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abstract: Focusing on the example of municipal interventions in defence, this
article proposes to evaluate the role of cities and towns in Cold War policies.
It discusses how, in the early 1980s, residents in Great Britain, New Zealand,
West Germany and the USA claimed responsibility for defence and (dis)armament
policies in the name of their respective city or home town. To justify this claim,
protagonists not only portrayed urban settlements as probable targets of nuclear
war. They also highlighted cities and towns as concrete places and drew attention
to locality as a scale that might bear specific potentials for participation and
empowerment. Yet a closer analysis of such initiatives in the four countries reveals
that municipal activities for peace and disarmament developed in far more complex
spatial relations than references to the ‘local’ as a scale of involvement might
imply.

Resolved, that the Council of the City of New York, on behalf of the people of the
City of New York, and with a most humble respect and deep concern for the people
of the entire world, hereby prohibits the production, transport, storage, placement,
or deployment of nuclear weapons within the territorial limits of the City of New
York, and proclaims and designates the City of New York a Nuclear Weapons Free
Zone.1

Cambridge residents are free to construct nuclear weapons in their backyard or
park their nuclear warship under the Fergusson Bridge.2

1 ‘Nuclear free New York City’, The New Abolitionist. Newsletter of Nuclear Free America, 5
(1984), 1.

2 ‘No to nuclear free zone’, Cambridge Independent, 10 May 1983, Larry Ross papers (LRP),
MB 2097, box 10, item 17.
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Introduction

Is the nuclear threat a subject of urban history? Are cities and towns
places where questions of Cold War policies and nuclear deterrence took
on a special relevance? Proponents of municipal interventions in defence
who in the 1980s urged town councils and local authorities to deal with
defence policies and the nuclear arms race would probably have answered
these questions with a ‘yes’. In co-operation with broader movements
for peace and disarmament that were mushrooming at the time, various
municipalities in western Europe, North America, Australia, New Zealand
and Japan addressed issues of defence, war and peace from a local point
of view.

Even though cities and their representatives had intervened in earlier
phases in the debate on nuclear armament,3 municipal involvement
intensified in the 1980s. In several countries, city councils passed
generalized resolutions on defence issues or declared their city to be a
‘nuclear free zone’. Local representatives and citizens initiated practical
activities for encouraging peace and disarmament, for instance public
campaigns or measures for peace education. Moreover, many inter-city
networks and partnerships ‘for peace’ were founded or strengthened in
the 1980s.

Welcomed by some as the advent of participatory democracy long
overdue in defence politics, and categorically rejected by others as an
unconstitutional and dangerous interference in the affairs of the sovereign
state,4 this spread of what have been dubbed ‘paradiplomatic’ activities
has so far mainly interested scholars of international relations.5 In this

3 For instance in the 1950s and 1960s opposition to nuclear arms and nuclear weapons tests.
On British municipalities in the 1950s, see D. Regan, The New City Republics. Municipal
Intervention in Defence, Institute for European Defence and Strategic Studies, Occasional
Paper no. 30 (London, 1987), 11; A. Howe, ‘No minister! Councils that won’t play the
nuclear game’, Sanity, Sep. 1984, 30–2. For West Germany in the 1950s, see S. Schregel,
Der Atomkrieg vor der Wohnungstür. Eine Politikgeschichte der neuen Friedensbewegung in der
Bundesrepublik 1970–1985 (Frankfurt a. M. and New York, 2011), 298–300. Some Japanese
examples from the 1950s to the 1970s are cited in T. Asami, ‘Nuclear free Japan’, New
Abolitionist, 2 (1984), 4; ‘Nuclear free Japan’, New Abolitionist, 2 (1985), 7. On municipal
interventions in the 1970s protest against the neutron bomb in the Netherlands, see D. van
den Berg, ‘Kommunale Friedenspolitik in den Niederlanden’, in G. Gugel and U. Jäger
(eds.), Handbuch kommunale Friedensarbeit (Tübingen, 1988), 210.

4 These antagonistic positions can be illustrated by M.H. Shuman, ‘Dateline main street.
Local foreign policies’, Foreign Policy, 65 (1986/87), 156–7; Regan, The New City Republics.

5 But see the recent publications M. Leadbeater, Peace, Power & Politics. How New Zealand
Became Nuclear Free (Dunedin, 2013), 69–78; Schregel, Atomkrieg, 267–328 (on the West
German nuclear free zone movement). For accounts from a local and regional perspective,
see B.A. Miller, Geography and Social Movements. Comparing Antinuclear Activism in the Boston
Area (Minneapolis and London, 2000), 156–60 (on the ‘Nuclear Free Cambridge’ campaign);
D. Payling, ‘“Socialist Republic of South Yorkshire.” Grassroots activism and left-wing
solidarity in 1980s Sheffield’, Twentieth Century British History, 25 (2014), 614–17 (on Sheffield
City Council); C. Kemper, ‘Als die Entrüstung begann. Bürgerprotest, atomwaffenfreie
Zonen und große Politik in Hamburg in den 1980er Jahren’, in Forschungsstelle für
Zeitgeschichte in Hamburg (ed.), 19 Tage Hamburg. Ereignisse und Entwicklungen der
Stadtgeschichte seit den fünfziger Jahren (Hamburg, 2012), 233–48 (on Hamburg).
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566 Urban History

academic field, the occurrence of local and regional foreign policies –
which were not restricted to peace and disarmament initiatives, but also
took place in fields such as economic co-operation and human rights
initiatives – motivated reflections about the role of state-centred diplomacy
and its singularity or embedding in other, non-governmental forms of
international relations.6

This article situates municipal foreign policy initiatives in defence and
disarmament in the context of Cold War history. Municipal interventions in
defence are only one example for the variety of practices and discourses in
which urban histories intersected with the history of the Cold War. Yet, the
case of municipal interventions in defence offers an excellent opportunity
to reflect upon the role of cities and towns within Cold War historiography.
Even though scholars in diverse fields of Cold War history have recently
proposed directing more attention to the relevance of the ‘local’, evaluating
the specific role of urban histories in the Cold War remains a challenging
task.7 In this context, the history of municipal interventions in defence is
an especially interesting field of study since it leads our attention not only
to the history of single towns and cities, but also to the question of urban
interconnections on regional, national and international scales.

Supposing that the history of municipal interventions in defence is
about both transnationalism and local specificities, this article discusses
municipal foreign policy initiatives from Great Britain, New Zealand,
West Germany and the United States of America within their broader
contexts. Due to the characteristics of urban defence policies themselves
as well as the differences in political and geographical circumstances, these
four countries are particularly amenable to a comparative approach. With
respect to strategic alliances, Great Britain and the Federal Republic of
Germany both represent NATO member states; they can be compared
to the ANZUS-bound New Zealand and to the USA as a partner
in both military alliances. West Germany represents a state that was
directly situated at the border between the Western and the Eastern Bloc.
Conversely, New Zealand provides the perspective of a Pacific island

6 N. Cornago, ‘Diplomacy and paradiplomacy in the redefinition of international security.
Dimensions of conflict and co-operation’, Regional and Federal Studies, 1 (1999), 40–57; B.
Hocking, Localizing Foreign Policy. Non-Central Governments and Multilayered Diplomacy (New
York, 1993), 1–7.

