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Nuclear Weapons are Morally Indefensible
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The character of the argument, sir, is something
which I find regrettable. So I can say very simply
that it is my conviction that there is no moral case
for nuclear weapons. That the best defence which
can be made of their existence and the threat of
their use is, as we have heard tonight, that they are
a necessary evil; an abhorrent means to a desirable
end.

I hold that the character of nuclear weapons is
such that their very existence corrupts the best of
intentions; that the means in fact perverts the end.
And 1 hold that their character is such that they
have brought us to the greatest of all perversions:
the belief that this evil is necessary—as it has been
stated tonight—when in fact it is not.

And I make my case against nuclear weapons
the more vigorously because I distinguish between
them and all other forms of coercive or deterrent
power. I’ve got no case to make against the
policeman’s truncheon. And the people tonight who
have argued that you must go to the ultimate in force
every time you seek to embark upon it, is of course
a surrender to the worst of morality.

I accept, and do not wish to be heard arguing
here against any proposition that the state must
arm itself with military force to protect its citizens
against aggression or to defend the weak and the
helpless against aggression.

But I do not accept that the state must for those
reasons arm itself with nuclear weapons. That is

a case | do not easily or lightly make in Europe
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where governments have held it their duty to arm
themselves with nuclear weapons. I do not doubt for
one moment the quality of the intention which led to
that decision or that series of decisions.

And I freely acknowledge that that decision is
pursued in good conscience with the honourable
intention of preserving the life and freedom of
the people of Western Europe. Because those

governments are faced with the close presence of

an alien and relentlessly oppressive regime and

obviously feel it their duty to prepare for their

own defence by membership in what for most

governments’ policy now is straightforwardly a

nuclear alliance. That is an assessment I understand
and I do not come here to argue for any proposition
in favour of unilateral disarmament.

And if I make that acknowledgement, I must
then deal with the argument that it is the intention
which determines the moral character of the action.
My contention is very simply that the character
of nuclear weapons is such that it is demonstrably
the case that they subvert the best of intentions.
And the snuggling up to the nuclear arsenal which
has gone on with my friends on the opposite side
tonight shows at what level of sophistication and
refinement that subversion takes place.

There is, Mr President, a quality of irrationality
about nuclear weapons which does not sit well
with good intentions. A system of defence serves
its purpose if it guarantees the security of those it
protects. A system of nuclear defence guarantees
only insecurity. The means of defence terrorise

as much as the threat of attack. In Europe, it is
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impossible to be unaware of the intensity of military

preparedness. In New Zealand, the visitor must
make an effort to find a military installation or
indeed any sign of military activity, although it
does exist. There is no imperative in New Zealand
to prepare for war; the result is that I feel safer in
Wellington than I ever could in London or New
York or Oxford.

The fact is that Europe and the United States
are ringed about with nuclear weapons, and your
people have never been more at risk. There is
simply only one thing more terrifying than nuclear
weapons pointed in your direction and that is
nuclear weapons pointed in your enemy’s direction:
the outcome of their use would be the same in either
case, and that is the annihilation of you and all of
us. That is a defence which is no defence; it is a
defence which disturbs far more than it reassures.
The intention of those who for honourable motives
use nuclear weapons to deter is to enhance security.
Notwithstanding that intention, they succeed only
in enhancing insecurity. Because the machine has
perverted the motive. The President of the United
States has acknowledged that, notwithstanding
that my honourable friend opposite does not, and
the weapon has installed mass destruction as the
objective of the best-intentioned.

Every nuclear development, whatever its
strategic or tactical significance, has only one result,
and that is to add to an arsenal which is already
quite beyond reason.

There is an argument in defence of the

possession of nuclear weapons which holds that the
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