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Demanding Action to Eliminate Nuclear Weapons 

     Hugh Taft-Morales, Leader,  

     Ethical Humanist Society of Philadelphia and Baltimore Ethical Society   
 

At the beginning of my teaching career in the early 1980’s, some of my students asked me, in so many 

words, “Why is the human race seemingly so eager to destroy itself?”  They noted that nuclear weapons - 

the weird collective result of competition and paranoia – threatened our survival.   

 

I then read Jonathan Schell’s book Fate of the Earth where he linked our own mortality with our drift 

toward planetary suicide.  Schell pointed out that people find it difficult to think clearly about our own 

individual death. There’s a degree of unreality about our mortality that contributes to reckless behavior 

and rationalizations for unhealthy lifestyle choices.  So we end up living as if we can’t die.  

 

Shell explained that the human race at large acts similarly.  As a species, we don’t have the capacity to 

think clearly about a world without human beings.  It is hard enough for a single individual to contemplate 

his or her own death, but there’s no mechanism to process the potential extinction of the entire human 

race.  Schell calls such a fate “second death.”  When this specter arises, so too does a form of “psychic 

numbing” that leaves us unable to act. We drift towards apathy, isolation, and indifference.  

 

Thirty years ago I realized how much I had drifted away from taking responsibility for our fate.  After all, 

being a taxpaying American I was partially responsible for the existence of our nuclear stockpile.  I felt it 
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was my duty to work toward a more rational solution. So, since I was a teacher at the time, I decided to 

join Educators for Social Responsibility (ESR), a group dedicated to educating people young and old 

about the dangers of nuclear weapons and the techniques of peace building.   

 

Through these efforts, I became aware of Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR) and watched a 

mesmerizing and terrifying presentation by Dr. Jack Geiger.  His objective, dispassionate explanation of 

the aftermath of a nuclear explosion in a major city – including the absolute impossibility of treatment for 

the hundreds of thousands of suffering victims, let alone burial of the corpses not incinerated by the 

explosion - convinced me to accelerate my activism.  I wrote letters, held seminars, and even put on a 

“Jugglefest for a Nuclear Freeze” that got local ABC radio coverage.  

 

Three decades later, the threat still remains.  There are currently 16,300 nuclear weapons in the world. 

Given the saber rattling and instability of leaders in Russia and North Korea, the rise of international 

terrorism, and the roadblocks to meaningful diplomatic progress with Iran, there is no better time to 

recommit to this issue.  Thankfully, the United Nations is providing us an opportunity to draw attention to 

this threat.   

 

From April 27-May 22, 2015, the UN will conduct the “Review Conference of the Parties to the Treaty on 

the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT).”  According to the United Nations website, the 

objective of the NPT is “to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons and weapons technology, to promote 

cooperation in the peaceful uses of nuclear energy and to further the goal of achieving nuclear 

disarmament and general and complete disarmament.”  This is the only binding commitment in a 

multilateral treaty to the goal of disarmament by the nuclear weapon states.   

 

Since the original treaty went into effect in 1970, a similar conference has occurred every five years to try 

to move the spirit of the treaty forward in concrete implementation. Little has actually occurred, however, 

in 35 years.  In 2010, treaty nations agreed on a 64-point action plan for progress.  But it is still more talk 

than action.  That’s why a coalition of peace groups are planning a weekend conference and mass protests 

to demand that global leaders make progress toward implementation.  It’s called Peace and the Planet 

and you can find out more information at www.peaceandplanet.org.     

 

The conference will take place at the Cooper Union campus, beginning Friday with a plenary session 

followed by another plenary and multiple workshops on Saturday.  Speakers include: Setsuko Thurlow, a 

life-long nuclear disarmament activist nominated for the 2015 Nobel Peace Prize who as a 13-year-old 

girl experienced the atomic bomb in Hiroshima; Reiner Braun, active in the German and international 

peace movement since the 1980s and the executive director of the International Association of Lawyers 

against Nuclear Arms; Walden Bello, a professor of sociology who currently serves in the Philippine 

Congress; Jo Comerford, currently a Campaign Director for MoveOn.org;  Yoshiko Kira is a member of 

the Japanese House of councilors and she is active with Gensuikyo, the Japan Council against Atomic and 

Hydrogen Bombs; and, Taniguchi Sumiteru, who narrowly survived the heat rays, radiation, and blast 

pressure of the atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki and has worked since for the abolition of nuclear 

weapons.  

