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Foreword 

This pamphlet, which argues the case for Britain to leave NATO and move 
towards a non-aligned foreign and defence policy, has been very widely dis­

cussed. Those of us who are sponsoring it belive that the information it 
contains, and the conclusions that it reaches, are of the greatest importance 
and ought to be made publicly available. 

We also know very well that successive Labour Party conferences, and 

election manifestoes, have committed Labour governments to retain 
British membership of NATO. When the general election comes, all of us 

who are parliamentary candidates will, quite rightly, be explaining to our 
electors that this is the official policy of the party. 

Nevertheless, there are many people, both inside and outside the Party, 
who most certainly do want to see the issue raised, as became apparent at 

the 1985 Labour Conference when nearly 2112 million votes were actually 
cast for a resolution asking the NEC to re-examine Britain's NATO 

membership. 

This is partly because there is a clear potential contradiction between 
Labour's commitment to NATO, and its equally clear commitment to the 

removal of all nuclear weapons and us nuclear bases from Britain. For if the 
American government refuses to accede to that demand and threatens to 

end our NATO membership if we persist, a stark choice may have to be 
made. In New Zealand a Labour government, backed up by a solid majority 

of electoral support, has also had to face outright opposition from the 

Americans, who are effectively squeezing New Zealand out of the ANZUS 

treaty. 

Furthermore, President Reagan's decision to bomb Libya from us bases 
in Britain shows that the country is now seen in Washington as an unsink­

able aircraft carrier-a thought that cannot be very reassuring to British 

people who are at risk whenever it is used for that purpose. 
It was after the war, at about the time that NATO was formed, that Mr 

AttIee agreed that some us aircraft should come to Britain on 'training 

missions'. From then on, the us presence hat; grown substantially and 

become permanent, until today it totals about 130 bases or installations and 
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about 30,000 service personnel. The agreement under which they operate 

here h~s never. been published: and it i~ not e~en clear whether any treaty 
regulatIOns eXiSt. The most hkely estimate IS that there is an informal 

unders~nding ~nder which successive Prime Ministers have agreed with 
successiv~ Presidents that us forces will not be used without a measure of 
consultatIon, though exactly what that would mean, or how it would be 
conducted, has never been clear. 

. Accor~ing to the oath of office which confers upon every American Pres­
Ident ~ut~es as Commander-in-Chief of all us Forces worldwide, the us 
Constlt~t~~n. would not ~rmit him to subo~dinate his military powers and 
res~ons~blhttes to the wishes of any foreign power, however friendly. 
Leglsla~IOn recently in~roduced into Congress would actually absolve him 

fro~ hiS present reqUl~ement to consult Congress before taking action 
agaInst so-called terronst attacks, and no British Prime Minister could 

~xpect to be put in a more advantageous position that the us legislature 
Itself. 

~hus it would appear that the theory of a British veto is an illusion-the 

~nt:ed Stat~s has the right, as well as the power, to use its bases in Britain as 
~t wishes, either for NATO purposes, or in pursuit of its own world-wide 
Interests. 

Recently it has become known that the British government has even 
prepared plans that would transfer great powers to the us military over 
whole areas of our own country, in the event of war. 

Despite the oft-repeated argument that the United States is solely 

co~cerned to protect freedom, human rights and democracy, it has actually 
built. up a ~ast World Empire. far more powerful even than the old British 

Empire,. ~Ith .3000 bas~s scattered across the globe to defend us economic 
and ~ohtlca.l Interests Including her investments, raw material supplies, 
especI~lly 011, and the markets for her goods. In defence of those interests 

Amenca has fo~~ht a l?ng war in Vietnam, attacked Cuba, occupied 
Grenada, destablhze.d Chtle and organized terrorist attacks gainst Nicara­

gua, as well ~s proppIng up some of the most corrupt and dictatorial regimes 
of the twentieth century. 

G~ven these indisputable facts it cannot be right, or safe, for Britain to 
contInue to allow the United States to use military bases in our country to 
pursue those policies. 

All these developments have been noticed by a large number of British 
people who would not rega~d themselves as in any way anti-American, who 
remember the US help dunn,£( the last war, and who admire the courage of 
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those Americans who have fought so hard against the Vietnam war, for 
Civil Rights and Peace, and against the aggressive policies of the Reagan 
administration in Central America. 

In recent months, indeed, there has developed widespread opposition 
both within the United States itself and throughout Western Europe to the 
so-called Strategic Defence Initiative of the White House. The launching of 
the criminally wasteful Star Wars project, when millions die each year in 
the Third World for lack of the simple technologies and amenities which 

that money could be used to buy, has alerted the British people to the urgent 
need for new initiatives by our own government. 

There is another reason why opinion in Britain is shifting rapidly away 
from the present subservience to Washington, and it has come into focus 
since the tragic disaster at Chernobyl. It must now be clear that even if no 

nuclear attack was ever made against this country itself, Britain and Europe 
would suffer terrible losses as a result of any nuclear weapons launched by 
NATO onto Warsaw Pact countries, while the USA could rely upon the 

Atlantic Ocean to protect its own people from contamination. 
All these developments together point towards the adoption by the 

Labour Party of a non-aligned foreign policy: working for detente and co­

operation between the super-powers; a massive reduction of Britain's own 
high defence expenditure; and a re-direction of the money thus released, to 

meet the urgent needs of working people here and world-wide and to restore 
full employment in Britain. 

We are often told to face the harsh realities-however unpleasant that may 
be-and the harsh reality is that Lbour's long-established advocacy of the 
American alliance, and the existence of US bases in Britain, no longer meets 

the needs or aspirations of the people of this country. A clear policy 
commitment to close all US bases in Britain as soon as Labour returns to 
power, if honestly presented and strongly pressed, would undoubtedly 

receive very widespread support far beyond the ranks of the party and its 

traditional voters. 
We hope that every constituency party and affiliated trade union will 

arrange conferences and seminars to discuss this pamphlet, and that all 
those organizations that are working in any way for detente, disarmament 
and development will read it too and have the question of NATO put upon 

their own agenda. The launching in July 1986, at the House of Commons, 
of a new movement to promote the idea of non-alignment for Britain, and 

III 
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the war~ welcome it received from many such organizations, indicate 
somethmg of the range of support it already enjoys. 

We believe that as time passes, support for this policy will grow until it 
wins a majority inside the Labour Party-just as unilateralism has done 

over the last twenty-five years-and that the electors, as a whole, will also 

come to see that non-alignment offers a constructive alternative for Britain 
to adopt. 

Tony Benn and Jeremy Corbyn 
September 1986 

IV 

Introduction 

Britain has been a member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization since 
it was founded thirty-seven years ago. For most of this period the Labour 

Party, whether in government or in opposition, loyally supported the mili­

tary and political initiatives radiating from the Washington hub of the 
Alliance. Although forces on the left at times campaigned against such 

policies and practices, Labour foreign secretaries and defence spokesmen 

eagerly helped to build a pro-NATO consensus that mirrored the But­

skellism of internal British politics, often outvying the Tories in enthu­
siasm for the 'special relationship' with the United States. In recent years, 

this old orthodoxy has begun to give way before a wide-ranging debate 

which has focused particularly on Britain's own nuclear weapons and on 

the us military presence in this country. In large measure, this change has 
been part of a wider European trend, as peace movements and a number of 

Socialist parties have expressed alarm at the new belligerence of the NATO 
high command. Whereas, in the Cold War of the fifties, Washington and its 

European allies successfully manipulated the Red Scare to line up a major 

part of the non-Communist electorate, today the fear of American power 
and intentions is a potent factor in many countries of Western Europe. In 

Greece and Denmark, even the governments have broken ranks on 

important Alliance decisions. 

The country where the most fundamental questions have been raised 
about the Atlantic Alliance is Spain. In 1982, when the Socialist Party took 

office, it was committed to a referendum on NATO membership and had 

played a leading role in a campaign to withdraw Spain from the Alliance. 

Four years later, when the referendum was finally held, the government 

found itself arguing the opposite position and only just managed to carry a 

majority of the electorate with it. Yet issues had entered the public arena 

that had effectively been closed from most NATO countries since 1949. 
Why be a member of NATO? What were the real reasons for its formation? 

Does the Alliance have any commitment to principles of freedom and 

democracy? Is there really a Soviet military threat? Does it make a country 
safer to be neutral rather than in NATO? In this pamphlet, we argue that 

such questions must be posed for Britain too. 
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In fact, there is already a widespread perception that subservience to the 
United States is undermining the security of the British people. This percep­

tion has become firmer in the wake of the Westland affair, the furore over the 
selling off of Landrover and Leyland, the bullying of peace protesters at US 

bases, Thatcher's decision to allow us aircraft to stage their attack on Libya 
from Britain, and her sheep-like following of President Reagan on such issues 

as Star Wars or membership of UNESCO. In a poll conducted in April 1986, 
forty-nine per cent of respondents considered the 'special relationship' with 

America to be 'harmful' , against a mere thirty-nine per cent who regarded it 
as 'helpful'. I At the same time, dissident voices have begun to appear on the 
fringes of the military establishment: the most eloquent is former British Air 

Attache Peter Johnson, who argued recently that Britain will only find 
'security and self-respect' in neutrality and that withdrawal from NATO 

would lead to 'an active and positive role in the world which would be a tonic 

for our ailing country' .2 From their own point of view, leading Tories are also 
questioning the future viability of the Alliance, and ministers involved in the 
decision to purchase Trident submarines have privately confided that it was 

in part a safeguard against us withdrawal from Europe. 
It is high time that the Labour movement, instead of lagging behind in the 

strategic debate, should move beyond a revision of specific nuclear policies 
and look hard at the very structures of Cold War, the military blocs tht fuel 
tension between East and West, and the new system of international rela­

tions that a Labour government should seek to promote. It is the purpose of 
this pamphlet to encourage debate on these and related matters. Part One 
examines the origins and raison d 'etre of NATO, its role in US foreign policy, 
its nuclear strategies and its effect on British politics and national security. 

An alternative perspective on NATO history and East-West relations is, in 
our view, necessary for serious campaigning work, and any new approach 
to the Eastern bloc must break down the Cold War images that are 

constantly reproduced by the Atlantic Alliance. Part Two discusses 
whether Labour's anti-nuclear policy is consistent with membership of 

NATO, and how NATO itself would be likely to relate to a Labour govern­
ment that attempted to implement its programme. That we are not alone in 

questioning the coherence of Labour's present position was demonstrated 
by the Shadow Foreign Secretary at a recent Party conference. For our part, 

however, we argue that withdrawal from NATO is the logical conclusion to 
Labour's review of foreign and defence policy. It is also the only way in 

which Labour can escape the Cold War dragnet and actively contribute to a 
new process of genuine detente. 

2 

Part one: 
NATO and the Post-War World 

Origins of the Alliance 

Britain played a key role in the creation of NATO, building on the Atlantic 
Charter and the various agreements reached with the United States during 
the Second World War. Ernest Bevin, foreign secretary in the post-war 
Labour government, consciously followed the basic policy of his wartime 
colleague and Tory counterpart, Anthony Eden: namely, to solicit Amer­
ican aid in propping up its world position as an imperial power. In return, 

the United States would gain the use of military bases in the UK and share 
the benefits of many of Britain's overseas bases and colonies.3 The idea of 
extending this alliance was first raised by British and us officials in the fate­
ful autumn of 1947, when the Western powers decided to press ahead with 
the division of Germany even if this should worsen tensions with the Soviet 

Union. Already in June, however, Washington had tabled the so-called 
Marshall Plan: an offer of millions of dollars in aid to investment-starved 

Europe, which would serve to establish an inter-dependent Atlantic system 

providing new capital outlets <;lnd trade p~ttern!i for t~e ~S econo~y. When f 

under pressure from Moscow, East European leaders refused to open their 
national books wide to Wall Street-as the Marshall Plan required-the 

project followed its intended course of integrating Western Germany into a 
us-dominated bloc and accelerating the division of the European continent. 
At the same time, Marshall Aid allowed the Americans to apply a direct 
and powerful lever in the post-war recomposition of West European 

politics. Until 194 7 a number of West European Communist Parties occu­
pied a central, and recognized, position in national political life-above all, 
in Italy and France-just as right-wing politicians often participated in 
government in Eastern Europe. As Marshall made clear to the Italian 
premier in May, however-a month before the Plan was announced­

American aid was contingent on the removal of Communists from govern­
mental office. ) It would take only a matter of months for Western Europe's 
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Communists to be driven into the ghetto, in preparation for the headlong 
rush into Cold War regimentation of the non-Communist labour move­
ment. 

