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Blase:  Hello, this is Blase Bonpane with World Focus coming to you from KPFK/ Los Angeles.  

We are podcast and available 24/7 on kpfk.org where we are heard internationally.   

 

I’m privileged today to have Stansfield Smith as guest.  Stansfield Smith is a longtime anti-war 

and solidarity activist.  He’s written for the Monthly Review and he recently returned from 

North Korea and has written about his experience in CounterPunch (www.counterpunch.org).    

 

Welcome, Stansfield Smith. 

 

Stansfield:  Thank you for having me on your show. 

 

Blase:  Well, it’s a pleasure.  You ask a question here, “Does Obama Want More War,” and then 

you give us a little background on that war from 1950 to 1953.  I guess I just have to tell you my 

personal interest and that I received my honorable discharge from the United States Marine 

Corps Reserve in March of 1950 and the war started three months later and I can’t help but 

think of how many of the young people I knew who went over there didn’t come back.  And 

here I was resigned and retired at that time.  So it’s a very strong, personal interest to me.   

 

You mentioned that the US kill rate in the 1950-1953 war equaled more than one 9/11 every 

day, day after day, for the whole 1,100 day war.  Does anyone know that? 
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Stansfield:  It’s called “The Forgotten War” here.  Maybe it’s because one reason is because it’s 

one of the first wars that the US lost.  But obviously with the effect that 9/11 has on Americans 

you can imagine the effect that war has on Koreans.  It’s not something that they can forget.  

It’d be like it is to us – they’re living reality every day. 

 

Blase:  Twenty percent of the population of Korea was killed.  Now this is General Curtis LeMay, 

one of the greatest Hawks in the history of the United States.  He was also involved in the air 

war in Korea saying that “We grounded into gravel and then into dust and then into ashes. 

Everything in North Korea was destroyed.”   

 

Do we know that? 

 

Stansfield:  No, I didn’t know that.  I know when I was traveling around Korea, you have to 

remember that everything you see there has been built since 1953 because in 1953 there was 

nothing remaining.  The US had bombed everything until, towards the end of the war, there 

were no more sites to bomb anywhere. 

 

Blase:  It’s really amazing and how we tend to demonize everyone who we don’t agree with and 

sometimes we first favor them.  It was good Noriega, then bad Noriega, when he wouldn’t 

assist us to overthrow Nicaragua.  It was good Saddam when we were working with him.  He 

was Adolf Hitler when he said he would not privatize the oil.  This has gone on with Mosaddegh 

who was the favorite leader of Iran – we said he was a madman.  He was not a madman at all.  

He refused to privatize the oil.  So we have a history of demonizing anyone who disagrees with 

us.  So here we go again, right? 

 

Stansfield:  Yes, I think that’s one sign that the US wants to overthrow the government in that 

country.  In demonizing these other foreign heads of state is always a way to intimidate peace 

activists and anti-war activists from feeling comfortable opposing attacks and war against that 

country.  I’ve run into that here sometimes trying to speak about what I saw in North Korea and 
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some people are like, “No, I don’t support that government so I’m not in favor of you speaking 

in our place.”  It’s not only a threat against other countries but it’s a threat against the peace 

movement and anti-war movements here.  You’re out of line by supporting someone who’s a 

madman.  I mean, that’s how they would phrase it, that you’re somehow a little crazy yourself. 

 

Blase:  But it’s so often that they bring it down to one individual, sometimes individuals that are 

very much loved by their own people, Hugo Chavez, for example, and so many others.  We have 

the demonization of Ahmadinejad .  We have the demonization of Gaddafi and on and on and 

on.  But here’s a thought.  When we have tensions, as we do with North Korea, 

we could say, "We would like to send you 500 people from our State Department and have 

them stay in North Korea for three to four months so we can enjoy your culture 

and your company and see what we can work out." 

