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Why I am here? This question really begs a reflection. Just turned 70, I have never taken part in any significant act of civil obedience. Demonstrations, yes many, but only those carried out in good order and with clear aims. Anarchistic types of actions have never appealed to me. Individual acts of bravery such as smuggling, underground communication or espionage, neither. Would civil disobedience, or non-violent actions such as those prepared for today, be more acceptable, more politically justified?

These were among the questions Stellan’s invitation awoke. The answer is still pending – I am here to learn and find out.

Initial considerations

The call I received from Stellan last Fall evoked old sentiments. It brought back to me memories from campaigns of the 1950s and 60s against a Swedish atom bomb. Unbelievable as it might sound today, Sweden was one of the states in Europe sincerely considering developing its own bomb. The horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been well underplayed and Swedish majority opinion could possibly be made to accept such a decision. The pioneers of the anti-nuclear movement were an ex-military and a very popular writer. I have today no real idea of the size and breadth of this movement, but for myself it was an important warm-up to later political, non-party engagements. 

In retrospect, the popular base especially in the labour movement for such a weird thing as a Swedish A-bomb must have been very weak. I guess you all have an idea of the strength of later Swedish political engagement at high international levels to reduce or even eliminate nuclear arms. Indeed it was at the centre of the ruling social democrats’ foreign politics, and it is worth noting that women politicians – among them Alva Myrdal, Inga Thorsson and Maj-Britt Theorin – were in the forefront.  

My reflections over the Faslane campaign made me realise that a subtle yet profoundly disturbing change has occurred over the last few decades. There seems to be nothing left today of the earlier intense high-level political work to reduce the global nuclear arms threat. Did it go with the fall of the Wall? Had it started dissolving already before that critical event? Who, in this case, was then engineering this development?

Since the fall of the Wall, we have seen South Africa closing its chapter on nuclear weapons development, while India, Israel and Pakistan have joined the infamous club that happens to be identical with the permanent members of the UN Security Council. North Chorea has shown its capability to do so, while Iran is accused of preparing the ground for nuclear arms development. The US strategy against Iran appears not to exclude the use of its own nuclear arsenal, a threat applied already in the Chorea war and in the war against Vietnam.

This development should have brought alarm not only among conscientious citizens but indeed also among governments and their international organisations. It has not. The strong anti-nuclear movements of the past are nowhere to be seen today. 

One of my intentions in being here today is to learn from colleagues about this puzzling characteristic of the world today. Another is to learn about the type of civil society reaction to the global nuclear threat that this blockade represents. In particular, I need to reflect on its relative utility, compared to many other potential ways of engaging my person and material resources in averting this one threat – of many – to viable development towards peace on earth.

The cold war era was not only cold

The global developments following World War Two had some really bizarre elements. US spent much effort systematically encircling the USSR with nuclear bases, and brought a nuclear war very close by its reaction to the Russians creating a similar base in Cuba. Europe was made into a war frontline with enormous piles of nuclear weapons on both sides, ready for attack. The risk of a nuclear war ‘by accident’ seemed very real. We all lived in fear, as expressed by films such as ‘Doctor Strangelove’ – shown again on Swedish TV last New Year’s Eve. 

Fortunately, this stalemate of horror did not reign alone. In the wake of the war, a strong international movement unfolded, which in fact challenged the two superpowers into positive responses to global development. Spurred by the experiences of colonized peoples forced to take part in the European wars, an irresistible wave of demands for decolonisation grew over Africa and Asia. Once underway, it developed into a South-based movement for a new world order, manifesting itself in a myriad of forms by governments and non-government actors alike. One part of this movement was the demand for an end to the nuclear threat.

The liberation movements themselves in a way mirrored their colonial masters. Radical political alternatives were on the whole rare in the British colonies, reflecting the reformist nature of the British left. The Portuguese fascist dictatorship on the other hand bred an opposition that drew its inspiration from USSR and Marxist ideology. Arguably the South was over these years the most important scene of creative political thinking and experimentation underway in the world, nurturing the European student movement of 1968 and subsequent political expressions on the left in our region.