The formation of a military alliance was a natural component of the new 
Atlantic order. Shortly after the us Congress approved Marshall Aid in 
early 1948, secret discussions began on NATO among British, American 
and Canadian officials-the venue, appropriately enough, being the Penta­

gon War Room. 5 The documents which emerged from these talks had 
evidently passed through the skilful hands of professional civil servants. 
Article Four, for instance, blandly states: 'The Parties will consulttogether 
whenever ... the territorial integrity, political independence or security of 
any of the Parties is threatened. ' Behind the dosed doors of the War Room, 

the Americans made it clear that they wanted the right to intervene, 
through economic and diplomatic measures and low-grade military opera­
tions, in the event of any 'political change favourable to an aggressor'­

which could easily be interpreted to apply to an electoral victory by Com­
munists or radical Socialists.6 In any case, the Americans went ahead and 

prepared plans to intervene in such countries as Italy and France, and no 
doubt they would have carried them out if the need had arisen. 

Soviet leaders reacted to these moves with a mixture of belligerent 

rhetoric and acts of repression in Eastern Europe. Eventually the first full­
blown crisis in East-West relations erupted in 1948, when Moscow sought 

to hinder Anglo-US plans for Western Germany by blockading the West 
Berlin enclave within the Soviet-controlled zone. In the course of the next 
year, the American airlift and the accompanying ideological offensive 

completed the isolation of those European political parties and trade unions 
which were opposed to the idea of NATO. When ratification of the Atlantic 
Treaty was sought in mid-1949, a parliamentary majority was secured in 
all twelve founder countries. A few months later, the Federal Republic of 
Germany came into existence at the heart of Europe, held together by the 

cement of anti-Communism in both its internal and its external relations. 
The Berlin crisis also provided the occasion for the establishment of the 

first nuclear bases in Britain and Western Germany-without any written 
agreement or regulations-and for the first nuclear threats and contingency 

plans against the Soviet Union. 7 Britain, for its part, had already launched a 
nuclear programme of its own, following a secret decision by a group of 

Labour ministers and right-wing officials in 1947. But the object of 
Western threats-the USSR-only succeeded in developing the atom bomb 

around the time that the NATO treaty came into effect, in August 1949. 

4 

Until then, and for a short period after, US confidence was so high and hawk­
ishness so rampant that serious consideration was given to the use of bases 
in Europe and elsewhere to 'roll back' the Soviet presence in Eastern 

Europe. s 

The Korean War of 1950-5 3, in which the Americans actively sought to 
'roll back' at least one Communist gain, generated such a level of hysteria 

that Western leaders pressed on to turn NATO into a fully fledged military 
structure, with its own opl>rational headquarters (initially in France, then in 

Belgium), a single command and a Supreme Commander who was always to 
be an American. The first was Dwight D. Eisenhower. A year after the end 
of the Korean War, the French government finally agreed to West Ger­

many's rearmament and its accession to NATO. Early in 1955, once the 
division of Germany had been sealed in this way, the Soviet bloc responded 
by forming the Warsaw Pact as a rival to NATO. 

America's Global Order 

According to the annual statement of the US Defense Secretary, NATO is 
America's major 'foreign policy commitment'. This simple assertion, 

revealing in its linkage of foreign and military policy, raises the question of 
how NATO fits into US global strategy. A few years ago, the prestigious 
magazine Business Week descri bed in a major feature how, from 1944, 'the 

US deliberately constructed out of the ruins of the war an international mone­
tary order based on the dollar .... With its nuclear umbrella and armed 
forces, the US stood ready to guarantee this open economic system against 
threats from the Soviet Union on the outside and enemies that might close 

off certain markets and needed resources such as oil on the inside. As both 
banker and cop, the US was the guarantor of the postwar global economy. Hi 

The self-appointed role of global policeman had several ramifications: it 
required allies, to compensate for America's limited military resources; it 
involved huge increases in US military spending; and it implied a willing­
ness, at times, to adopt the role of soldier, with aggressive intent in relation 

to perceived enemies-not least the Soviet Union and radical nationalist 
movements. NATO not only provided the structure through which the 
United States could up to a point ensure that anti-capitalist forces were kept 
from power in Western Europe. but also created a powerful bond within the 

Atlantic system vis-a.-vis the Third World. Of course the interests of the 
United States did not always coincide with those of the old European 

colonial powers: the sharpest clash occurred over the Anglo-French-Israeli 

5 
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invasion of Suez in 1956, when Washington's lack of support sufficed to 
cool the militarist ardour in a matter of days. Butfor much of NATO's early 
life, Britain, France and Portugal received enthusiastic us backing for their 
colonial wars in Asia and Africa. When the Labour Government finally 
considered withdrawing from East of Suez in the mid-1960s, the us 
Defense Secretary reportedly told his British counterpart, Denis Healey, 
that the United States wanted Britain to keep a foothold in Hong Kong, 
Malaya and the Persian Gulf, 'to enable us to do things for the Alliance 
which they can't do '. The forces there were 'much more useful to the 
Alliance outside Europe' .10 

France committed a huge part of its armed forces to the war in Indochina 
in the early 1950s, and towards the end was receiving eighty per cent of the 
necessary funds from the United States. It was fully in line with us policy 
that the NATO Council passed a resolution in 1952 to the effect that 'the 
campaign being led by the forces of the Union Fran~aise in Indochina 
deserves the unrestricted support of the Atlantic governments t • 11 After the 

French defeat in 1954, Washington stepped in to create a formal alliance­
the so-called South-East Asia Treaty Organization-which actually 
comprised one South-East Asian state, Thailand, together with the USA, 
Britain, France, Pakistan and three Pacific countries. The long, savage war 
against Vietnam's national liberation forces was to be its most bitter fruit. 

It is perhaps less well known that Portugal's wars in sub-Saharan Africa, 
starting in the early 1960s, were mainly fought with NATO equipment, 
despite the objections of Scandinavian members of the Alliance. 12 The US 

Assistant Secretary of State for Africa explained in 1963 that 'it is neither 
in our interest to see the Portuguese leave Africa, not to curtail their 
influence there' 13-a policy refined still further with Nixon's commitment 
to preserve' economic, scientific and strategic interests in the white states' 
of southern Africa, while expanding 'opportunities for profitable trade and 
investment' . 14 The British Tories followed suit, even trying to extend the 
ambit of NA TO to include South Africa, its white-ruled neighbours and the 
Southern Atlantic. Thus Geoffrey Rippon, MP, then a minister, told the 
House of Commons in 1970 that 'NATO should broaden its maritime 
horizons .... The South Atlantic should now be included to give support 
and backing to our Portuguese allies against the spread of communism in 
Africa.' 15 

As far as America's own military operations are concerned, its bases in 
the NATO area furnish an invaluable springboard to North Africa, the 
Middle East and the Persian Gulf-as when us forces moved into Lebanon 
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in 1958 to prop up a pro-American government, or, more recently, when 
the Fl-lls set off on their bombing raid on Libya. During the Lebanon 
intervention, us nuclear weapons targeted on the Soviet Union were placed 
on alert, in order to 'keep Moscow at bay'-a role which, as we shall see, 
was repeated in the international crises of 1962 and 1973. Such manoeu­
vres place Europe in the front line in any confrontation between East and 
West, or between the Unitf:'d States and its foes in many parts of the world. 
Nor is this all. We should now turn to the long-standing plans within NA TO 
to use nuclear weapons to strike against the Communist regime in the 
Soviet Union. 

NATO's Nuclear Strategies 

NATO's strategic nuclear weapons are overwhelmingly in the hands of the 
Americans. The us President has the final say over their use, and it is us 
officials who negotiate with the Russians over how or how not to limit their 
production. Not surprisingly, therefore, NATO's nuclear doctrines also 
originate in the United States. The first of these, introduced in 1954, 
involved the deliberately unambiguous concept of 'massive retaliation', 
whereby the most powerful weapons would be used at the outset of a 
conflict. President Eisenhower justified this policy by stating that the 
administration wished to avoid a repetition of the Korean War, in which the 
us armed forces became bogged down for three long years. 16 Faced with the 
threat of immediate nuclear attack, it was felt, any adversary would back 
down without a fight. In line with such thinking, Washington came c10se to 
using nuclear weapons on a number of occasions-in Guatemala and Viet­
nam in 1954, in China, Lebanon and Jordan in 1958, in Berlin in 1959, 
and in Laos in 1960. 17 In the same period, some seven thousand 'tactical' 
nuclear weapons became the spearhead of NATO's 'forward strategy' in 
Europe, which kept open the possibility of a lower-level nuclear response 
even in the event of, say, an uprising in Eastern Europe that the us might 
wish to encourage. NATO claimed that this build-up was required to offset 
Soviet superiority in conventional forces, but in reality the Pentagon's 
constant aim was to turn anv battle into a nuclear conflict-or at least to 
have this as an option. I~ -

The us armed forces. particularly the Army, turned against 'massive 
retaliation' in the late 1950s hecause they felt that fear of all-out nuclear 
war might weaken the political will to intervene militarily when us interests 
appeared to be under threat. The Kennedy Administration accordingly 

7 
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introduced a new strategy of 'flexible response' in 1961 which, by laying 
greater stress on conventional forces, was supposed to enhance the capacity 
to fight wars 'without going nuclear' .19 It was this interventionist impulse 

underlying 'flexible response' that was soon to take the United States into 
its catastrophic war against Vietnam. 

West European leaders initially opposed the new doctrine, seeing the 

reluctance to use nuclear weapons at once as a sign of flagging us resolve to 
defend Europe in a crisis. But 'flexible response' was dressed up to appear 
almost the same as its predecessor, and it became official NATO policy in 

1967. At that time, the escalating us commitment to the war in Vietnam 
anyway precluded greater reliance on conventional weapons in Europe. 

Even in the early 1980s, NATO's war-planning envisaged the use of nuclear 
weapons in less than four days after the outbreak of war-one of the reasons 

being that much of NATO's tactical weaponry is deployed very close to 
Warsaw Pact borders. Moreover, the NATO commanders' fear that the 

Russians might gain an edge by taking the nuclear initiative-a clear case of 
projecting one's own ambitions onto the' enemy' -has dominated military 

thinking throughout the nuclear era and fostered a 'first use' mentality 

which is not mirrored in the Warsaw Pact. 20 

The turn to 'flexible response' in the 1960s coincided with a period in 
which the Soviet Union was approaching rough strategic equality with the 

United States. It was thus recognized by the us military that the destruction 
of each side was assured in the event of full-scale conflict-hence the phrase 

'mutually assured destruction ' (MAD). This concept was used to justify the 
continued mass production of nuclear weapons. According to MAD, there 

had to be sufficient weapons, but no more, for each force (Air Force, Navy, 
Army) to kill a third of the Soviet population and destroy a third of its 

industry. Moscow and Washington then began to negotiate increases or 
improvements in their respective armouries so as to maintain 'assured 

destruction' at an unacceptable level. This was called arms control. 

