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O

n July 14, 1984, New
Zealand elected its fourth
Labour government and
thus brought into effect its policy declaring the country “nuclear free,”
which included prohibiting port entry
by any ships either under nuclear
power or carrying nuclear weapons.1
The government’s commitment to
this policy reached a moment of truth
the following January, when it denied
a U.S. request for a visit by the USS
Buchanan.2 This decision led ultimately to U.S. suspension of its defense commitments to New Zealand
under the ANZUS (Australia/New
Zealand/United States) alliance
treaty, and a breach in political relations between the two countries yet
to be fully mended.
Establishment of the nuclear-free
policy was the crowning achievement of the country’s anti-nuclear
peace movement. Accordingly, the

policy was widely criticized as a
frivolous moral exercise indulging
vocal anti-nuclear activists and playing on an impassioned and uninformed public, while needlessly
jeopardizing the country’s national
interests and sacrificing its ANZUS
alliance relationship with the United
States.3 This judgment is rooted in
two converging claims. The first is
that a small state can find security
only by enlisting the protection of a
larger (and, if it is lucky, benevolent)
state’s power.4 By this reasoning, the
nuclear age has not changed this circumstance; rather, nuclear threats
induce small states to seek shelter
under a nuclear state’s deterrent
“umbrella” (if not to acquire nuclear
weapons themselves).5 Thus, disruption of the ANZUS alliance was perceived by many to expose and
endanger New Zealand by definition.
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The second claim, also of rel-

evance to larger democracies, is that
a mass public is ill-suited to make
wise and prudent decisions regarding state security. Recent research
on this subject indicates that popular opinion is not as volatile and incoherent, nor its effects on security
policy as pernicious, as once
thought. However, many of these
tendencies obtain only because the
public remains largely uninformed
and inactive, and relatively unimportant in decisionmaking processes.6
Hence, advocacy of greater democratization of security and foreign
policymaking resting on these conclusions does not extend to approval
of popular movements, whose aims
to “activate” the public and effect
drastic and immediate policy
changes are still regarded with widespread trepidation.
This article addresses these issues
by assessing the New Zealand
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nuclear-free policy within a “realist”
framework of thinking about international relations and foreign policy.7
Adopting realist assumptions about
power, interests, and security allows
putting the nuclear-free policy to the
“strongest test.” The article first outlines the core realist concern for
threats to security and autonomy. It
next traces the history of threat perception in New Zealand, indicating
why by the 1980s the prospect of
global nuclear war constituted the
most serious threat to New
Zealand’s security. The article describes how the nuclear-free policy
sought to employ symbolic action as
a power resource to induce nucleararmed states to adopt more stable
nuclear weapons policies, and to advance goals of nuclear disarmament
and nonproliferation more broadly. It
then analyzes whether, with this intention, the nuclear-free policy constituted a “realistic” response to the
threats New Zealanders perceived
at that time. Lastly, the article compares the nuclear-free policy to the
main available alternative: maintaining the ANZUS alliance in its traditional form. Comparison of the
efficacy of the nuclear-free approach
to that of working towards the same
ends through ANZUS reveals important ways in which nuclear weapons
considerations can affect strategies
of alliance choice for smaller, nonnuclear states.
The article concludes that New
Zealand’s nuclear-free policy largely
“passes the test” of political realism—surprisingly so, given the idealistic aims of its strongest
advocates.8 The capacity of a popularly-inspired policy to pass such a
test has important implications for
addressing the prevalent skepticism
about the capacity of democracies
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to conduct competently their foreign
relations when security and foreign
policy decisionmaking is subject to
popular influence. This finding also
indicates how elements of complex
interdependence among nucleararmed states provide unique opportunities for non-nuclear small states
to pursue their interests by remaining non-nuclear. In turn, this result
brings into question the conventional
view that small states can find security only in alliances with larger
powers, and indicates instead how
prudent consideration of their interests can induce smaller states to
make arms control, disarmament,
and nonproliferation a priority.
INTERNATIONAL REALISM
Despite the centrality of the concept of “power” in realist analysis,
its meaning remains complex and
ambiguous. Realist definitions of
power thus tend to be broad and encompassing: for Hans Morgenthau,
power means “man’s control over
the minds and actions of other men”;
for Kenneth Waltz, power is “the
ability of a state to affect the behavior of other states.”9 Other core assumptions of realism follow from
this conception. States are viewed as
sovereign entities living in a Hobbesian anarchy that, as Waltz emphasizes, seek to use power to preserve
their security and autonomy.10 Toward this end, strong states wishing
to “balance” the power of even stronger neighbors seek alliances with
smaller states that can help them.
Toward the same end, smaller states
welcome the solicitation, and “if
they are free to choose, flock to the
weaker side, for it is the stronger side
which threatens them.” 11 Importantly, the severity of these concerns
“leads us to expect states to subor-