 

Capping off this important weekend for the 70
th

 anniversary of our nation’s bombings of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, will be an afternoon rally urging U. N. officials to take concrete steps toward the elimination of 

nuclear weapons. On April 26, the day before the start of the 2015 NPT Review Conference, thousands 

will gather in front of the U.N., including survivors of atomic blasts.    

 

Organizers hope the protest will help diplomats and politicians understand “that it’s past time for the 

NPT’s promised ‘good faith’ negotiations for nuclear weapons abolition to begin, past time to cut military 

http://www.peaceandplanet.org/
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spending, prevent wars, address urgent human needs, reverse climate change, and stop the devastating 

wars and preparations for war.” 

 

The Ethical Humanist Society of Philadelphia will try to educate the public and generate enthusiasm for 

the April weekend in NYC by offering a March 15
th

 panel discussion entitled, “Nuclear Weapons: Their 

Danger, Cost and Elimination.”  I will moderate a discussion with representatives from Physicians for 

Social Responsibility, the Project for Nuclear Awareness, the Women’s International League for Peace 

and Freedom, the Coalition for Peace Action, and the American Friends Service Committee.  I realize that 

this is just a drop in the bucket, but maybe other Ethical Societies will support this spring’s NYC activism 

in their own way. It’s not as though it’s the first time Ethical Culture has demanded change of our 

weapons policy. 

 

Resolutions about this issue have been passed by the AEU in 1960, 1975, 1979, 1981, 1982, 1983, 1984, 

1985, and 1986!  They demanded such things as nuclear test bans, disarmament, an end to nuclear 

warhead manufacturing, a nuclear freeze, and an end of secret transport of nuclear warheads.  These are, 

of course, only words. Ethical Culturists must be a part of the crowd in front of the U. N. this April 26
th

.  

Should the unthinkable happen and nuclear warheads get detonated, how will we answer our children 

when they ask, “What did you do to try to prevent this?” 

 

After all, we know better, don’t we?  We know, as was stated in a 1984 AEU resolution, “there can be no 

winner of a nuclear war.” Why do we continue to act as if nuclear weapons are a legitimate, rational 

strategy?  Let’s break out of a cycle of apathy, isolation, and indifference identified by Schell 40 years 

ago.  Demand the eradication of nuclear weapons, now, this April, and beyond. 

 

 

Diversity and Implicit Bias, Abe Markman, New York Society for Ethical Culture 
 

Editor’s note: This is an update about Abe Markman’s continuing efforts to help us nurture racial truth 

and reconciliation.  It is a form of peace building that I believe has to occur if broader international 

peace efforts are going to attract people from all backgrounds and experiences. 

 

Phyllis Harrison-Ross, MD, a prominent black psychiatrist, Commissioner of the NY State Board of 

Corrections, and long-time New York Society for Ethical Culture Board member asked me when I was 

going to follow-up my work on hidden biases. She urged me to examine the idea of diversity in that 

NYSEC had few people of color as members. 

 

I thought that merging these two complex themes would be difficult to manage so we met with members 

and others we knew for their wisdom. The platform address that I ended up delivering in January 2014 

became the focal point of a process that brought several African-American speakers and an introductory 

training program on understanding our unconscious biases. Many at Ethical helped.  

 

The two inter-related aims of that process was to reconfirm to the New York City public that the New 

York Society for Ethical Culture welcomed people of color and to encourage members to be more open 

about our own individual hidden biases.  

 

In regard to encouraging diversity at Ethical, our expectations were not high as research indicated that 

most congregations on Sunday morning are still as segregated as during MLK’s time. That was when he 

said that Sunday morning was the most segregated time in America. Despite several Platforms delivered 

by people of color and except for our Children’s and Teen programs no persons of color started coming as 

a result of months of effort. Unfortunately, our expectations were met. Nevertheless, we hoped the 
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message would be heard in the wider community that NYSEC had a welcome mat out for like-minded 

people of diverse backgrounds.  