 

Now would that be better than sending 50,000 or 500,000 troops?  Wouldn’t it be a little bit 

cheaper and a lot more wise to send people over who were diplomats who could talk instead of 

this nonsense talk that goes on, saying you might have a nuclear bomb.  You might not have 

one, but you might have one.  If you have one, we’re going to kill you.  We only have 10,000 but 

we’re going to kill you if you have one.  I mean, really the logic seems to be so painful here.  

Now South Korea denies North Korea has a right to have its own nuclear weapons on its own 

land, particularly when the North says it is developing nuclear weapons as a deterrent because 

the US won’t take its own weapons out of the Korean peninsula. 

 

What are your thoughts on that? 

 

Stansfield:  Since I published those two articles in CounterPunch, someone sends me a link to 

an article that was in Asian Times in 2009 that it said that in 2004 South Korea admitted that 

they had been developing or enriching uranium or plutonium to build a bomb.  That’s what 

South Korea admitted seven years ago.   
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What was the reaction to that?  Nothing happened.  In the last 7 years, we just heard about 

Iran and North Korea, nothing about South Korea.  And I think that’s one of the things that 

makes the North Koreans so angry is this double standard by the United States and also by the 

United Nations because they told me that there have been 2,000 nuclear bomb tests since 

World War II and only three of them have been by North Korea but North Korea is the only 

country that’s ever been sanctioned for that. 

 

Blase:  Well, think about Pakistan – here, they were looked upon as an ally and we were happy 

with them having nuclear bomb facilities and in their own country, Mr. Kahn, was selling 

nuclear information to anyone who would buy it and they were looked upon as an ally at that 

time.  So, we didn’t say anything about the South having nuclear capability and you made a 

statement in your article saying,  

 

Would the US government and people get a little “irrational” if a foreign country that 

previously had killed millions of our people, sent nuclear capable stealth bombers off 

the coasts of New York City, Washington DC, Houston, Miami, Los Angeles, San 

Francisco, there to fly around for a month in preparation for a possible nuclear attack on 

us? For what is called, in warped US language, war “games”? 

 

You’re asking could we just realize that turn-about is fair play and asking “how would we feel?”  

And what do you think the answer to that is? 

 

Stansfield:  Americans don’t really know what’s going on in the situation.  Even I, who am 

pretty politically educated I think, didn’t realize til I was over there the degree to which we’re 

misinformed about North Korea and this country.  Over there, I got to read their newspapers 

and talk to some of their people about what led up to these US war maneuvers and the history 

of the discussions about making a nuclear-free Korea and a lot of times they bent over 

backwards to do what the US wanted but the US would always, in the end, they just used it to 

disarm North Korea so finally they got fed up last year and said, “Well, we need to defend 
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ourselves because the US is not negotiating seriously with us.”  And I think their real question 

like when Dennis Rodman went there to talk to Kim Jong Un, he came back and it was sort of 

ridiculed as being two crazy people talking to each other but the message her brought back was 

from Kim from North Korea to President Obama was, “Call me.  We don’t want war.”  That was 

over a month ago that they said, “We don’t want war.”  The US has never responded to them.  

The US government under Obama has no relations, doesn’t talk to the North Korean 

government at all.   That’s what they want.  To sit down with them and work out a peace 

agreement, a peace treaty, so they can peacefully develop their country and not have to worry 

about constant war threats. 

 

Blase:  Well, it’s important that people understand the history, that Korea was under Imperial 

Japanese rule from 1910 to 1945.  That is to the end of World War II and at this time, that was 

prior to the war taking place, but we were very much involved there immediately after WWII.  It 

wasn’t as if we only got into it in 1950.  It was prior to that the division took place, the division 

of Korea, dividing it up with the Soviet Union.  People have to also remember that, at that time, 

the Soviet Union was our ally.  Many people have forgotten that.  So we split up the world and 

Korea with our ally and what followed was an amazing massacre of 4 million people.  Now that 

number is very well documented in the encyclopedias that have come out since that time.  It is 

an authentic number of four million people massacred in the Korean War which began in June 

of 1950 so then to realize how many people in the South and in the North want to reunite.  We 

seem to have underplayed that.  It’s one language, one culture, one people, and many of them 

for years have been trying to reunite.   

