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After Trident:
Proliferation or Peace?*

John Gittings

Introduction

This is an edited version of the 2007 Annual Lecture of the David Davies Memor-
ial Institute of International Studies (DDMI). The lecture was delivered by John 
Gittings on 25 April 2007 at the University of Wales, Aberystwyth. John Gittings is 
a distinguished journalist, having been China specialist and foreign leader writer at 
The Guardian between 1982 and 2003. His most recent book, which has received 
considerable acclaim, is The Changing Face of China: From Mao to Market (2005). 
A podcast of the lecture and the question-and-answer period is available at: www.
aber.ac.uk/~inpwww/research/DDMI/DavidDavies.htm.

The DDMI was founded in 1951 to commemorate and carry forward Lord Davies’s 
project of creating a just and peaceful world through international cooperation, law 
and organisation. The Institute’s Annual Lecture is an important vehicle for raising 
public awareness of challenges to peace and security, disseminating new ideas and 
approaches to academic and non-academic audiences, and for engaging with 
and developing normative themes that guided Lord Davies. The 2007 Annual Lecture 
did all these things, and I am delighted to see it published here.

Professor Nicholas J. Wheeler, Director, David Davies Memorial Institute of 
International Studies

Abstract

The British government decision on ‘Trident renewal’ forms part of a much wider rebuff 
to the non-proliferation and peace agenda. The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty risks 
being discredited at its next review in 2010; new nuclear powers are setting the pace for 
others; another ‘war’ is being threatened which will last ‘for generations’. There has been 
no post-Cold War peace dividend, and the chance to make up for lost time has been missed. 
War, not peace, is once again seen as the universal default mode.

It is now clear that traditional arguments in favour of peace and nuclear disarmament 
are never going to succeed. The view that one ‘cannot predict the unpredictable’, used to 
justify the Trident decision, will always result in decisions being reached on a worst-case 
scenario. New arguments need to be developed with a broader appeal based not only on 
strategic calculation but on a compelling alternative world view.

Looking both forward and back into history we have to rediscover peace, not war, 
as humanity’s central concern. Just as the test of the good ruler in ancient China was to 
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maintain peace within the four corners of the kingdom, so today modern states have a 
shared obligation to exercise good governance across the globe. The effort to reshape 
our common goals will require a sustained exercise in the re-education of elites, and the 
mobilisation of multitudes.

Keywords: David Davies, good governance, mobilising for peace, no-fi rst-use, Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty, nuclear tipping point, Trident, Bertha von Suttner 

The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse stalked the world during the Cold War, in-
spiring many references in fi lm, literature and cartoon books before a few years of 
respite when their shadow seemed to recede. Now they are back again, sweeping 
down towards us with the severe determination portrayed by Albrecht Dürer in his 
grim woodcut. Their names today are only slightly different from those in the Book of 
Revelation and the message of fi nal catastrophe is the same: instead of Pestilence, War, 
Famine and Death we must now contemplate the possible, or likely, consequences 
of Pandemic, Terror, Climate Change and Nuclear Proliferation.

It is hard enough for our collective human consciousness to comprehend one 
apocalyptic scenario, let alone four. Naturally enough, we are preoccupied most of 
all by those threats which have visible and immediate consequences: the effects 
of terrorism and the bloody results of the war against it have the deepest impact. 
Increasingly we are alarmed by global warming which seems to be changing the 
daily climate in which we live. We have also become more aware of the one and a 
half billion – a quarter of the world’s population – mired in hopeless poverty whose 
plight fuels the perceived threats of terrorism and uncontrollable migration. Nuclear 
proliferation and its likely consequences are more remote and we, or the media, tend 
to focus on specifi c actors – North Korea and Iran – rather than on the entire stage. 
There was far more public disquiet in Britain, whether measured in column inches 
or media debate, over the Iraq War, the environment and globalisation than over the 
renewal of the UK’s nuclear weapons capability.

