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The Introduction develops the rationale for this book. It highlights the use of
sociological conceptions of activism and protest to make sense of how activists
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particular.
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In January 1959, the philosopher Giinther Anders defined Hiroshima, the city on
which the US air force dropped the first atom bomb on 6 August 1945, as ‘a
world condition’. He elaborated in his ‘Theses for the Atomic Age’, which he
gave at a student conference against nuclear weapons in West Berlin: ‘Any given
place on our planet, and even our planet itself ’, he argued, could now be
transformed ‘into a Hiroshima’.! What made the cold war a war, rather than a
mere battle on the level of ideologies and representations, was precisely this
condition of the nuclear arms race and what it meant for politics, societies, and
culture. Turning Karl Marx's dictum about human agency on its head, Anders
regarded the ‘atomic age’ as an existential condition: ‘It is not enough to change
the world. We do this anyway. And it mostly happens without our efforts,
regardless. What we have to do is interpret this change so we in turn can change
it, so that the world doesn’t go on changing without us—and not ultimately
become a world without us.’?

This is a book about what international politics meant to people in Britain and
West Germany from the end of the Second World War into the late 1960s, from
the beginnings of the nuclear arms race to the first signs of détente between the
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Introduction

two superpowers. It aims to make the cold war comprehensible as war by
focusing on the nuclear arms race as its core element and to demonstrate its
profound impact on politics during this time period. Unlike Anders, however, I
am interested in how people acted within the context of the cold war. I examine
how people (p.2) became aware of the arms race as the core of the cold war,
how they sought to challenge their respective governments to end the arms
race, and how they wrote their own experiences and memories into the cold war.
Not least, this book seeks to show how, on the basis of these contestations,
activists discovered political and social causes that led them away from
regarding the nuclear arms race as the primary and fundamental problem in
international relations.3

This study therefore focuses on what I call the ‘politics of security’. ‘Security’ in
its incarnation of ‘national security’ is often regarded as a hegemonic concept
during the cold war. Historians and political scientists usually deploy it to
describe governmental policies and politics. It normally signifies a general
orientation towards stability, the status quo, safety, the avoidance of risks, and
therefore the avoidance of utopian schemes. But the precise meaning of
‘security’ is not clear: there exists a wide variety of definitions of ‘security’; it is
an ‘essentially contested concept’.# ‘Security’ is not merely out there. It is the
product of the ways in which societies define which dangers threaten their
governments, way of life, and values.® Discussions about security thus evoked
political feelings and emotions that were inversely related to discussions about
fear.® By focusing on the politics of security, I want to suggest that ‘security’
merely offered a common discursive terrain from which defence and foreign
policy could be debated and contested. This concerned the question of the
reference point for discussions of security (what Christopher Daase called its
‘reference dimension’), the question of how exactly ‘security’ should be defined
(the ‘issue dimension’), as well as the ‘geographical scope’ and the kinds of
dangers that formed part of the discussions.’ Its (p.3) significance was that of
‘an ambiguous symbol’: like the symbolon of ancient cultures, it is a sign for
something else, and its meanings are politically and socially embedded.?

‘Security’ was one of the key words in Britain and West Germany from the end of
the Second World War into the cold war, as it symbolized the challenges of
political, social, and moral reconstruction after the mass violence of that conflict,
but it also referred to security from a future military confrontation. It served as a
code that bridged the gaps between social, economic, foreign, and defence
policy.9 By discussing ‘security’, people therefore also evoked its opposites:
danger and fear. Debates about ‘security’ evoke key issues of governance and
government: political and social theorists since the early modern period have
designated the guarantee of the security of a country's population the core
function of good government and governance. And yet policy-making, especially
in defence and foreign policy, was part of the machinery of both countries’
‘secret states’.1? Discussions about ‘security’ therefore always involved debates
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about the legitimacy of what Michael Mann has called states’ ‘geopolitical
s 11