dinate domestic preferences to international necessity.”12 This pressure
imposes itself particularly on small
states, whose relative impotence
begets an even greater sensitivity to
international conditions.13
Waltz explicitly notes that his
theory is intended to explain international outcomes, not foreign
policy decisionmaking.14 Given this
focus, a realist account of how states
pursue security and choose allies
requires certain refinements to
Waltz’s basic premises, such as those
provided by Stephen Walt. Walt argues that states seek to protect themselves “against threats rather than
against power alone.” Determining
threats requires also considering
“geographic proximity, offensive
capabilities and perceived intentions.”15 A state making realist security choices is then responding to
the overall distribution of threats,
determined by the distribution of
power mediated by the other factors
Walt identifies.16
This logic extends to alliance
choices. Whereas Waltz expects
states to “flock to the weaker side,”
Walt argues that “states may balance
by allying with other strong states if
a weaker power is more dangerous
for other reasons.” Thus, Walt offers
“balance of threat theory as a better
alternative than balance of power
theory” in accounting for the factors
states consider in making alliance
choices.17 The following sections
apply this formulation to the evolution of threat perception in New
Zealand, adoption of the nuclear-free
policy, and changing attitudes toward the ANZUS alliance.
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THREAT ASSESSMENT IN
NEW ZEALAND
Of the mediating factors identified
by Walt, the most consistent impact
on threat perception in New Zealand
has been the country’s enormous
geographic distance from virtually
everything else in the world.18 In
early years this distance bred not isolation but a profound sense of the
vulnerability and indefensibility of
small South Pacific islands.19 Buttressing this perception of vulnerability were New Zealand’s
continuing deep links to Great Britain, not only as its dominant trading
partner, but also for protection of
shipping routes more generally.
Hence, New Zealanders perceived
threats to their security through
London’s eyes, and accordingly designed defense policies to be “forward in emphasis, conceived and
executed in a British framework, and
European in orientation.” 20 New
Zealand’s willingness to shed blood
in a host of British wars in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries testifies to its dedication to this
posture.
With World War II, and in particular the fall of the British outpost in
Singapore to Japan, New Zealand
crossed a threshold in threat perception. The inability of British global
power to meet the Japanese threat
in Asia presented to New Zealand
for the first time a tension between
its regional and global interests. At
the war’s end, continuing concern
over Japan induced New Zealand to
join Australia in seeking a U.S. security guarantee, culminating in the
ANZUS alliance. Lacking an affinity with the United States equal to
that with Britain, New Zealand entered into this arrangement with decided reluctance.21 Hence, this new

security orientation is an example of
a nation bending domestic preferences to external necessity, in accord
with realist expectations.
The end of World War II and accession to ANZUS did not end
changes in New Zealand’s security
environment and perceptions of
threat. As Japan became integrated
into U.S. security structures, and
perception of Japan as a threat
abated, threat perception focused increasingly on the Soviet Union; thus,
New Zealand’s 1957 Defence Review concluded, “The threat arises
today from the world-wide activities
of the Communist bloc.”22 However,
awareness of a regional dimension
to New Zealand’s security continued
to develop, particularly given the
emergence of numerous independent
island states throughout the South Pacific, and the growing prominence of
Maori and Polynesian New
Zealanders with direct links to these
states.23 Diversification of trading
links expanded New Zealand’s foreign interests while providing greater
scope for pursuing foreign policies
less tied to trading interests.24 The
sour taste left by New Zealand’s
support of the United States in Vietnam, combined with President
Nixon’s “Guam Doctrine,” signaling
a new U.S. expectation that Pacific
allies would provide for themselves
in regionally-limited conflicts, reinforced the trend toward more independent and regionally oriented
threat and security perspectives, as
evinced by the 1978 Defence
Review’s call for focus “on the part
of the world in which we belong, the
South Pacific,” and for armed forces
able to “secure a range of national
interests ‘close to home.’”25
The most striking aspect of New
Zealanders’ growing regional aware-
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ness was the perceived absence of
serious regional threats, which came
to be a consensus view in security
debates and a staple premise in Defence Reviews from the late 1970s
onward. This conclusion marked a
virtual reversal of nineteenth century
judgments of the bearing of geography on threat perception. Whereas
regional isolation had been originally seen as a source of vulnerability, by the 1980s most had come to
see it as a source of protection.26 Of
course, geography itself had not
changed; threat perception had
evolved in response to continuing
changes in the distribution of capabilities and avowed intentions of
states elsewhere in the world.27
Emergence of the Nuclear
Threat
At the same time that New
Zealanders were gaining new confidence in the security provided by
their unique geographical situation,
however, they were also coming to
pay increasing attention to the direct
risks to New Zealand of nuclear war
between the United States and the
Soviet Union. This novel development marked the first time New
Zealanders sensed their security to
be imperiled by circumstances unrelated to direct attack on their territory or sources of livelihood.
New Zealanders’ earliest concerns about nuclear weapons
stemmed from apprehensions about
nuclear weapons testing in the South
Pacific. Initially, these concerns
were regionally oriented and seen
more as health and environmental
questions, and so did not impinge on
established threat perceptions or
views of the nuclear weapons policies of its Western allies. Thus, New
Zealand both supported nuclear test-
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ing by Western powers generally and
vehemently opposed French nuclear
testing in the South Pacific.28
However, these concerns drew
attention to other aspects of nuclear
weapons issues, and by the 1970s,
regionally focused concerns had
evolved into more general, globallyfocused concerns over the prospect
of nuclear war itself.29 The emergence of “nuclear winter” theories
in the early 1980s lent scientific credence to the perception that New
Zealand could not escape the consequences of nuclear war even if it
were confined to the northern hemisphere.30 By the 1980s, traditional
concerns about conventional aggres-

sion had been overtaken by concerns
about global nuclear war. The general prevalence of this perception
was clearly evinced in one poll (see
Figure 1 below) that asked New
Zealanders what threats they considered to be “a present worry.”
This popular view was supported
by a consensus among officials and
policy analysts, reflected in the initial premise of the 1986 Defense
Review that nuclear war constituted
“the most dangerous threat to New
Zealand’s security.”31 Prime Minister David Lange, acknowledging
this view, added: “Quite apart from
the moral imperative, simple selfinterest dictates that we should seek