 

In regard to hidden biases, at the Platform, I said that having such biases under control has freed me to be 

as relaxed and frank with blacks as I am towards whites. Dr. Harrison-Ross spoke of her bias against 

whites based on fearful incidents in her childhood. Nicola DeMarco talked of his experiences serving in 

Africa.  Barbara Fennel spoke of her own bias and those of many brown skinned people against those with 

darker skin.  

 

We demonstrated the importance of unashamedly recognizing one’s own biases as we learned them as 

babies before we could consciously adopt them. We also explained that to control one’s bias one has to 

face it. Then, after a nano-second, to discard it as unwanted. 

 

There has been positive movement at NYSEC and in the country. Leader Anne Klaeysen gave a Platform 

on “White Privilege” and showed a film on the subject called Cracking the Codes. On the national level, 

Jennifer L. Eberhardt, won a MacArthur Genius Award by demonstrating how unconscious bias affects 

blacks adversely in policing and in death penalty decisions by juries; and James Comey, Director of the 

FBI, stressed the significance of implicit bias in police officer behavior towards people of color.  

 

 

Peace from the Inside Out, Hugh Taft-Morales, Leader   

    Ethical Humanist Society of Philadelphia and Baltimore Ethical Society.  
 

September 21
st
 is the United Nations International Day of Peace.  Four years ago I met a small group of 

people honoring this day by creating Peace Day Philly (www.peacedayphilly.org).  Collaborating with 

members of Peaceful City Sangha and the Granny Peace Brigade, I organized a “Sing Along for Peace.”  

Today, on the date of this writing, February 25
th

, I met with the Board of Peace Day Philly as we started 

to plan the fourth annual “Sing Along” as well as literally dozens of other events hosted by schools, youth 

centers, the police department, museums, and neighborhood groups. 

 

In working with my Peace Day Philly friends, we shared our commonly felt doubts about the 

effectiveness of our efforts.  Songs, panel discussions and marches seemed so removed from the decision 

makers supposedly in charge of protecting the fragile pockets of peace remaining in our violent world.  

Each of us felt challenged enough with maintaining our own inner peace.  “That’s the whole point, isn’t 

it?” one of my fellow board members pointed out.  Which is one reason why I start each meeting with 

some simple breathing meditation in the style of Thich Nhat Hanh, a favorite peace activist for many 

Ethical Culturists. 

 

Born in Vietnam in 1926, Hanh became a monk, came to the United States to study at Princeton, and 

became a lecturer at Cornell and Columbia.  He returned to Vietnam in the early sixties to advocate 

nonviolence and was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1967 by Martin Luther King, Jr.   

 

Today he runs an organization called the European Institute for Applied Buddhism in Germany.  It offers 

courses about how to apply Buddhist teachings to solve real world conflicts, whether those conflicts are 

within our minds, our homes, our families, our neighborhoods, our countries, or the world.   

 

Hanh tried to share his approach with members of Congress, their families and selected staffers a couple 

of years ago. He offered a retreat “to bring nourishment to staffers who might be suffering deeply from a 

lack of loving speech and deep listening.” Certainly our political leaders could benefit from loving speech 

and deep listening.  Why don’t we build that into our system?  

http://www.peacedayphilly.org/
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We demand so much from our leaders – instant news bites, continual interaction with the voters, flights 

back and forth from DC to their districts.  We put our leaders on such a treadmill that they have little time 

to play with their children, write love poems for their partner, or cultivate mindfulnesss.  Their lives are so 

fractured and frenzied they may desperately need some walking meditation.  Do the tantrums and food-

fights of our legislatures indicate that we are too far gone to benefit from thousand year-old Buddhist 

practices?   

 

Perhaps more traditional and pragmatic approaches are offered by the U. S. Institute of Peace.  This 

federal government institution, created in 1984, aims to prevent violent conflict on the planet through 

analysis and practical training of diplomats and politicians in more than 30 countries, especially in the 

Middle East.  Given the billions of dollars poured into solving international conflicts through force, it’s 

sad that this modest resource for peace is underfunded.  As taxpayers, we should demand that the 

government train our representatives in peace building. 