Is it possible to identify the causes of the downfall of this trend? In terms of the South, I would personally propose the oil price hike of the mid-70s, that turned the politics of economic development in many developing countries into a beggars’ opera, with excess oil dollars spread all over to cover unsustainable development strategies built on expectations of cheap energy. This was also the time of aggressive US foreign politics, replacing Allende with Pinochet and setting neo-liberal economic ideology centre-piece in international economic relations, not least through the IMF and the World Bank.

Today, gone are the sources of radicalist inspiration … 

My reflections so far are part of the background to the question we need to raise: “Why are there so few of us here?”. Indeed, why are we so few from my own country Sweden? Obviously, part of the answer has to do with how we perceive the value of the Faslane blockade relative to other forms of political expression. But I would propose that there are more fundamental reasons, linked to the way the political world has changed and the way academics see themselves in this world today. 

The radical European political movement of the 70s drew many academicians both into concrete activity and to scientific work on relevant issues. In Sweden, in most social sciences curricula were revised, political theory and ideology added to courses on undergraduate levels. This movement drew its inspiration from Leninist and Maoist political practices, and indeed from radical movements in the South. Today those sources are no longer there. Socialist practice in Soviet, East Europe and China is discredited, and liberation movements have turned into state leaderships with considerably less radical agendas. Neo-liberal economic ideology dominates Western politics. 

The changes go deep. Swedish universities are no longer autonomous institutions ensured of good budgets by their governments. They have had to develop market relations, sell their services and learn to attract research funding in a very different climate of competition. Radicalism has little room in this new world. Individualism is a virtue. 

Where are the intellectuals of today?

This change is a change also among – or within – the formerly radical academics themselves. We might describe it as a sobering return to normality following the excesses of political positioning and activity during the 70s. I recently came across an important reference to Pierre Bourdieu’s thinking about this process.
 Bourdieu describes the intellectual as a two-dimensional being: “On the one hand, he must be part of an autonomous intellectual world that is independent of religious, political and economic powers. He must respect its specific laws and defend the autonomy of his own field. On the other, he must engage the specific competence he has developed in the intellectual field in a political action carried out outside of the truly intellectual field”.
 

What happened during the years of intense radical engagements was, according to Bourdieu, that some radical intellectuals “out of some kind of guilt feelings sacrificed their knowledge, insights, competence to the proletariat. Voluntarily, they made themselves more stupid than they were”.3 The price they paid for their political commitment (sacrificing their knowledge etc.) was costly; their status as intellectuals with integrity was damaged.

I believe we can conclude that the 1968 generation of young intellectuals who brought Marxism into university syllabi and identified themselves with one or other brand of communism, who – some of them – tied their identities to radical liberation movements elsewhere in the world, this generation is in a basic sense lost to the struggles of today. For me, this is a clear reason why Swedish academics are so few here today.

One thing needs to be added. The radicals of the 70s were the baby-boom generation born in the 40s. What is the situation with later generations? That question requires more time than I can take here. If you allow me to jump the intervening generations, my impression is that today’s students are the dominant activists in the Attac movement and those who fill the World Social Forum meeting places. A new radicalism is growing among the young of today. Our challenge as academics is to bring the development issues that engage these people, in their formulations of the issues,
 into undergraduate studies and to encourage those who take up post-graduate studies to pursue such themes in their thesis work. 

The global militarization and its nuclear component is only one of the many complex issues of sustainable/unsustainable development. In fact, the role of military consumption in environment depletion – indirectly as well as directly – is rarely mentioned when ‘doable’ responses to environmental change are discussed. Can this be changed? To make that link visible and quantified might be the best way to bring home the issue of nuclear disarmament among the agendas of students and young academics. 

END

�  Lack of time prevented a reference to his original writings. Here I lean on a brief discussion in a Swedish publication on the writer Peter Weiss, see Werner Schmidt’s contribution in “Peter Weiss och Motståndet” (PW and the Resistance), Socialistisk Debatt 3, 2006, CMS Stockholm.


�  Personal translation from the Swedish text.


�  Thus not necessarily Marxist thinking and theory. 