privacy’.
Specifically, this book considers the British and West German protests against
nuclear weapons during the early phase of the cold war as well as their
predecessors and their successors. I seek to undercut the ‘comfortable
dichotomies of power and resistance’ that have characterized most of the
historical scholarship on social movements.!? Such approaches have reified the
distance between oppositional cultures and movement organizations, on the one
hand, and mainstream politics, on the other hand. They have thus provided
interpretations that read organizations as the (p.4) structural embodiments of
counter- or subcultures.!3 Instead, I aim to demonstrate the dialectical and
dialogical processes by which social movement activists engaged with their
societies by highlighting how activists in the British Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament (CND) and the West German ‘Campaign against Atomic Death’ and
‘Easter Marches of Nuclear Weapons Opponents’ challenged, developed, but
also appropriated languages and practices of security in manifold ways. This
book seeks to make the anti-nuclear-weapons protesters in both countries
comprehensible as ‘strangers at the gates’ ‘who operate on the boundaries of
the polity’, but are nonetheless connected with it.!4 Both movements challenged
elements of their societies, but they were also part of those very societies.
Opposition against nuclear weapons mobilized substantial popular movements
across the world. In 1959, between 20,000 and 25,000 people took part in the
final rally of the second annual British protest march against nuclear weapons
between the nuclear weapons establishment in Aldermaston, Berkshire, and
central London. For 1960, the estimates for the final rally on Trafalgar Square
vary between 60,000 and 100,000 participants. In 1961, between 40,000 and
50,000 people participated.!® In the Federal Republic, campaigns against
nuclear weapons enjoyed a similar popularity. By 1964 more than 100,000 in the
whole of the Federal Republic took part. Similarly, in the United States, in
Scandinavia, and in Japan, people took their opposition to nuclear armaments to
the streets.16 The anti-nuclear-weapons movements in both countries were the
largest of their kind in Europe, mobilizing hundreds of thousands of people
during their peak period in the late 1950s and early 1960s and relying on the
more silent consent of public opinion of many more.

Treating both movements in one study also helps us to take account of the fact
that British and West German history had become deeply entangled in the
twentieth century during and in the wake of two world (p.3) wars as well as the
cold war. As Susan Pedersen has noted, ‘the struggle with Germany shaped
Britain in the twentieth century as deeply as the struggle with France did in the
eighteenth’, and Britain was one of the three main occupying powers in cold war
West Germany.!” The movements in both countries came to be closely
intertwined and developed a mutual awareness of their position at the same
historical conjuncture of the cold war arms race. They shared in some of the
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same historical processes, while at the same time remaining firmly anchored in
local and national political contexts, not least because the similar experiences
and arguments could have completely different resonances.

In order to take account of this constellation, my book combines comparative
history with a transnational optic. It highlights the networks between the
movements and how mutual observations among activists themselves informed a
‘comparative imagination’.!8 My conception of transnational history therefore
goes beyond one that focuses on inter- or cross-cultural transfers and relies on
rather straightforward models of diffusion.!? Instead, I seek to highlight how the
transnational and national levels were mutually intertwined. My objective is not
to develop a clear set of criteria that explain specific outcomes. Rather than
focusing on origins and thus reifying nationalism methodologically, my interest
lies in using this approach to highlight historical specificities, ambiguities and
paradoxes and thereby stress the interaction of ‘distinctive processes, their
complex imbrication, their differing temporalities, their territorially uneven
application, and their unanticipated outcomes.’20

This is, then, a book about ‘lives lived out on the borderlands, lives for which the
central interpretative devices of the culture don’t quite work’, and I seek to
highlight ‘the complexity of people's relationship to the situation they inherit’.%!
This implies trying to combine attention to the eventfulness of activism with an
awareness of the longer political-cultural patterns in which the protests were
embedded. This is an attempt to steer clear of both master narratives of long-
term social-cultural (p.6) changes, on the one hand, and an inward-looking
protest history, on the other.22

I do this by taking inspiration from more recent research on social movements in
the social sciences and developing it further by incorporating the importance of
international relations for the formation of domestic social relations. Social
scientists have moved away from structuralist or individualist explanations of
social action and have come to highlight how it is possible to create order in
conditions of uncertainty. They have shown that social movements do not have
the organizational capacities that political parties or trade unions have, but they
nonetheless constitute more than a series of protest events.3