It would be wrong to think, however, that the MAD guidelines ever sup­
planted the idea of 'limited nuclear war' in Europe. In fact, the contingency 

plans for the 1961 Berlin crisis-the first to occur after Kennedy's 
adoption of 'flexible response' -specified that, should Moscow manage to 

'encroach upon our vital interests', then three possible scenarios could 

ensue: 'A. Selective nuclear attacks for the primary purpose of demon­
strating the will to use nuclear weapons. B. Limited tactical advantage ... 
C. General Nuclear War. '21 This was what was meant by flexibility. 

The notion of limited nuclear war, confined to Europe, had particular 
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appeal to the Americans in the early 1960s because the Russians could by 
then reach the United States with long-range nuclear missiles. European 
officials, on the other hand, saw such a war as a stage towards a full nuclear 
exchange-and therefore as a guarantee that the Americans would involve 
themselves in any European conflict.22 Be that as it may, the fact that us 
territory was now vulnerable to military attack by a major power for the first 
time since the eighteenth century was a constant source of anxiety to the us 
military in the 1960s and 1970s, and become a major refrain of the New 
Right's campaigns of the late 1970s. There was talk of developing a 'first 

strike capability' -to knock out Soviet missiles on their launching 
pads-and fresh attention was paid to ways of limiting war, either geograph­
ically or to particular types of weapon. 23 The Star Wars project-to be dis­

cussed later-was the main fruit of such strategic thinking. 

A Soviet Threat? 

From the historical evidence now available, very few Western leaders 

appear to have believed in 1949 that the USSR posed a military threat to the 
West. John Foster Dulles, later to become US Secretary of State, expressed 
himself quite clearly: 'I do not know of any responsible high official, 

military or civilian ... in this government or any other government who 
believes that the Soviet now plans conquest by open military aggression. '2" 

Nor did the CIA suggest at that time, in its various submissions to the 
Administration, that such a threat had been perceived by NATO 

intelligence. Finally, the British politician with the most ministerial 
experience of NATO, Denis Healey, has recently stated: 'There has been no 

time since the Second World War when Western intelligence believed the 
Russians had in their plans an all-out attack on Europe. '2~ 

What, then, is left of the famous 'Soviet threat', which has always been 
the mainstay of Cold War politics and ideologies? Everything indicates that 

it was a conscious, and unscrupulous, invention of Western politicians 

seeking to shore up the post-war Atlantic order and to win the argument 
against alternative policy options. In the United States, the 'threat' was first 

used to swing congressional opinion at a time when the Administration was 

intent on breaking from long traditions in foreign policy-such as a 
reluctance to sign military treaties in peacetime, or to deploy troops outside 
the Americas. In Britain. Winston Churchill's image of an 'Iron Curtain' 
largely served to persuade the US Administration to bailout Britain' sailing 

economy with a huge loan. It would be easy to identify similar reasons why 
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Italian and German Christian Democrats, Spanish and Portuguese fas­

cists, or the right wing of European social democracy, added their dis­
tinctive voices to the anti-Communist chorus of the late 1940s and 

1950s. 
We now know the true military balance that prevailed as the Cold War 

gathered momentum. By 1949 the Western media were talking of 175 
Soviet divisions facing a mere 15 at the disposal of the West. But if we 

subtract all troops who would not have participated in battle, the actual 
situation was one of balance: Western Europe had a total of some 850,000 
combat troops, while the Russians had fractionally less in their westward­

facing divisions. 26 In the thirty-seven years of NATO's existence, the Soviet 

Union and its allies have never had a meaningful superiority in terms of 
troop levels. 27 It is true that Moscow used to threaten Western Europe with 

invasion, but it always did so as a retaliatory posture, in a period when 
the USSR was extremely vulnerable to a nuclear first strike. 28 Once the 

Soviet leadership had acquired the means to fire long-range missiles at the 
United States, it dropped all hints of launching an attack on Western 

Europe. 
A serious study of the post-war world leads one to the conclusion that 

Europe is threatened with destruction (along with other parts of the world) 
not because of any Soviet intent, but because of the confrontation between 
the two blocs. Apart from those whose political imagery is derived from 

adolescent 'evil empire' films, no one has ever explained what the Soviet 
Union might hope to gain from an attack on Western Europe. The count­

ries that do face Soviet military pressure, especially in Eastern Europe, also 
suffer as a direct result of the bloc antagonism between NATO and the 

Warsaw Pact. The final tightening of Moscow's control in Eastern 
Germany, Czechoslovakia and Hungary started in response to the develop­

ment of a powerful anti-Communist bloc in the West, and the Soviet Union 
has justified subsequent military interventions, in East Germany, Hungary 

and Czechoslovakia, as being within the unwritten ground rules of the bi­

polar system. 

The .Labour Party, in its most recent discussions on military policy, 
recogmzes the dangers of East-West confrontation and sets as its long-term 

goal the dissolution of the blocs. But it will only be able to pursue the goal 
effectively if it tackles the task of dismantling the official mythology of the 

Russian menace that has sustained the Cold War for 40 years, and offers a 
more persuasive and realistic assessment of the dangers to world peace 
today. 
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NATO and British Politics 

In 1951, two years after Britain helped to form NATO, a Labour govern­
ment which had enjoyed widespread popular support was replaced by a 

Tory government that would last thirteen years. One of Labour's last 
measures, taken under US prompting, had been drastically to increase arms 
spending, even at the risk of undermining its proudest achievement, the 

still youthful National Health Service. This was to be just one example of 
the various pressures-economic, political, commercial and diplomatic 

-through which the United States has influenced decision-making at the 

highest levels, even if Britain has been spared the CIA -backed military coups 
that ha ve ravaged other NATO countries. 29 

NA TO has also strengthened certain elements of the British political 
Establishment which might otherwise have been relegated to its margins. 

For two US historians, the special relationship with America, sanctified 
with NATO's creation, meant that: 'All sorts of domestically redundant 

British soldiers, experts and ideas found a shelter under the American 
imperial mantle. For a fading British military elite, the special relationship 

extended the imperial function for one more generation and postponed a 
little longer the final reckoning with history. To be sure, as time went on, 

Britain's imperial pleasures would become increasingly vicarious rather 
than direct. Inexorably, she would seem more and more an American 
tributary. '30 

The continued power of the 'fading military elite' has ensured, with 
NATO's assistance, that an abnormally high proportion of national income 

has been thrown at a bottomless pit called' defence'. The end of empire did 

not see a reduction in such waste. Instead, the Atlantic Alliance came up 
with ever new demands for military roles and equipment that consumed 

steadily increasing amounts of public money. The intelligence establish­
ment, for its part, provides an excellent example both of an antiquated 

institution revived and perpetuated by NATO, and of a part of traditional 

Britain which the Americans have increasingly taken over. Once a van­
guard for' intelligence' work, the secret service could have been reduced to 

minuscule proportions as Britain's role in the world declined. Instead, the 

Soviet bogey provided a cover under which numerous employees could 
engage themselves with 'threat watching', while hundreds of others whiled 

away their time listening to phone calls made by trade unionists, peace or 
civil liberties activists, and others. According to one ex-employee, phone­

tapping was only one part of an operation which also encompassed attendance 

11 

Wilson Center Digital Archive Original Scan



at meetings, opening of mail and other intrusions into people's private 

lives. H 

The Americans dominate intelligence activity in a number of ways, but 
mainly through their sole access to the most sensitive information and their 

right, by agreement, to decide what their allies see. The United States 
makes it a priority to ensure that the image of a 'threat' is upheld. The 

intelligence establishment in Britain, whose jobs depend on the survival of 
this image, is not inclined to challenge it, and tends to be more than 

receptive to the line peddled by the Americans. 
In recent years, the us has come to hold sway to such an extent in the 

intelligence field that a British Government banned a trade union (at the spy 

HQ at Cheltenham) virtually under us orders. The Prime Minister relied on 
us intelligence to fight her war in the South Atlantic, while British military 
intelligence, which helped set up the CIA in 1947, is now little more than 

one of its out-stations. us domination even penetrates into certain specialist 
areas where the Soviet Union is less of a rival than many capitalist 
countries. In the field of energy (oil, gas, etc.), for example, a British 

minister may be denied access to information by the Americans, and must 

get approval through top civil servants. 
Another central element of the special relationship is the presence of us 

bases. Here again, the ambition to maintain a 'Great Power' posture, on the 

part of both Labour and Tory ministers, has required and fostered its 
apparent opposite: a degree of servility to the United States which is quite 

remarkable even by NATO standards, representing a constant menace to 
basic civil liberties and the security of the population. As long ago as 1948, 
the us Air Force commander in Britain noted with astonishment the senile 

trustfulness of John Bull's public authorities: 'Never before in history has 
one first-class power gone into another first-class power's country without 

any agreement. We were just told to come over and' 'We shall be pleased to 
have you." 'I! 

Within the Foreign Office, it was hoped that membership of NATO would 

silence any opposition to America's military presence. According to one 
1950 memorandum, 'The existence of the Atlantic Pact and the principle 

of mutual aid enable us to accept the presence of a foreign air force in our 
territory as part of a general allied plan and without appearing to be 
surrendering our independence to the United States as such.' 3.1 Opposition 

did indeed die down. Consequently, since the early 1950s, over 25,000 
Americans have had free access to sizeable chunks of British land, and have 

established for themselves the right to instal all kinds of weaponry there, to 
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prepare major nuclear offensives or limited operations in the Soviet bloc, 

and always with the full protection of British bobbies or squaddies. 

Under the Visiting Forces ~ct of 1952, which established the legal 
position of us forces based here, the Americans can escape British justice 
when they run over British citizens, hold them at gunpoint, riot in towns, 
or otherwise violate laws of this country-as indeed they have done on occa­

sion. 31 Those who object to some of the hardware the Americans introduce 
to the bases do however face the laws of the land-usually new ones speci­
fically concocted to deal with them. Where laws fail, a couple of thousand 

men in khaki may be used instead, as happened at the cruise base of Moles­

worth. 
In the event of a crisis or war, us military commanders could have quite 

sweeping powers in this country. According to an Emergency Powers Bill 
passed by the Tory Cabinet, zones around key points such as bases, bridges, 

ports or major roads would be declared Ground Defence Areas (GOAs). 
Within these, residents 'may be expelled or forced to move a~cording to us 
or British defence requirements ... Houses will be demolished to give free­
fire zones. "Subversive" protesters or others within GOA areas can be 
detained without charge or trial.' 15 

The Emergency Powers might be enforced in the event of a crisis in 

which us forces wished to reach Central Europe rapidly, via the UK, from 
the United States, or to intervene in the Persian Gulf. As things stand, the 

British Parliament would have no say in the matter, since American 
'defence requirements' are quite sufficient as a justification and there is no 

stipulation about where American forces might be operating. Under Emer­
gency Powers (No.2) Bill. moreover, powers inside the GOAs would be 
'extended to cover the entire country .... The Home Secretary' s 
Detention (internment) orders are automatically extended. Strikes in major 

industries are outlawed. ' 
The Americans recently gave a clear display of their disdainful attitude to 

the rights of allies, after US fighters unashamedly carried out a mid-air 

hijack of an Egyptian aircraft in October 1985. The plane was forced to land 
in Sicily. where there are us and Italian NATO bases. When Italian troops 

surrounded the unexpected visitor on landing, they suddenly found them­
selves facing the pointed rifles of their US friends and allies. A frantic 

telephone conversation took place between the Italian Prime Minister, 
Craxi, and President Reagan while their respective NATO troops tensely 

awaited orders. Reagan failed to persuade Craxi, despite enormous 
pressure, to hand over the Palestinians-who, after all, had hijacked an 
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Italian ship. Then the Americans made desperate efforts to harass the 
Italian soldiers conveying the hijackers to Rome, and to prevent the Italian 

government from releasing one Palestinian who had not been involved in 
the incident but whom the White House sought to implicate. 