7 See, for instance, J.E. Pieper Mooney and F. Lanza, ‘Introduction: de-centering Cold War
history’, in J.E. Pieper Mooney and F. Lanza (eds.), De-Centering Cold War History. Local
and Global Change (London and New York, 2013), 1–7, with the proposal ‘to explore the
multilayered complexities of its history by emphasizing the power individual acts, personal
decisions, or local-level actions acquired in the midst of superpower politics’. Similarly, S.
Stromquist, ‘Introduction: was all (Cold War) politics local?’, in S. Stromquist (ed.), Labor’s
Cold War. Local Politics in a Global Context (Urbana, 2008), 3, argues that ‘[l]ocal actors become
historical agents of some significance beyond the boundaries of their own communities. In
some sense, the national and international stories are driven by the conflicts that played out
in local settings.’ J.A. Engel and K. Carté Engel, ‘Introduction: on writing the local within
diplomatic history. Trends, historiography, purpose’, in J.A. Engel (ed.), Local Consequences
of the Global Cold War (Washington, DC, 2007), 20, stress the ‘domestic impact of diplomacy’.
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state from the southern hemisphere. Examining municipal anti-nuclear
policies within these four countries, distributed across three continents,
also serves to illustrate the scope and significance of transnational transfers
and international interdependencies.

The article first describes how and when municipal debates on defence
issues emerged within their diverse national political contexts. It then
argues that within the 1980s quest for alternative defence and security
policies, activists rejected regarding cities and towns as places where
consequences and effects of ‘high politics’ only manifested themselves.
Instead of subjecting themselves to national or international decision-
making processes, protagonists of municipal interventions in defence
insisted that issues of (nuclear) armament and deterrence should – and
indeed could – be dealt with by municipal institutions. To justify this
claim, cities were portrayed as future victims of nuclear war. At the same
time, anti-nuclear discourse interpreted cities and towns as concrete places
and locality as a scale that might have political potential and which could
enable citizens to work for arms control and disarmament. But in fact,
municipal interventions in defence evolved in far more complex spatial
relations than references to the ‘local’ as a scale of empowerment and
involvement might imply.

The study draws on a wide range of primary sources including
documents from municipalities active in local foreign policies, publications
and material from peace movement organizations and local peace and
nuclear free zone initiatives. The archives used for this study include
the Swarthmore College Peace Collection (USA),8 the London School of
Economics archive,9 the Manchester local archive10 (both in Great Britain)
and the Macmillan Brown Library, University of Canterbury, Christchurch
(New Zealand).11 The German sources have been collected from activists’
and other archives.12 Although the collections utilized mainly focus on
activists’ and peace movement’s publications, they also contain relevant
local sources – for instance local newspaper clippings as well as leaflets
and brochures distributed by city councils.13

8 The collection (abbreviated as SCPC) comprises material from several peace initiatives
such as Nuclear Free America or the Nuclear Free Zone Registry.

9 This archive (abbreviated as LSE) holds material on peace campaigning, for instance from
the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND).

10 The archive (cited as MCC) provides information about municipal nuclear free zone
initiatives in Great Britain.

11 Holding the LRP. The collection consists of material mostly from the New Zealand Nuclear
Free Zone Committee.

12 Archiv für alternatives Schrifttum Duisburg (afas); Archiv des Hamburger Instituts für
Sozialforschung (HIS).

13 The collection of sources for this article has generously been funded by the Graduate
School ‘Topologie der Technik’, Technical University Darmstadt, Germany.
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The emergence of municipal interventions in defence

Advocated and initiated both by peace groups and local elected
representatives, municipal interventions in defence were part of a broader
anti-nuclear surge that occurred in many nation-states in the 1980s.14

Municipal interventions in defence were primarily organized on a local
level. However, they reflected specific problems and dangers associated
with defence alliances or regional geopolitical specificities, and their
concrete claims, goals and practices evolved within the political and
judicial framework of the respective nation-states.

The involvement of European municipalities in questions of armament
and defence was closely linked to the debate about the NATO double-track
decision. Passed at a special meeting of foreign and defence ministers
on 12 December 1979 in Brussels, the double-track decision proposed
the deployment of 108 Pershing II missiles and 464 Ground-Launched
Cruise Missiles should arms control talks with the Soviet Union fail.
This announcement of a potential nuclear arms upgrade contributed to
a significant upswing of peace movements and anti-nuclear groups all
over western Europe,15 and it facilitated the evolution of peace activism at
a municipal level.

Initiatives in Great Britain carried particular weight for the emergence
of municipal peace policies in Europe and beyond. In November 1980,
the Labour-dominated Manchester City Council passed a motion that
appealed to the British government to refrain from the production or
deployment of nuclear weapons within the boundaries of the city. In
addition, the motion supported the establishment of a nuclear weapons
free zone throughout Europe and urged other local authorities ‘to make
similar statements on behalf of the citizens they represent’.16

To encourage similar resolutions, Manchester City Council sent letters to
other local authorities and asked them to join their campaign. The replies
document how, in a situation of re-awakening international tensions and
an intensifying debate about Britain’s nuclear policy, the nuclear free zones
movement quickly caught on.17 A first national conference of nuclear free
zone authorities in October 1981 brought together representatives of the
(until then) 119 predominantly Labour governed local authorities who had

14 On peace movements in the period in general, see L.S. Wittner, Toward Nuclear Abolition.
A History of the World Nuclear Disarmament Movement, 1971 to the Present, III: The Struggle
against the Bomb (Stanford, 2003). On the emerging grassroots nuclear free zones movement
that accompanied the municipal peace activities, see S. Schregel, ‘Global micropolitics.
Toward a transnational history of grassroots nuclear free zones’, in E. Conze, M. Klimke
and J. Varon (eds.), Nuclear Threats, Nuclear Fear and the Cold War of the 1980s (New York,
forthcoming, 2016).

15 B. Ziemann, ‘A quantum of solace? European peace movements during the Cold War and
their elective affinities’, Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 49 (2009), 361–72.

16 MCC, Council Documents (May–Dec. 1980), 120.
17 MCC, M711/1/1/3, Correspondence, 1981–86. See also the map in Sanity, Apr./May 1981,

title. A list of nuclear free zone local authorities in Britain in August 1984 is given in LSE
CND ADD/5/11, CND, Nuclear-Free Zone Campaign Manual, Appendix 1.
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joined the Manchester initiative. At this event, the participants founded
a national steering committee formed by 10 local authorities under the
leadership of Manchester City Council as secretary.18 One particularly
zealous proponent of local peace policies was the Greater London Council,
whose chairman asserted in 1985 that in the last three years the council
had spent over two million pounds ‘on anti-nuclear activities’.19

Following the model of British initiatives, protest against the NATO
double-track decision in the Federal Republic of Germany likewise
formed via local governments. Numerous municipalities made anti-
nuclear resolutions, opposed the deployment of nuclear weapons within
their administrative area or declared their respective towns to be nuclear
weapon free zones.20 In some cases, such municipal peace policies were
initiated by local peace groups, often with the help of peace manuals
and instructions edited by larger groups on the national level.21 In other
cases, the impetus for local peace activities came from elected local
representatives, most often officials from the Social Democrats and the
Green Party.