This book investigates the role the cold war arms race played in accounting for
how ‘the unstable ordering of multiple possibilities’ within societies became
‘temporarily fixed in such a way as to enable individuals and groups to behave as
a particular kind of agency’, how ‘people [became] shaped into acting
subjects’.?4 I seek to highlight how activists’ engagement with the cold war
nuclear arms race enabled them to think of themselves as members of a
movement, and to be considered as such by observers. My emphasis is,
therefore, on the cognitive frames that activists developed as part of their
politics of security, their forms of activism, as well as their practices within the
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context of tangible social networks.2? ‘Frames’ are schemata of interpretations
that individuals rely on to understand and respond to events, and establishing a
set of shared interpretations is key for the emergence and sustainability of social
movements.26

While the movements’ names and the salience of the topic in domestic politics
gave the campaigns some coherence and endowed them with a clear beginning
and end, they never possessed fixed collective identities.?” (p.7) Instead, I
stress the variety and diversity of activists’ views and experiences in order to
place them in their concrete historical contexts.28 This book aims to uncover the
political processes during which protesters’ manifold experiences converged
within the movements without ever being identical with them. Rather than being
founded on ‘identity’, these processes involved identifications: the ways in which
the protesters came to identify nuclear armaments as an issue of concern, the
identification of solutions to these concerns, the protesters’ identification with
what became ‘the movement’, and the creation of boundaries between them and
the society surrounding them.?°

This was not merely a constellation of challenge and reaction. Rather, in what
Marshall Sahlins has called the ‘structure of the conjuncture’, ‘a set of historical
relationships’ at once reproduced ‘the traditional cultural categories’ and gave
them ‘new values’: the actual practices of framing themselves produced
novelty.3? We therefore do not encounter pure or authentic movement activists
and their experiences.3! I am instead interested in highlighting the extent to
which some dominant discourses of the age were internalized and negotiated
and, through that, created activism. Conflicts are social relationships that the
actors involved tend to reify, as they struggle for the same symbolic or material
resources. They nonetheless still share the same field of action, but merely

interpret it in different ways.32

The notable absence of women and female voices in most of my story underlines
this ambiguity. It is therefore important to note at the outset that their absence
was a constant presence that ran as the basso continuo throughout the politics of
security. A highly gendered division of labour was a constant presence in both
movements, with predominantly male front-line activists and women who were
channelled away to the more informal leadership level or backroom duties, such
as typing and cooking. Despite this gendered division, the movements still
provided (p.8) female activists with openings to challenge those very
conditions.33 Not least, some of the languages that male and female activists
employed, such as languages of sensibility and suffering and of experiences, and
the heroic form that some of the stories of male activists took is itself difficult to

think through without specifically female experiences and knowledges.34
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Because of this dialectic relationship, the study of social movements can offer
valuable insights into broader trends within cold war politics, society, and
culture. Social movements crossed boundaries: they challenged existing
political, social, and cultural practices as well as norms and beliefs. They quite
literally crossed borders by regarding themselves as both local and global
actors. Yet, at the same time, they still related their activism to more
mainstream politics.3° Social movements therefore bring into sharp relief the
very concept of the political—namely, the forces and factors that open or close
down what is perceived to be possible in politics. Analyzing them allows us
insights into the transformations of such political imaginaries.3® Pierre Bourdieu
has argued that knowledge and politics are inextricably linked: politics is
ultimately about perception and legitimate definitions of reality. This happens
primarily by drawing boundaries that help to classify what is regarded as
legitimate.3” This process is complicated further because society has to be
imagined before it can take place: ‘politics works on this imaginary field by
seeking to make stable and unitary sense of what is going on.’38

This was especially true for foreign and defence policy during the cold war.
Policy-making itself went on in secret, and the arms race itself could be grasped
only indirectly through armaments statistics, radiation measurements, or the
simulation of war in nuclear weapons tests. The core of cold war politics was,
therefore, a contest over specific representations of the reality of the nuclear
weapons and the arms race: did they merely pose risks that could be managed
and controlled like risks of any other technology? Or did nuclear weapons, as the
protesters claimed, pose (p.9) dangers that were precisely outside the realm of
efficient control and management?3° I am therefore interested in exploring,
through the lens of the politics of security, the ‘wider set of political dispositions
—codes of conduct, values, assumptions, identifications, and contests that
characterize the relationship between citizens and the political system of
governance’ in both countries.*? In particular, I wish to find out how and when
specific cultural assumptions about ‘security’ became politicized.*!