Trident and after

The decision in principle to renew Britain’s nuclear weapons for a period of up to 
50 years was taken in the space of four months (December 2006–March 2007) not 
with a bang but in a whisper, as though not only the government but the general 
public preferred not to contemplate the logic behind it or its implications for the 
future too closely. The chronology of the great non-debate on ‘Trident renewal’ 
is instructive.1

In the run-up to the 2005 election the Prime Minister Tony Blair said that he 
was committed in principle to retaining Britain’s independent nuclear deterrent, but 
that the decision was ‘a long way off’.2 The new parliament was told that such 
a decision would not be taken without ‘an open and continual discussion in this 
House and elsewhere’.3 Silence ensued. A year later the Commons Defence 
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Committee said it was ‘surprised and disappointed’ that the Ministry of Defence 
had refused to cooperate with its enquiry into the future of Trident.4 Downing Street 
now said that decisions would be taken ‘in due course’ while Gordon Brown, the 
Prime Minister-in-waiting, declared that the nuclear deterrent should be retained for 
‘the long-term’.5

 Six months later, on 4 December 2006, a fully fl edged White Paper 
endorsing ‘Trident renewal’ was tabled. The cabinet was only asked to approve its 
publication two and a half hours in advance.6

In an accompanying statement Tony Blair said he hoped that there would be a 
‘proper debate’ in the country, but there was no encouragement for this from the 
government. The Ministry of Defence declined to engage in debate, on the grounds 
that what had been published was a White, not a Green, Paper, while both No. 10 
Downing Street and the Labour Party apparatus steered clear of the subject in their 
presentation of current policy questions. Defence was not one of the ‘big issues’ 
documented in detail on the Downing Street website and described as ‘currently 
being addressed by Tony Blair and the government’. The ‘Let’s Talk’ feature on the 
Labour Party’s website, which urged members and supporters to engage in debate 
on a variety of issues, did not mention Trident or defence. Although there was con-
siderable disquiet among a signifi cant number of Labour MPs and Labour Party 
members, their objections were muffl ed: the Party’s ‘Britain in the World’ policy 
commission only received eight submissions on the subject.7

An exchange of letters between Tony Blair and President Bush, just days after the 
White Paper, confi rmed US support for the modernisation of the British deterrent: 
the letters did not mention the need for parliamentary approval.8 This came three 
months later, on 14 March 2007, after a four-and-a-half-hour debate in the Commons, 
with the votes of the Conservative opposition saving the government from defeat. 
Trident renewal occupied parliament for less than one-tenth of the time that had 
been spent in debating the hunting of foxes with dogs.9

It is hard to assess what the British public made of all this in the absence of any 
signifi cant debate, but the small number of opinion polls that were conducted sug-
gest the following conclusions: if people are asked whether Britain should keep 
its nuclear weapons as long as other countries have them, the majority will answer 
‘yes’.10 If people are asked whether Britain should renew Trident at a cost of many 
billions of pounds, the majority will answer ‘no’.11 If people are simply asked whether 
Britain should renew its nuclear deterrent or not, opinion will be equally divided.12 
Public opinion, on the evidence, is not fully or coherently formed – with one 
exception. If a poll on Trident is conducted in Scotland where the Trident nuclear 
submarine fl eet is based, the answer will always be a resounding no, however the 
question is phrased.13

Yet however unsatisfactory the process, circumstances had at least obliged the 
British government to make a sustained case in favour of the retention of nuclear 
weapons. This was the result partly of technological circumstance – the need to plan 
ahead for the replacement of the submarines which carry the Trident missile. More 
signifi cantly the weight of opposition to nuclear weapons particularly within the gov-
ernment’s own party would have made a decision in secret politically untenable – and 
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was partly defused by the granting of a parliamentary vote. Finally, the outgoing 
Prime Minister appears to have been determined to hasten the decision as part of his 
‘legacy’. The fact remains that none of the other four major nuclear powers has set 
out the argument so fully, and by doing so the British government has revealed an 
underlying rationale which is usually concealed.