Reliable numbers concerning the overall scope of nuclear free
municipalities in Germany are scarce, and the number of decisions that
were recorded varied widely between federal states due to regionally
differing interpretations of law. In any case, a questionnaire survey
administered by the ‘Gemeindebund’ in Germany’s most populated state,
North-Rhine Westfalia, illustrates the spread of local anti-nuclear motions
in the early 1980s. According to survey data collected in late 1983/early
1984, among the 360 Gemeindebund member municipalities, a total of 208
had brought forward such motions between 1981 and 1983. The majority
of cases were counted in 1983, at the peak of the controversy surrounding
Pershing II and Cruise Missiles.22

In New Zealand, protest against the global dangers of nuclear armament
developed as a part of the opposition to the ‘nuclearization of the Pacific’.23

By protesting against visits from atomic powered or nuclear-capable
18 The founding members were Avon County, Dumbarton District, the Greater London

Council, Gwent County, Islington Borough, Leicester Borough, Lothian Region, Sheffield
Metropolitan Borough, Tyne and Wear Metropolitan County, Wrexham Maelor District
Council and Manchester City Council. See ibid., 2.

19 These comprised £80,106 given as ‘grants to unilateral disarmament organizations’,
£411,289 for the GLC ‘peace year’ and £185,708 as ‘“nuclear-free zone” expenditure’.
F. Hill, ‘Nuclear free – at a price’, Times, 5 Aug. 1985, 12.

20 Many of the municipal peace initiatives in West Germany are documented in Gemeinden für
den Frieden. Tagung am 15. Oktober 1983 in Kassel (Kassel, 1984), afas 85.II.1984:12; Hauptamt
Stadt Kassel (ed.), Gemeinden für den Frieden. Beschlüsse zur Friedenssicherung (Kassel, 1987).

21 For example the peace and reconciliation group Aktion Sühnezeichen/Friedensdienste
or the leftist anti-militarist DFG-VK (Deutsche Friedensgesellschaft–Vereinigte
Kriegsdienstgegner).

22 Städte- und Gemeindebund Nordrhein-Westfalen (ed.), Bundespolitik in den Gemein-
den? Dokumentation zur Einbeziehung der kommunalen Selbstverwaltung in die
Nachrüstungsdiskussion um den NATO-Doppelbeschluß (Düsseldorf, 1984).

23 R. Alexander, Putting the Earth First. Alternatives to Nuclear Security in Pacific Island States
(Honolulu, 1994), 138–64.
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ships, activists in New Zealand sparked a debate about the country’s
role and duties towards the United States in the context of ANZUS.24

Not incidentally, it was the borough council of Devonport (on Auckland’s
North Shore, situated in the immediate vicinity of New Zealand’s naval
base) that made the first municipal nuclear free declaration in the country.25

Similarly to the situation in Great Britain and Germany, the data collected
by activists in New Zealand testifies to a growth of municipal anti-
nuclear activities in the first half of the 1980s. According to numbers
given by the national Nuclear Free Zone Committee, 28 local councils
had declared themselves nuclear weapons free by 1983; this number rose
to 94 by 1984 and 101 by 1985.26 Municipalities where councillors did
not commit themselves to an outright declaration of nuclear weapon
free zones due to legal or general concerns could still decide on local
declarations on peace politics. In 1983, numerous municipalities took up
a resolution by the Stratford Borough Council that was directed against
‘the proliferation of nuclear weapons, capable of destruction with horrific
effect’ and questioned ‘the right of any individual or government to dictate
the elimination of millions of human lives or cause the indescribable
agonies of those unfortunate enough to survive’.27

As a part of this initiative, local representatives wrote anti-nuclear letters
to their national government and to representatives of the nuclear powers
in which they insisted that they were ‘well qualified to speak on issues
that concern our community’.28

In the USA, anti-nuclear activism was mainly directed against
governmental defence policies and the economic as well as non-material

24 See Hocking, Localizing Foreign Policy, 63–8, for the debate about the visit of nuclear-
powered and nuclear-armed ships in New Zealand and Australia.

25 The decision was made on 17 Mar. 1981 in response to a proposal by a local women’s
initiative. See LRP, MB 2097, box 14, item 10, letter from T. Gunn to J. McDermott, 13 Feb.
1981; letter from J. McDermott re Nuclear Free Zone. A comprehensive analysis of New
Zealand’s nuclear weapon free zone movement is provided by J.L. Stone’s (unpublished)
thesis: ‘Rebelling by any means possible. New Zealand local government nuclear weapon
free zones’ (Massey University, 2005), esp. 11–32. See also Leadbeater, Peace, 69–78.

26 LRP, MB 2097, box 12, item 6, L. Ross, ‘Brief history of the New Zealand nuclear-free zone
campaign. A paper for the Asian Peace Research Association Conference in Christchurch,
Jan. 31–Feb. 4, 1992’, 1–5.

27 Among others, the Stratford resolution was supported by Alexandra Borough Council,
Arrowton Borough Council, Dargaville Borough Council, Devonport Borough Council,
Eltham County Council, Feilding Borough Council, Foxton Borough Council, Glen Eden
Borough Council, Inangahua County Council, Queenstown Borough Council. LRP, MB
2097, box 10, item 17; LRP, MB 2097, box 12, item 6.

28 Citation from: ‘Nuclear reply “quite rude”’, Hauraki Herald, 6 Aug. 1983. For further
examples and reactions to the letter-writing campaign, see ‘Devonport’s N-free letter is
criticised’, Hawke’s Bay Herald Tribune, 19 Jul. 1983; ‘British reply to nuclear stand upsets
councillors’, Timaru Herald, 20 Jul. 1983; ‘Nuclear stand is criticised’, Westport News, 20 Jul.
1983; ‘Inangahua county gets response on nuclear issue’, Greymouth Evening Star, 22 Jul.
1983; ‘“Disappointed” reaction of Devonport councillor’, North Shore Times Advertiser, 26
Jul. 1983. All LRP, MB 2097, box 10, item 17.
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costs and associated dangers of nuclear armament.29 Peace initiatives in
the US increasingly resorted to localized strategies and arguments after
attempts to negotiate a bilateral freeze on the testing, production and
deployment of nuclear weapons by the US and the Soviet Union had
failed on the federal level. Many councils and town meetings passed –
often legally binding30 – anti-nuclear decisions. Activists and local
representatives also initiated local referenda on questions of nuclear
policies.