 

Do you have any thoughts on that? 

 

Stansfield:  Well, I know that the President of South Korea, Kim Dae-Jung, from 1998 started 

the Sunshine Policy to improve relations with the North and they had made various agreements 

and a lot of South Korean tourists went north.  There were businesses opening up in the North 

that the South had invested in and there were more exchanges going on and tensions were 
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lessening and they were moving toward making a unified country with one federal government 

with two separate local governments, one in the North and one in the South, that over a long 

period of time of slowly working together they would finally reunite but the Bush 

administration was always opposed to that and in 2008 a very right-wing South Korean 

President got elected and he completely ended it and since 2008 their policy has been to have 

no discussions with the North, to be as hostile as possible, and to try to get sanctions on the 

North in the hope that the government in the North would collapse which, having been there 

two weeks ago, I don’t that’s going to happen. 

 

Blase:  Let’s talk about sanctions for a moment because I don’t think people know how many 

deaths are caused by sanctions.  We had a great deal of starvation in North Korea during the 

Clinton administration, did we not?  Were sanctions part of that? 

 

Stansfield:  Well, during that time I think, I’m trying to keep track of when the US sent food aid 

and when it didn’t.  For some periods of time they sent food aid but in other periods they had 

sanctions and blocked food aid and even blocked other countries from sending food aid and 

that’s how it is right now that the US sends no food to North Korea and blocks other countries 

from sending food to North Korea.  And when you have those kind of sanctions it doesn’t hurt 

the people in power.  It mostly hurts children; that’s the ones who really suffer and starve.  It 

was pretty bad when I would see a lot of little kids there in North Korea.  They were always very 

friendly.  They’d smile at me and so on; of course, we don’t speak a common language.  To 

think that these sanctions and these food sanctions are just hurting all these young children 

more than anybody else and they don’t do anything to change the government there.  If 

anything, it makes the people more supportive of their government because they feel 

threatened by this Super Power and that their government is defending them against this Super 

Power. 

 

Blase:  We have a long history of this.  In Iraq, hundreds of thousands died because of the 

sanctions.  We had similar sanctions in Cuba and now we have similar sanctions in Iran and the 
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people are suffering terribly.  Not the leadership, not the elites, the ordinary people are 

suffering.  They have nothing to do with all of this and now the sanctions in North Korea as well.  

Now, there was no peace accord in 1953.  There was a ceasefire that took place and that’s all 

we’ve basically had since that time.  Is that not right? 

 

Stansfield:  Yes, and the ceasefire did not include South Korea government.  The ceasefire was 

between the United States, the North Korean government, and the Chinese government.  So 

there has never been a ceasefire between North and South Korea. 

 

Blase:  Well, as you mentioned, there were 9,000 missile launches since World War II, four 

were by North Korea.  There have been 2,000 atomic bomb tests – three were from North 

Korea.  No country was sanctioned by the UN Security Council for this.  No country except 

North Korea and why wouldn’t the North Koreans be incensed by this double standard, as you 

state?  So this is what we’re dealing with now and it seems that our commercial news doesn’t 

care to deal with what actually transpired there.  They just are dealing with today’s propaganda 

and they’re not dealing with this in the light of history so this leads to great problems, I believe, 

and it’s going to lead to further war if we’re not careful because that division in Korea is 

allegedly the most highly militarized area in the world.   

 

Stansfield:  I read something that the Pentagon put out that said that if a war broke out 

between North and South Korea a million people would be killed around Seoul in just the first 

day.  It would be a slaughter just like, or worse than, the previous one.  But I think also that, to 

some extent, the US military escalation that started in the beginning of March with their war 

maneuvers is also directed at China.  It’s an excuse for the US to send more military off the 

coast of China while saying it’s directed to protecting Japan and South Korea from North Korea.  

