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The nuclear question

The dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki on 6 and 9 August 1945 began a new era

in international relations.  For more than four years,  the United States imposed itself  as the only

nuclear power capable of producing and deploying weapons of mass destruction. The Soviet Union

exploded its first A-bomb in Kazakhstan on 29 August 1949. The United Kingdom joined the nuclear

club on 3 October 1952 after its first nuclear test off the coast of Australia. France, meanwhile, joined

the ranks of the nuclear powers on 13 February 1960 after successfully exploding its first atomic

bomb in the Algerian Sahara.[1] Against the international background of the developing Cold War,

nuclear deterrence became the main organising principle behind the national security policy of the

western bloc states and the Soviet Union.[2]

 

It was the United States and the Soviet Union, however, which set the pace for discussions in this

area. The United States’ influence was particularly marked in the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation

(NATO).

 

In the early 1950s, British views on the attitude to be adopted towards Soviet threats were taken up by

NATO: NATO’s MC/48 strategy of November 1945, which developed out of the Global Strategy

Paper adopted by the United Kingdom in June 1952,[3] advocated a principle of massive retaliation

against the Soviet Union. This strategy was not supported by the Americans. They, in fact, at the time,

defended the principle of a ‘modulated response’. This strategy was finally adopted by NATO in 1956

(MC 14/2) with its military application, MC 48/2.[4] The effect of de Gaulle’s return to power in May

1958 was that France applied a policy which was independent in matters of defence; the differences

with  its  American  and  British  allies  grew wider  and  wider.  Thus,  the  French  memorandum of

17 September 1958 to Prime Minister Macmillan of Britain and President Eisenhower disputed the

United  States’ nuclear  monopoly and its  power  of  decision  over  matters  of  Western  defence.  It

proposed a political directorate with London and Washington.

 

In 1962, the concept of mutually assured destruction (MAD), which precluded the possibility of a first

strike,  began  to  play  a  significant  part  in  the  defence  policy  advocated  by  the  Kennedy

Administration’s  Secretary  of  Defence  Robert  McNamara,  who  first  put  forward  the  ‘flexible

response’ theory.[5] Escalating tension and the arms race reached their apogee in October 1962 with

the Cuban missile crisis.[6] After the Cuban crisis, the two powers set up a direct line — the red

telephone — between Washington and Moscow, in June 1963, so as to be able to react more rapidly to

any future crises.

 

The differences of opinion between Paris, on the one hand, and London and Washington, on the other,

became more marked during this period, particularly following the Nassau Agreement and the Polaris

missiles affair. The United States wanted to retain control over nuclear arms and technology while

limiting  their  proliferation  in  Europe.[7] They  unilaterally  decided to  halt  production  of  Skybolt

ground-to-air missiles with nuclear warheads, which were to have gone into service in both the United

States and the United Kingdom; Britain’s nuclear independence was directly compromised.[8] Britain

then succeeded, at the Nassau conference of 19–21 December 1962, in obtaining from the Americans

Polaris missiles which were, however, to be included in NATO’s Multilateral Force (MLF),[9] except

in situations where ‘supreme national interests are at stake’ (cf. Article 8 of the Nassau Agreement). In

1960,  however,  at  a  ministerial  meeting of  the Council  of  WEU,  Harold Watkinson,  the British

Defence Secretary, refused to place the British nuclear deterrent force under joint control, as was

envisaged in a recommendation from the Assembly of WEU: the country would then have had no way

of guaranteeing that a rapid decision could be taken to use it.[10] Washington made a similar offer to
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General de Gaulle.  The General rejected it,  as he was anxious to press ahead with his policy of

nuclear independence and was opposed to the ‘flexible response’ doctrine. France wished to preserve

its strategic independence and the political usefulness of an independent strike force.[11] The French

President was completely opposed to the idea of establishing a multilateral NATO nuclear force and

showed no inclination to relinquish his right to take decisions on the use of atomic weapons.[12]

 

Following the Cuban crisis, there was a shift in favour of negotiations for the reduction and non-

proliferation of nuclear weapons. On 5 August 1963, the treaty banning nuclear weapon tests in outer

space and under water was signed. France, which was in the middle of developing its nuclear arsenal

at the time, did not sign the treaty. France also left NATO’s military structures in March 1966.[13] The

official adoption of the ‘flexible response’ by NATO (document MC 14/3)[14] in January 1968 helped

to distance France still further from NATO.[15]

 

Once the move towards détente between the two blocs had been started, efforts towards disarmament

continued. They took official form in the signing of the nuclear non-proliferation treaty (NPT) by the