Figure 1: Public Perceptions of Threat
All
Respondents

Age 18-34

Tertiary
Education

Nuclear War

48

55

53

Terrorist Attack
on NZ

39

39

39

Conventional
World War

24

25

23

Fisheries
Poaching

23

18

26

Armed Invasion
of NZ

11

12

8

Interference
with Shipping

7

5

4

Communist
Influence

4

3

nd

Sources: Figures are percentages of all respondents. Defence Committee of Enquiry, Defence and Security: What New Zealanders Want (Wellington: New
Zealand Government Printer, 1986), Public Opinion Poll Annex, pp. 11-16. This
poll represents the best systematic measurement of public opinion on threat assessment during this period (most polling pertained specifically to views on ship
visits). Note that concern for terrorist attack derived from French agents’ covert
sinking of Greenpeace’s Rainbow Warrior in Auckland harbor the previous year;
concern for fisheries poaching reflects the country’s responsibility for the world’s
fourth largest exclusive economic zone. For other polling analysis, see
David Campbell, The Social Basis of Australian and New Zealand Security
Policy (Canberra: Peace Research Centre, Australian National University,
Canberra, 1989), pp. 17-18, 23-24; James W. Vowles, “International Conflict: ANZUS and New Zealand Public Opinion,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 31 (1987), pp. 420-437; and James W. Vowles, “The Growth of
Antinuclearism in New Zealand,” Australian Journal of Political Science
26 (1991), pp. 472-487.
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to eliminate the risks inherent in the
present situation.”32
One writer terms the emergence
of this view a “metamorphosis” in
the country’s threat perception. 33
Ironically, this view, though originating in greater attention to regional
security issues, ultimately served to
reinforce New Zealand’s traditionally globalized security perspectives.
Most importantly, the perception of
the threat of nuclear war was neither
utopian nor isolationist, but derived
from realistic consideration of the
security circumstances New Zealand
then faced.
REALISM AND THE
NUCLEAR-FREE POLICY
Given that New Zealand perceived the threat of global nuclear
war as the country’s primary security concern, realist theory would
then expect New Zealand’s foreign
and security policies to attempt to
reduce or counteract this threat.
Importantly, although traditional realist analysis accords small states
very little military ability to shape
the international environment in
which they find themselves, nuclear
war was not for New Zealand a military problem. Rather, its prevention
was a goal that could only be pursued within the complex web of
peacetime interstate relations, a context that many assert offers smaller
states greater opportunities for influence over stronger powers.34 This
section shows how the nuclear-free
policy was intended to utilize such
opportunities to pressure the superpowers into adopting less globallythreatening nuclear weapons policies,
and then returns to realist arguments
concerning the nature of power to
assess the validity of this approach.
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sue a serious and balanced
measure of arms control,
then that country has a duty
to all of us to undertake that
measure....39

Aim of the Nuclear-free Policy
For many nuclear-free advocates,
the policy represented not simply a
symbolic moral stand, but a practical action aimed at emboldening
like-minded activists, generating
public support in other countries,
and encouraging other governments
to adopt similar policies, toward the
ultimate goal of inducing the superpowers to adopt nuclear weapons
policies less threatening to the rest
of the world. This potential power
of New Zealand’s nuclear-free declaration to impel like-minded governments to adopt similar policies
became commonly known as the
“kiwi disease.” For many, the spread
of this “disease” was the central intention of the policy; one advocate
described it as “in every sense an
international gesture.... The whole
point is to try to jolt or lead the publics and governments of other nations to see nuclear weaponry
differently.”35 Helen Clark similarly
commented that New Zealanders
“want to see what we have achieved
in our sleepy corner of the world act
as an impetus to similar movement
elsewhere.”36
The official position of the Labour
government implementing the policy
was to disavow any “export” aspirations. This position derived from
the government’s commitment to a
“middle option” approach explicitly
seeking to accommodate the nuclearfree policy within ANZUS.37 Thus,
Prime Minister Lange unequivocally
declared, “New Zealand does not
offer itself as an example to others.”38 However, Lange’s disavowals were carefully worded:
We do not say to any country in the world, do as New
Zealand does; all we say is
that when the opportunity is
given to any country to pur-