A still more recent episode, the use of bases in Britain for the Rambo­
style attack on Libya, demonstrated the extent to which the Reagan 

Administration regards NATO as a matter of convenience for its own 
political and military goals, regardless of the letter of the Atlantic Treaty. 

The bases are supposed to be here because of NATO and the 'Soviet threat', 
as are the Fl-lls fighters, the tanker-planes and the us back-up personnel in 
Britain. Yet in April 1986 we saw NATO planes leaving NATO bases from a 

NATO country to bomb undefended civilians and military installations in a 

non-NATO country with no formal military connection to the Soviet Union. 
Contrary to the misinformation spread at the time, there was not even a 
military reason for the use of distant bases in Britain: the authoritative 

Jane's Fighting Ships has shown that it was a purely political decision. Yet 

Parliament, for its part, had no more say over the use of the bases than had 
the Tory Cabinet. 

The scant regard for the effect of us military operations in Britain for the 

safety of the British people is not a new phenomenon. On at least four occa­
sions, us nuclear forces on British soil have been placed on a higher level of 

alert (ie, standby) in order to frighten Moscow or to prepare for nuclear war 

against the Russians. On the first two such occasions, the us military was 
considering the use of nuclear weapons in the Third World and wished to 

keep Moscow out of the way (Vietnam in 1954, Lebanon in 1958). The 
third occasion, when the world came closer than ever to a full-scale 

confrontation, was the Cuba crisis of 1962. The fourth was the Middle East 

conflict of 1973. 16 

British military leaders generally claim that they have been consulted 

over the use of British bases during these alerts-the least one might expect 
when, after all, the whole British Isles and much of the world was being put 
at risk. Yet, 'consultation' has amounted to little more than belated 

messages to military officials after decisions had been taken by the us 
military to proceed to higher states of alert. 37 The British top brass had no 
actual say in the matter, and the British people are still unaware for the most 

part of what took place. 
There are a number of other ways in which NATO membership affects 

British politics and British society. The impact of high military spending 

on the economy--exacerbated by NATO agreements for real growth in arms 
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spending at times when welfare spending and capital investment are being 
held back-is one obvious example. The nuclear nexus, with weapons, 
energy and waste all bound up in a sorry mess of disinformation and official 

lies, is another. But such issues will not be dealt with here, except insofar as 
they have a direct bearing on the critique of present Labour policy outlined 

below. 

Britain's Strategic Role 

NATO, as we have seen, has four main functions: to support us plans for a 
nuclear conflict with the Soviet Union; to prepare for a conventional war 
with the Warsaw Pact; to back up America's role as global policeman; and 

to marginalize or suppress radical political forces in Western Europe. In all 

these respects, though less so in the last, Britain performs a number of 

important tasks. 
1. Britain maintains some 55,000 troops and a large part of its air force 

on the NATO front in West Germany. It also has plans to transfer more than 
100,000 reinforcements to the Federal Republic in the event of war-a 

scenario that is regularly rehearsed in major exercises. This whole military 

commitment was originally made to satisfy French demands in the 1950s 
that West German rearmament should not be allowed to threaten France.l~ 

It is now symbolic of a political resolve to take joint action within a NATO 

framework: the Alliance would not suffer militarily if five per cent of its 
troops in West Germany (Britain's effective contribution) were to be 

removed, although it is possible that the Belgians and Dutch would then 

follow suit. 39 A number of military critics, particularly in the Navy, have 
actually argued that the British deployment is part of a World War Two 
scenario which, hinging on the concept of land war, has little to do with 
present-day realities.~'O 

2. Britain provides the greater part of NATO's Eastern Atlantic Fleet, 

whose principal function would be to protect us forces shipped to Europe in 
a war. In peacetime it generally patrols the sea-lanes, although it has been 

estimated that over a quarter of Britain's NA TO frigates are currently in the 
South Atlantic for Falklands tasks.~'l Critics have argued that this too is 

based on a World War Two conception. For if there was a major war, we 
would all be dead before us ships could reach Europe. Missile-firing 

submarines, equipped with laser technologies, would anyway destroy a 
surface fleet in the first exchanges of a general war. 12 

3. Britain acts as an 'unsinkable aircraft carrier' for us nuclear forces 
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targeted on the Soviet Union-both Fl-lls bombers based in this country, 

and B-52s that would need a stop-off point on their way to the USSR. Cruise 
missiles also require a European platform, although most of them could 

just as easily be launched from the sea. On the other hand, intercontin­
ental missiles have rendered Britain's 'aircraft-carrier' role less vital, and 

many US bases would now be closed if they did not also serve other 
purposes. 

4. Britain plays a role in NATO's early-warning system, but this is largely 
confined to detection of an air attack on these islands themselves-an un­
likely eventuality. More important are the British facilities for tracking the 

movement of Soviet submarines through the Atlantic gap between the 
British Isles and Iceland.

/I
'> Strictly speaking, Britain provides this service 

not to NATO but directly to the Americans, who pride themselves on their 
ability to locate any Soviet submarine anywhere in the world. Another US 

facility in Britain, Fylingdales, is linked to the US-controlled Ballistic 
Missile Early Warning System. With new equipment presently being 
installed, Fylingdales is likely to have a place in the Star Wars programme, 

and any possibility of its termination would be greeted with considerable 
anxiety in Washington. 

5. Britain's submarine-based nuclear missiles, the main part of its 

nuclear force, are targeted in Omaha, Nebraska, with the participation of 
British officials and 'in accordance with Alliance policy and strategic 

concepts under plans made by SACEUR (the Supreme Commander of 
NATO)'. Polaris is thought to be targeted solely on Moscow-which is also 

'covered' by US strategic forces and by Pershing II missiles based in West 
Germany. '1/1 It cannot be said, then, that the loss of Polaris would cause 

military problems for NATO, although, as we shall see, it would arouse a 
great deal of political concern. 

6. Britain has a limited capacity to deploy naval forces or small mobile 

units outside the NATO area-for example, in the Persian GulfY These 
hardly amount to a significant back-up for US intervention, but Washington 

is keen to avoid isolation in such circumstances by enlisting the token 

support of one or more European allies. Other roles for Britain include: air 
force participation in any attack on the Warsaw Pact; anti-submarine 

warfare; sabotage activities; intelligence work inside the Soviet bloc and 
elsewhere; the defence of Britain's national territory and (together with US 

troops) of American bases located here; and specific assignments in the war 
game against Soviet positions in the Kola Peninsula. 

In conclusion, Britain's own forces play a substantial role in the 
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functioning of the Alliance. Although NATO would not automatically 
collapse if Britain were to leave, the key American presence in Europe 

would have to undergo major restructuring and reorientation-quite apart 
from the deep political concern that would be stirred by such a move. 

Star Wars and Tension in NATO 

When President Reagan unleashed Star Wars on the world in an extra· 
ordinary speech in March 1983, he had probably not given a moment's 

thought to its impact on the Atlantic Alliance. And yet, in some ways this 
bizarre but not impossible dream-to protect the territory of the United 
States from enemy missiles-could have more influence on intra-Alliance 

developments than any other single episode in NATO's history. Crises are 
not new to NATO. Indeed the Alliance has only just come through one of its 
more torrid periods as a consequence of its decision to deploy Cruise and 

Pershing II missiles in Western Europe. But the tensions thrown up by the 
Star Wars programme have highlighted divisions within the military, scien­

tific, political and business establishments whose unity has sustained NATO 
all these years. 

The Strategic Defence Initiative (SOl) threatens to undermine one of the 
underlying concepts of the Alliance, nuclear deterrence. For years NATO 

propaganda insisted that since nuclear weapons can always inflict 
unacceptable damage on an adversary, their potential use plays a unique 

role in deterring aggression and maintaining peace. There were always 
major problems with this argument, and the peace movement has laboured 
long and hard to expose them. But precisely because it appeared to make a 

general war unthinkable on both sides, deterrence had little attraction as an 
operational concept for Pentagon strategists. Then, at one stroke, Reagan 

appeared to offer a way out in the form of a shield against the devastating 
effects of nuclear retaliation. If the programme were ever to be--even 
partially-realized,46 it would considerably increase Washington's room 

for manoeuvre in any East-West conflict, conferring an overwhelming 

superiority if only for the few years that its monopoly might last. Who 
would care to predict how that superiority might be used in the hands of 

Reagan or his successors? 
Undoubtedly the Alliance can survive this latest blow. But the division 

that has now arisen between social democrats and liberal-conservatives­

who align with the Russians in trying to save deterrence-and right-wing 
conservatives and fellow-travellers who dream of 'victory' is a real one. It is 
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spreading far into the ranks of the military as well as the political commun­
it yon both sides of the Atlantic, and it will seriously impair top-level unity 
against any renewed outburst of popular opposition to NATO nuclear 
policies. 

A short time ago, there was a flurry of articles in the press about moves to 
strengthen Western Europe's position in NATO in relation to the United 

States. The Western European Union-a moribund defence alliance-was 
rejuvenated; European arms cooperation became more extensive; an 

agenda was being set for European high-tech cooperation through the 
French-inspired Eureka programme; and the EEC was to start taking on 

greater responsibilities for foreign and defence policy. Star Wars has taken 
the heart out of all this. It has caused friction between France and West 

Germany, the two powers at the centre of the new moves; it has shown up 
the WEU to be utterly ineffectual; and it has spawned a host of US-European 
arms deals that outweigh the all-European contracts in value and volume, 

particularly so far as the British, West German and Italian governments are 
concerned. But the more independent-minded European leaders have 

grown distinctly cool, and Greece and Denmark have made it clear that 
they want nothing to do with the programme. While Star Wars has revealed 
official America to be more dominant in NATO than before, and also more 

manic and unaccountable, the European Establishment is increasingly 

riven with illusions that run through countries and parties as well as 
between nation-states. 

A further NATO legend has it that the United States would always answer 
a West European call for military assistance in a crisis. When confidence in 

such aid is high, America is seen to be 'coupled' to Europe; when 
confidence is low, it is said to be 'decoupled'. Thus the SDI, which sends a 
strong message that America is attending to its own defence and leaving 

Europe to fend for itself, has ploughed deep furrows of anxiety across the 

brows of European Atlanticists. One response has been the ramshackle 
'European Defence Initiative' (EDI)-a scheme which, because of the much 

shorter flight-time of incoming Soviet missiles, appears even less credible 
than America's fantastic Star Wars programme, although it might enjoy a 

brief life as a source of income for the arms industry and as a public relations 

exercise to mollify European opinion. Polls currently indicate that '57 per 
cent of the British population is 'not confident' that the United States 
would involve itself in the 'defence of Europe' in any eventuality. 17 Many 
would probably prefer that it didn't anyway, given that the 'crisis' might 

have been concocted in Washington. But for Europe's Atlanticist Estab-
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lishment, something more serious than the EDI will be required to maintain 
its confidence in the direction of NATO strategy. 

America and Europe's Future 

In 1983 a NATO official expressed profound unease about the future of his 
employer: 'During the last two years, transatlantic tension between the 

United States and Europe has increased to the extent that many observers 
now question whether the United States and Europe continue to share the 

same interests and objectives. Indeed, many predict that the current differ­
ences represent the first stage of a change that is historically inevitable - the 
disengagement of the United States from Europe and a major transform­
ation in the structure of Western security' .48 The author was referring not 

merely to the Euromissiles furore but also to conflicts concerning protec­
tionism on both sides of the Atlantic, US bans on high-tech exports to the 

Soviet bloc, European involvement in a major Soviet gas pipeline, US policy 
in Central America, and Western responses to the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan and the declaration of Martial Law in Poland. In most of these 
cases, mainland European leaders continued their earlier commitment to 

coexistence, trade and negotiations with the USSR. It is true that there were 
significant differences between Paris and Bonn, for example, over attitudes 

to the Soviet bloc. But essentially it was the policy of the United States that 
took a sharply different course at the turn of the seventies, with a desire to 
confront the Soviet Union head-on, to force down EEC barriers to US trade, 

to limit Western Europe's competitiveness in high technology, to loosen 
the Soviet grip on Eastern Europe, and so on. 