My approach has implications for the selection and use of archival sources: any
archive is made from selected and consciously chosen documents, and that is
especially true for the study of social movements—it is in their very nature, as
networks of activists, initially not to develop a sense of their organizational
coherence. Many archives are, therefore, personal collections of pamphlets,
papers, diaries, letters, and photographs—some have ended up in public and
even state archives, others are still in private collections. Their existence, or
their lack of coherence, are themselves expressions of the constantly evolving
notions of the political in the two countries. It is telling that, of the social
movements under consideration here, only the SPD-led ‘Campaign against
Atomic Death’ and the British CND as well as the pressure groups in the orbit of
the West German Easter Marches, such as the War Resisters’ International and
the German Peace Society, had their own archival collections. It is important,
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then, to realize that in this case, perhaps even less than in other cases, there is
no real sovereignty of the archive, but there are many loose ends that historians
need to accept and interpret rather than challenge.*?

This book builds upon and seeks to braid together in productive ways four
strands of research on post-1945 European history. Through its comparative
nature and its awareness for transnational relations and mutual observations, it
seeks to bring together the histories of two countries under one conceptual
rubric.43 Their histories and historiographies have, because of the by and large
national orientation of most historical (p.10) scholarship, been written apart
from one another, although they unfolded within the same historical conjuncture
of post-war reconstruction and cold war politics. Comparing the histories of
British and West German anti-nuclear-weapons activists is, therefore, also an
opportunity to bring the existing historiographies in conversation with one
another.

Through its focus on debates about the political, this book takes issue with
linking social movements directly to processes of social and cultural change
during the 1950s and 1960s that some have conceptualized as ‘liberalization’,
and others have interpreted as the transformation of sociocultural values or
generational changes.** In such explanations, social movements tend to become
either the mouthpieces of anonymous social structures, or the expression of
novel social values. They appear as the direct outcomes, or even products, of
rising affluence, and the growth of ‘permissiveness’, so that their protests are
ultimately written into the mainstream and become part of more general
processes of ‘liberalization’, or the ‘peacetime revolutions’ of post-war
societies.*® Such stories, however, neglect the ambiguities and ambivalences of
the political and societal transformations that characterized post-war societies,
and they forget to account for ‘the continuing force and adaptability of
nineteenth-century cultural forms’ within the context of affluent societies.*6 But
it would be equally problematic to regard the protest movements in Britain only
as expressions of the longue durée of British radicalism.?” This book (p.11)
highlights, by contrast, that tradition is not a stable and static relationship to the
past. Rather, focusing on traditions means considering the manner in which past
experiences are passed on through webs of personal relationships.® At the same
time, it seeks to take account of the eventfulness of the age, the importance of
real contestations for the developments.

This book, therefore, speaks directly to, and thereby historicizes, the debate
about the ‘the peculiarities of the English’. In that debate, E. P. Thompson and
Perry Anderson, both involved in activism at the time, discussed the role of the
dynamics of contention in English political culture and reflected on the
importance of ‘traditions’ for the stability of British class society.*® What enables
this move from stories of origins to genealogies is the second historiographical
theme in this book. Although it has been one of the main fields of investigation in
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the contemporary history of West Germany, this topic has been relegated to the
sidelines in studies of the recent British past: understanding the history of
post-1945 from the viewpoint of post-war history.50 The boundary between
pre-1945 violence and post-1945 peace and affluence is far less clearly drawn
than often presumed. Following cues from Frank Biess, Svenja Goltermann, and
Bob Moeller, this work brings into view the ‘multifaceted consequences of the
war’ within societies that seemed to be increasingly peaceful.’! Post-war history,
as Frank Biess has put it, ‘focuses not so much on what societies became, but
[rather on] from what they emerged’. This book, therefore, seeks to uncover the
hidden and not so hidden traces of war in both post-war societies and to identify
the specific linkages between war and post-war.?? This book demonstrates how
the experiences and memories of the Second World War were crucial in making
the cold war comprehensible. Well into the 1960s, West German and British
activists (p.12) imagined the cold war arms race as a constant pre-war
situation; they viewed a potential nuclear war through the lens of their own
experiences and memories of the Second World War. Their protests therefore
appear as direct enactments of the memory of the Second World War.?3 Civil
defence played a relatively limited role, compared with other matters of concern,
in movement debates at the time. Given the existence of a number of studies
that analyse these debates from a comparative perspective, this book will not
discuss them in greater detail.’* For the same reason, the role of nuclear war in
popular culture is discussed here only in so far as it had direct repercussions for

