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Most New Zealanders watched David Lange contest and win the 1985 Oxford Union
debate, arguing the proposition that Enuclear weaponsare morally indefensibleAwith a
mixture of prideand astonishment. After decades of knowing our place, and several years
of government by homunculus, suddenly we had aPrime Minister who could stridethe
international stagewith insouciance. And briefly, we seemed to matter.

Although New Zealand/A nuclear-free policy did not become law until 1987, it wasintegral
to early yearsof the fourth Labour government. The 1984 snap election that made Lange
Prime Minister was called by Robert Muldoon when National MPMarilyn Waring
withdrew her support for her party over theissue of nudear ship visits. Labour won the
election with anuclear ban asaflagship policy. ‘

The policy was popular among New Zealanders, but not without cost. Our relationship

.iththeUSdeteriorated in the early weeks of 1985. On the samejourney that took him to
Oxford, Lange, four daysbeforethe debate, met with aUS State Department official who
outlined theretaliatory measuresthat the USwould betaking against New Zealand. The
ANZUSalliance of which New Zealand had been part since 1951 waseffectlvely cancelled
atthat meeting.

New ZealandA anti-nuclear stance had long been infused with, as Jock Philipshasput it,
Eapostcolonial yearning for anew nationalismA Sothat wasat stakeas Lange prepared for
thedebate. Therecording of hisspeech, in opposition to ateam led by Moral Majority
founder and Reagan oon_fidant theRev. Jerry Falwell, remainsaremarkable document.

Lange was accorded astanding ovation, almost unprecedented, apparently, from both
sides of the house asheapproached the dispatch box. Hisbooming voiceand
josyncratic, commanding phrasing, cannot be captured here, except through best
with punctuation.

|softh|stranscr|pt istheofficial speech notes kept bythe Parliamentary library,
we haveretyped and archived here (http://publicaddress. net/default, 1574.sm).



But whilethenotesran to 2000 words, thetranscript below iswell over 4000. Inthe
speech, Langeisat hisbest sailing back after occasional interjections, impassioned and
lucid. Webelievethisisthefirst published transcript of thisimportant speech. '

Update: theaudio (/great-new-zeal and-argument/nuclear-weapons-are-morally-
indefensible-1/) of this speech hasnow been made availablewith thekind permission of
TVNZ ’ o
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Nuclear WeaponsareMorally | ndefen3|ble(/ \
(Argument for theaffirmative, Oxford Unian, 1 March 1985) ?
Rt Hon David Lange \

PrimeMinister , s

Mr President, honourablemembersoftheUnion, |adiesand gentlemen | infactiflcould
greet straight away, becausel understand thereisadirect feed tothe White House
tonight, if | could greet the President of the United States, whoisof courseof thevery
genesisof the proposition weare debating tonight.

A quotein Timemagazinelast year, an assertion by the President of the United Statesthat!
nuclear weaponswereimmoral; hisavowal reiteratedin Jnuary thisyearin astatement
over the spaceinitiativeknown as SDI. And thereagain, he asserted that thissystem of the
nuclear stare-out can not be sustained morally.

May | say to thehonourable gentleman who preceded me, thereisnothing of what [ am
about to say which hasbeen conditioned in any way by my meeting with the Prime
Minister of the United Kingdom yesterday | ~

[Laughter]
| did not meet her yesterday i
[Laughter and applause]

| am meeting her on Monday. But | know the apprehension that hefeelsat hisconstant
fear of being summoned to that carpet i |

[Laughter]

| also feel aconsiderable sympathy for the members of the oppositeside, who havethis
extraordinary sense of destabilisation at theimminent prospect of peace breaking out.

Thecharacter of theargument, sir, issomething which | find regrettable. So | can say very
simply that it ismy conviction that thereisno moral case for nuclear weapons. That the
best defencewhich can be made of their existenceand thethreat of their useis, aswehave
heard tonight, that they are anecessary evil; an abhorrent meansto adesirableend.

| hold that the character of nudear weaponsissuch that their very existence corruptsthe
best ofintentions: that themeansin fact pervertstheend. And | hold that their character
issuch that they havebrought usto thegreatest of all perversions: thebelief that thisevil
isnecessary, asit hasbeen stated tonight, when infactitisnot.

And | make my case against nuclear weaponsthemorevigorously because | distinguish



between them and all other forms of coercive or deterrent power. |Ae got no caseto make

against the policeman/Atruncheon. And the peopletonight who haveargued that you

must gototheultimatein force every timeyou seek to embark upon it, isof coursea
surrender to theworst of morality.

| accept, and do not wish to be heard arguing here against any proposition that the state
must arm itself with military forceto protect itscitizensagainst aggression or to defend
theweak and the helpless against aggression.

But I do not accept that the state must for those reasons arm itself with nudear weapons.
Thatisacasel do not easily or lightly makein Europewheregovernmentshaveheld it
their duty to arm themselveswith nuclear weapons. | do not doubt for one moment the
quality of theintention which led to that decision or that series of decisions.