The British case for ‘Trident renewal’, while invoking the shadowy threat of 
terrorists armed with nuclear weapons, and referring to the equally hazy danger 
of ‘nuclear blackmail’, relies ultimately on two propositions which are probably 
shared by all existing nuclear powers today. The fi rst is the assumption of nuclear 
exceptionalism: that is, that there are special circumstances or reasons applying to 
Britain, but not to any would-be nuclear state, which justify the retention of such 
weapons. The second, only lightly veiled, is the assumption of nuclear permanence: 
that is, that these weapons are here to stay and will never be got rid of. To be fair 
to the British Prime Minister, he made both issues very clear, yet neither aroused 
signifi cant national debate.

(1) Nuclear exceptionalism. In its simplest form, this amounts to placing heavy, 
indeed exclusive, reliance on the fact that Britain was one of the nuclear weapon 
powers in existence when the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty was signed, and was 
therefore regarded as a ‘Nuclear Weapon State Party’ (NWS) within the meaning 
of the treaty. (The usual formulation that the NPT ‘recognised’ Britain as a nuclear 
power merely means that the treaty recognised the reality that Britain, along with 
the US, France, the Soviet Union and China, had nuclear weapons. Without such 
‘recognition’ there would have been no treaty.) Thus, during the Trident debate, all 
questions about the legality of nuclear weapons, or the hypocrisy of possessing nuclear 
weapons while saying that other countries should not have them, were routinely 
rebutted with the assertion that the NPT had ‘recognised’ Britain as an NWS.14

More broadly, Britain is seen to have a special role to play on the world stage 
which would be diminished without possession of the full attributes of modern-day 
power, which implicitly include nuclear weapons. This was set out with unusual 
clarity by the Prime Minister – indeed he invited the British public to enter into a 
debate on the subject, in a speech two months before the Trident vote which the 
media largely ignored:

[T]he combination of hard and soft power is still the right course for our country, 
indeed more so than ever ... There are two types of nations similar to ours today. 
Those who do war fi ghting and peacekeeping and those who have, effectively, 
except in the most exceptional circumstances, retreated to the peacekeeping 
alone. Britain does both. We should stay that way.15

A week later Mr Blair’s imminent successor Gordon Brown went out of his way in a 
BBC interview to endorse the same concept, linking it more clearly to the possession 
of nuclear weapons. Britain must be prepared, he said, ‘to use hard power as well as 
soft power, by not resiling from the need in certain circumstances to both threaten 
and use the military power we have’ – a not very coded reference to the government 
policy of refusing to rule out the pre-emptive threat or use of nuclear weapons.16
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Little has changed, it seems, in 50 years, since Harold Macmillan argued that 
Britain needed to test the hydrogen bomb so that we would possess the same ‘mas-
sive weapon’ as the US and the Soviet Union, and then be able to ‘discuss [with 
them] on equal terms’.17

In the same spirit, Russian President Vladimir Putin insists that ‘it is impossible 
to discuss many issues, including international security issues, without Russia, 
which is a nuclear power’.18 Acquiring nuclear weapons was an important element 
in General de Gaulle’s ambition to restore France’s greatness – and the French 
example helped spur China in the same direction. Mao Zedong argued in 1960 
that ‘money, steel and atom bombs’ were the key to gaining respect. ‘Since France 
exploded two atom bombs and we don’t even have one, it is understandable for 
de Gaulle to look down upon us.’19 More recently President Chirac has described 
the French nuclear programme as a matter of national pride – ‘the very image of what 
our country is capable of producing when it has set itself a task and holds to it’.20

As for the United States, nuclear weapons are seen as an indispensable part of 
the country’s claim to possess, as described by its National Security Council, ‘un-
precedented – and unequalled – strength and infl uence in the world’.21

(2) Nuclear permanence. In his statement in support of the White Paper, Tony 
Blair declared that:

In the early 21st century, the world may have changed beyond recognition, since 
the decision taken by the Attlee Government over half a century ago. But it is 
precisely because we could not have recognised then, the world we live in now, 
that it would not be wise to predict the unpredictable in the times to come.22