the ways in which protesters framed their activities.>?

The histories of the British and West German anti-nuclear-weapons movements
during the time period covered by this book has already been the subject of
several studies.%® Yet, with the important exception of James Hinton's book on
the role of nationalism in the history of British peace activism, most of this work
argues primarily from an organizational perspective and therefore tends to
ignore the manifold ways in which protest practices and cognitive frameworks
were tied to more general debates in West German and British political
cultures.’” The (p.13) underlying reason for this is that they are based on a
specific vision of what politics is and should be about, mainly organized through
interest group or party politics. However, they neglect that the very creation of
social formations is in itself highly contested and political, and that definitions of
the boundaries of political activity are always in flux.?® Thus, only because she
argues through the narrow and static optic of interest-group politics can Helen
McCarthy come to the striking conclusion that the idea of democratized
international relations had no salience after 1945: she infers from recognizing
the decline and demise of the specific form of pressure group politics in the
League of Nations Union after 1945 that the topic as a whole was no longer
relevant for British politics.?® Conversely, social-movement scholars have often
presupposed a deinstitutionalized understanding of politics rather than actually
delineating specific political genealogies.

Page 8 of 17

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (oxford.universitypressscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press,
2022. All Rights Reserved. An individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a monograph in OSO for personal use.
Subscriber: Raja Narendra Lal Khan Women's College; date: 06 June 2022



Introduction

Some of these conceptual problems also have an impact on the fourth field to
which this book seeks to contribute: the importance of the cold war for domestic
political cultures, including social activism, which has often been written from
the perspective of challenge and response. Jeremi Suri's path-breaking work has
opened up a whole field for investigation by developing an argument about the
relationship between social and cultural change, activism around the world, and
the politics of détente in international relations.6? Martin Klimke has provided us
with a profound archivally grounded study of the multiple connections between
American and West German activists, and the ways in which their respective (p.
14) government assessed them as ‘the other alliance’ over the course of the
1960s.51

In a powerful critique of these approaches, Quinn Slobodian has emphasized
forms of internationalism that cannot find their expression in symbolic alliances
and their links to the politics of the past. Instead, he has conceptualized them as
lived in and through agency and interactions in concrete works of solidarity with
those projects of political transformation and national liberation that could be
found beyond Europe and the North Atlantic in Africa, America, and Asia. The
importance of this work is that it alerts us powerfully to the importance of the
many concrete ways of feeling and interacting in the history of activism around
1968. It thus offers a way of engaging with the global nature of the cold war and
what this implied for local conceptions of pluralism and feelings of belonging
among West German activists.®2 My own study further develops this approach by
emphasizing the complexities of transnational protests in the early cold war as
the direct result of the active production and reproduction of contestations over
the changing shape of the political, and by highlighting the multiple forms of
protest and belonging that emerged within the movements. This will allow me to
write a history of these social movements that does not follow the traditional
modernist-functionalist paradigms of ‘left’ and ‘right’ and of organized politics.