In other words, other states were
being urged not necessarily to copy
New Zealand’s nuclear-free policy,
but at least to undertake the same
security reasoning underlying it. The
government took the position that,
“whereas the policy is not for export,
the analysis is.”40 Thus, the policy,
itself a symbolic action, was intended for export symbolically rather
than literally. While the government’s “not for export” stance obscured this basic message, providing
ample ammunition for critics’ claims
that the policy was internally inconsistent and inherently vacuous,41
most observers recognized that the
approach was intended to limit the
inevitable damage done by adoption
of the policy to relations with the
United States.42
Such equivocation was largely
absent among earlier proponents of
the policy outside of the Labour
party, many of whom were distinctly
less concerned about ANZUS and
relations with the United States, and
openly welcomed the policy’s potential to resonate in other countries,
whether “intended” for export or
not.43 Neither was this potential lost
on the Reagan administration: concern over the “kiwi disease” was the
acknowledged primary inspiration
for the ferocious condemnation and
punitive retaliation with which the
United States met New Zealand’s
policy, and continued to be a major
obstacle to compromise from the
U.S. point of view.44 As one official
put it, “unless we hold our allies’ feet
to the fire over ship visits, one will
run away and then the next.”45 According to another:
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[If] we compromise a major element of our policy in
one area...it would tend to
have a snowballing
effect...[I]t could have an
impact in other countries in
Asia and Europe....[T]his
was really a very major factor in our concerns.46
Importantly, by taking the “kiwi
disease” seriously, the United States
implicitly acknowledged the salience of symbolism as a power resource in international politics. The
Reagan administration’s ostentatious
rebukes of New Zealand were in fact
something of an attempt to muster
its own “symbolic” resources, recognizing that political considerations
foreclosed the exercise of more
forceful and directly coercive tactics.47 The U.S. reaction also belies
critics of the policy who rejected by
definition the potential efficacy of
“symbolic gestures” in international
affairs, contradictorily judging the
policy to be necessarily a failure
despite acknowledging its “catalytic
effect on other states with a commitment to curb the military posture of
the superpowers.”48
Many advocates of the nuclearfree policy maintained that it
achieved the political impact for that
they had hoped. Certainly, New
Zealand, for a time, became a center
of the Western world’s attention; on
the other hand, no Western government adopted a comparably extensive nuclear-free policy. Between
these two extremes, the particularly
ephemeral nature of links of cause
and effect for symbolic policies preclude definitive assessment of the
policy’s “effectiveness.” However,
as a small state, New Zealand is unlikely to have a decisive effect on
world affairs in any event. In this
light, the strongest indicator of the
success of the nuclear-free declara-
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tion may be the efforts U.S.
policymakers deemed necessary to
prevent the “kiwi disease” from
spreading. Moreover, the considerable warming of the Reagan administration to arms control in the late
1980s should not pass without notice.
If this development can at all be attributed to pressures generated by
prominent anti-nuclear movements in
the United States and Europe in preceding years, then New Zealand’s
catalytic contribution to these movements bears attention.
Symbolism and Power
The logic of the nuclear-free
policy was that it manifested New
Zealand’s concern over the threat of
nuclear war in such a way as to encourage other peoples, other states,
and ultimately the superpowers, to
act to reduce the risks of such a war
occurring. This logic implies the claim
that the nuclear-free policy’s emphasis on symbolic expression over more
direct military and diplomatic arrangements better fit New Zealand’s
goals within the constraints and opportunities of the moment. The realism of the nuclear-free policy rests
on this potential efficacy of “symbolic power” in the real world of international politics.
The concept of “symbolic power”
means simply the capacity of symbolic expressions to exert “control
over the minds and actions” of other
individuals or states. Definitionally,
the notion of symbolic power is fully
consistent with realism’s necessarily broad, generic conception of
power. The notion of symbolic power
conflicts only with realism’s subordinate emphasis on quantifiable, material power resources, most
specifically military capabilities. The
subordinate nature of this assump-
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tion must be emphasized: in its purest form, realist theory places the
priority on state security, and power
generically as the means to that end.
The emphasis on military power derives from realists’ additional assumption that the “anarchy” among
states renders their relations a Hobbesian “war of each against all,” in
which only capabilities for force are
meaningful. The viability of the concept of symbolic power depends
upon the applicability of this latter
assumption.
Few analysts—in fact few realists—adhere to this assumption absolutely. Rather, most accept that
few power resources are infinitely
fungible, and that modern peacetime
international politics presents many
circumstances in which the use of
military force is highly constrained,
threats of its use bear little credibility, and the possession of military resources can even become a
liability rather than an asset. 49
Many contend that the relative “uselessness” of nuclear weapons exemplifies this point. Such analysts often
also note that the “infungibility” of
political power resources is of particular relevance to small states,
which can find important opportunities for exerting influence in a context of great power competition if
they remain “awake to their own interests and to conditions favorable
to them.”50
Recognizing that in reality coercive resources are not limitlessly
useful is the only significant qualification of realist postulates necessary to accommodate the notion of
symbolic power. As noted above,
New Zealand was pursuing its goal
of reducing the risks of nuclear war
in peacetime conditions in which a
complex web of relationships in-

cluded crosscutting security issues
among states and multiple channels
of contact among societies. Because
the focal point was ongoing public
debates over nuclear weapons policies within the United States and
other Western states, such conditions
offered opportunities for policies
aimed at “penetrating” those domestic debates—a form of influence of
particular utility to small states.51
Moreover, the relevance of logic,
reason, and conviction to such debates also enhanced the potential of
symbolic actions, which acquire effectiveness from their quality rather
than their quantity, offering openings
particularly to small states whose
very irrelevance in material terms
allows them to garner reputations for
objectivity and principle.52
That New Zealand is in many respects ideally positioned to exercise
symbolic power efficaciously has
been long recognized. 53 New
Zealand’s position as a small state
on the periphery of the Western community, and the convergence of its
specific security concerns with the
common concern of all states over
the prospect of global nuclear war,
was seen by many to present a
unique opportunity—and urgent responsibility—for New Zealand to
act singularly and independently.54
Thus, New Zealand’s assigning a
high priority to the threat of global
nuclear war in the 1980s constituted
a realistic assessment of threats to
the country’s security. Given the political context New Zealand then
faced, and the power resources
available to it, symbolic action (such
as adoption of the nuclear-free
policy) constituted a coherent and
realistic option in attempting to meet
and reduce this paramount threat.
The remaining question is whether
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such action constituted the best option; that is, whether the nuclear-free
policy was likely to be more efficacious than other available courses of
action.
NUCLEAR FREEDOM
VERSUS NUCLEAR
ALLIANCE
As noted earlier, traditional realist theory suggests that smaller,
weaker states generally seek security in an alliance with a stronger
patron (perhaps of their choosing,
perhaps not), switching alliances
from time to time (if they are free to
do so) as changes in the distribution
of threats dictate. Thus, smaller
states, like their larger neighbors,
seek to “balance,” and will, if possible, ally with the stronger state (or
states) they deem least threatening.55
As the danger of global nuclear war
became New Zealand’s paramount
security concern in the 1980s, realism thus expects that its ANZUS alliance with the United States would
face new scrutiny and come to be
assessed in terms of its ability to facilitate New Zealand’s goal of forestalling the nuclear threat.56