And | freely acknowledgethat that decision ispursued in good consciencewith the
honourableintention of preserving thelife and freedom of the people of Western Europe.
Because those governmentsare faced with the close presence of an alien and relentlessly
Appressiveregimeand obviously feel it their duty to preparefor their own defence by
mnembership in what for most governmentsfpolicy now isstraightforwardly anuclear
alliance. That isan assessment | understand and | do not come hereto arguefor any
proposition in favour of unilateral disarmament. '

Andif I makethat acknowledgement, | must then deal with theargument thatitisthe
intention which determinesthe moral character of the action. My contention isvery
simply that the character of nuclear weaponsissuch that it isdemonstrably the case that
they subvert the best of intentions. Andthesnuggling uptothenudear arsenal which
hasgoneon with my friendson the oppositesidetonight showsat what level of
sophistication and refinement that subversion takes place.

Thereis, Mr President, aquality of irrationality about nuclear weaponswhich doesnot sit
well with good intentions/A system of defence servesitspurposeifit guaranteesthe
‘scurity of those it protects. A system of nuclear defence guarantees onlyinsecurity. The
means of defenceterroriseasmuch asthethreat of attack. In Europe, itisimpossibleto be:
unaware of theintensity of military preparedness. In New Zealand, thevisitor must make
an effort tofind amilitary installation orindeed any sign of military activity, although it
doesexist. Thereisnoimperativein New Zealand to prepare for war; theresult isthat | feel
saferin Wellington than | ever could in London or New York or Oxford.

Thefact isthat Europeand the United Statesareringed about with nuclear weapons, and
your people have never been more at risk. Thereissimply only onething moreterrifying
than nuclear weaponspointed in your direction and that isnuclear weapons pointedin
your enemy#A direction: the outcome of their usewould bethesamein either case, and
thatistheannihilation of you and all of us. That isadefencewhich isno defence; itisa
defencewhich disturbsfar morethan it reassures. Theintention of thosewho for
honourable motivesusenudear weaponsto deteristo enhance security.
Notwithstanding that intention, they succeed onlyinenhancinginsecurity. Becausethe
machine hasperverted the motive. The President of the United States has acknowledged
that, notwithstanding that my honourable friend oppositedoesnot, and theweapon has



installed massdestruction astheobjeétive of thebest-intentioned.

Theweapon simply hasitsown relentlesslogic, anditisinhuman. It isthelogicof
escalation, thelogicof thearmsrace. Nuclear weapons make usinsecure, andto
compensate for our insecurity we build and depl oy more nuclear weapons. Weknow that
we are seized by irrationality, and every now and then some new generation technology
comesin, theargument for which isthat it will cause usto draw back from the nuclear
precipice. And weareseeing right now another initiative, under anew title: thetitleof
coursein disputeasmuch asitsefficiency will be. Andthat, Mr President, isthestory of
thewhole sagaof thenuclear escalation.

Weknow, all of us, that it iswholly without logicor reason, any senseat all, tohavethe
means at thedisposal of two particular setsof powerstoturn thisworld intorubbletime
and timeagain. Andyetin spite of that awareness, theworld watchesastwo enormous

machinesenhance, refinetheir capacity toinflict destruction on each other and on all of

us.

Every nud ear development, whatever itsstrategicor tactical significance, hasonlyone
result, and thatistoaddtoan arsenal which isalready quite beyond reason.

Thereisan argument in defence of the possession of nuclear weaponswhich holdsthat the
terror created by theexistence of those weaponsisin itself thefulfilment of a peaceful
purpose: theargument advanced heretonight that that 50 million killed over four years by
concerted war in aconventional sensein Europe, and theargument that somehow the
existence of thismutually assured destruction phenomenon hassincethat time preserved
thisplanet from destruction.

It is| think probably an example of northern hemisphereor European arrogance that we
overlook now the 30 million peoplein thisworld who havedied in warssincethen, while
we are apparently beset from thetwo super-powers by asystem designed to have people
stop killing each other.

| believe that the fear they inspireisnot ajustification for their existence.

INTERJECTION: Sir, theonearea of theworld doyou refer tothen?How havethosecasualties
in that area defended by nuclear deterrence?Namely Europe. Not oneof those30 million livedin
Europe. -

Haveyou considered the proposition forone moment that that war, that cost those
casualtiesmight have entrenched within peopletheyearning for peace, the growth of
democraticinstitutions, the accountability of political representatives, sothat none
wishestowagein conventional or nuclear terms, any war?Why attributetothepresence
of that awesome potential clash of firepower astability which your politicianshave been
arguing they created?

You canA haveit both ways! Either you are hailing anew, United Europe, matching to
glory and totheexcusion of certain primary production from other countriesi

[Laughter]

Oryou haveit there simply becauseyou have counterpoised thisterrible means of



destruction | 1An want topassover| yeah?






