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For this thinkpiece, I have chosen to discuss the 'Why War' letters[footnoteRef:1] by Albert Einstein[footnoteRef:2] and Sigmund Freud[footnoteRef:3]. Albert Einstein and Sigmund Freud were two of the brightest brains in science when the source was written. Einstein is known for being a renowned physicist, and Freud for being the father of psychoanalysis. In a series of letters between the two in 1932, they shared their thoughts on war, as war was only a matter of years away with the rise of the Nazi Party and the war of fascism and terror that was spreading its way across Europe in 1932. They described themselves as pacifists, which is clearly shown in their work and political careers.[footnoteRef:4] Both of these communications are very powerful and make you wonder. Despite the minds such as Einstein and Freud and their expertise in psychology, science, ethics and philosophy, individuals are still asking this question today: why do humans still resort to war? To be honest, I ask myself this every time I watch the news and I am sure I am not the only one. Because of war, I worry for my future and future generations. Since these letters have been written, the world has changed, and the threat of global warfare is so near again. [1:  James Strachey and Anna Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XXII (1932-1936). (London: Hogarth Press, 1964).]  [2:  Nobel Prize, Albert Einstein (2025) <https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/physics/1921/einstein/biographical/> [accessed 31 March 2025].]  [3:  Freud Museum London, Who was Sigmund Freud? (2025) <https://www.freud.org.uk/education/resources/who-was-sigmund-freud/> [accessed 31st March 2025].]  [4:  Simon Hollis, Why War? The Einstein-Freud Letter, [podcast], BBC Sounds, 29 December 2023, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m001tr2s> [accessed 31 March 2025].] 


Firstly, regarding the letters, it is interesting that Einstein reached out; I get the impression that he is asking Freud to better understand the questions he keeps asking himself. From reading Einstein's letter, it is optimistic and open for discussion on topics he is unsure about, but his theories are idealistic. He believes that war results from political hunger and that the only way of controlling or managing it is by states of power coming together and finding a path to peace. For me, I agree with this. In particular, from the First World War to modern-day conflicts, these wars have resulted from political leaders of powerful states becoming power-hungry for wealth and control, but also due to hits on their egos. By this, a catalyse is the reason why they turn to violence or, ultimately, war. 

Einstein asks quite an important question: "Is it possible to control man's mental evolution to make him proof against the psychoses of hate and destructiveness?“[footnoteRef:5] It is possible, and Einstein answers this with his theory by sharing that global cooperation is needed to find peace. Little did Einstein know at the time of writing his letter that the United Nations would come into effect in 1945.[footnoteRef:6] Today, it has become a mediator or 'middleman' for many countries where they can come together to try and solve their problems rather than resort to war. The United Nations aim to maintain international peace and security, protect human rights, support those in need with humanitarian assistance, and uphold international law by showing the world when wrongdoing happens. In theory, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO)[footnoteRef:7] is an excellent example of this as it helps to stop countries from threats. NATO allows countries to work together to prevent violence and war. However, being a member of NATO can also be viewed as a significant threat to countries not part of the alliance. While NATO's existence may pose as a threat to non-member nations and work as a deterrent from attacking its members, it unfortunately does not prevent those non-members from engaging in violence or war against each other. A key concern that many people have, along with myself, is that when a NATO country is threatened or attacked, the other members are likely to respond with violence. Alongside this, NATO only works when its members work together when they are threatened, unlike in the modern day where the United States Government refuses to support NATO nations. These dynamics contribute to heightened global tensions and an ongoing feeling that peace remains unreachable. So, is an international committee aimed at encouraging peace helpful? The answer is yes, but it will likely have no overall impact as the idea of global peace is an illusion.  [5:  Strachey and Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, pp. 201.]  [6:  United Nations, History of the UN (2025) <https://www.un.org/en/about-us/history-of-the-un#:~:text=Four%20months%20after%20the%20San,a%20majority%20of%20other%20signatories> [accessed 05 April 2025].]  [7:  North Atlantic Treaty Organization, What is NATO (2025) <https://www.nato.int/nato-welcome/index.html> [accessed 05 April 2025].] 


From reading Freud's response, he challenges Einstein's optimism by showing realist viewpoints, particularly regarding the death instinct. He discusses extensively that the provisions we put in place will likely fail without understanding human nature, but he is right that it will. We must use education and other methods to try to understand but also to find ways of expressing frustration before it resorts to violence or war, especially if it is in our nature to use violence.
Freud asks, "Why do you and I and so many other people rebel so violently against war?"[footnoteRef:8] Again, this is a powerful question to ask, and I have asked myself upon reading this. Freud answered it with this statement: "We owe to that process the best of what we have become, as well as a good part of what we suffer from."[footnoteRef:9]  I strongly agree that we are at great fault for our actions. For example, we have used science to discover and create weapons. These weapons pose a threat to everyone and are likely to play a significant role in causing future wars between nations. With modern advancements, the decision to unleash deadly force could come at the push of a button, putting many lives at risk. [8:  Strachey and Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, pp. 213.]  [9:  Strachey and Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, pp. 214.] 


The letters were published in 1933[footnoteRef:10]. By sharing their work with the world, these influential individuals helped others understand important topics and actively sought to improve society. Fortunately, their theories discussed in their letters were recognised, especially after the Second World War; however, this recognition did not come from their home countries, as the violence driven by the Nazi Party had taken control of those areas and their respective fields. It is hard to imagine how different the world could have been if they had not been Jewish, as it would have been likely that Hitler would have enlisted these two scientific geniuses to support his cause. This thought is something I often wonder about. [10:  Simon Hollis, Why War? The Einstein-Freud Letter, [podcast], BBC Sounds, 29 December 2023, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m001tr2s> [accessed 31st March 2025].] 


Einstein and Freud share that we must work together to succeed and live peacefully. Organisations such as the United Nations will fail without global cooperation and an understanding of human nature. The key takeaway from these letters is that they help to paint a picture that without peaceful human action, violence and war will continue. 
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