This new policy was not a maverick departure from the norm, but 
reflected deep-seated shifts within the United States itself that will also 

shape any post-Reagan administration. The most important of these is the 
extremely rapid growth of the economies of America's South and West. 

Until the 197 Os the states on the East Coast and the Great Lakes always 
produced the greatest part of America's national product and threw up 

most of its business and political leaders as natural Atlanticists. Today, the 
South and West hold more than half the US population and account for more 

than half of its total output. Sunbelt politicians and businessmen play an 
ever more prominent role in Washington, and their interests are spread 

widely in the Pacific, Latin America and the Middle East. Although they 
have by no means lost sight of Europe, they see little sense in committing 
half of the US military budget to the NATO area-where rich allies are quite 
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capable of taking over much of the routine, 'low-tech' military burden. 
Instead, they consider the main priorities to be the Rapid Deployment 
Force, the SDI and other grand schemes that will strengthen the United 
States as a global power, capable of unilaterally policing any part of the 
world in which it has strategic or commercial interests. 49 

Much of the tension in NATO in the early 1980s resulted from pressure 
on the Europeans to comply with the demands of America's 'globalists'. 
Faced with the choice between concessions to the us on East-West relations 
or economic policy and a reduction in America's contribution to NATO, the 
European Establishment always moved just far enough to pacify the 
g~obalists. The victory over the peace movement-a victory not only for the 
White House but, in the end, also for the European Right-won over many 
doubters in the United States who had considered that a failure to instal 
Cruise and Pershing would serve to confirm Europe's pusillanimity. Now, 
however, the 'astronomic' cost of the SDI programme has placed great 
strain on the us military budget, reviving calls for partial us troop 
withdrawals from Europe and demands for Europe to 'pay its way' in 
NATO. 

For all these reasons, it is somewhat naive for politicians in Western 
Europe to put their faith in a halcyon post-Reagan era, when reasonableness 
will return to Washington and NATO will be pulled back into shape. Like it 
or not, Europe will have to face up to a sea-change that no likely us 
administration will have the power or the inclination to reverse. When 
Henry Kissinger, an ardent Atlanticist, demanded in March 1984 that 
Europeans should assume more of the NATO burden on pain of us 
withdrawal, he was voicing a deep fear that forces beyond his control might 
undo all his work to strengthen NATO. This is not just another crisis for the 
Alliance, he wrote: 'the present controversies in NATO are both 
unprecedented and unsettling. '50 The choice for Europeans is therefore 

increasingly limited: either to fall in with us global policies, starving our 
welfare states to feed their insatiable military machine; or to undertake a 
drastic change in course of our own. This will be the theme of Part Two. 
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Part Two: 
Labour and NATO 

Labour's Military Policies 

As we have seen, the Labour Party was a staunch supporter of NA TO from 
the beginning: it rarely questioned the ruling consensus on nuclear 
matters, and any attempts to do so were quickly quelled. It is therefore very 
much to be welcomed that, in the past few years, Labour has joined the 
growing number of opposition parties in Western Europe that are breaking 
from aspects of NATO 9rthodoxy. 

The present Labour Party position, as expressed in its recent document 
Defence and Security for Britain and in various speeches and interviews 
from leading spokespeople, is as follows: 

(a) Cruise missiles will be removed from British soil. 
(b) The Trident submarine programme will be cancelled. 

(c) Other British nuclear weapons will be phased out over time, ideally 
after discussions with the Russians to secure reductions by both parties. 

(d) The Americans will be asked to remove four major nuclear bases 
(Greenham, Molesworth, Upper Heyford and Holy Loeh)-the other 
130 us bases and facilities being allowed to stay if the Americans agree 
to the deal. 

(e) Britain will remain committed to NATO. (The recent defence 
document, approved by the 1984 Party conference, ~is the firmest re­
statement of Labour's commitment to NATO for decades' .51) 

(f) Labour will seek to move towards a situation where the mutual dissolu­
tion of NATO and the Warsaw Pact becomes possible. 

(g) Spending on non-nuclear weapons will remain high-indeed increase 
to take up the shock from cancellation of nuclear arms programmes. 

(h) Labour will seek to strengthen the European blQC within NATO and 
encourage, for example, joint Western European exercises. 

(i) British participation in Star Wars will not be encouraged, but it remains 
unclear whether the Party will vigorously oppose all aspects of Star 
Wars, including the European dimension. 
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The first question that immediately poses itself in relation to these 

proposals is whether they are consistent with Labou.r' s de~l~red supp?rt f~r 
unilateral nuclear disarmament and a progressive mihtary pohcy m 
general. The plans covered in (a), (b) and (c) do point in this directio~, 

although some leading figures in the Party have made no secret of their 

opposition to full unilateral nuclear disarmament unless it involves a Soviet 

quid pro quo. 
More important, the policy on us bases is disingenuous insofar as it seeks 

to give the impression that only the most obvious sites for nuclear weapons 

are part of the us nuclear capability in this country. According to detailed 

investigative work by Duncan Campbell and others, the 135 or so us bases 

and facilities in Britain include the following: 

-Main operation bases for various tactical fighter, reconnaissance and 

missile wings of the us Air Force, most of which have considerable nuclear 

capabilities. These wings would be used in a war in either Europe or the 

Middle East, regardless of Britain's involvement in that war. 

-Stand-by operating bases, mainly for the use of us Air Force wings in a 

crisis or war, especially in the Middle East. These too would have 

considerable nuclear capabilities. 

- 'Collocated operating bases' , as they are called, which are bases adapted 

for the use of us forces deployed to the European or Middle East 'theatres' 

in a crisis or war. These forces would also have nuclear weapons. 

-Control centres for us cruise missiles based in and around Britain (this at 

High Wycombe); for us naval forces, including nuclear submarines, to the 

north and east of Scotland; for USAF operations (including nuclear); and for 

various types of intelligence activity. 

-The Fylingdales station in North Yorkshire, which would help to guide 

America's strategic nuclear arsenal and eventually Star Wars weapons. 

-Various intelligence establishments with a range of functions, including 

spying on various groups, among them trade unions, held to be subversive 

or anti-Establishment. 

-Ammunition dumps, including storage dumps for nuclear weapons. 

-Communication facilities for us nuclear and other forces. 

-Transportation facilities and other supply and support facilities. 52 
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To remove four well-known us bases and leave the rest in place will 

scarcely bring us nearer to a non-nuclear Britain. If the concern is the role of 

Britain as a front-line state in us war plans, or as a target in any major war, 

then these will be unaffected; if the concern is Britain's implication in any 

us war in the Middle East, then Labour's policy is not the answer; if the 

concern is American violations of British sovereignty, or us interference in 

Britain's domestic politics, then once again there will be no change. 

The limitations of Labour's policy on bases were made glaringly apparent 

by the us operation against Libya in April 1986. Fl-lls were given license 

to fly from various bases, among them 'nuclear' Upper Heyford and 'non­

nuclear' Lakenheath. Yet there was no guarantee that the Fl-lls would not 

be carrying nuclear wapons, and no possibility of stopping them if they had 

been. Those responsible for giving the us a green light to use the bases, 

among them Thatcher and Howe, have said that it was not possible to 

refuse permission without threatening the alliance with America. Is the 

alliance not also sacrosanct for Labour? There is nothing in its present 

policy to suggest that a Labour government would have stopped such an 

operation, or that it would have been any more aware of what weapons were 

on board. 

Labour's support in the opinion polls rose in the immediate aftermath of 

the Libya attack to the highest point since before the Falklands War (39-43 

per cent). The fact that Labour is the only party to advocate the closure of 

any bases was undoubtedly a factor in this, not least because support for the 

closure of us bases in Britain was running considerably higher than support 

for Labour in the period of the attack. The evidence of numerous polls is 

that few people distinguish between nuclear and non-nuclear bases, and by 

making a distinction, Labour is pleasing no one but the Americans. 53 

A Non-Nuclear NATO? 

Similar difficulties arise with Labour's declared commitment to remain a 

member of NATO, while seeking to move it away from a policy ofjirst use 

and early use of nuclear weapons. Somehow this fails to take account of the 

hard reality that the United States has dominated the Atlantic Alliance 

from the outset, as its principal military and economic power. All NATO's 

strategic nuclear weapons are American, and the us Establishment decides 

on how to expand, modernize or otherwise develop them. Most of NA TO's 

short and medium-range nuclear weapons are American, or are controlled 

by NATO countries with the us President having the final say over use. It is 
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the us President who would decide, together with his chief advisers, when 

to launch a nuclear war-although there is always the possibility of some 

consultation with NATO allies. 

NATO is nothing if not nuclear: it was born as an alliance committed to the 
use of nuclear weapons, and it will die as one. Shorn of its nuclear strategy it 

would be shorn of American power, and would no longer be NATO but a 
West European alliance. 

If Britain opts to abandon its own nuclear weapons within NATO, it is 

opting to rely on America's nuclear weapons in a crisis. This is still a 
nuclear option, and still a suicide option. Denzil Davies, Labour spokes­

person on defence matters, said as much in an interview with END Journal 

in mid-1985: If war were declared, 'we would accept NATO strategy at that 

point .... The Party is committed to staying in NATO. It has never said that 
if NATO doesn't change strategy it is going to withdraw Britain from 

NATO .... We believe being part of NATO is the best possible defence for 

Britain. ' 
This remarkable statement would suggest that current Labour leaders 

have only a rhetorical commitment to 'breaking up the military blocs', and 

that it has no intention of questioning its commitment to NATO if and when 
the Alliance fails to change its nuclear stategy under Labour pressure. It 

also leaves Labour wide open to Tory election tactics. According to the 
Times (28 October 1985). Tory advisers have it in mind to challenge 

Labour to say where the ousted Americans should go to. 'Should they resite 
their nuclear weapons on the Continent, or should they take them horne?' 
they will ask. 'If Labour answers that they should go to the Continent it will 

be acknowledging that Britain wants American protection but it is not 
prepared to offer the facilities to provide it. If Labour says the weapons 

should be taken horne it will be saying that it is prepared to see Britain 
undefended by nuclear weapons. ' The only coherent answer to the question 

is that Labour seeks to remove the weapons and the bases as part of a general 
international policy whereby any potential threats to Britain will be 

effectively dealt with by non-nuclear (and preferably non-military) means, 
and whereby the reliance on America's nuclear 'protection' will be re­

placed by a commitment to work with a new range of allies to break down 

the military blocs and bring an end to nuclear confrontation. Such a path is 

not consistent with staying in the Atlantic Alliance. 
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Are Labour's Proposals Coherent? 

At the Labour Party Conferenc~ in 1983, Denis Healey asserted that there 
was a fu~damental inconsistency between staying in NATO and unilaterally 
abandomng nuclear weapons. Healey himself has since changed his tone on 

the matter, but it is commonly felt, on both the left and right of the Party, 
that what he said holds true. Of course NATO is not a monolith, and 
different elements within it would react in different ways to various aspects 

of Labour's military policies. It is therefore necessary to be clear that we are 
esseI?-tially talking about the likely response of the us Establishment, as 
mamfested through the ruling bodies of NATO and other institutions. Let us 
consider Labour's policy commitments in tum. 

(a~ Cruise missiles. In his recent Fabian essay Labour and a World Society, 

Dems Healey argued that since Cruise missiles 'serve no military purpose' 
and 'undermine public support for the Alliance' , there would be no prob­
lem, from NATO's point of view, if they were removed from Britain. There 

is some truth in this. The us Establishment is divided between those who 

have always seen the Cruise deployment as irrelevant and not worth 
defending, and those who consider the missiles to be a vital symbol of 
'NATO cohesion'.54 For its part, the NATO European Establishment is 

divided between those who believe that the Alliance gained more than it 
lost from deployment and those who believe the opposite. 