USSR, the United States and the United Kingdom on 1 July 1968. The object of the treaty was to

reduce the risk of  nuclear  war  by keeping the number of  states  holding nuclear  weapons under

control.  It  included three objectives:  non-proliferation,  disarmament  and the right  to  use nuclear

technology for peaceful purposes.[16] Adhering firmly to its ‘massive retaliation’ policy, France did

not sign the treaty, although it did stand by the principle of non-proliferation.[17] The United Kingdom

pursued a policy of interdependence with the United States and, following the White Papers of 1967,

1968 and 1969, it withdrew from east of Suez, placing its nuclear force at the service of NATO.[18]

 

The movement towards disarmament continued and, in 1970, the United States and the Soviet Union

launched  talks  on  strategic  arms  limitation  (SALT I)  and  anti-ballistic  missile  systems  (ABM)

reduction. The negotiations culminated on 26 May 1972 in the signing of two treaties whereby the

United States and the Soviet Union undertook not to manufacture strategic arms for five years, to

reduce the number of anti-ballistic missiles and not to build any more ground-based missile launchers.

The French and British nuclear arsenals were not included.  As part  of these moves,  and taking

advantage of the improvement in their relations just before the beginning of the Yom Kippur War (6–

24 October 1973), the Soviet Union and the United States signed an agreement on the prevention of

nuclear war in  1973.  The United States’ allies were not consulted,  which heightened the feeling

among European governments that they had been overlooked, especially in Bonn.[19] The Ottawa

Declaration on Atlantic Relations of 19 June 1974 acknowledged the contribution made to NATO’s

global  deterrence  by  the  British  and  French  nuclear  forces  and,  at  France’s  request,  explicitly

mentioned the existence of a second centre of decision-making on deterrence.[20]

 

Despite  indirect  clashes  in  various  parts  of  the  globe,  there  was  an  improvement  in  East–West

relations in the 1960s and 1970s. In this connection, the Conference on Security and Cooperation in

Europe (CSCE) was a new milestone in détente and the disarmament movement. The Conference,

which opened in Helsinki on 3 July 1973, brought together 35 participants, including representatives

of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact countries. It concluded with the signing of a Final Act

whose provisions were not binding. This improvement in East–West relations came to an end with the

Euromissile crisis. On 28 October 1977, the West German Chancellor, Helmut Schmidt, gave a speech

at the International Institute for Strategic Studies in London in which he condemned the threat posed

to Western Europe by the deployment of Soviet SS-20 missiles in Eastern Europe.[21] In the face of

the military superiority of the Soviet Union, which was still pursuing its arms race, and the scaling

down of the American advance since 1969,[22] on 12 December 1979 the North Atlantic Council

decided  to  deploy  572  cruise  and  Pershing  II  missiles  in  Europe  (the  United  Kingdom,  the

Netherlands, Belgium, Italy and the FRG), despite the signing of the SALT II Treaty with the United
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States on 18 June 1979. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan on 24 December of that year marked the

end of détente and the revival of tension between the two blocs, as well as a ratcheting-up of the

‘arms race’.[23]

 

The nuclear question accounted for a significant share of the efforts put in by the WEU in terms of

coordinating Western  defence policies,  despite  its  having no powers  in  that  field,  except  for  the

monitoring of nuclear weapons on the European mainland and belonging to the Member States.[24]

National nuclear policies and their role in the defence of the West, as well as the negotiations on the

various treaties and initiatives which contributed to disarmament, were discussed in the Council of

WEU  (the  Committee  on  Defence  Questions  was  also  very  active).[25] France  and  the  United

Kingdom had a major influence on the discussions, as both countries had nuclear weapons.[26] That

sometimes led to a split between those who possessed atomic weapons and those who did not. [27]

While Paris and London shared certain concerns, there were differences of opinion, especially when it

came to the practical arrangements for the implementation of their nuclear policies.[28] They were

also  proactive  in  contributing  to  the  Assembly’s  many  reports  and  recommendations.[29] The

Assembly sometimes clashed with the attitude of the Council,  which viewed these issues  as the

Member States’ ‘private domain’ and avoided either giving specific answers or giving any response at

all  to  the  Assembly’s  recommendations  and  written  questions.[30] Furthermore,  many  of  the

Assembly’s requests for information were incompatible with the powers of the Council of WEU with

regard to defence and arms: in accordance with Article VIII of the Modified Brussels Treaty, these

were confined ‘to the level of forces of member States under Protocol No II of the Paris Agreements,

to the maintenance of certain United Kingdom troops on the continent of Europe, to the control of

armaments and to some aspects of arms standardisation’.[31] In this context, as the draft British reply

to Question No 6 of  the Assembly shows,  tactical  nuclear weapons were a matter for the North

Atlantic Council.[32] This circumstance did not prevent the French and British Foreign and Defence

Ministers presenting and tabling for discussion before the Assembly or in a parliamentary committee

their national policies and their concerns in relation to the defence strategies to be pursued at the

height of the Cold War, particularly at the time of the Euromissile crisis.[33]
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