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***

The German-French Nobel Peace Prize winner, pacifist and “jungle doctor” Albert Schweitzer
was one of the most important thinkers of the 20th century. His philosophical thinking was
based  on  the  assumption  that  when  people  reflect  on  themselves  and  their  limits,  they
mutually recognise each other as brothers who reflect on themselves and their limits. In the
course of the process of civilisation, solidarity, which was originally only related to one’s own
tribe,  would  gradually  be  transferred  to  all,  including  unknown people.  In  the  1950s,
Schweitzer’s doctrine of “reverence for life” was a moral authority, a guiding principle in the
struggle against the nuclear armament of nations.
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But the general consciousness of individuals and peoples has not yet found an answer to the
“Cain  question”  from biblical  prehistory:  “Am I  my brother’s  keeper?  Once again,  the
catastrophe of a nuclear war threatens us as it did in Albert Schweitzer’s time almost 70
years ago. That is why his “Appeal to Humanity” – which can be read in the collection of
writings “Peace or Nuclear War” (1) – has lost none of its topicality.

Bertha von Suttner: “Lay Down Your Arms!”

Never before could the problems of peoples be solved by the method of violence, war. This
is  no  different  today  than  in  the  history  of  mankind  so  far.  The  backslide  into  war  is  a
backslide  into  barbarism,  which  makes  itself  felt  in  all  areas  of  social  life:  it  causes
unspeakable suffering in the lives of individuals as well as peoples. The daily TV images of
the war in Ukraine give us a lasting impression of this suffering.

Today’s wars are no longer responsible, they have become obsolete. Even the First World
War was no longer a conventional war, it was genocide. Since then, the illegal wars of
aggression have become even more murderous, more insidious, more widespread, more
genocidal.

For the Austrian cultural historian Friedrich Heer, these wars are preparations for the “final
solution of the human question” or, as Bertha von Suttner prophesies in her novel “Lay
down your arms!”: “The downfall for all” (2). This is certainly true for a universally feared
war with nuclear weapons.

Mahatma Gandhi wrote in a letter to Bertha von Suttner after the publication of the novel:

“God grant that the abolition of war may follow your works.” (3)

Alfred Nobel was inspired by Bertha von Suttner to endow the Nobel Peace Prize in his will
(4).

History – a work of man

We know today that war is a calamity. We also know that its cause is not “human nature”
but the injustice and inhumanity of our social order. This fact must not make us forget that
history is a work of man and that man must be changed if the world is to be changed.
Accordingly, enlightenment and education are the most important measures that can be
taken against war.

We cannot yet say when the conscience of humanity, whose cry of admonition goes through
the centuries, will finally make itself heard. But we have no doubt that the existence of the
human race hangs on the question of whether people will profess all-human solidarity to a
far greater extent than they have done up to now.
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