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The story of the human race is War. Except for brief and precarious interludes, there has 
never been peace in the world; and before history began, murderous strife was universal 
and unending. But up to the present time the means of destruction at the disposal of man 
have not kept pace with his ferocity. Reciprocal extermination was impossible in the 
Stone Age. One cannot do much with a clumsy club. Besides, men were so scarce and hid 
so well that they were hard to find. They fled so fast that they were hard to catch. Human 
legs could only cover a certain distance each day. With the best will in the world to 
destroy his species, each man was restricted to a very limited area of activity. It was 
impossible to make any effective progress on these lines. Meanwhile one had to live and 
hunt and sleep. So on the balance the life-forces kept a steady lead over the forces of 
death, and gradually tribes, villages, and governments were evolved. 
 The effort at destruction then entered upon a new phase. War became a collective 
enterprise. Roads were made which facilitated the movement of large numbers of men. 
Armies were organized. Many improvements in the apparatus of slaughter were devised. 
In particular the use of metal, and above all steel, for piercing and cutting human flesh, 
opened out a promising field. Bows and arrows, slings, chariots, horses, and elephants 
lent valuable assistance. But here again another set of checks began to operate. The 
governments were not sufficiently secure. The armies were liable to violent internal 
disagreements. It was extremely difficult to feed large numbers of men once they were 
concentrated, and consequently the efficiency of the efforts at destruction became fitful 
and was tremendously hampered by defective organization. Thus again there was a 
balance on the credit side of life. The world rolled forward, and human society entered 
upon a vaster and more complex age. 
 It was not until the dawn of the twentieth century of the Christian era that War 
really began to enter into its kingdom as the potential destroyer of the human race. The 
organization of mankind into great States and Empires and the rise of nations to full 
collective consciousness enabled enterprises of slaughter to be planned and executed 
upon a scale and with a perseverance never before imagined. All the noblest virtues of 
individuals were gathered together to strengthen the destructive capacity of the mass. 
Good finances, the resources of world-wide credit and trade, the accumulation of large 
capital reserves, made it possible to divert for considerable periods the energies of whole 
peoples to the task of Devastation. Democratic institutions gave expression to the will-
power of millions. Education not only brought the course of the conflict within the 
comprehension of everyone, but rendered each person serviceable in a high degree for 
the purpose in hand. The Press afforded a means of unification and of mutual 
encouragement; Religion, having discreetly avoided conflict on the fundamental issues, 
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offered its encouragements and consolations, through all its forms, impartially to all the 
combatants. Lastly, Science unfolded her treasures and her secrets to the desperate 
demands of men, and placed in their hands agencies and apparatus almost decisive in 
their character. 
 In consequence many novel features presented themselves. Instead of merely 
starving fortified towns, whole nations were methodically subjected to the process of 
reduction by famine. The entire population in one capacity or another took part in the 
War; all were equally the object of attack. The Air opened paths along which death and 
terror could be carried far behind the lines of the actual armies, to women, children, the 
aged, the sick, who in earlier struggles would perforce have been left untouched. 
Marvellous organizations of railroads, steamships, and motor vehicles placed and 
maintained tens of millions of men continuously in action. Healing and surgery in their 
exquisite developments returned them again and again to the shambles. Nothing was 
wasted that could contribute to the process of waste. The last dying kick was brought into 
military utility. 
 But all that happened in the four years of the Great War was only a prelude to 
what was preparing for the fifth year. The campaign of the year 1919 would have 
witnessed an immense accession to the power of destruction. Had the Germans retained 
the morale to make good their retreat to the Rhine, they would have been assaulted in 
the summer of 1919 with forces and by methods incomparably more prodigious than any 
yet employed. Thousands of aeroplanes would have shattered their cities. Scores of 
thousands of cannon would have blasted their front. Arrangements were being made to 
carry simultaneously a quarter of a million men, together with all their requirements, 
continuously forward across country in mechanical vehicles moving ten or fifteen miles 
each day. Poison gases of incredible malignity, against which only a secret mask (which 
the Germans could not obtain in time) was proof, would have stifled all resistance and 
paralysed all life on the hostile front subjected to attack. No doubt the Germans too had 
their plans. But the hour of wrath had passed. The signal of relief was given, and the 
horrors of 1919 remain buried in the archives of the great antagonists. 