In such a context, a policy of returning Cruise to sender could conceiv­
ably escape NATO's wrath-but only if it was pursued as an isolated 
element of an essentially pro-nuclear policy. If Labour is to remain faithful 
to its own advocacy of non-nuclear defence, it can therefore expect to meet 
with great resistance inside NATO to the removal of Cruise missiles from 

Britain: At present the Labour leadership does not seem prepared to face up 
to the hkely consequences that it would incur in government. 

(b) Trident. The United States has never fully corne to terms with Brit­
ain's own nuclear capability, at times withholding' secrets' to slow it down 

and ultimately tolerating it only because of benefits derived from bases in 
Britain or overseas, or from the provision of plutonium. This schizophrenic 

approach has generally combined public support for Britain's right to have 
nuclear weapons with private criticism of its independent nuclear policy. 
The us attitude to the Trident programme appears at one level to be more 

unambiguously positive. NATO's Nuclear Planning Group, dominated by 

us officials, has declared Trident to be a matter of 'fundamental import­

ance' to the Alliance as a whole, while Caspar Weinberger, us Secretary of 
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Defense has declared that 'the United States attaches great irnportance to 

the rnai~tenance by the United Kingdorn government of an independent 
nuclear deterrent'. Thus Britain buys at great cost a high-tech systern 

whose accuracy requires full assistance frorn us satellites and which cannot 
be serviced without us aid. In return, Arnerica sings its praises and calls for 

rnore of the same. In reality, things are not so sirnple. The sarne Caspar 
Weinberger has since becorne an ardent charnpion of Star Wars which, if 

reciprocated on the Soviet side, would rapidly rnake Trident's long-range 

rnissiles obsolete." 
Trident had confused and divided the British rnilitary Establishrnent 

even before Star Wars. For it represents a drastic escalation in Britain's 

nuclear arrnoury, taking the nurnber of strategic warheads to over a thou­
sand and threatening to undermine future spending on conventional 

rnilitary forces, especially new ships. It is not even clear that it was rneant to 
worry the Soviet Union and 'enhance deterrence' . John Nott, the defence 

rninister responsible for the decision, explained to the House of Cornrnons 
on 11 March 1982 that since NATO rnay not last for ever, 'in the last resort 

Great Britain rnust be responsible for its own defence'; and that the Cabinet 

was not prepared to consider a course of action which would leave 't~e 
French our irnrnediate neighbour, as the only European nuclear power. 

, h T ., 56 
These staternents, echoing private cornrnents by ot er ory rnlnlsters, 
suggest a greater disquiet about the old enerny across the Channel than 
about the Russians. It is little wonder that over seventy per cent of the 

population opposes Trident. . . . ' . 
Again, Labour appears well placed to dl':lde th~ potential Op~OSIt10n, 

both within NATO and at horne, to one of Its ann-nuclear pohetes. Few 

feathers would be ruffled in Brussels and deep disrnay would surface only in 

certain sections of the Ministry of Defence. The Arnericans, for their part, 
would surely do no rnore than growl at the loss of a lucrative rnilitary 

contract. Why, then, have Labour spokesrnen repeatedly found it necessary 
to compensate for cancellation of the Trident order, as if the Par~y feared a 

tidal wave of opposition to its policy frorn within the Western. Alhance?:o 
switch the saved rnoney into job creation and welfare spending, followmg 

years of Tory neglect, would surely appeal far rnore to prospective ~abour 
voters. It would also benefit the British econorny as a whole, whIch has 
suffered frorn decades of high rnilitary spending by Labour and Tory 

governrnents alike. . 
(c) Polaris. Is the Labour Party going to pursue only the less contro~erslal 

anti-nuclear policies open to it, thereby diluting its non-nuclear cornrnltrnent 
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and dividing the peace rnovernent? Or will it press ahead with policies that 
would take Britain forward to full unilateral nuclear disarrnament, even at 

the price of entering into conflict with the NATO Alliance? In the debate 
about Polaris, we can see the rnain lines of the dilernrna ernerge with 
particular clarity. 

Polaris rnissile-carrying subrnarines, in Britain's possession for over two 
decade~ now, differ rnarkedly frorn Trident in their volurne of firepower, 
their rnilitary effectiveness and their level of technological sophistication. 

What interests us here, however, is their different political implications at 
the present point in tirne. To scrap Trident would not necessarily be a uni­

lateralist rneasure-as shown by the policy of the SDP to replace it with sea­
launched cruise rnissiles. The decornrnissioning of Polaris, on the other 
hand, has becorne a benchrnark for unilateral nuclear disarmarnent, and its 

retention would do rnost to appease opinion in NATO and to prevent 
Labour's non-nuclear policies frorn inspiring sirnilar rnoves elsewhere in 

the world. It is therefore not surprising to find th'e Labour leadership 
atternpting to weaken precisely the unilateralist elernent of an anti-Polaris 
policy. Thus Denis Healey writes in his Fabian parnphlet that Neil 

Kinnock's deal wi th Moscow, whereby the Soviet Union will disrnantle one 
Soviet rnissile for every British rnissile rernoved, underrnines the 

unilateralist principle: 'What was once a unilateral cornrnitrnent,' he 
writes, 'has becorne a bilateral one.' More recently, the Shadow Foreign 
Secretary has suggested that this deal is now out of date. 'Chernenko,' he 

argues 'was talking about reducing the nurnber of SS-20s by the nurnber of 
Polaris rnissiles. Now the Russians are saying they'll get rid of the SS-20s 
entirely if the Arnericans get rid of Cruise and Pershing .... Do we 
unilaterally get rid of Polaris whatever happens, or do we accept the Soviet 

proposal to negotiate about its future in the second stage of the arms 
negotiations? This will have to be resolved before the election. '57 There is 

no doubt about the answer that Denis He~ley would give. Regardless of 
conference resolutions, then, it would appear that the argurnent for 

unilateral nuclear disarrnarnent has not yet been won in the Party. 
(d) The us Bases. According to Denzil Davies, 'The closure of us nuclear 

bases would concern Arnerica (and possibly West Gerrnany) rnore than the 
ending of Britain 's role as a serni-independent nuclear power. But closure of 

nuclear bases would have been a decision of the British people .... NATO is 
a collection of dernocratic states and stands for dernocracy and respect for 

the dernocratic process' (END Journal, Surnrner 1985). Denis Healey, for 
his part, is confident that' it should not be difficult to persuade the Arnericans 
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to withdraw their nuclear bases from Britain. It is doubtful whether they 

will need the submarine base at Holy Loch once the (American) Trident 

submarines are in service. And their Fl-ll bombers are likely to be of little 

value by the time the next general election comes to Britain. If the United 

States regarded Britain as a valuable ally in NATO, we should be able to 

persuade it to withdraw its existing nuclear bases from Britain. '~R 

These two statements, reflecting rather different conceptions of NATO, 

are both based on shaky assumptions. The least tenable is undoubtedly 

Davies's idealization of the Alliance as a 'collection of democratic states' . 

There has been virtually no time in its history when all member-countries 

have enjoyed a free democratic system safe from outside interference. 

Portugal's fascist regime was a member of NATO until it fell in 1974, 

military dictatorships in Greece and Turkey have at various times had a full 

place in the Alliance, and Franco's Spain, though never actually a member, 

provided invaluable military services to the Americans. Moreover, NATO 

powers-above all, the United States-have been directly implicated in the 

overthrow of democratically elected governments within the Alliance, not 

to mention the appaling us record in sponsoring military coups in Latin 

America and elsewhere. 59 

Denis Healey is thus right to weigh the possibility of us attempts t.o 

sabotage a Labour decision to close four major nuclear bases. What tS 

questionable is his suggestion that the reduced strategic value of these bases 

makes us interference less likely. The P ASOK government in Greece has 

twice come to power on a platform of removing us bases. The intelligence 

role of some of these has been largely superseded by satellites; and the 

nuclear role of others is less relevant since the deployment of Cruise and 

Pershing. Even Greece's portfacilities for the us Sixth Fleet can be replaced 

by a number of other countries. Yet the Americans have applied various 

forms of naked pressure-in particular, threats to withhold military and 

economic aid-in order to prevent a shutdown of their bases. 

The reasons for this would seem obvious. Washington established its 

three thousand or more overseas bases in order to police the pax 

Americana, to threaten the USSR and to guard investments and strategic 

minerals. Withdrawal from anyone base might encourage a widepread 

allergy on the part of host governments, with potentially disastrous results 

for American power. Even if some bases are less important than others, 

they all increase US options in a crisis or war. The US military, as .it points 

out all too often, never knows which bases would be put out of actIOn. 

(e) Spending on Conventional Forces. For some time now Labour leaders 
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have been promising that spending on conventional forces will remain at 

similar lev~ls and perha~s climb higher than under the present govern­

ment. At ftrst glance, thts appears astonishing. The Thatcher Cabinet is 

one ~f the mos~ mil~t~ristic sinc: the war. It has been responsible for higher 

real mcr~ases m mthtary spendmg than almost any government in NATO 

Europe smce 1979. It has kept afloat ships which one of its own defence 

ministers dubbed 'floating gin-palaces' devoid of military value. And it is 

allocating 3 to 5 per cent of its military budget on holding Fortress.Falk­

lands. One might thus expect even a 'wet' Conservative government to 

bring down the level of military spending, at least far enough for the rest of 

the economy to begin to breathe again. Yet Labour seems oblivious of the 

overall consequences of its armaments programme. 

~n a broader view, this is somewhat less difficult to explain. Since the 

earhest days of NATO, a powerful nexus has consolidated itself in the major 

W ~s t~rn countries .that acts as a constant push factor on the arms budget. In 

Bntam the nexus mcludes the big companies involved in this sector the 

scientists, strategists and military top brass, the relevant civil servan~s in 

the Treasury and the Ministry of Defence, and last but not least the 

politicians. As the empire withered in post-war Britain, there was always an 

array of 'NATO tasks' to fill the gap, and to justify a new round of increases. 

Today, with some 95 per cent of the military budget earmarked for such 

tasks, Britain spends more of its national income on the military than in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centures, when it was policing a quarter 

of the globe and a sizeable chunk of the world's population. It is inconceiv­

able that the militarist nexus at the heart of the Establishment could have 

built its enormous power without the help of NATO. By committing itself to 

conti?ue~ membership, the Labour Party is ensuring that this power 

remams mtact. 

It would appear from Defence and Security for Britain and subsequent 

statements that Labour's policy on conventional arms spending is designed 

to help transform NATO, from within, into a non-nuclear alliance. For 

example, the Rhine Army or the Eastern Atlantic Fleet could be made 

stronger but non-nuclear and used as a lever to denuclearize all NATO forces 

in West Germany and the Eastern Atlantic respectively. The most likely 

effect of such a policy is that large sums would be expended on state-of-the­

art conventional weaponry, only for subsequent Tory or SDP ministers to 

add back on the nuclear arsenal. Perhaps the most disturbing aspect, how­

ever, is that it is not a policy for peace but a different way of planning wars. 

Instead of actively working to break down tension on the Central Front, and 
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to erode the whole political-ideological and military edifice of the 'Iron 
Curtain' , Labour would be taking over nearly all the Cold War assumptions 
of its predecessors. 

A Fluid Public Opinion 

After this review of the contradictions of Labour's present policy, we must 
now consider an alternative which could take us further down the road to 

peace, and also win over a large part of the electorate. Those who advocate 
continued British membership of NATO usually put forward four argu­

ments: that NATO deters the threat from the East; that it is an alliance of our 
friends in the world; that it costs less than a self-reliant national defence 
system; and that it assures American protection in a major war. 