“Guam Doctrine” again impelled role
redefinitions for the ANZUS partners. By the 1980s, the formal provisions of the treaty had become
secondary to the myriad of associations among its members; for one
analyst, it had “become a truism in
the three countries to speak of it as
only the legal expression of a very
much wider relationship.”57 In other
words, the real importance of
ANZUS was no longer formal, but
symbolic.

emerged—paralleling (and drawing
from) similar critiques of Western
nuclear weapons policies being
made in the United States and Europe—purporting not only that this
primary concern for “strength” was
now obsolete, but also that the approach itself was a source of strategies and policies contributing to
heightened risks of nuclear war.59
Such perceptions were firmly
grounded in the emergence of the
realist expectation of convergence of
superpower military doctrines over
the course of the Cold War.60

For some, the ascendance of the
threat of nuclear war did not conflict
with this relationship. The expansionist ambitions of the Soviet Union
were seen to represent the greatest
risk of nuclear war, and firm resistance led by the United States was
viewed the only hope of one day alleviating this risk.58 Thus, the rationale of ANZUS was once again
amended to conform with prevailing
perceptions of threat.

Support for this perspective was
widespread among advocates of the
nuclear-free policy. It was also gaining increasing support among the
wider public, as indicated by one
poll (see Figure 2) concerning specific countries New Zealanders
thought might “pose a military threat
to New Zealand in the next 15
years.”

However, counter-arguments

Given the longstanding centrality

Evolving Views of ANZUS
Almost from the moment it was
founded, the function and justification of ANZUS for all its partners
has continuously evolved. As lingering anxiety about Japan in New
Zealand and Australia gave way to
concern over the threat of global
communist expansion, ANZUS increasingly became regarded as a
medium through which those countries could support the broader Western containment effort. Later,
growing regional awareness in New
Zealand combined with the U.S.
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Figure 2: Public Perceptions of Threatening
Countries
All
Respondents

Age 18-34

Tertiary
Education

No country
Cited

32

31

39

Soviet Union

31

30

24

United States

14

20

16

France

13

16

10

Sources: Figures are percentages of all respondents. Defence Committee of
Enquiry, Defence and Security: What New Zealanders Want, Public Opinion Poll Annex, pp. 17-18. No other country received more than five percent mention in any of the categories cited here. The most popular response
“no country cited” reflected the predominantly benign view most New
Zealanders had of their own region. See also Stephen Levine, “New
Zealand—United States Relations—A Political Appraisal,” in Roderic Alley, ed., Alternatives to ANZUS, Vol. 2 (Auckland: New Zealand Foundation for Peace Studies, 1984), pp. 27-28. This and other evidence show that
the attitude was anti-nuclear, not anti-American. See Stuart McMillan, Neither Confirm nor Deny: The Nuclear Ships Dispute between New Zealand
and the United States (New York: Praeger, 1987), pp. 41-43.
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of ANZUS to New Zealand’s postwar defense posture, identification
of its primary alliance partner as also
its second-most threatening country
is a startling finding. However, given
the primary importance of the threat
of global nuclear war, the results are
quite explicable: the top three countries cited were the world’s two contending superpowers and the country
responsible for continuing nuclear
testing in the South Pacific (as well
as a recent terrorist attack on
Greenpeace’s Rainbow Warrior in
Auckland Harbor). The findings thus
evince an association of the threat
of nuclear war with the policies of
the major nuclear powers themselves.
Realist balancing logic warns of
the consequences of such perceptions: as a major power becomes
more threatening, it drives away its
friends and becomes less valuable as
an ally, instead impelling other states
into opposition against it. As Walt
comments, “Strong states may be
valued as allies because they have
much to offer their partners, but they
must take particular care to avoid
appearing aggressive.”61 Thus, from
a realist perspective, given the increasing perception of the United
States as an instrument of New
Zealand’s chief security threat, a fundamental reassessment of its alliance
relationship with the United States
is fully expected.
ANZUS and the Nuclear Issue
The perception that U.S. as well
as Soviet policies were responsible
for perpetuating the nuclear arms
race and increasing the danger of
nuclear war undermined the rationale for ANZUS as a contribution to
Western vigilance in the face of So-
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viet obduracy. However, this perception did not undermine the rationale for the ANZUS alliance per se.
Rather, the key to assessing the value
of ANZUS to New Zealand became
the utility of the alliance as a tool for
influencing the United States to
change the nuclear weapons policies
deemed so dangerous.62
Supporters of the ANZUS alliance
contended that it provided New
Zealand “special access” to
decisionmakers in the United
States—such access to the “inner
circles of official Washington” constituted “the essence of the ANZUS
alliance relationship.”63 Many who
concurred that U.S. nuclear policies
tended to undermine nuclear stability nevertheless held that this access
provided New Zealand’s most efficacious means to “try to exercise a
moderating influence” on those policies. 64 From this perspective, the
nuclear-free stand squandered this
diplomatic tool while substituting no
other practical positive impact on the
danger of nuclear war. This claim
constitutes a serious challenge to a
realist justification of the nuclear-free
policy, particularly in contrasting the
indirect and ephemeral nature of the
symbolic power the policy sought to
exercise with the direct and tangible
nature of the benefits potentially offered by “special access.”
However, many asserted that New
Zealand’s “special access” to Western decisionmakers had produced no
tangible results. Both U.S. government reports and the testimonies of
New Zealand’s own officials depict
New Zealand’s posture as largely
receptive and compliant, viewing the
United States “as a superpower, acting as a superpower must.” 65 As
David Lange has observed, “what is
now on public record about the

