat weall inhabit thissmall
planet. We al breathe the same air. We all cherish our
children’sfuture. And we are all mortal.
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