These arguments may carry much weight on the Right of British politics, 
but no single one could command a majority in the Labour Party or the 
trade union movement. There, the trump card that is advanced in internal 
discussions, though rarely before the general public, is that withdrawal 

would have adverse electoral implications for Labour. Opinion pol!s, 
showing a range of 6 to 14 per cent for withdrawal and around 80 per cent 
for continued membership, seem to confirm this judgement. However, the 
evidence of opinion polls always has to be handled with circumspection, 
particularly as respondents are generally reluctant to express a view that is 
negative in form. Thus, a private poll conducted in autumn 1985 produced 

a figure of 30 per cent in favour of Britain being 'neutral between East and 
West'-'-which would inevitably imply a breaking of the NATO link.'6J It 

would be interesting to hear the result of a survey which asked whether 
people would approve of leaving NATO as part of a process of detente leading 
to the dissolution of blocs and the formation of a united Europe. 

In early 1982 Gallup presented the question: 'Which one of the state­

ments listed comes closest to your own view on how Britain should provide 
for its security in the 1980s?' The responses are extremely interesting: 
-Continue in the NATO alliance. with Western Europe, the us and Canada: 37% 
-Establish within NATO a unified West European defence force under European 

command, but allied to the us 20% 
-Withdraw our military forces from NATO but otherwise remain in NATO for such 
things as policy consultation 5 % 
-Establish an independent West European defence force under European 
command but not allied to the us 10% 

-Rely on our nation's defence forces without belonging to any military alliance 11 % 
-Reduce our emphasis on military defence and rely on greater accommodation 
with the USSR 5 % 

-Don't know 12% 
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Thus, only 57 per cent supported the military commitment to NATO, 

an~ 20 per cent of th?se wo?ld prefer an alliance less dominated by the 
Umted .States-an optIon WhlCh, we have argued, is hardly open. On the 
other Side; 26 per cent favoured an option involving withdrawal from 
NA TO, wah another 5 per cent wishing to opt out of military 
responsibilities to the Alliance. 

T~e figures here are too soft for serious analysis. But together with the 
prevlOUS poll result, they do indicate a fluidity of opinion that undercuts the 

myth of 'solid ~upport for NATO'. Further evidence was provided by a 

NewsWt!;ek poll lo September 1985, which found minority support for the 
two malO planks- of NATO propaganda. Only 41 per cent considered the 
Soviet Union to be an expansionist power 'that threatens Western 
security', while 46 per cent saw it as 'mainly defensive in nature' and 
posing 'no threat to Western security'. 

In another poll, in 1984, only 26 per cent of a sample of over two thou­
sand believed that the Soviet Union 'posed a greater threat to world peace 

than America'; 11 per cent considered the United States to be the greater 
menace; and 54 per cent saw the two Superpowers as equivalent in this 

respect. 62 ~s the authors of this study point out, the figures are 'quite 
remarkable . They run counter to what people are thought to believe in the 
West, and they bear no relation to the thrust of media information. 

Of course, it is not our view that the Labour Party should base its policies 
on the results of opinion polls. Instead, it should place far greater emphasis 
on political principle, and on consistency between policies, drawing 

strength from the opportunity to change a volatile public's way of thinking 

thr?ugh a concerted campaign that presents imaginative, progressive and 
radical policies. We could start by explaining what NATO is and how it 
works in practice-as the majority of the population appears to have no 
clear idea. The facts themselves will suggest at least five areas in which 
supporters of NATO are especially vulnerable. 

(a) The United States is on the offensive within NATO. The new breed of 
American leaders, typified by Reagan and evidently here to stay, are predis­
posed to take decisions unilaterally and to bully rather than collaborate with 

Western Europe. As long as the Europeans remain in an alliance with the 
United States, they will be exposed to the full range of economic and 
political pressures that Washington can bring to bear upon governments 
that do not toe the line in military policy. 

(b) Indicative of the present state of affairs is the new American plan for 
limited wars in Europe and the Third World. AirLand Battle-as it is called 
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-assigns a major role to Cruise missiles and Pershing II, in a full inter­

linking of nuclear, chemical and conventional weapons designed to knock 
out the 'enemy' deep in its own territory almost before it has had time to 

move.63 Contrary to the image of NATO as a purely defensive alliance, a 

first-strike capability is thus an essential component of its military policy. 
(c) The Star Wars programme involves a huge military drive in a 

'theatre' previously almost free of weapons. Launched by the United States 
alone, without conclusive evidence of similar Soviet moves, Star Wars was 
not presented for discussion within NATO or even, initially, within the us 
miliary establishment. It is an inherently destabilizing initiative, potentially 
posing a far greater threat to peace than the Euromissiles or the expansion 

of America's strategic arsenal set underway by the Reagan Administration. 
The Tory Cabinet's servile enthusiasm for the project casts a revealing 
light on Britin's 'special relationship' with the United States and on the 

disastrous road down which NATO is heading. 

(d) The Euromissiles should not be forgotten, even as most eyes turn to 
the insane waste of human and economic resources involved in Star Wars. 

The decision by Washington and its European allies to impose Cruise and 
Pershing II, against majority opinion in most deployment countries, was 

perfect testimony to NATO's real purpose and undemocratic character. 

Labour should lose no opportunity to draw the appropriate conclusions, and 
to demonstrate the role of the Euromissiles in US/NATO war plans. 

(e) NATO policies have already had a dire effect on basic liberties in 
Britain. The continued harassment of women and other peace activists; the 

rights given to us troops to attack and, if necessary, to shoot demonstrators 
inside Greenham; the denial to peace protesters of the elementary rights to 
travel freely in their own area at night or to use their telephone without 

interference by the state; the installation of a Wapping-style wall around 
Molesworth common land-these and other processes give the lie to 

NATO's self-declared mission of 'defending peace and security'. 

The Basic Case against NATO 

Against this sombre background, a basic case can now be made against 
NATO-one which has already been taken up, in principle, by a large 

number of constituency Labour parties and several trade union leaders.h' It 

should be carried deep into the labour movement where support is most 

vital. 
1. NATO was supposedly established to deal with the possibility of a Soviet 
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! attack upon Western Europe, and this has been the basis for all Western 

militarist rhetoric since the Cold War began. There is no factual ground for 
such an assumption, and while people continue to believe it they may never 
accept Labour's non-nuclear defence policy or its goal of disbanding NATO 
and the Warsaw Pact. 

2. NATO membership has entailed a militarization of Britain without 
parallel in <tn era of peace between the major powers. The symptoms are a 
proliferation of bases, military installations and military manoeuvres; an 

economy distorted by military spending; and a position for the military in 

the Establishment far stronger than is appropriate for a freely operating 
parliamentary democracy. 

3. NATO is dominated by the USA economically, politically and mili­
tarily. It is seen in Washington as a way of opposing socialism worldwide 
and maintaining American hegemony in Europe-just as her other mili­
tary pacts, like ANZUS, do in other parts of the world. 

4 .. NA TO ministers have tended to remove military outlays from the normal 
public expenditure procedures, requiring them to expand at a fixed percentage 

at the expense of world development aid and domestic social programmes. US 
pressure has also secured British financing of the Star Wars project, which is 

militarily destabilizing and will drain technology towards the United States. 
5. American bases and nuclear weapons in Britain, legitimized by NATO 

membership, are under sole US control. When the New Zealand government 

demanded to know whether visiting US warships were carrying nuclear 

weapons, it received curt advice to mind its own business. Its subsequent 
banning of such visits triggered an angry response from the United States 
including threat of economic sanctions and its exclusion from ANZUS 

councils. This shows NATO to be deceiving us when it says that member 
states can take decisions quite freely. 

6. !'IA. TO c:m. contribute to the erosion of civil liberties, as has happened 
steadil~ m Bntam for much of the post-war era. Civil defence planning within 
NATO is aimed more against domestic dissent than any external foe, as was 
shown by the Greek military coup of 1967. The deployment of NATO 

nuclear missiles at Greenham Common and Molesworth has already led the 
government to use military and police powers to crush civil liberties. 

7. Despite the argument that acceptance of US bases, plus a nuclear force of 
its own, give Britain influence with the United States and a seat at top-level 
arms control talks, this country has been excluded from all superpower 

negotiations. In any case Britain, like the USA, has a consistent record of 
opposing disarmament. 
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8. The reality of the so-called special relationship is that Britain is a client 
state, dependent on us military technology and intelligence for. ~he 
production and operation of its nuclear weapons. In return, the ~rlttsh 
government is expected to accept US miss.iles and to ~rnish 'Yashmgton 
with all the intelligence it gathers through Its own secunty services. As the 
1986 attack on Libya showed, the extra-territoriality of the USAF includes 
the right to launch acts of aggression, outside the NATO area, from its bases 
in Britain. 

9. NATO membership provides a cover for right-wing elements to take up 
safe and secure posts within the intelligence agencies. From this base, they 
are. able to label domestic critics as 'subversive'; to spy on people 
committed to social change in Britain; to use hawkish assessments of the 
'threat' to influence military spending in an upward direction; to protect 
their own activities, and those of related institutions, from public scrutiny; 
and to monitor international communications, whether personal or 
commercial. 

10. NATO membership creates enemies and moulds Britain's foreign 
policy, barring any initiative that might reduc~ tension in Europe or offer 
radical solutions to serious problems in the ThlTd World. 

11. NATO would not defend Western Europe in a military conflict with 
the Warsaw Pact but ensure its rapid and near-total destruction. Plans for 
'limited nuclear war', issuing from the US commanders of NATO, are a 
threat to the very survival of this continent. . 

12. NATO has facilitated the prosecution of thoroughly reactIOnary wars 

by member states: Indochina (1950 - 54) and ~lgeri~ (1955 - 62) in t~e 
case of France; Mozambique, Angola and GUInea-Bissau (1961-75) m 
the case of Portugal; Malaysia (1950 - 59) and the South Atlantic (1982). 
in the case of Britain; Korea (1950- 53), Vietnam (1961-7?) Lebanon 
(1958) and countless other interventions in the case of the Umted Stat~s. 

13. Behind the rhetoric of deterrence, NATO acts as an effecttve 
guarantor of safe markets and high profits for the arms industries, and as a 
conduit for the diversion of valuable research and development from the 
civilian to the military sector. 

14. NATO membership is wholly inconsistent with a policy desig~ed to 
reduce tension and to bring peace to Europe and els~wher~. A polt.cy. of 
active non-alignment, on the other hand, would make. It possI?le to elu~lln­
ate Britain's relations of dependence and to establtsh foreign relations 
suited to world peace and security and the country's own long-term 
interests. 
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Towards a Campaign for Withdrawal 

Perhaps the very first task in building a campaign for withdrawal from 
NATO is to convince the core of eLP and trade union activists that other 
directions are genuinely possible. 'There is no alternative'-as false a 
slogan in foreign policy as in internal politics-can acquire a deadening 
power unless it is consistently challenged by well researched and reasoned 

arguments, particularly as it refers, in the case of NATO, to structures that 
have been in place for two generations. As it happens, however, we need 
o.nly. ~ook across the Channel to find a major European country that has 
slgmflcantly altered the American ground-plan for the West. It is now 
twenty years since General de Gaulle declared that NATO 'no longer 
corresponded to the prevailing world conditions', and although France has 
continued to participate in NATO councils and minor defence 
arrangements, its military forces have never again been integrated into the 
Atlantic command structure. Further to the north, Denmark and Norway 

provide examples of NATO countries which have refused to accept nuclear 
weapons on their territory. Of course, we are not sugesting that Labour 
should take any of these countries as its model: France retains, and is 
currently expanding, its independent nuclear force de frappe, as part of its 
lin~ering ambitions as a :vorld power; Denmark and Norway have kept 
their armed forces at the disposal of the Alliance. Yet each, in its way, does 
present a striking contrast to the supine Atlanticism of successive British 
governments. 