In line with trying to highlight the dynamic character of the movements and the
multiple genealogies, I do not seek to tell the parallel and interconnected stories
of the British and West German activists in a process of temporal revelation.
Instead, I have chosen to arrange my material in a mixture of chronological and
thematic chapters. This also means that, at times, British or West German
activists can be heard more loudly, or that connections are foregrounded at some
points, but a more implicit presence at others. The politico-cultural
transformations that are the subject of this book generated many inconclusive
and ambiguous outcomes. The first chapter seeks to highlight the ways in which
British and West German activists gained an awareness of the problems of the
nuclear arms race. This was fundamentally the story of how the British and West
German activists gained an awareness of sharing a common historical
conjuncture.
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(p.15) The second and third chapters trace the ways in which activists from
very different backgrounds in both countries found their ways into the social
movements. Frustrated with the strictures that the bipolarity of cold war
thinking imposed on their own milieux, they saw that the movements could
provide them with multiple openings to think through the politics of security as a
form of politics that went beyond the cold war. The fourth chapter highlights the
role movement organization played in forging the movements. The next two
chapters highlight the key frames that emerged within the movements:
understandings of the nation in the context of international relations; and the
protest marches themselves and the emotions they created.

The last three chapters trace the divergent paths of transformation of the
politics of security in both countries over the course of the 1960s: how, on the
basis of these discussions, the movements provided an opening for wider
discussions about the relationship between politics and culture; the emergence
of a politics of solidarity; and the development of grass-roots politics in the late
1960s and early 1970s. Fundamentally, the movements not only contributed to
the politics of security by making specific policy proposals but also helped
generate inter-personal security among the activists through providing them
with a community. By forming social links and networks, the activists managed
to generate a feeling of belonging as well as the impression among observers
that the movements were indeed the unitary political actors they purported to
be. These feelings of belonging were, in the end, a way of dealing with the
complexities of political communication in societies that appeared to be
increasingly insecure. It is mainly due to this interaction that we can now write
their history as not merely a history of protest events, but rather a history of
movement.

Notes:

(1) Glinther Anders, ‘Theses for the Atomic Age’, Massachusetts Review, 3/3
(1962), 493-505, here 505. On Anders's conceptual importance, see Benjamin
Ziemann, ‘Situating Peace Movements in the Political Culture of the Cold War.
Introduction’, in Ziemann (ed.), Peace Movements in Western Europe, Japan and
the USA during the Cold War (Essen, 2007), 13-38, here 12-15, and Michael
Geyer, ‘Der kriegerische Blick: Riickblick auf einen noch zu beendenden Krieg’,
SoWi, 19 (1990), 111-17.

(%) Gunther Anders, Die Antiquiertheit des Menschen, ii. Uber die Zerstérung des
Lebens im Zeitalter der dritten industriellen Revolution (Munich, 1980), 5
(epitaph). On the historicization of Anders's ideas, see Holger Nehring,
‘Technologie, Moderne und Gewalt: Gunther Anders, Die Antiquiertheit des
Menschen (1956)’, in Habbo Knoch et al. (eds), Klassiker modernen Denkens neu
gelesen (Gottingen: Wallstein, 2011), 238-47.
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(3) Cf. the pathbreaking attempt at a social history of the cold war by Paul
Steege, Black Market, Cold War: Everyday Life in Berlin, 1946-1949

(Cambridge, 2007).

(%) Christopher Daase, ‘Die Historisierung der Sicherheit. Anmerkungen zur
historischen Sicherheitsforschung aus politikwissenschaftlicher Sicht’,
Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 38, 3 (2012), 387-405; Emma Rothschild, ‘What is
Security?’, Daedalus, 124 (1995), 53; Barry Buzan, People, States and Fear: An
Agenda for International Security Studies in the Post-Cold War Era (Boulder, CO,
1991), 3-5.

(°) David M. Goldstein, ‘“Toward a Critical Anthropology of Security’, Current
Anthropology, 51 (2010), 487-99; Ole Waever, ‘Securitization and
Desecuritization’, in Ronnie D. Lipschutz (ed.), On Security (New York, 1995),
46-86; for a critique of the latter approach as ‘anti-political’, see Matt

McDonald, ‘Securitization and the Construction of Security’, European Journal of
International Relations, 14 (2008), 563-87.

(6) On framing such debates as discussions about fear, see the pathbreaking
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