Supported by initiatives like Mobilization for Survival, Nuclear Free
America, Nuclear Free Zone Registry and Nukewatch, the nuclear weapon
free zones movement formed a major part of the municipal involvement
in defence in the United States. An ordinance, passed by Hawaii County
Council on 4 February 1981, was considered to be the ‘first’ commonly
recognized nuclear free zone initiative in the US.31 This ordinance banned
nuclear reactors, nuclear waste and the transport and storage of nuclear
materials from the Big Island of Hawaii, its bays and harbours, and
imposed misdemeanour penalties with fines of up to $1,000 or one year
of imprisonment for violations of the ban.32 After the citizens of Garrett
Park, Maryland, approved a nuclear free zone ordinance in May 1982,
soon followed by a resolution by the City Council of Sykesville, Maryland,
the US nuclear free zones movement established several municipal and
county nuclear free zones. But with 5 declarations in 1982 and 30 in 1983,
most of them in smaller towns and cities, the municipal nuclear free zone
movement in the United States evolved later and with a comparatively
narrower scope than in the countries discussed above.33 New York was the

29 On local anti-nuclear policies in the USA, see G.C. Bennett, The New Abolitionists. The Story
of Nuclear Free Zones (Elgin, 1987); H.H. Hobbs, City Hall Goes Abroad. The Foreign Policy
of Local Politics (Thousand Oaks, London and New Delhi, 1994); Shuman, ‘Dateline main
street’ (1986/87); Shuman, ‘Dateline main street. Courts v. local foreign policies’, Foreign
Policy, 86 (1992), 158–77.

30 Regan, The New City Republics, 36–7, states that about half the nuclear free zones that had
been declared by 1987 had this status.

31 Later, some local environmental and anti-nuclear initiatives were claimed as the ‘first’
nuclear free zone campaigns in the United States. Candidates for this title were initiatives
against nuclear power in Missoula/Montana (1978–80) and a petition initiative that was
launched in Santa Cruz County, California, against a facility of Lockheed Missile and Space
Company in 1980. See ‘Proclamation. County of Missoula’, New Abolitionist, 4 (1989), 4;
‘Missoula celebrates 10th anniversary’, New Abolitionist, 1 (1989), 4; Bennett, The New
Abolitionists, 80–1; ‘Happy birthday. The first 30 years’, New Abolitionist, 1 (1988), 6.

32 Hawaii County Ordinance 665. See ‘Nuclear free Hawaii’, New Abolitionist, 4 (1983), 6–7.
In a conflict arising over the visit of nuclear warship USS Ouellet in Hilo Harbor on the
occasion of the ‘International Festival of the Pacific’, Hawaii County Council amended the
original ordinance in July 1984 to exempt the US military from compliance. A proposal of
nuclear free zone supporters to overturn the 1984 amendment and to restore the original
decision from 1981 was defeated in a ballot with 65% against and 35% for the proposition
in Nov. 1986. See ‘Hawaii NFZ amended’, New Abolitionist, 5 (1984), 9; ‘Legal victory in
Hawaii County!’, New Abolitionist, 4 (1986), 1; ‘Voters create 6 more NFZs!’, New Abolitionist,
5 (1986), 1–2.

33 The American Nuclear Free Zone Registry counted 84 ‘nuclear free’ cities and towns
in 1984, 108 in 1985 and 132 by Nov. 1986. See SCPC, CDGA Coll. box Nuclear Free
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first large city to be made a nuclear weapon free zone in 1984 by city council
resolution,34 followed by Chicago in 1986 by city council ordinance.35

Localized debates on nuclear (dis)armament

Despite their differing thematic emphases, municipal interventions in
defence in all four countries showed a certain congruence in form. For in
all the contexts, local anti-nuclear initiatives brought questions of nuclear
danger to the High Street, right up to people’s doorsteps and into the
shops, and facilitated debates about central questions of Cold War reality
in citizens’ everyday surroundings. Councillors argued in the local political
bodies about the pros and cons of nuclear armament and of concrete
defence strategies. These meetings were often joined by representatives
of local anti-nuclear initiatives as well as members of the general public
who followed the arguments and sometimes tried to add to the debate.
Discussions also ensued in public with newspaper articles and letters to
the editor in the local press.

Contrary to what lists of successful political motions compiled by
peace initiatives appear to suggest, many motions were either rejected,
abandoned or only accepted after several re-submissions. Moreover,
local involvement was not necessarily directed towards disarmament or
détente. In some few cases from the United States, local interventions
in defence were not meant to de-escalate the Cold War, but aimed at
aggravating political tension with the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc
– for example, when American cities and states protested against the
shooting down of a South Korean aircraft by the Soviet Union by trying to
prevent Soviet representatives from accessing local airports, or when state
liquor commissions reacted ‘by banning sales of Soviet-produced vodka’.36

Although the idea of localizing peacebuilding efforts is still alive today,37

contemporary debates about local involvement often convey rather
ambiguous feelings. On the one hand, local debates on defence issues
were characterized by a high degree of earnestness in their proponents.
Residents submitted motions several times over to win a majority; they
pointed out the existential importance of local political decisions, went to
great lengths and showed a lot of dedication, for example in collecting
signatures. Local bodies sometimes remained locked in heated debate
about propositions until late at night. On the other hand, attempts by
municipalities to voice an opinion about matters of armament and defence

Zone Registry, ‘News release: U.S. nuclear free zones – on the increase’, 17 Dec. 1984;
SCPC, CDGA Coll. box Northern Sun Merchandising through Nuclear Free Zone Registry,
Nuclear Free Zone Registry, ‘Population of U.S. nuclear free zone cities and counties 1981–
1986’.

34 ‘Nuclear Free New York City’, New Abolitionist, 5 (1984), 1 and 5.
35 ‘Chicago!’, New Abolitionist, 2 (1985), 1.
36 Shuman, ‘Dateline main street’ (1986/87), 154, 159–60, 165.
37 A. Björkdahl, ‘Urban peacebuilding’, Peacebuilding, 2 (2013), 207–21.
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politics not only provoked opposition, but also attracted contempt and
derision, irony and caricature. All-encompassing and terrifying statements
occurred together with comments that undermined their absolute nature
(for instance: ‘The annihilation of the world, and with it the good works
of the East Coast Bays City Council, was becoming more and more
likely, North Shore Peace Group coordinator M . . . told last week’s city
council meeting’38). Discussions about local anti-nuclear resolutions were
experienced and described with undercurrents of irony or sarcasm (for
example: ‘Opononi and Omapere are now only places in the Hokianga
where nuclear weapons are allowed’39). Outright insults (‘well-meaning
but woolly-minded’;40 ‘quite idiotic for local government to put its head in
the sand’41) as well as strange alternative solutions arose in local debates.42

Suggestions of local foreign policies were followed by arguments over
local authorities’ legal competencies and raised judicial questions time
and again.43

This collision came about because local interventions in defence
strategically localized a political field which conventionally is understood
nationally or internationally. Thus, local interventions in defence were a
politics of scale which questioned established orders of the political; they
interfered with competencies seemingly fixed on a certain scale, with the
aim of shaking up conventional spatial-political arrangements and gaining
influence by the jumping and subsequent redefinition of spatial scales
and associated political arrangements.44 It was through this relocation of
nuclear policies to the municipal scale that local interventions in defence
stressed the Cold War and its presuppositions as something that citizens
could and, indeed, should discuss in the context of everyday life.

