We begin at the beginning, with a poem that describes, perhaps, how violence starts. The Young Warriors is the poet Bruce Isaacson's contribution to an About Poetry anthology of peace poems. 
My little brother, Blake, stands on his bed.
I stand on mine across the room.
We have taken Zorro, a small black
guinea pig, from his cage.
I stroke Zorro’s fur to calm him
then softly, underhanded, I
pitch him to Blake across the room.
Zorro squeals, loud, piercing, unforgettable, a sound
I’d mimic for years until my voice changed.
We’re doing this on the beds because
we’re afraid Zorro will fall.
We don’t want Zorro to fall
and he doesn’t.
Blake makes the catch.
We scream “alright!” like football players,
hands over our heads, we stand
like the pillars of Hercules on the beds.
A month later, for no reason,
Zorro will bite Blake on the hand,
send him to the hospital for six stitches.
Daddy will roar about the guinea pig smell
and shove them outside in the rain.
But today, we’re Custer, Westmoreland,
we’re invincible. 

If the next poem, by one of Britain’s favourite contemporary poets, describes the worst things can get, we could probably live with it (in fact most of us have to!): 

Men and Their Boring Arguments 
by Wendy Cope
One man on his own can be quite good fun
But don’t go drinking with two -
They’ll probably have an argument
And take no notice of you.

What makes men so tedious
Is the need to show off and compete.
They’ll bore you to death for hours and hours
Before they’ll admit defeat.

It often happens at dinner-parties
Where brother disputes with brother
And we can’t even talk among ourselves
Because we’re not next to each other.

Some men like to argue with women -
Don’t give them a chance to begin.
You won’t be allowed to change the subject
Until you have given in.

A man with the bit between his teeth
Will keep you up half the night
And the only way to get some sleep
Is to say, ‘I expect you’re right.’

I expect you’re right, my dearest love.
I expect you’re right, my friend.
These boring arguments make no difference
To anything in the end.

Just in case you think we’re picking on men, here’s another by Wendy Cope. Young people here probably know this one quite well as it is a favourite in schools, for reasons that will emerge…

Tich Miller

Tich Miller wore glasses

with elastoplast-pink frames

and had one foot three sizes larger than the other.

When they picked teams for outdoor games

she and I were always the last two

left standing by the wire-mesh fence.

We avoided one another’s eyes,

stooping, perhaps, to re-tie a shoelace,

or affecting interest in the flight

of some fortunate bird, and pretended

not to hear the urgent conference:

‘Have Tubby!’  ‘No, no, have Tich!’

Usually they chose me, the lesser dud,

and she lolloped, unselected,

to the back of the other team.

At eleven we went to different schools.

In time I learned to get my own back,

sneering at hockey-players who couldn’t spell.

Tich died when she was twelve.
Rudyard Kipling, who wrote the next poem, knew the tragedy of war. His only son John died in 1915 in the first world war Battle of Loos, and Kipling blamed himself for getting John into the army and officer training despite the poor eyesight that would have exempted him. After John’s death, he wrote "If any question why we died / Tell them, because our fathers lied". 

Kipling’s “If” is so well known that most of us have probably stopped hearing it properly. It is one of Britain’s favourite poems and much quoted: this summer, for example, Nadal and Federer could be heard reciting extracts in the pauses during Wimbledon. It can seem old-fashioned, sentimental and bourgeois in its listing of gentlemanly stiff-upper-lipped virtues. And yet – it’s worth another listen in this context. Surely there is a place for patience, for the stoical repression of anger, for losing and winning graciously?  “If” offers a vision of manhood, even adulthood, that warrants some respect. Not the “respect” based on fear or violence or money or possessions that we hear so much about these days, but something different, something gentler, and maybe more difficult. 
IF you can keep your head when all about you 
Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,
If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,
But make allowance for their doubting too;
If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,
Or being lied about, don't deal in lies,
Or being hated, don't give way to hating,
And yet don't look too good, nor talk too wise: 

If you can dream - and not make dreams your master;
If you can think - and not make thoughts your aim;
If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster
And treat those two impostors just the same;
If you can bear to hear the truth you've spoken
Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,
Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,
And stoop and build 'em up with worn-out tools: 

If you can make one heap of all your winnings 
And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,
And lose, and start again at your beginnings
And never breathe a word about your loss;
If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew
To serve your turn long after they are gone,
And so hold on when there is nothing in you
Except the Will which says to them: 'Hold on!' 

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,
Or walk with Kings - nor lose the common touch,
if neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,
If all men count with you, but none too much;
If you can fill the unforgiving minute
With sixty seconds' worth of distance run,
Yours is the Earth and everything that's in it,
And - which is more - you'll be a Man, my son! 
Humanists have a reputation for boundless optimism about humankind’s capacity for self-improvement and finding solutions to the world’s problems. We think it’s undeserved; in fact most of us feel something much more like the very qualified optimism expressed in this final poem, another of Britain’s favourites, and none the worse for that:

Sometimes
by Sheenagh Pugh


Sometimes things don't go, after all,
from bad to worse. Some years, muscadel
faces down frost; green thrives; the crops don't fail.
Sometimes a man aims high, and all goes well.

A people sometimes will step back from war,
elect an honest man, decide they care
enough, that they can't leave some stranger poor.
Some men become what they were born for.

Sometimes our best intentions do not go
amiss; sometimes we do as we meant to.
The sun will sometimes melt a field of sorrow
that seemed hard frozen; may it happen for you.