 The War stopped as suddenly and as universally as it had begun. The world lifted 
its head, surveyed the scene of ruin, and victors and vanquished alike drew breath. In a 
hundred laboratories, in a thousand arsenals, factories, and bureaus, men pulled 
themselves up with a jerk, turned from the task in which, they had been absorbed. Their 
projects were put aside unfinished, unexecuted; but their knowledge was preserved; their 
data, calculations, and discoveries were hastily bundled together and docketed ‘for future 
reference’ by the War Offices in every country. The campaign of 1919 was never fought; 
but its ideas go marching along. In every Army they are being explored, elaborated, 
refined under the surface of peace, and should war come again to the world it is not with 
the weapons and agencies prepared for 1919 that it will be fought, but with developments 
and extensions of these which will be incomparably more formidable and fatal. 
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 It is in these circumstances that we have entered upon that period of Exhaustion 
which has been described as Peace. It gives us at any rate an opportunity to consider the 
general situation. Certain sombre facts emerge solid, inexorable, like the shapes of 
mountains from drifting mist. It is established that henceforward whole populations will 
take part in war, all doing their utmost, all subjected to the fury of the enemy. It is 
established that nations who believe their life is at stake will not be restrained from using 
any means to secure their existence. It is probable — nay, certain — that among the means 
which will next time be at their disposal will be agencies and processes of destruction 
wholesale, unlimited, and perhaps, once launched, uncontrollable. 
 Mankind has never been in this position before. Without having improved 
appreciably in virtue or enjoying wiser guidance, it has got into its hands for the first time 
the tools by which it can unfailingly accomplish its own extermination. That is the point 
in human destinies to which all the glories and toils of men have at last led them. They 
would do well to pause and ponder upon their new responsibilities. Death stands at 
attention, obedient, expectant, ready to serve, ready to shear away the peoples en masse; 
ready, if called on, to pulverize, without hope of repair, what is left of civilization. He 
awaits only the word of command. He awaits it from a frail, bewildered being, long his 
victim, now — for one occasion only — his Master. 
 Let it not be thought for a moment that the danger of another explosion in Europe 
is passed. For the time being the stupor and the collapse which followed the World War 
ensure a sullen passivity, and the horror of war, its carnage and its tyrannies, has sunk 
into the soul, has dominated the mind, of every class in every race. But the causes of war 
have been in no way removed; indeed they are in some respects aggravated by the so-
called Peace Treaties and the reactions following thereupon. Two mighty branches of the 
European family will never rest content with their existing situation. Russia, stripped of 
her Baltic Provinces, will, as the years pass by, brood incessantly upon the wars of Peter 
the Great. From one end of Germany to the other an intense hatred of France unites the 
whole population. The enormous contingents of German youth growing to military 
manhood year by year are inspired by the fiercest sentiments, and the soul of Germany 
smoulders with dreams of a War of Liberation or Revenge. These ideas are restrained at 
the present moment only by physical impotence. France is armed to the teeth. Germany 
has been to a great extent disarmed and her military system broken up. The French hope 
to preserve this situation by their technical military apparatus, by their shield of 
fortresses, by their black troops, and by a system of alliances with the smaller States of 
Europe; and for the present at any rate overwhelming force is on their side. But physical 
force alone, unsustained by world opinion, affords no durable foundation for security. 
Germany is a far stronger entity than France, and cannot be kept in permanent 
subjugation. 
 ‘Wars,’ said a distinguished American to me some years ago, ‘are fought with 
Steel; weapons may change, but Steel remains the core of all modern warfare. France has 



Shall We All Commit Suicide? 

Winston S. Churchill 4 

got the Steel of Europe, and Germany has lost it. Here, at any rate, is an element of 
permanency.’ ‘Are you sure,’ I asked, ‘that the wars of the future will be fought with Steel 
?’ A few weeks later I talked with a German. ‘What about Aluminium?’ he replied. ‘Some 
think,’ he said, ‘that the next war will be fought with Electricity.’ And on this a vista opens 
out of electrical rays which could paralyse the engines of a motor-car, could claw down 
aeroplanes from the sky, and conceivably be made destructive of human life or human 
vision. Then there are Explosives. Have we reached the end? Has Science turned its last 
page on them? May there not be methods of using explosive energy incomparably more 
intense than anything heretofore discovered? Might not a bomb no bigger than an orange 
be found to possess a secret power to destroy a whole block of buildings — nay, to 
concentrate the force of a thousand tons of cordite and blast a township at a stroke? Could 
not explosives even of the existing type be guided automatically in flying machines by 
wireless or other rays, without a human pilot, in ceaseless procession upon a hostile city, 
arsenal, camp, or dockyard? 
