It’s still here.
In 1991, I took part in a round table discussion simply called, Talking about Trident.  This was organised under the auspices of the Church of Scotland’s Society, Religion and Technology Project.  Those taking part were: Elizabeth Templeton, a theologian, Tony Carty, a lawyer, Ian Kellas, an artist, David Pullinger, a computer scientist, Malcolm Spaven, a defence analyst and myself, a sociologist.  We were also helped a provoked along the way by Helen Steven, a peace activist from the Iona community and Ron Ferguson, a journalist and Church of Scotland minister, also a member of the Iona community.   The discussion was published under the title, Taking out Moscow 

At that time we were told it was not worth discussing Trident.  It was no longer on the public or political agenda. Once Parliament took the decision to replace Polaris with Trident, contracts were signed, work began and the hub-bub subsided.  Back in the 70s and 80s the wisdom of commissioning the Trident system was much questioned in Parliament.  Its critics went far beyond the ranks of the peace movement.  The Labour party, in opposition since 1979 had come to see its defence policy as a source of electoral vulnerability.  And in 1991, Alex Salmond memorably pointed out: ‘On defence policy the Labour Party has put itself in the remarkable position of being flanked on the left by the Glasgow Herald, which recently questioned the rationale for the missile system.’

So here we were in the aftermath of the Cold War.  The Berlin Wall had come down and détente was in the air.  Here was an opportunity for fresh thinking, for a serious reconsideration of the arms race, for spiralling down instead of spiralling up.  The impetus for doing so was well expressed by Howard Davis, a former Director of the SRT project and the Editor of Ethics and Defence: Power and Responsibility in the Nuclear Age.
‘The absolute priority for collective human responsibility for the future is to ensure that there will be a future and to combat those tendencies which threaten not just “ways of life”, be they liberal, capitalist or socialist, but the continuity of life itself.  While human action has always had and always will have hazards, the horror of our present situation is that human existence itself has become part of the calculus of risk.  Recognition of this fact, when it does not lead to despair can be a powerful driving force behind the search for an alternative to the status quo.  It is the first step towards transcending the ideological and political divides of our time.  Such thinking is imperative because of the high risks involved in standing still, and the even higher risks of allowing present trends to continue.’

At the time we confronted a cluster of questions.  As far as I can see, they are still very much with us.  Even if some of the answers seem obvious they have been ignored as far as continuing British policy over defence is concerned.  

Why is it that the policy of all British governments since the Second World War has been wedded to a policy of nuclear deterrence?  What exactly constitutes deterrence in this context?  Is it based on creating  certainty or uncertainty in the mind or perception of the ‘enemy.’  Does it depend on the willingness or unwillingness to treat your nuclear weapons as ‘first strike’ missiles?  If they have a first strike capacity does it matter whether you say that you would not use them as first strike weapons – since in time of war, as the saying goes, truth is the first casualty? If we deconstruct the notion of the independent nuclear deterrent what does this come to?  Is this a rhetoric which might have some political appeal but which in both technical and political terms is embedded into Britain’s relationship with the U.S.A.?  Is the use of nuclear weapons such as Trident credible in terms of military logic?  Given that the answers to these questions are fuzzy, to say the least, as far as official policy is concerned, does the use of this kind of discourse have different kinds of connotations – that we are dealing with symbols of national greatness, of claims to great power status, rather than military logic?

We might want to argue that Trident is a cultural (and military) relic of the Cold War.  Once it was targeted on Moscow and its purpose (credible and desirable or not) was clear within that scenario.  Its purpose is no longer clear.  It is, we might say, in the language of the bureaucrats, not fit for purpose.  But it is part of what Mary Kaldor memorably called ‘the baroque arsenal’.  It exists and therefore some purpose must be found for it, on the wing, or post hoc.  This can operate, for example by constantly postulating worse case scenarios.  So we hold on to Trident as a kind of security blanket – which may be psychologically comforting as the real thing is to a child, but actually irrelevant.  Except in one respect: the holding on to such weapons encourages nuclear proliferation.  It really is difficult to chide India and Pakistan for developing nuclear weapons, when we have weapons that by no stretch of the imagination can be regarded as minimalist.  In other words weapons such as Trident can contribute to scenarios that are worse than they need be.  The point about worse case scenarios is that we can always imagine something worse – which is precisely what led to the arms race during the Cold War period (even though it was often based on faulty knowledge of the other’s presumed capabilities).

However, over and above that, more truly irrational considerations can come into play.  We have become all to used to the concept of the war against terror.  But even back in 1990, Vice Admiral Roger Bacon, Commander, Submarines, of the US Navy’s Submarine Atlantic fleet, told a Florida-based newspaper in 1990 that changes in East-West relations gave Trident a role as ‘a defence against terrorism, drug trading and other global conflicts’.  Who exactly, we might wonder, was he proposing could be nuked.  Such views simply have to be contested for the dangerous nonsense they really are.

It is warped flights of fancy such as that which reminds us that the possession of nuclear weapons invites us to be participants in a deadly game.  Modernity may have two faces – a dark side and a light side.  In recognising the presence of the dark side we can do all in our power to turn away from it.  In doing so we work for ‘better case scenarios’ – and in a world of serious threats to the environment and continuing world poverty and famine – there is plenty to do.  But at a time of change in Scottish and British politics we can recall the enlightened vision of Burns:

                  Let us pray that come it may,

                 (As come it will for a’ that).

                That Sense and Worth o’er a’ the earth

                Shall bear the gree an a’ that.

‘Bear the gree’ means have the priority.  That reminds us of our human responsibilities.  It is not a utopian task but it does give grounds and motivation for social hope.

John Eldridge.    