In similar terms, Tony Blair observed immediately before the House of Commons 
debate that ‘although it is impossible to predict the future, the one thing that is 
certain – as I said in my statement – is the unpredictability of it’.23 The Ministry 
of Defence put it concisely: ‘The future is uncertain: accurately predicting events 
over the period 2020 to 2050 is extremely hard.’24 Tony Blair’s Foreign Secretary 
Margaret Beckett told the House of Commons in the same way that one could not be 
sure whether or not nuclear weapons would be used ‘at least for the next 50 years’. 
In view of such uncertainty, she said, ‘the Government believe that maintaining 
a minimum nuclear deterrent remains a premium worth paying on an insurance 
policy for our nation’.25

The argument that nuclear weapons are an insurance against the unpredictable 
was supported by the Conservative opposition for whom Liam Fox closed 
the debate:

We cannot predict the future. The nature of the threat that we face has changed 
quickly from the cold war to a range of other threats, and it could change quickly 
again. The onus is not on those of us who wish to retain a deterrent, but on those 
who want to scrap it to tell us why they believe that they can predict the risks 
that we will face in half a century’s time.26
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Long-term predictions are made regularly by the British and other governments 
over a whole range of vital issues – current examples include climate change, 
population trends and energy requirements – taking into account both probability 
and cost–benefi t factors, but questions of global strategy appear to be excluded. 
This removes the necessity to offer a balanced assessment of the relative risks and 
advantages of deciding not to renew Trident (which would still mean that Britain 
retained an operational nuclear deterrent for another 17 years). Such an assessment 
would involve, for example, weighing up the credibility of any scenario in which 
British nuclear weapons could be used to deter a ‘nuclear terrorist’ attack, or in 
which a state such as Iran or North Korea would threaten to launch a nuclear-tipped 
missile against Britain, rather than simply assert that such eventualities, however 
improbable, must be ‘insured’ against at any cost. It would also involve making 
a realistic calculation of the possible positive benefi ts of a British move towards 
eventual nuclear disarmament on the broader non-proliferation process, rather than 
simply asserting on the basis of Cold War experience that it could not possibly 
have any benefi cial effect – indeed, according to Tony Blair, that ‘the reverse [would 
be] the case’.27

How does the assertion that we cannot ‘predict the unpredictable’ square with 
the statement by Margaret Beckett that Britain was not ‘committing ourselves irre-
versibly to maintaining a nuclear deterrent for the next 50 years, no matter what 
others do and no matter what happens in the rest of the world’?28 Her assurance 
may be interpreted in part as an attempt to appease parliamentary critics in her own 
party. A similar assurance to the 2007 NPT Preparatory Committee also sought to 
present the British decision in a more favourable light. Margaret Beckett sounded an 
even more positive tone in a speech in June 2007, two days before she was replaced 
as Foreign Secretary, when she spoke of her vision of ‘a world free from nuclear 
weapons’.29 Even if such statements are taken at face value, they are at odds with 
the assumption that the future is too uncertain to be safely predicted, or at least set 
an extremely high threshold for the abandonment of such an assumption. It would 
arguably be necessary for the rest of the world to have proceeded almost all the way 
to nuclear disarmament before Britain could ‘predict’ that it was safe to do likewise. 
Short of such a remote eventuality, invoking an unpredictable future implies that 
nuclear weapons are here to stay indefi nitely. (The only other possibility would be 
if the government were faced with an overwhelming budgetary crisis – but this has 
not deterred spending on nuclear weapons in the past.)