What we are proposing is to go a step further than these three NATO 
st~tes: that is to say, full denucIearization of the national territory, plus 
withdrawal from NATO's military structures and refusal of bases or other 
facilities for the Pentagon's operations in Europe; but, in addition, with­
drawal from all other NATO structures. Some may baulk at the latter and 
argue that Britain, like France, could still participate in the planning of 
NATO defence budgets, force goals etc., and in discussion of educational 
scientific and related matters. However, the recent experience of Spain: 
where the government used non-integration into NATO's military 

command merely as a temporary device to see it through the referendum 
campaign, is a sobering pointer to the kind of pressure that would always be 
applied to Britain so long as it remained formally associated with the 

Alliance. Sweden, on the other hand, already shows that it is perfectly poss­
ible for a Western nation to opt out of the system of Western militarism, and 
to adopt a relatively progressive, independent foreign policy. But the recent 
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murder of Olof Palme-according to its most plausible interpretation-also 
shows that there are forces in the West who will stop at nothing to silence 

discordant notes. 
Britain's Labour leadership, while drawing inspiration from Olof 

Palme's courage, should be aware that there can be no stopping half-way, 
and that every ounce of determination and popular suppon would have to 

be mobilized to face the ruthless holy alliance that would fight any move to 
withdraw one of the major European countries from NATO. Lining up 

against it would be generals and admirals, big businessmen and bankers, 
media pundits and proprietors, American and West German leaders, and 

politicians from nearly every large political panr . 
The British Establishment is capable of mountmg a powerful and sustam­

ed campaign, which would not necessarily abide by the Quee~berry r~les. 

The prospect of such opposition, and above all of direct us mterventlOn, 
prompts many who are opposed to NATO to su?gest either a policy of 

changing the Alliance from within, or o~e of movmg s~~p.by step ~owards 
withdrawal. The first of these has been dIscussed and cntlCIzed earlter. The 
main problem with the second is that it is more likely to assist t~an to 
weaken the coalition of NATO diehards. Thus, whereas a declaratlOn of 

intent to withdraw within one year-the minimum period under existing 
treaty obligations-would lea ve no room for doubt or ambiguity, a policy of 

gradual disengagement over a period of, say, five years ,,:,ould give t?e oppo­
sition far too much time to mount a counter-attack. It IS also pOSSIble that 
the government would be replaced before the schedule had been fully 

implemented. . . 
If the policy of withdrawal is based on a fundamental reJectlOn of the 

principles and ideology behind the Atlantic Allia~ce, then there seems ~o 
be no valid reason for a middle-of-the-road alternatIve. Popular support WIll 

only be won and maintained so long as there is gen~ine excitem~nt ab?ut 
the prospect of Britain 's embarking on a new, non-alIgned course m foreIgn 

policy. A reliance on stop - g~, on fu~ge and nudge,:s not t?e waf to ~rouse 
enthusiasm for such a dramatIc turn m the country s relatIonshIp WIth the 

world. 

Labour and the Trade Unions 

Tony Benn and Eric Heffer have already circu!ated ~ document ~o the Lab­
our NEe and a number of groups and ward panles whIch has prOVIded a use­
ful focus for advancing the anti-NATO cause. It is hoped that, with the aid of 
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this pamphlet, the basic case can win over the vast majority of constituency 
p~rtJes t~ suppon for a. N~TO-free Britain and a NATO-free Europe. 65 This 

WIll reqUIre/ts translatIOn mto a number of forms of media; the preparation 
of speakers notes and meetings throughout the country; and a further 

development of arguments and concrete proposals for the realignment of 
Britain's foreign relations. 

~ central and immediate task will be to win over opinion within the trade 
unIOn mo~ement. Many leaders, for example, still fear the possible damage 
to Labour s electoral chances, or the risk that a hostile reaction to a motion 

on NATO would jeopardize hard-won positions in favour of unilateral 
nuclear disar~ament. It will be necessary to develop arguments specifically 
gea~ed to the mterests ~f trade union members, in addition to those already 
outl~ned so far. In thIS process there are some objective grounds for 
c~nfldence. Thus, whereas NATO was for long associated in people's minds 
WIth .the post-war era of peace and prosperity, it now appears to many 

w~rkmg-class voters as part and parcel of a system in which industry is 

beI~g run do~n and .unemployment is still rising, dependence on the 
Untted States IS reachmg unprecedented levels, and the gulf is widening 

between Nonh and South of the country. An alternative to NATO 
involving deep cuts in military spending, could allow more funds to b~ 
devoted to the struggle against unemployment, poverty and starvation at 

home and in the Third World, and to a radical programme of industrial 
regeneration in which new technologies are developed for social use rather 
than to erode trade union rights. As a major fiscal crisis looms in Britain 

any government will be faced with a stark choice. Either the welfare state i~ 
shorn of finance in a way that makes recent cutbacks seem like a pin-prick; 

or the warfare state-the massive military-industrial complex-is drasti­

cally .r~duced in size and influence. It is no longer possible to continue 
sustammg the two at post-war levels, and it would be deceitful to tell the 
electorate otherwise. 

It will also be necessary to address the understandable fear of some trade 
unionists that demilitarization will add to the acute problem of mass 

unemployment. 'Jobs not bombs' is not necessarily an attractive slogan to 
bomb-producers threatened with the dole queue. But although it is true that 
not. every tank factory can be turned over to the production of medical 

eqUIpment, years of research have demonstrated a tremendous potential for 
conversion from military to civilian use. Here too a nationally coordinated 

programme is urgently required, as well as provisions for the retraining of 
workers in the arms industry. 
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A third linkage that will carry considerabl~ weight ,,:ith. labour-move­
ment activists is the obvious, and far from accIdental, co1OCldence of Cold 

War and anti-union drives by the Right. The recent period is n~ exception, 
as the US-led campaign to undermine the positions of orgaruzed labour 

spreads to one NATO country a.iter anothe~, with Britain once again in the 

forefront. There is even a SpecIal fund, as. 10 the ~ 95?s, to e~courage t~e 

splitting of certain unions or the formation of nghttst, antt-Commurust 
currents in others.66 

It will of course take time to effect a major change in public opinion on 

NA TO, and the next general election is probably to<? close for t.his to break 
through as a central issue on the hustings. What IS nee~ed, 10 the .short 

term, is the preparation of the Labour Party fO.r a far-reach1O~ d~bate 10 the 

period immeidately following t~e next electi~n. Such prehmmary w~rk 
would emphasize the entirely rational and sens1ble r~a~ons for abandorung 
NATO, and provide the means and arguments for op1OlOn ~o be chan~ed. It 

would, too, consistently relate the issue of withdrawal to WIder .q.uestlOns of 

peace and disarmament, posing it as a step t? the break-~p ~f l!uhtary blocs; 

A policy of active non-alignment has n?th1O~ to do WIth Latle ~nglan? 
mentalities and while an appeal to follIes of Isolated grandeur mIght W1? 
votes in so~e quarters, it would exclude the British people from parti­

cipation in the progressive internationalist curre?ts that al?ne offer a ~ope 
for the survival of humanity. As the nuclear w10ter studies have gnmly 

shown, not even Patagonian farmers. or Arctic fishermen would be safe 
from the omnicidal effects of a strateg1c exchange of nuclear arsenals. The 
future of Britain is now, more than ever, bound up with that of the whole 

European continent, and any anti-NATO campaign here should make a 
strong priority of forging links with kindred forces throughout the world.67 

In Conclusion 

In 1983 the Turkish Peace Association argued that 'NATO, the Warsaw 

Pact, and indeed all other military pacts, will ~ur~ly disappear' , and asse~e? 
'the inalienable right and duty of every Turk1sh 10tellectual to oppose mIlt­

tary pacts and blocs'. In response the -r:urkish st~t~ ch~rged TPA lea,der~ 
with subversion and sentenced them to etght years tmprtsonment fo~ act 

ing in accordance with the USSR to subvert freedo~ and democra~y 10 the 
world to wreck Turkey's alliances and pacts relat10g to the secunty of the 

Free World' .6H This brutal repression occurred in a NA TO country, ?ecause 

membership of the Alliance was challenged. It is a sobering rem10der of 
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what 'freedom and democracy' can mean for this military pact. In Turkey, 

to call for peaceful alternatives to it led to literal imprisonment. In Britain, it 
is mental imprisonment in the framework of Cold War thought that is the 
principal danger that faces us today. We hope and believe that this 
pamphlet, together with other serious work on the subject,69 will contribute 

to a wide-ranging strategic debate that is long overdue in the labour and 

peace movements. If a government comes to power in the next two years 
with a commitment to anti-nuclear politics, we would urge it toadopt a 

policy of withdrawal from NATO and active non-alignment to ensure 
consistency in its defence and foreign policies. If, however, Labour remains 
in opposition, we would propose a campaign to persuade the Party that 

disengagement from the Atlantic Alliance is the most appropriate policy 
option and the one most likely to ensure an eventual return to power. 

Whichever development actually occurs, this text is put forward in the 
knowledge that NATO, like all alliances before it, must at some point cease 

to exist, and in the belief that the sooner it is replaced by a progressive, 
internationalist alternative, the safer this planet will be. 
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Peace Through 
Non-Alignment 

After the raid on Libya in April 1986, many people in Britain expressed alarm and 

fury that American bases could be used to launch an attack on a third country and 
that the British Government was apparently powerless to act in the face of the 
aggressive demands of an American President. 

As a result of this anger a large number of peace organisations came together, 

originally to organise demonstrations to show their horror and disgust at what Mrs 
Thatcher had done. Later, on 15th July, the Campaign Group of Labour MPs took 

an initiative to form a Campaign for Non-Alignment for Great Britain in the future, 
and this was attended by a number of Labour MPs and representatives of a variety of 

peace and internationalist bodies. 

Many people spoke at this meeting and expressed support for the concept of a 
campaign which would link together the obvious dangers of American bases in 

Great Britain; the threat of yet more nuclear weapons; and the looming crisis for the 
world's poorest people by the process of debt collection resulting in starvation. 

Those present were supportive of the view that a campaign was necessary which 
would: 

(a) Redirect British policy towards the active promotion of international peace 
and disarmament; 

(b) Divert resources from military expenditure towards peaceful development 
here and in the Third World; 

(c) Co-operate with the non-aligned countries in their policies for development 
and disarmament; 

(d) Maintain support for the popular movements struggling for independence, 
human rights and democracy; 

(e) Support the United Nations; 

(f) Secure the withdrawal of all American bases and forces from Britain and all 

the territories; and 
(g) Disengage Britain from NATO. 

This group then elected a steering committee, who are organising a major 

conference to be held in London on 24th January 1987 to promote peace through 
non-alignment. 

For further information on this campaign, please write to the Campaign for Non­

Alignment, c/o Jeremy Corbyn MP, Red Rose Centre, 129 Seven Sisters Road, 
London N7 7QG. 

Campaign Group Pamphlets 
Published by Verso 

A Million Jobs a Year 

A Case for Planning Full Employment 
Andrew Glynn 

Economist Andrew Glyn outlines the steps that would be necessary 
for a future Labour government to tackle seriously the problem 
of unemployment. 

40 pages 

£1.50 ISBN 0 86091 838 6 

Justice 

The Miners' Strike 1984-5 

Dennis Skinner, Tony Benn, Bob Clay, Bill Etherington, Marina 
Lewycka, Alan Meale, Paul Stanley and Roger Windsor. 

This illustrated pamphlet outlines the history of the miners' 
magnificent strike and analyses the Tories' attacks on the NOM 
through the courts, police force and sequestra tors. 

64 pages 

£1.95 ISBN 0 86091 999 4 

Available from your local bookseller or direct from: 
Verso, 6 Meard Street, London WI. 
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CaVVIpaigV1 GrolAp New5 
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anywhere else. 

Campaign Group News unambiguously opposes all witch hunts and 

violations of democracy within the patty. 
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fCampaign Group News exists to give 
radical forces on the left a voice.' 

Dennis Skinner MP 
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for comrades who want to find out what 
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