Pre-apocalyptic cities

Despite ample criticism and derision, their proponents justified municipal
interventions in defence as an unusual approach that acquired legitimacy
38 ‘Call for bays to be nuclear-free’, North Shore Times Advertiser, 10 May 1983. See LRP, MB

2097, box 10, item 17.
39 ‘Hokianga County bans nuclear weapons’, Northern News – Kaikohe, 29 Mar. 1984. Ibid. See

also the quotation in n. 2.
40 ‘Nuclear Free Takoma Park’, New Abolitionist, 1 (1984), 2.
41 ‘Nuclear issues make councils “look silly”’, LRP, MB 2097, box 10, item 17.
42 For instance, ‘more would be achieved if these people . . . got on their knees and prayed’,

or: ‘Let’s ban sister A . . . instead’ (who introduced a nuclear free zone ordinance). First
quote from ‘Awaiting peace petition’, Southland Times, 29 Jun. 1983, LRP, MB 2097, box
10, item 17; second quote from ‘Just what city needs’ (Saginaw News, 17 Mar. 1985), New
Abolitionist, 3 (1985), 4.

43 Schregel, Atomkrieg, 300–5; R.B. Bilder, ‘The role of states and cities in foreign relations’,
American Journal of International Law, 4 (1989), 821–31; Shuman, ‘Dateline main street’ (1992);
R.J. Tong and J.L. McDermott, ‘Nuclear free zones’, LRP, MB 2097, box 14, item 10.

44 On the relevance of space, place and scale for social movements and contentious politics,
see Miller, Geography; C. Newstead, C.K. Reid and M. Sparke, ‘The cultural geography
of scale’, in K. Anderson, M. Domosh, S. Pile and N. Thrift (eds.), Handbook of Cultural
Geography (London, Thousand Oaks and New Delhi, 2003), 485–97.
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Figure 1: ‘Procrastination Borough Council’ (Peacelink New Zealand,
August 1983, 12)

in a situation that was viewed as a state of emergency. Central to
all attempts at justification were the dangers of nuclear armament. A
caricature, published in 1983 in a journal for peace from New Zealand,
may serve to introduce the subject (see Figure 1). In the cartoon,
a colonnaded building with the inscription ‘Procrastination Borough
Council’ is overshadowed by a black mushroom cloud marked in
contrasting white letters as the ‘world nuclear threat’. A speech bubble
from inside the council building reads: ‘Declarations on Nuclear Free
Zones are for central government – not for us.’ In this cartoon, the danger of
the arms race framed both as ‘global’ (‘world nuclear threat’) and imminent
(visible immediately behind the council building) is contrasted with the
local authority’s refusal to deal with the issue on grounds of jurisdiction.
The inscription (and a large clock showing one minute past the full hour,
possibly echoing the contemporary notion of a world five minutes away
from the apocalypse) above the colonnades at the front side of the building
points to the perceived absurdity of this refusal.45

Here and in other cases, this view of their own situation as a
pre-apocalyptic one served as a key rationale for the interference
of municipalities in issues of defence. References to nuclear dangers

45 Peacelink New Zealand, Aug. 1983, 12.
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developed an obvious urban aspect when activists addressed cities and
towns as the designated first casualties of nuclear war. Many local
declarations contained, for instance, references to the destructive potential
of nuclear weapons that should not be tolerated any longer. Resolutions in
Great Britain, the United States and West Germany brought forward the
argument that the presence of nuclear weapons, military infrastructure or
manufacturing sites of weapons in the city or region would attract nuclear
strikes in the event of war. In New Zealand, the diagnosis of nuclear threat
tended to be made in more general terms than in the countries discussed
above. Here, beyond the global arms race itself, activists cited dangers
stemming from visits by nuclear-powered or nuclear-capable vessels, the
presence of military infrastructure or climate changes that might affect
New Zealand in the aftermath of a nuclear war.

To the same extent that we can examine the features of post-catastrophic
cities and analyse how war experiences or natural catastrophes affect
local communities,46 we can also concentrate our attention on cities as
pre-apocalyptic, querying how citizens drew conclusions for community
life in their neighbourhoods even before any catastrophe actually took
place. This perspective does not necessarily coincide with debates about
‘cities as targets’,47 or, in the Cold War setting, preparations for nuclear
war, for instance in town planning or civil defence, but manifests itself
on a more general level. The pre-apocalyptic view of the city did not so
much focus on future events and preparedness, but instead sought novel
perspectives for the here and now in order to avoid a particular turn of
events in the future. It was, therefore, a reflection about future events seen
not in the light of prospective continuity, but with the aim of facilitating
discontinuity and change. In this endeavour, pre-apocalyptic perspectives
could merge with the remembrance of post-catastrophic experiences. In
West Germany and Great Britain, for instance, activists referred to urban
experiences with conventional and nuclear warfare during World War II in
order to justify municipal interventions in defence. Not incidentally, some
cities with catastrophic war experiences were especially active in initiating
urban peace policies.48

The threat of urban destruction, however, was not simply diagnosed
and described by activists, but actively investigated and visualized. Peace
movement guides and handbooks encouraged activists to look for specific
local threats and utilize them for their line of argumentation. A peace action
handbook from Great Britain, for instance, stated that the participation of
municipalities in questions of defence was not ‘necessarily self-evident’.
It thus suggested that local peace activists who aspired to influence local
46 M. Kohlrausch and S.-L. Hoffmann, ‘Introduction: post-catastrophic cities’, Journal of

Modern European History, 9 (2011), 308–13.
47 R. Bishop, G.K. Clancey and J. Phillips, ‘Cities as targets’, in R. Bishop, G.K. Clancey and

J. Phillips (eds.), The City as Target (London and New York, 2012), 4–5.
48 Shuman, ‘Dateline main street’ (1986/87), 158, names East and West Berlin, Coventry,

Dresden, Guernica, Hiroshima and Verdun.
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policies should try to refer as concretely as possible to nuclear dangers that
were potentially threatening the region:

If your area contains nuclear weapons facilities, communications back-up, military
bases and some other obvious nuclear target, you can put it to your council that as
the area is almost certainly now on the target-list for Soviet missile aimers, they, as
your elected representatives, have a duty to address themselves to the question of
how to best avoid Soviet missiles being sent your way.49