There is little doubt that the US, Russia, France and China hold the same view and 
differ from Britain only in not having been obliged to state it so openly. All maintain, 
in lukewarm statements to the relevant UN bodies, a theoretical commitment to even-
tual nuclear disarmament. As the Russian delegate told the UN First Committee, 
his government assumed ‘by and large’ that total elimination of nuclear weapons 
was possible, while warning that this could only be achieved ‘through a gradual 
and phased movement forward without artifi cially leaping ahead’.30 China routinely 
says it supports the intermediate measures for nuclear disarmament proposed at 
the 2000 NPT Conference, but stresses it will only consider implementation of 
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them ‘at an appropriate time and under appropriate conditions’.31 France regularly 
affi rms its commitment to nuclear disarmament, but focuses on measures which 
should be taken to prevent further proliferation by others and the need for the US 
and Russia to take the lead since they possess ‘incomparably greater numbers of 
nuclear weapons’.32

Such commitments to eventual nuclear disarmament are necessary to fulfi l nom-
inally the obligation of the fi ve major nuclear weapon powers to head in that direc-
tion under Article VI of the NPT Treaty – but how to get there is another matter. It 
is this reluctance to move from the general to the particular which has long aroused 
the cynicism of the non-nuclear weapon states. And it is rare for any of the nuclear 
weapon powers to address themselves to this credibility gap except in the most 
general of terms.

An unusual exception was the speech by US Ambassador Christina Rocca to the 
2006 UN Conference on Disarmament in which she addressed at length the question 
‘[how can we create] the environment necessary to complete the process of nuclear 
disarmament?’.33 The objective of all states, she said squarely, should be to create 
an international situation ‘in which it is no longer necessary for anyone to rely upon 
nuclear weapons for security’. This sounded promising: were we about to hear a 
senior US spokesperson suggest putting all nuclear power under international control, 
or did she have in mind the more limited but still ambitious task of establishing 
foolproof systems of inspection of national weapons systems?

The disappointing answer was that Ambassador Rocca contemplated nothing 
more specifi c than a better world one day in which ‘the lessening of international 
tension and the strengthening of international trust [would make] it possible’ for 
nations to give up their nuclear weapons voluntarily. Multilateral institutions might 
at best impose ‘consequences’ (Ambassador Rocca avoided the word ‘sanctions’) for 
violations of nuclear-denying ‘norms’ (she avoided the word ‘treaties’). There was 
no mention either of verifi cation, even though Washington’s UK ally had submitted a 
three-part paper on the subject to the 2005 Review Conference.34 Ambassador Rocca 
merely suggested that it is up to sovereign states to behave appropriately, perhaps 
offering ‘some sort of assurances’ that their nuclear and other WMD capabilities 
would not be reconstituted in the future. This is a dream world of sweetness and light 
where, we may suppose, all nations like eating apple pie: an international environ-
ment in which nuclear disarmament can be postponed till human nature has changed. 
It is particularly bizarre to hear this vision set out by the United States which gen-
erally regards the world as a very evil place.

So Britain’s decision to renew Trident has highlighted two more general questions 
for the world at large: fi rst, must we now learn to live with the bomb, accepting that 
it is highly unlikely that any nuclear power will ever voluntarily give up its weapons, 
and, second, can some nuclear powers claim to be more legitimate than others? 
These questions are all the more urgent and in need of debate as we face what 
thoughtful observers refer to as the threat of a ‘nuclear tipping point’: the moment 
when the world may be plunged into a new round of proliferation.35
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The nuclear tipping point

We talk readily of an environmental crisis as we see the everyday consequences of 
climate change; we are alarmed by the spread of HIV/AIDS, bird fl u and drug-
resistant TB, and discuss the emergence of a global health crisis; we read the news 
of bombings in New York City, Bali, Baghdad, Kabul, Madrid, London and Algiers 
and nervously contemplate a terrorism crisis. But do we understand that the world 
also faces a nuclear crisis? During the Cold War decades we had no doubt that we 
faced one: if the term is used now, it applies narrowly to Iran, or North Korea, or to 
the hypothetical ‘terrorist bomb’. Yet if we are prepared to listen, there are plenty 
of warnings from statesmen and strategists who believe that we are approaching a 
new ‘nuclear tipping point’.