ANZUS meetings predictably suggests that the Americans did the talking and our side did the listening.”66
Most importantly, examples offered
by defenders of the tangible benefits
of “special access” had no bearing
on U.S. nuclear weapons policies
(and in fact little relevance to key
U.S. interests at all).67 Even then
Defence Secretary Denis McLean,
one of New Zealand’s strongest advocates of the value garnered by
New Zealand’s “special access,” acknowledged:
[O]ne of the clear lessons of
the nuclear world is that the
nuclear powers will not—
cannot—share their responsibility for this ultimate
weapon.68
Despite the impermeability of
U.S. nuclear decisionmaking, some
held that seeking to quell the nuclear
arms race through both public demonstration and private persuasion
were not in any event incompatible
pursuits. 69 This viewpoint, supported by public opinion polling data
consistently favoring both ANZUS
and the nuclear-free stance,70 lay at
the heart of the Labour party’s
“middle option” policy (discussed
earlier). This policy sought to enhance the alliance relationship by establishing greater equality in
decisionmaking among the three
ANZUS partners, and by incorporating nuclear-free stances in New
Zealand and the South Pacific as a
contribution to U.S. efforts toward
global nuclear nonproliferation.
Skepticism that these two approaches could be undertaken simultaneously came from both sides of
the debate. One analyst pointed to
the additional prospect that in pursuing both courses of action, New
Zealand might find itself successful
in neither.71 Some analysts further
contended that the symbolic impact
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of the nuclear-free declaration was
undermined by New Zealand’s continuing implicit support, through
ANZUS, of the very nuclear policies
it deemed to be so threatening, particularly given increasing U.S. definition of the alliance as a component
of global strategies in which nuclear
weapons played a vital part.72
In sum, the tangible benefits of
New Zealand’s “special access” to
U.S. decisionmaking through
ANZUS, minimal at best, appeared
to end at the threshold of nuclear
weapons issues. This “firebreak”
between New Zealand’s views as a
non-nuclear state and the
decisionmaking of its nuclear ally
reveals something of a new dilemma
of alliance politics in the nuclear
age: non-nuclear states that are
barred from participation in the
nuclear weapons decisionmaking of
their allies are nevertheless necessarily implicated in those decisions,
whether they like them or not. This
dilemma lay at the root of opposition in New Zealand to continuing
the ANZUS alliance in its historic
form, and helped propel the hope of
many New Zealanders that by becoming more publicly critical,
greater progress toward genuine
arms control might be made.

New Zealand’s rejection of the USS
Buchanan. The Reagan administration took the position that the
nuclear-free policy was inconsistent
with New Zealand’s ANZUS obligations, and promptly suspended all
military cooperation, intelligence
sharing, and high-level diplomatic
contacts. After negotiations lasting
over a year failed to reconcile New
Zealand’s stance with the U.S. “neither-confirm-nor-deny” policy, the
Reagan administration determined
that the dispute was at an impasse
and formally suspended its ANZUS
defense obligations to New
Zealand.75 The Labour “middle option” was no longer tenable. The
United States had now clearly established discarding the nuclear-free
policy as the price of maintaining
ANZUS; the question became
whether New Zealand was willing
to pay it.
As public debate over the merits
of ANZUS continued, trends in public opinion indicated increasingly
that the answer was “no.” As shown
in Figure 3, when asked to “choose
between breaking defence ties with
the United States, or allowing ships
that could be nuclear armed into

An Ephemeral Alliance
Prior to the dispute over the
nuclear ship ban, an important element of support for ANZUS in New
Zealand was the perception that the
“price of the alliance has not been
high.”73 Nor did Labour party leaders expect this to change, believing
it to be “most unlikely that the United
States would end ANZUS as a result of Labour implementing its antinuclear policies.” 74
These
expectations evaporated following
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New Zealand ports,” a clear shift of
preference emerged. This trend in
public opinion was widely acknowledged, and bolstered the Labour
government’s initial decision in
1985 to put a priority on adherence
to the nuclear-free policy above acceding to U.S. definitions of its
ANZUS obligations.
David Campbell explains this superficiality of support for ANZUS
by contending that, because many
New Zealanders did not perceive
their nation to be directly threatened,
they manifested less of an emotional
response to security issues and so
felt less anxiety about exploring unconventional security alternatives.76
This argument intriguingly reverses
the common accusation that New
Zealand’s relative security allowed
it to indulge an emotive preference
for a quixotic moral crusade against
nuclear weaponry. However, both
of these interpretations overlook the
sense of insecurity produced in New
Zealand by the direction of the
nuclear arms race. Hence, neither
can account for why, despite the superficiality of support for ANZUS,
the alliance was not seriously challenged sooner. Even a house of straw