The handbook also called on local activists to research potential nuclear
dangers themselves. If their research did not lead to the identification
of acute nuclear risks specifically affecting their region, it would still be
possible to refer to the dangers of fallout from nuclear targets in the wider
region: ‘One way or another, it is possible to show that almost every
locality in Britain will be massively damaged, directly or indirectly, by
a nuclear attack.’50 Activists should argue that local action was necessary
in a state of emergency that arose from the special vulnerability of cities,
resulting in a duty to rebel against the nuclear threat: ‘You can say that
whereas normally these matters might be left to the central government,
you believe that the policies central government has adopted (i.e., having
our own nuclear weapons and playing host to American ones) make your
area more vulnerable and not less; and therefore the council should take
action.’51 Peace movement handbooks in West Germany and the USA
made similar suggestions.52

Corresponding with this diagnosis of a pre-apocalyptic situation,
activities focusing on the question of nuclear dangers were a main area
of activity for municipal peace initiatives. British53 and some American54

municipalities published brochures that described the possible effects
of nuclear war for cities and towns in gruesome detail. Municipalities
were also involved in campaigns against civil defence measures, with the
argument that they played down the nuclear threat by providing a false
sense of security and were therefore, from a psychological point of view,
dangerous.55 Furthermore, city representatives and local initiatives tried

49 G. Scott, How to Get Rid of the Bomb. A Peace Action Handbook (Oxford, 1982), 76.
50 Ibid., 77.
51 Ibid.
52 DFG-VK in Zusammenarbeit mit DFG-VK Landesvorstand Bremen-Niedersachsen (eds.),

Atomwaffenfreie Städte – aber wie?, part 1, 2nd edn (Essen, 1983), 23–8, HIS SBe 544;
SCPC CDGA Coll. box Northern Sun Merchandising through Nuclear Free Zone Registry,
Nuclear Free America, nuclear free zone organizing packets, packet 1, 3–7.

53 Examples are Leeds and the Bomb; Target Hackney; South Yorkshire and Nuclear War;
South Glamorgan and Nuclear Weapons; Emergency Planning and Nuclear War in Greater
Manchester; Kirklees and the Bomb; Bristol and the Bomb; Bradford – The Day After.
Regan, The New City Republics, 18–21; CND, Nuclear-Free Zone Campaign Manual, 16–17;
Sanity, Sep. 1984, 41.

54 Shuman, ‘Dateline main street’ (1986/87), 159, names San Francisco, Cambridge, MA, and
Boulder, CO.

55 See for instance J. Stafford, ‘“Stay at home”. The politics of nuclear civil defence, 1968–
83’, Twentieth Century British History, 3 (2012), 398–404. Local resolutions in New Zealand
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to put economic pressure on defence contractors and arms corporations,56

initiated conversion projects,57 or opposed the presence of nuclear-capable
ships in the local ports.58

Locality as a preferred scale of action

In addition to the dangers of nuclear armament for the urban
population, elected representatives and peace activists justified municipal
interventions in defence with the special political potential of the local
scale. One argument brought forward by anti-nuclear initiatives was that
the usually rather abstract perception of the arms race could be changed
by means of localization, ‘bringing the decision-making back to the home-
towns of the activists’, as an activist from the United States put it.59 Local
campaigns were also viewed as ‘more winnable than the large national
campaigns’, being able to ‘produce a tangible, significant victory in a finite
period of time’.60 Moreover, activists highlighted the integrative potential
of local peace policies. Through discussion of nuclear-related questions
within an urban setting, they hoped to encourage the participation of
residents who, otherwise, had little opportunity to take an active part
in policies of nuclear armament. Sometimes moral standards, believed
to manifest themselves especially in ordinary life, were also cited as
reasons for local interventions – for instance, when a motion in Santa Cruz,
California, opposed the ‘manufacture and testing of nuclear weapons’ as
a ‘violation of community moral standards which place high value on the
welfare of persons and the quality of the living environment’.61

It therefore turns out that the local was not merely seen as the backdrop
in front of which the end of the world was imagined as one’s own, but
that visions of the possible apocalypse also contributed to a new and
different view and interpretation of the city. Pre-apocalyptic scenarios
led to visions of peaceful, peace-keeping cities, connected with other
cities equally striving for peace. Many fields of activity taken over by

also referred to civil defence issues, but the topic was apparently less important than in
Great Britain, Germany and the USA. Influential in this context was the Christchurch City
Council resolution.

56 As a practical instruction for such activities (which were often recommended in the United
States), see SCPC CDGA Coll. box Northern Sun Merchandising through Nuclear Free
Zone Registry, Nuclear Free America, nuclear free zone organizing packets, packet 1,
‘Think globally, act locally, invest peacefully’.

57 LSE END/Temp/320, Greater London Council, London as a Nuclear Free Zone.
58 LSE END/Temp/320, Disarming the Oceans. International Resistance to the Nuclear Navies;

‘Nuclear free . . . well almost’, Inner City News, 2 Aug. 1983; ‘Devonport council wants
change of anchorage’, North Shore Times Advertiser, 2 Aug. 1983, both LRP MB 2097, box
10, item 17.

59 SCPC, CDGA, Mobilization for survival, box 2, Local branch/office Cambridge, R.
Schreuer and E. Segal, ‘Organizing for a nuclear free Cambridge’.

60 Ibid.
61 SCPC CDGA Coll. box Northern Sun Merchandising through Nuclear Free Zone Registry,

Nuclear Free America, nuclear free zone organizing packets, packet 1, 13.
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municipalities made peace an aim of political action resulting from local
contexts, for example through the support of peace education and peace
research, by the introduction of peace studies as a subject in schools,62

or by the establishment of Peace Commissions or Peace Departments.63

Activities also included the organization or funding of peace festivals,
exhibitions and concerts, as well as financial and practical aids extended
to local or national anti-nuclear initiatives. Municipalities in Great Britain
even intervened in media policies by demanding the broadcasting of BBC’s
War Game.64

The significance of the local level for tackling nuclear armament
regularly became apparent when anti-nuclear initiatives tried to improve
the visibility of their work against war and armament in their respective
city areas. Municipalities placed city limit signs or welcome signs which
informed visitors of the nuclear weapons-free status of the town or city;65

they mounted plaques and distributed anti-nuclear stickers,66 planted
peace trees67 or created peace gardens.68 Practices like these should not
be interpreted as a somehow pre-political area of demonstration and
representation of anti-nuclear initiatives. On the contrary, they themselves

62 For instance in New York, Milwaukee (USA), Avon, Derbyshire, Manchester, Newcastle-
upon-Tyne, Nottinghamshire (GB). Shuman, ‘Dateline main street’ (1986/87), 159–60;
Regan, The New City Republics, 26–7.

63 Shuman, ‘Dateline main street’ (1986/87), 161; Hobbs, City Hall, 28.
64 MCC M711/3/9, Nuclear Free Wales, 1981–85, Ceredigion District Council, Letter 15 Jul.

1981; Dyfed City Council, Letter 5 May 1981. On the background, see T. Shaw, ‘The BBC,
the state and Cold War culture. The case of television’s The War Game (1965)’, English
Historical Review, 121 (2006), 1351–84.