  

That sentiment was part of a 2006 AEU resolution urging the creation of a U. S. Department of Peace.  It 

was another example of Ethical Culture’s investment to build peace, especially in a nation so addicted to 

violence.  My colleague Ethical Culture Leader Martha Gallahue has worked hard with others in the 

National Ethical Service, our Ethical Culture presence at the U. N. (For more, see the May and August 

2014 editions of the AEU’s Ethical Action Report.) It makes me proud. 

 

But I am not proud at my inconsistency at balancing my own inner quest for peace and the mountain of 

work that is before us all in working for world peace.  How can I better work for a peace that is both inner 

and outer and in between - that spans from my most solitary moments of reflection, to conversations with 

others, to our Ethical Societies, and to the world? 

 

After all, Felix Adler, the founder of Ethical Culture, knew how inner peace could be shattered by inner 

conflicts, especially ethical ones.  In the Reconstruction of the Spiritual Ideal, Adler points to one source 

of intense “spiritual pain” – a divided conscience.  He writes of the deep “need of relief from the 

intolerable strain of the divided conscience.  ‘A house divided against itself cannot stand;’ human nature 

in revolt against itself cannot rest.”   

 

As we move forward to build peace, perhaps we really need to build peace from the inside out.  Let us all 

remember the importance of peace in our hearts.  It could make a world of difference. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Ethical Action Spotlight 
 

With many thanks to Abe Markman for contributing text and ideas to this month’s EAR, and to Amanda 

Poppei for her editorial assistance.  Let’s continue the dialogue in our national movement – submit 

comments, articles and suggestions for future EAR editions!  
 

Hugh Taft-Morales, Leader, Ethical Humanist Society of Philadelphia and Baltimore Ethical Society. 
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The Ethical Action Report 2.0 
 

As Ethical Societies around the country have begun their 2014-2015 program season, the EAR is evolving 

to try to be more useful to you and to generate more constructive, engaged dialogue about “deed before 

creed” throughout the movement.  We hope this new format offers stimulating ideas and practical hints 

that make ethical action more effective and rewarding at your societies and in your lives. 
 
 

EAR 2.0 hopes to offer: 
 

-   More in-depth analysis of particular social justice issues. 
-   Stories of ethical action projects that worked well at one of our societies and might enliven your home 

society. 
-   Discussion of ways to frame Ethical Culture’s commitment to Ethical Action 
-   Excerpts from recent Ethical Culture platform addresses or statements from around the movement about 

civic, social, or ethical issues. 
 

Join the fun! 

Offer your thoughts and news items - 
For the April edition coming to you in “Dialogue” and titled ‘Ethical Action Features,’ 

And also for the May edition of the Ethical Action Report. 

 
-Write about an issue with which you are familiar due to your professional life or  

 private interest.   
- Share news about an interesting ethical action project at your society, current or 

 from the past.      
- Write a “letter to the EAR editor” addressing any articles in this or future issues, 

 or about other issues relating to our commitment to action.  
- Do a historical reflection on an Ethical Action moment from Ethical Culture’s history. 
 

Submit your essay early and the editorial volunteers can help polish your offering.  Feel free to float your idea by 
me at HughTM@gmail.com or send something to me by the 15

th
 of the month. All final copy has to be sent to me 

no later than the 25
th
 of March for the Dialogue’s ‘Ethical Action Features’ and the 25

th
 of April for the Ethical 

Action Report.  
 

Sincerely,  
Hugh Taft-Morales, Ethical Culture Leader and Editor, Ethical Action Report  
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American Ethical Union 
2 West 64th Street, New York, NY 10023 

www.aeu.org      Tel: 212-873-6500      report@aeu.org      Fax: 212-624-0203 

The Ethical Action Report does not represent the views of the American Ethical Union.  The American Ethical Union 
takes ethical positions on public affairs only through resolutions adopted by its Assembly or Board. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:HughTM@gmail.com
http://www.secular.org/
http://www.aeu.org/
mailto:report@aeu.org