Figure 3: Public Perceptions of Nuclear-Free
Policy and ANZUS
October 1985

June 1989

May 1991

Break U.S.
defense ties

44

52

54

Allow nuclear
ships

48

40

39

Don't know

9

8

7

Sources: Figures are percentages of respondents. One Network News / Heylen
Poll, Heylen Research Centre, 1991; Defence Committee of Enquiry, Defence and Security: What New Zealanders Want (Wellington: New Zealand
Government Printer, 1986) Public Opinion Annex, p. 40-43; Campbell,
The Social Basis of Australian and New Zealand Security Policy, pp. 1819 and Clements, “The Defence Committee of Enquiry,” pp. 231-233.
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will stand until the wolf blows.
ANZUS and Realism

other or from alignment to
neutrality gives the weak
country a far from negligible coercive asset.80

This is especially true in asymmetrical alliances, of which that between the United States and New
Zealand is an extreme example.77
Major powers do not look out for the
interests of their smaller partners:
In
alliances
among
unequals, the contributions
of the lesser members are at
once wanted and of relatively small importance;
...alliance leaders need
worry little about the faithfulness of their followers,
who usually have little
choice anyway.78
If the loyal ally appears
entirely satisfied, it will be
ignored. American policy
makers are too busy to think
up grievances for states that
cannot manufacture their
own.79

These points suggest that New
Zealand could be sure of securing its
interests within ANZUS only by assiduously asserting its independence
and preventing the United States
from taking it for granted. However,
members of New Zealand’s military,
diplomatic, and political elite—its
purported “realists”—consistently
displayed an exactly opposing attitude. Remarkably, many asserted
that the ANZUS relationship had
metamorphized from a traditional
defense alliance into a “security community” whose members no longer
follow the rules of realpolitik, but
instead, “view one another on matters of security as though each were
virtually part of the other.”81 This
viewpoint is evinced no better than
in the description offered by Denis
McLean, then New Zealand’s secretary of defense:
The individual national
roles and capabilities of the
three partners merge upwards as the direct national
interests involved draw together into the wider community of interests of the
ANZUS partners....An alliance of this kind is a genuine partnership—from each
according to his means, to
each according to his
needs.82

Thus, the quality most wanted by
small states in alliances with larger
powers is not fidelity but “independence” and self-interest. As Wolfers
observes:
[P]ower accrues to a weak
country if it can credibly
threaten to switch its allegiance from one side to the
other. The mere belief on the
part of one great power that
it would suffer a serious loss
if a weak country with
which it was dealing shifted
either from one camp to the

No doubt such statements to some
extent reflected not a genuinely “idealistic” conception of ANZUS, but
rather a strategic choice to act deferentially to a much larger ally, raising disagreements politely and
privately (if at all), in the belief that
unfailing fidelity would enable New
Zealand to accumulate American
“good will” that it could call on in
time of need.83 However, depicting
ANZUS as a “security community”

One of realism’s most familiar
aphorisms is that “a state has no permanent friends, only permanent interests.” Herein lies the driving force
of balance-of-power politics: states
form and dissolve alliances in response to changing security demands,
not to indulge emotive preferences
or moral crusades. Only by keeping
first in mind its own interests and
pursuing them vociferously can a
state expect to receive its due from
its alliance partners.
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that resulted in “merged interests”
indicates the extent to which this posture defined New Zealand’s interests
in terms of the alliance, rather than
vice versa, undermining the aim of
using “special access” to exert
meaningful influence over important
policy decisions. More fundamentally, realist theory suggests the folly
of relying on “good will” in any alliance. The quite “realist” willingness
of the United States to jettison its ties
to New Zealand in order to protect
what it perceived to be more important interests elsewhere—New
Zealand’s past staunch support of the
United States and the Western alliance notwithstanding—demonstrates this point convincingly.84
As one analyst pointed out well
before the nuclear-free policy dispute erupted, “the interests of a large
global power and a small isolated
island nation cannot always coincide.” 85 Perceptions of ANZUS
more as a community than an alliance among its strongest supporters,
and as an ambiguous identity link
among the general public, evoke just
the sort of inertial and emotive considerations states are expected to put
aside in pursuit of their interests, not
a “realist” foundation for an alliance.
That ANZUS depended upon such
perceptions in New Zealand suggests
its already weakened foundation;
growing concern over nuclear war
and support for the nuclear-free
policy in the 1980s merely revealed
this weakness. Perhaps the most
powerful irony to emerge from the
nuclear-free episode is that parochial
interests and bureaucratic inertia
seemed to blind many of New
Zealand’s governing officials to the
hard politics of alliance relationships,
devolving to the country’s “idealist”
nuclear-free advocates the task of
pointing out the need for New
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Zealand to define its interests independently and resolutely, and to subject its alliance relationship
continually to the test of its service
to those interests.
CONCLUSION
By the late 1980s, the political
climate in New Zealand for the treatment of national security and defense issues had been transformed.
The 1987 elections returned the
Labour party to government despite
turmoil over its economic policies,
in the wake of polls indicating an
increasing importance for nuclear
issues in voting decisions.86 Although the ANZUS dispute catalyzed a reevaluation of many
associated security and defense policies,87 the nuclear-free policy itself
was becoming increasingly inviolable. Consensus on this position
was consummated on March 8,
1990, when New Zealand’s conservative National Party declared its
support for the nuclear-free policy
and its warship ban.88 Scarcely a
decade earlier, such a development
was hardly imaginable.
Since adoption of the nuclear-free
policy, continuing changes in world
politics—and hence in New
Zealand’s threat environment—have
reinforced the rationale of the stance.
The end of the Cold War eliminated
the last vestiges of justification of
ANZUS in terms of Soviet containment. The subsequent U.S. decision
to remove all nuclear weapons from
its surface naval vessels eliminated
the “neither-confirm-nor-deny”
policy that had been the major point
of contention of the ship ban dispute.
In the midst of these developments,
the United States resumed certain
high-level contacts with New
Zealand in 1990. However, the