65 S. Haumann and S. Schregel, ‘Andere Räume, andere Städte, und die Transformation
der Gesellschaft. Hausbesetzungen und Atomwaffenfreie Zonen als alternative
Raumpraktiken’, in H. Balz and J.-H. Friedrichs (eds.), ‘All we ever wanted’. Eine
Kulturgeschichte europäischer Protestbewegungen der 1980er Jahre (Berlin, 2012), 53–72, 68–9;
‘Nuclear free zone signs installed in Garrett Park’, New Abolitionist, 6 (1983), 5; ‘St. Helena,
CA’, New Abolitionist, 5 (1984), 3; ‘Nuclear free zone sign stolen, suspect apprehended’,
New Abolitionist, 2 (1985), 12; ‘NFZ souvenirs’, Nuclear Free Zone Bulletin, 5 (1985), 7; ‘Nuke-
free signs for city’, Wanganui Chronicle, 15 Nov. 1983; ‘“No nukes” sign ok with council’,
Wanganui Herald, 11 Nov. 1983. Both articles from LRP, MB 2097, box 10, item 17.

66 Examples are given in ‘Nuclear vote in!’, S.W. News, 3 May 1984; ‘Bus signs to urge “peace”’,
Star, 22 Jun. 1983 (‘These stickers will be educational and our buses will be ambassadors
of peace. Buses will carry the message of peace to people in Waimari’). Both articles from
LRP, MB 2097, box 10, item 17.

67 See, for instance, CND, Nuclear-Free Zone Campaign Manual, 10 (mentioning a ‘cherry
tree planting ceremony’ at the first international NFZ conference 1984, Manchester, GB);
‘Peace group wants signs marking zone’, Hawke’s Bay Herald Tribune (Hastings), 29 Nov.
1983, LRP, MB 2097, box 10, item 17 (stating the ‘planting of an olive tree’ to celebrate
Napier City Council’s nuclear-free decision); ‘Proposal for Christchurch to be declared
a peace city’ (2002), LRP, MB 2097, box 16, item 4 (referring to the planting of a ‘peace
tree to commemorate the UN International Year of Peace’ 1986); ‘Hiroshima and Nagasaki
remembered’, Nuclear Free Zone Bulletin, 6 (1985), 2 (mentioning the opening of peace
gardens and parks as well as cherry tree plantings in Merseyside, Newcastle, Durham,
Redditch and Hackney, Great Britain, to commemorate the 40th anniversary of the bombing
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki).

68 Some examples are discussed in T. Duffy, ‘Civic zones of peace’, Peace Review, 2 (1997),
199–205; P. Gough, ‘From heroes’ groves to parks of peace. Landscapes of remembrance,
protest and peace’, Landscape Research, 2 (2000), 216–20.
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were an important part of local peace initiatives. By appropriating the
urban space and linking the aim of peace to an everyday surrounding, they
transformed questions of nuclear policy into something that communities
should take a position on and where the behavioural choices of citizens
mattered.

Regarding this appreciation of the small-scale and local, cities and towns
were not interpreted as isolated entities, but conceived as members of a
joint municipal community. This is indicated by the fact that cities and
towns sought exchange with other municipalities, for instance by writing
letters or joining national and international conferences about local peace
initiatives.69 Furthermore, they were integrated into a wider framework
of transnational peace action in as far as many local interventions
supported by peace initiatives organized at the national level first evolved
out of transnational transfer processes. Municipal peace initiatives also
reinterpreted twin city arrangements, a traditional instrument of urban
peace and reconciliation strategies, as protagonists experimented with
local partnerships as an instrument for détente and disarmament.70

Lastly, associations that were specifically established for the purposes
of peace and arms control initiated contacts between cities and towns,
intending to utilize local action in an international scope with the goal
of changing global structures. One example of a transnationally organized
alliance of municipalities is the ‘Program to Promote the Solidarity of Cities
towards the Total Abolition of Nuclear Weapons’ that was announced
by the mayor of Hiroshima at the Second UN General Assembly Special
Session on Disarmament in New York in June 1982 (today ‘Mayors for
Peace’).71 The so-called ‘Peace Messenger Cities’ are another example of
international ties between cities ‘for peace’. This alliance was founded
in 1987 when the secretary-general of the United Nations honoured an
initial group of 62 cities from around the world in recognition of their
exceptional efforts during the International Year of Peace 1986.72 Because
of these international contacts and the resulting international positioning

69 In April 1984, a first international nuclear free local authority conference took place in
Manchester. Further international conferences were organized in Cordoba/Spain (1985),
Perugia/Italy (1986), Eugene/Oregon (USA) (1989) and Glasgow/Scotland (1990). An
International Steering Committee of nuclear free local authorities, established in 1984,
promoted further transnational co-operation.

70 C.F. Alger, ‘The world relations of cities. Closing the gap between social science paradigms
and everyday human experience’, International Studies Quarterly, 34 (1990), 506; Schregel,
Atomkrieg, 307–10; Regan, The New City Republics, 39–50; Shuman, ‘Dateline main street’
(1986/87), 159; Hobbs, City Hall, 28.

71 www.mayorsforpeace.org, accessed 12 Dec. 2013.
72 While Atlanta, Chicago, Concord, New Haven and San Francisco were chosen for the USA,

as well as Brighton and Hove and Sheffield for Great Britain, neither municipalities from
New Zealand nor from West Germany were represented in this initiative before the end
of the Cold War. www.iapmc.org/member-cities/years-of-joining, accessed 12 Dec. 2013;
Statute of the International Association of Peace Messenger Cities (2012), www.iapmc.org/
about-us/statute-of-the-international-association-of-peace-messenger-cities, accessed 13
Dec. 2013.
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of municipalities, local attempts to become involved in foreign policies
could also be placed within discussions about a ‘new localism’, with the
evolution of novel forms of hybridized socio-spatial arrangements in a
historical period seen as shaped by increased processes of globalization
and transnational contact.73

Local interventions and democracy in the nation-state and
beyond

Our view of municipal interventions in defence needs to be complemented
with the role that these practices played within the framework of the
nation-state. Local interventions in defence were an arena where citizens
debated aspects of national politics within a rhetorical framework of the
local and the international, and where they tested options for political
participation in the nation-state with instruments of representative as well
as direct democracy.