‘The world is facing a nuclear crisis’, said former president Jimmy Carter in 2000 
before the quinquennial review of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. The treaty 
must be ‘reconfi rmed and subsequently honoured by leaders who are inspired to act 
wisely and courageously by an informed public’. He referred especially to the need 
to adopt a Comprehensive Test-Ban Treaty, to conclude negotiations on a Fissile 
Material Cut-Off Treaty, to reduce reliance on nuclear arsenals, adopt a policy of 
‘no-fi rst-use’, and refrain from new missile defence systems which could under-
mine the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty.36

The 2000 NPT Review produced, on paper, an encouraging commitment by the 
permanent fi ve nuclear powers to move forward on nuclear disarmament, as part of 
the agreed 13-step programme for implementation of Article VI of the treaty. This 
tentative commitment had entirely dissipated within the next fi ve years: we may 
note the election of George W. Bush and the impact of 9/11. The 2005 Review was 
a total failure: the permanent fi ve nuclear powers were unwilling even to reaffi rm 
the 2000 decision as a basis for further work, and there was no fi nal document from 
the conference. This was actually considered a better outcome than to have a com-
muniqué which simply watered down previous commitments. A few months later, 
the UN World Summit made no mention of nuclear proliferation or nuclear dis-
armament in its fi nal declaration, also judging that this would be too divisive.

The major nuclear powers did their best to minimise the extent of the failure of 
the 2005 Review Conference: thus Christopher Ford, US special representative for 
nuclear non-proliferation, argued that the lack of agreement on a fi nal document 
was not such a disaster because at least the participants had been able to ‘discuss 
some key issues’.37 However, the British minister responsible for disarmament, Kim 
Howells, fi nally admitted that it was ‘disappointing’.38 UN Secretary-General Kofi  
Annan was in no doubt and warned, in his fi nal statement on the subject before 
stepping down, that the 2005 failure was a ‘terrible signal’ for the future:

The world [stands] at a crossroads ... One path ... can take us to a world in which 
the proliferation of nuclear weapons is restricted and reversed through trust, dia-
logue and negotiated agreement. The other leads to a world in which a growing 
number of States feel obliged to arm themselves with nuclear weapons, and in 
which non-State actors acquire the means to carry out nuclear terrorism.
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The international community seems almost to be sleepwalking down the 
latter path.39

Are we still sleepwalking? There is a comforting view around that the world 
has, after all, not headed down the road of nuclear proliferation as fast as many 
anticipated: President Kennedy’s prediction that there would be between 15 and 25 
nuclear powers by the year 1975 is often cited, with the reassuring comment that 
so far we are still only at nine.40 Yet we should note that three of these have been 
added in the last decade – an increase of 50 per cent. Comfort is also drawn from 
the widespread theory of the ‘nuclear taboo’ which is supposed to have kept the 
(nuclear) peace throughout the Cold War. Nuclear-power leaders were no doubt 
inhibited at some times and to some extent, both by the awful responsibility of 
being the fi rst since 1945 to use such weapons and by the pressure of adverse public 
opinion. But if the taboo was and is so reliable, why should there be such apprehen-
sion today over further proliferation?41 In addition, if there is a nuclear tipping 
point it will by defi nition only be perceived after it has tipped, and it will then be 
too late. The situation today, both in specifi c areas of proliferation and on the global 
nuclear scene, does not inspire confi dence in the status quo.

North Korea. North Korea is now a de facto nuclear power, and can be expected 
to retain a covert capability even if the tortuous six-power negotiations succeed in 
limiting further development. ‘It is still not clear’, The Economist said editorially, 
‘that Mr Kim intends ever to give up his bombs’.42 That is putting the best face 
upon the deal. In the reliable judgement of leading Chinese strategists – who know 
Pyongyang better than anyone else (and have a worse opinion of Pyongyang too) – 
North Korea has been determined for several decades to become a nuclear power. 
We have to ‘cop[e] with a nuclear North Korea’, says Zhang Liangui, professor at 
the Chinese Communist Party School: the situation now requires us either to ‘accept 
the facts and recognise North Korea’s nuclear power status’.43