United States continued to classify
New Zealand in the unique category
of “former ally.”89
This U.S. posture is particularly
incongruous given new U.S. acceptance of the nuclear-free zone concept, evinced by its recent decision
(along with France and Great Britain) to endorse finally the South Pacific Nuclear-Free Zone (SPNFZ).
The Treaty of Rarotonga, which established the SPNFZ in 1985, included protocols committing affected
nuclear-armed states to the nonproliferation and non-use of nuclear
weapons in the vast ocean region.
Although the treaty’s provisions had
been made looser than New
Zealand’s policy—specifically to
gain support from interested nuclear
powers (it allows transit and visits to
member states by nuclear-armed
ships and planes, for example)—the
United States had refused to sign the
protocols, on the same grounds that
it objected to New Zealand’s policy:
the SPNFZ “would encourage other
areas to adopt similar or more strict
nuclear-free zones.”90 With the end
of the Cold War, such encouragement now appears more welcome:
the United States credited its decision to accede to the Treaty of
Rarotonga to its contribution to
progress in establishing the Treaty
on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons (NPT) regime in the region
and its role in “advancing arms control and non-proliferation” more
generally.91
The U.S. decision acknowledges
growing recognition that the Treaty
of Rarotonga, and even more so its
predecessor, the Treaty of Tlatelolco
(establishing a nuclear-free zone for
Central and South America), have
supplemented and reinforced nuclear
nonproliferation and the NPT regime
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both within their regions and elsewhere in the world. This success
has recently inspired new nuclearfree zones in Southeast Asia and
Africa as well as proposals even in
South Asia and the Middle East.92
The spreading popularity of the
nuclear-free concept among nonnuclear states, and a new awareness
of its value among nuclear-armed
states, evinces just the sort of emulation many New Zealanders sought
in adopting their own nuclear-free
policy. Hence, for many long-time
nuclear-free advocates, such events
confirm that New Zealand’s action
simply was ahead of its time.
However, this article does not argue that recent transformative developments in world politics and
presently expanding support for
nuclear-free zones justify New
Zealand’s nuclear-free policy ex post
facto. Such an argument would leave
open that New Zealand was “saved”
from its folly by fortuitous changes
in its external circumstances that it
could have neither controlled nor anticipated, and (more broadly) that
today’s nuclear-free zone initiatives
make sense only because of the relatively more “relaxed” conditions following the end of superpower
nuclear confrontation. Rather, this
article argues that New Zealand’s
nuclear-free policy is defensible
within the framework and logic of
realist approaches to international
politics even given the more trying
Cold War context within which it
was adopted.
The related question of whether
New Zealand’s action made a contribution to increasing the popularity of the nuclear-free zone concept,
or to other events that have reduced
the risks of nuclear war in recent
years, is difficult to answer. How-
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ever, the question of whether New
Zealand’s nuclear-free policy had the
global impact it sought must be kept
in proper perspective. Realism does
not expect even great powers to dictate international circumstances unimpeded, and small states seldom
influence courses of events decisively regardless of their policy
choices. Rather, realism expects
only that states remain alert to the
threats that surround them, perceptive of the resources, constraints, and
opportunities at hand, and wise in
choosing among alternative responses.
Returning to the theoretical questions posed at the outset of this article, there are then two implications
of this conclusion. First, this case
shows that the impact of popular
opinion on security policies is not
necessarily always pernicious, even
when mobilized through participatory organizations operating outside
institutionalized electoral processes.
Rather, to the extent that such activism reopens long dormant topics of
debate, it can serve as a valuable
corrective to institutional inertia and
bureaucratic parochialism, bringing
the national consensus on basic security outlooks back in line with
ever-evolving international circumstances, national interests, and common sense. This finding brings into
question conventional lessons drawn
from past “failures” of democracy
(e.g., British pacifism in the 1930s).
Participatory theories of democracy
emphasize that the “quality” of public opinion is a function of interest
and knowledge, which are themselves functions of decisionmaking
responsibility, suggesting that the
remedy for erratic influences of public attitudes on foreign policymaking
may be not less democracy, but
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more.93
Second, the New Zealand case
indicates that the increasing complexity of contemporary international politics and the introduction
of nuclear weapons have not relieved
states (especially small states) of the
imperative of assuring their own security, but have altered the context
in which that goal is pursued. Specifically, in peacetime conditions
marked by high levels of issue linkage, paradoxical nuclear strategies,
and numerous avenues of political
access in pluralist societies, states
encounter numerous constraints on
the use of conventional power resources, but also numerous opportunities for cleverness and
originality in diplomatic tactics.
As decisive encounters in international politics move from battlefields
to strategic think tanks and network
television studios, symbolic actions
in particular gather salience. In such
a world, small states remain inherently vulnerable. However, flight
into alliance with a stronger power,
particularly when it entails the
Faustian bargain of accepting
uncritically that power’s nuclear
strategies, no longer constitutes the
ideal remedy to this condition. Ironically, complex interdependence creates greater opportunities for small
states to maintain and preserve their
independence. Moreover, such circumstances can provide opportunities to such states, in the right place
and at the right time, to prove surprisingly influential—or “powerful”—as well. The cause of securing
the world from the threats of nuclear
weapons may owe much to the
states that discover and pursue those
opportunities.
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