The connection between local interventions in defence and political
structures in the nation-state is particularly clear in the example of Great
Britain, where Labour-governed councils used the topic to rebel against
the Thatcher government. In this context, localizing strategies could be
legitimized with the argument that government was not fulfilling its
duties adequately and thus forced local authorities to ‘undertake work
which should have been done by Westminster and Whitehall’, as CND’s
honorary vice-president Bruce Kent put it in a letter to the editor in The
Times.74 Practical conflicts arising over municipal interventions in defence,
for instance concerning local opposition to civil defence,75 were shaped
by this oppositional relation to government. In West Germany, relations
between the federal government and municipalities’ peace policies were
similarly tense; however, confrontations comparable to those in Great
Britain did not come about.76 In the USA, activists likewise viewed local
interventions in defence as a strategy to expose and criticize government
policies, aiming to ‘make it increasingly difficult for the government to

73 A. Kirby, S. Marston and K. Seasholes, ‘World cities and global communities. The municipal
foreign policy movement and new roles for cities’, in P.L. Knox and P.J. Taylor (eds.), World
Cities in a World-System (Cambridge, 1995), 267–79, place the US foreign policy movement
in the context of the ‘world city’ debate and emphasize the role that even small towns could
assume as ‘active players on the global stage’. A summary of debates about a new localism
and politics of scale is given by N. Clarke, ‘In what sense “spaces of neoliberalism”? The
new localism, the new politics of scale, and town twinning’, Political Geography, 28 (2009),
496–8.

74 B. Kent, ‘Nuclear-free zones’, Times, 12 Aug. 1985, 11.
75 On these conflicts, see, for instance, D. Walker, ‘“Nuclear free” councils will be forced into

civil defence role’, Times, 22 Oct. 1983, 2; F. Barker, ‘Civil defence – new rules’, Sanity, Sep.
1984, 5; ‘Home office ultimatum’, Nuclear Free Zone Bulletin, 9 (1986), 1.

76 Bundesminister der Verteidigung, Kernwaffenfreie Zonen? Argumente zu einem aktuellen
Thema (1984), afas 90.II.1980:41.
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implement their destructive policies’,77 and thereby enforce positions that
had not found a majority via the electorate system.

Yet it would be a simplification to view municipal interventions in
defence as necessarily conflicting with national governments’ policies.
This assumption, which originates in the predominant focus on the United
States, West Germany and Great Britain, may be corrected by the example
of New Zealand. In this country, local municipal peace initiatives ceased to
be in direct opposition to government after a Labour administration was
elected under the leadership of David Lange in 1984 and committed itself
to anti-nuclear policies. In February 1985, the New Zealand government
refused a request by the US to let the USS Buchanan enter a New Zealand
port. With the ‘New Zealand Nuclear Free Zone, Disarmament and Arms
Control Act’, parliament formally declared the country nuclear free in June
1987.78

These policy changes most notably had the consequence that ANZUS
was practically suspended by the United States.79 But they also had
palpable implications for the relation between grassroots anti-nuclear
campaigning and politics on the national scale, as activists now could
appraise governmental anti-nuclear policies as a success of their own
campaigns. For instance, a prominent protagonist of the New Zealand
Nuclear Free Zone Committee interpreted the Labour victory in 1984
as ‘evidence that the expression by local councils of the popular will
of the people, by the way of N.W.F.Z. declarations, can result in policy
and government changes’. In this new narrative, the strength of the local
authority nuclear weapon free zone campaign had ‘been an important
factor in electing a Labour government pledged to declare New Zealand a
Nuclear Weapon Free Zone and ban nuclear warship visits’. Municipalities,
in turn, were invited to declare nuclear free zones in order ‘to support
government policy’.80 In this situation, the implementation of anti-
nuclear policies could even be interpreted as a victory of democracy,
and New Zealand’s newly achieved ‘nuclear free’ status stylized as a
national symbol.81 Municipal interventions in defence therefore proved
to be embedded in complex spatial–political relations that went beyond
opposition to the nation-state and its political institutions.

If we think about the relation between the nuclear threat, the Cold
War and the city from the perspective of urban peace and disarmament
strategies, it becomes clear that municipal interventions in defence do

77 S. Latta, ‘The ballot or blockade’, Survival Bulletin, 2 (1985), 7.
78 Leadbeater, Peace, 129–43, 168–75, 185–8.
79 Ibid.
80 L. Ross, ‘List of nuclear weapon free zones declared since map 1st June 1984’, LRP, MB

2097, box 15, item 14.
81 For instance when the secretary of the New Zealand Nuclear Free Zone Committee rather

smugly quoted a US-guest lecturer: ‘New Zealand is the only country in the world where
democracy is working – where government listens to the voice of the people on nuclear
issues.’ Ibid.
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not connect to urban history because of their simplistic ‘local’ nature. As
this article has argued, local peace policies often evolved in transnational
contexts. Cities and towns active in municipal foreign policies stressed
their international connections, while at the same time focusing on locality
as a motivation and inspiration for getting involved in issues of defence.
Rather than being restricted to a certain scale, municipal peace policies
made locality itself a subject of political discourse and practice and turned it
into a reference to what was, in fact, a hybrid and multiscalar constellation.

Conclusion

Municipal interventions in defence emerged in different political
situations; yet, they were all intended to provoke arguments about
matters of foreign and defence policy in everyday situations and aimed
at advancing the participation of ordinary men and women in questions
of nuclear armament and defence. In the four countries discussed in this
article, citizens spoke out for or against nuclear disarmament or arms
control, debated the costs of the arms race, reflected on their personal
experiences of war and discussed their nation-state’s strategic alliances
in the context of municipal interventions in defence. They referred to
moral judgments and sentiments, told stories of their own lives which
helped them to evaluate nuclear armament and, through dialogue, came to
their own conclusions about questions of nuclear weapons, the possibility
of a nuclear catastrophe and its consequences for urban settlements. In
these interactions, an ‘everyday antimilitarism’ – here defined as refusal to
take for granted or accept nuclear deterrence and defence policies based
on nuclear weapons, as well as possible practices of economic, military
and moral non-participation in nuclear armament – met a phenomenon
which could be dubbed a ‘Cold War from below’, that is the acceptance,
reproduction or intensification of nuclear confrontation and political
tension between ‘east’ and ‘west’ through simple, everyday interactions.

However one might judge the significance, efficiency and legitimacy of
local foreign policies, they at least are inspirational for historiographical
approaches to the Cold War. Not only do they lead us to think about the
Cold War and particularly its last phase from a perspective of micropolitical
breaches and disruptions; they also demonstrate that there are alternatives
to viewing the Cold War predominantly as a product or consequence of
international relations and government activity, which then in some way
or another ‘impacted’ on towns and cities and elicited responses from
inhabitants. Rather, in the cases discussed above, towns and cities actively
assumed a role in Cold War policies – be it through the confirmation of
geopolitical normalcy and its implicit assumptions, or through attempts
to limit and overcome east–west tensions and nuclear armament.

The examples discussed in this article invite us to explore the
multifarious practices and discourses of stepping in or backing out of
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Cold War policies from the viewpoint of urban settlements. This will
strengthen a historiography which connects local life to governmental
and international politics and vice versa. It will also allow us to elucidate
further to what extent Cold War topics such as atomic armament,
the strategy of deterrence and the intensity of international tensions
depended on debates conducted in ordinary citizens’ towns, cities and
everyday contexts. Focusing on concrete urban settlements, examining
urban interconnections as well as analysing the variability of scales, then,
may arise as one key to a better understanding of the complex interrelations
between political and spatial phenomena and their role in constituting and
challenging the ‘global’ Cold War.
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