 As for Poison Gas and Chemical Warfare in all its forms, only the first chapter has 
been written of a terrible book. Certainly every one of these new avenues to destruction 
is being studied on both sides of the Rhine, with all the science and patience of which 
man is capable. And why should it be supposed that these resources will be limited to 
Inorganic Chemistry? A study of Disease — of Pestilences methodically prepared and 
deliberately launched upon man and beast — is certainly being pursued in the 
laboratories of more than one great country. Blight to destroy crops. Anthrax to slay 
horses and cattle. Plague to poison not armies only but whole districts — such are the 
lines along which military science is remorselessly advancing. 
 It is evident that, whereas an equally-contested war under such conditions might 
work the ruin of the world and cause an immeasurable diminution of the human race, 
the possession by one side of some overwhelming scientific advantage would lead to the 
complete enslavement of the unwary party. Not only are the powers now in the hands of 
man capable of destroying the life of nations, but for the first time they afford to one 
group of civilized men the opportunity of reducing their opponents to absolute 
helplessness. 
 In barbarous times superior martial virtues — physical strength, courage, skill, 
discipline — were required to secure such a supremacy; and in the hard evolution of 
mankind the best and fittest stocks came to the fore. But no such saving guarantee exists 
today. There is no reason why a base, degenerate, immoral race should not make an 
enemy far above them in quality, the prostrate subject of their caprice or tyranny, simply 
because they happened to be possessed at a given moment of some new death-dealing or 
terror-working process and were ruthless in its employment. The liberties of men are no 
longer to be guarded by their natural qualities, but by their dodges; and superior virtue 
and valour may fall an easy prey to the latest diabolical trick. 
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 In the sombre paths of destructive science there was one new turning-point which 
seemed to promise a corrective to these mortal tendencies. It might have been hoped that 
the electro-magnetic waves would in certain scales be found capable of detonating 
explosives of all kinds from a great distance. Were such a process discovered in time to 
become common property. War would in important respects return again to the crude 
but healthy limits of the barbarous ages. The sword, the spear, the bludgeon, and above 
all the fighting man, would regain at a bound their old sovereignty. But it is depressing to 
learn that the categories into which these rays are divided are now so fully explored that 
there is not much expectation of this. All the hideousness of the Explosive era will 
continue; and to it will surely be added the gruesome complications of Poison and of 
Pestilence scientifically applied. 
 Such, then, is the peril with which mankind menaces itself: means of destruction 
incalculable in their effects, wholesale and frightful in their character, and unrelated to 
any form of human merit; the march of Science unfolding ever more appalling 
possibilities; and the fires of hatred burning deep in the hearts of some of the greatest 
peoples of the world, fanned by continual provocation and unceasing fear, and fed by the 
deepest sense of national wrong or national danger! On the other hand, there is the 
blessed respite of Exhaustion, offering to the nations a final chance to control their 
destinies and avert what may well be a general doom. Surely if a sense of self-
preservation still exists among men, if the will to live resides not merely in individuals or 
nations but in humanity as a whole, the prevention of the supreme catastrophe ought to 
be the paramount object of all endeavour. 
 Against the gathering but still distant tempest the League of Nations, deserted by 
the United States, scorned by Soviet Russia, flouted by Italy, distrusted equally by France 
and Germany, raises feebly but faithfully its standards of sanity and hope. Its structure, 
airy and unsubstantial, framed of shining but too often visionary idealism, is in its present 
form incapable of guarding the world from its dangers and of protecting mankind from 
itself. Yet it is through the League of Nations alone that the path to safety and salvation 
can be found. To sustain and aid the League of Nations is the duty of all. To reinforce it 
and bring it into vital and practical relation with actual world-politics by sincere 
agreements and understanding between the great Powers, between the leading races, 
should be the first aim of all who wish to spare their children torments and disasters 
compared with which those we have suffered will be but a pale preliminary. 


