The Future of the UK’s Nuclear Deterrent: an Ethical Critique of the Government White Paper
Executive Summary

1. Deterrence as a nuclear strategy is only morally acceptable if it is conceived of as a temporary measure, a step toward disarmament. However, the White Paper describes its nuclear policy as permanent and enduring. Although there have been reductions in the past, and although the White Paper announces some reductions, there is no statement of an intention to regard deterrence as temporary.

2. Because they make some provision, however inadequate, for only limited civilian casualties, some use of tactical nuclear weapons on the battlefield might be morally permissible in certain situations, but this is not what the White Paper is about. It deals with the UK’s strategic nuclear weapons, which are intended to wipe out or threaten to wipe out, entire cities or areas of their population. Since such weapons do not and are not intended to discriminate between military and civilian populations, they do not meet the requirements of universal humanitarian law and the rules of warfare.

3.
While deterrence as a temporary protection may be morally permissible under certain conditions, it only makes moral sense if it is successful. If deterrence fails, the resulting use of strategic nuclear weapons would no longer be deterrence but vengeance. It is not ethically permitted to destroy life in revenge. Moreover, since there is thus an ethical distinction between the success and the failure of deterrence,   those responsible for firing the missiles would have to be informed as to whether the firing they had been instructed to initiate was deterrent or vengeful. If not, the moral status of the operatives would be impaired and their human rights ignored.  In any case, although  the threat to use nuclear weapons might be morally permissible under certain circumstances, their actual  use as first strike would be morally unacceptable since it would involve the murder of millions of more or less innocent people, adults and children, and second strike would also be unacceptable because it would indicate that deterrence had failed. 
4.
Moral thinking demands that in order to meet the requirements of justice in warfare, it must be a last resort. The White Paper does not make this clear, but uses such expressions as ‘in our vital interests’ or ‘to avoid blackmail’. These concepts are not explained, and suggest that the moral implications of last resort have not been grappled with.
5.
Justice in warfare also demands that action inflicted upon the enemy should be  proportionate to the offence. Although the word ‘proportionate’ does occur in the document, it is not discussed or explained. It is difficult to see how in response to blackmail or in order to secure vital national interests, it would be proportionate to launch strategic missiles against civilian populations on such a massive scale, bearing also in mind the damage to the environment and to generations yet unborn.
6.
A war fought for the sake of and in the domain of justice would also seek to minimise human suffering, but the White Paper makes it clear that the maximisation of suffering is a feature of its military strategy.

7.
The view of international relations set out in the White Paper is based on fear, mistrust of other nations and a general suspicion. This is not such as to create or facilitate the psychological conditions necessary for the pursuit of peaceful negotiations toward mutual disarmament, and thus must be regarded as unethical.

8.
The view of the responsibilities of the state set forth in the document places undue emphasis upon the duty of government to protect its citizens, and ignores the possibility that if all governments took the same view, the proliferation of nuclear weapons would be inevitable.

9.
The view of the duties of the government outlined in the White Paper does not acknowledge the function of the state for the health, welfare and education of its citizens, nor for the general moral and spiritual well being of the nation, a responsibility which it shares with civil society and which every citizen must accept. In adopting a policy which asks that citizens should live day by day with the knowledge that they must be ready to collaborate in the murder of millions of human beings, and that every day for approximately twenty years between three and four million pounds is to be spent enabling such instruments of war to be efficient would encourage citizens in denial, self deception and moral lethargy.
Conclusion

It must be concluded that the government’s White Paper on the future of the Trident missile system is not compatible with justice, and must be denounced on ethical grounds.

Note: the full text of this article is available from the author on request.
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