Iran. Iran has become the lightning conductor for everyday discussion of the 
nuclear crisis, as if its putative (though not yet proved) nuclear aspirations dwarfed 
every other concern we might have. In April 2007 a senior US defence offi cial, Eric 
Edelman, justifi ed his government’s plans to install missile defences in Poland and 
the Czech Republic almost entirely as a response to a hypothetical Iranian ballistic 
missile threat by the year 2015.44 It is as hard to construct a plausible scenario for 
Iranian ‘nuclear blackmail’ as it was in the case of China in 1964 when Beijing’s 
fi rst nuclear test was widely portrayed as an immediate threat to South-East Asia. Yet 
Iran does indeed give cause for deep concern and illustrates some of the intractable 
issues raised by nuclear proliferation.

First, it shows how nuclear aspirations can become a matter of national pride – 
just as they have in previous cases, from Britain onwards – and therefore how much 
more diffi cult it becomes to reverse a decision once taken to go down the nuclear 
route. Let us recall the way in which President Mahmoud Ahmedinejad announced 
in April 2007 that his country is now capable of enriching uranium on an industrial 
scale. ‘With great honour’, he said, ‘I declare that as of today our dear country has 
joined the nuclear club of nations.’45
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Second, Iran presents a dilemma which will be posed by more countries as, in 
an age of diminishing energy reserves, there is increasing resort to nuclear fuel. The 
problem, as so often pointed out, is that the technology of enrichment of uranium for 
peaceful purposes can be adapted to make bombs. There are plenty of good ideas on 
how to avoid this, by establishing some form of international control and supply of 
fi ssile material. Yet such a system presupposes that the nuclear powers either have 
the strength and unity to impose it upon the rest of the world, or that they will agree 
to submit their own fi ssile stocks to international control: neither is at all likely. Any 
alternative proposal, which requires a potential nuclear fuel consumer such as Iran 
to be dependent on an external source of supply, while exempting the NWS from 
scrutiny or control, is likely to be rejected as discriminatory.46

Third, nuclear renunciation by Iran implies a pre-existing level of international 
harmony, and trust in the good intentions of the existing nuclear powers, which is 
inconceivable in the Middle East today. Only under such circumstances could there 
be the remotely realistic prospect of Tehran following the example of South Africa 
in 1991 or Libya in 2001. Yet the annual call by IAEA Director-General Mohamed 
ElBaradei for a diplomatic effort to rid the Middle East of all weapons is ignored as 
frequently as it is made.47 Misguided or not, Iran may well be tempted to accept a 
window of vulnerability until it has acquired the necessary nuclear chips to put on 
the table. In so doing it would be following the examples of North Korea, and China 
before it, which suggest that it is safer to possess a nuclear weapons capability rather 
than a nuclear weapons potential.

There are other disturbing trends on the global nuclear scene which taken together 
justify our fears of an impending ‘nuclear crisis’:

1. A greater willingness to contemplate the pre-emptive use of nuclear weapons, 
as set out, for example, in the 2005 US ‘Doctrine for Joint Nuclear Operations’. 
This includes the possible resort to nuclear weapons as a ‘demonstration of 
US intent and capability to use nuclear weapons to deter adversary WMD use’.48 
The Trident White Paper expressed in similar terms the British government’s 
argument against a policy of no-fi rst-use: this was best summarised by The Sun 
newspaper which reported, under the headline ‘Britain’s nuke terror vow’, that 
‘Britain [will] launch a nuclear strike on a rogue state to sink a terror plot.’49

2. A corresponding loss of interest, never very strong anyway, in the concept of 
no-fi rst-use. Only China still declares for the record that it will not use nuclear 
weapons fi rst, and some Chinese strategists have cast doubt on the strength of 
this commitment.50

3. Continued modernisation and miniaturisation of nuclear weapons which blurs 
the distinction between strategic and tactical use and increases the temptation 
to take pre-emptive action.

4. The spread of ballistic missile technologies and the development of missile 
defence systems.

5. The maintenance of nuclear weapon systems at a high state of readiness, with 
many warheads on ‘hair-trigger alert’.
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