The US really is also trying to intimidate China.  And another thing that some other friends told 

me is that the whole month of March while this was going on, and now into April, with this 

escalating stuff in American newspapers about how North Korea says it’s going to attack us, it’s 

just that the people who run this country know that is just ridiculous – that it’s never going to 
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happen.  But it keeps it on the front page of the news while the Obama administration is 

making deals to make unprecedented cuts to Social Security and Medicare and it keeps 

people’s attention off of that and on to this other issue. 

 

Blase:  That’s what I’ve seen in the small dictatorships I’ve seen throughout the world.  The 

dictator usually says “somebody next to us” is the problem.  In Guatemala, under the 

dictatorship there, they’d say” Belize is the problem – we’ve got to attack Belize because Belize 

is our land,” and that’s the way you get the mind of the people off of reality and the same of 

course, happens in Israel saying, “The problem is over there.”  We can’t handle things at home 

so it’s somebody else all the time.  And this is a very unfortunate thing.  We’re now seeing it in 

our own country and here we are bankrupt because of our militarism as the people’s trust fund 

is being taken away, a trust fund that has nothing to do with anybody else.  It was raided during 

the Vietnam War; Social Security was raided and put into the general treasury where it does not 

belong any more than any other bank account belongs there.  Now how much of that was 

returned is hard for anybody to say and now they want to raid it again, talking about it as an 

entitlement.  It’s not an entitlement.  It’s a bank account that we’ve paid into since we were 

children.  It’s our money and we’d like to have some of it come back after we’re 65 so yes, this 

is used to cover up issues but we’ve got to know our history or we’ll continue to repeat it.  

Here’s General MacArthur; he wanted to use 80 nuclear bombs to draw a line between China 

and North Korea.   And that’s where Truman who was somewhat repentant for destroying 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki said “no” and finally fired him and then he came and gave his famous 

talk about “old soldiers never dying.”  He wanted to use 80 nukes. 

 

Stansfield:  That’s what the North Koreans I talked to also said.  But I don’t think the US, it 

might have been more the issue of who was going to be in charge of these nukes, Truman or 

MacArthur and Truman I don’t think, trusted MacArthur.  I don’t think the US government was 

in principle against using nuclear bombs in the Korean War.  They just didn’t like how 

MacArthur was going off on his own. 
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Blase:  I think we’re in grave danger of using them now because we have been so flippant about 

the use of them and the problem is actually constitutional, that in many ways we live in a 

foreign policy dictatorship.  We find out that something’s been done after it’s been done.  

There is no democratic process that I’ve seen in terms of foreign policy.  In fact, it’s against the 

law for civilians to engage in foreign policy.  Many have, thank God, but it is not legal according 

to the laws that we have right now.  So we have to make these changes so that we can have 

some kind of a democratic approach. 

 

Now, you talked to many North Koreans and you said, “Did North Korea make proposals for 

peaceful national reunification?”  You asked that question, and how did the North Koreans 

respond? 

 

Stansfield:  Well, I only talked to a few of the ones who were on our tour.  They said they had 

made proposals over the years, I think, to build a peaceful reunification.  They made a three 

part proposal that the North and the South would unite independently and independently of 

foreign forces being involved in it, that they reunite peacefully and they work over a period of 

years for unity in the whole nation.  They proposed one central government, concerned only 

with national defense and diplomacy and two local governments, North and South, that would 

handle all other issues.  I think in the Sunshine Policy in the South, in the first decade of this 

century, they were moving in that direction.  Most of the time, South Korea has had pretty 

awful military governments.  It’s not like you could say there’s a human rights situation in the 

North and then in the South is a free democratic country.  Incidentally, I used to teach English 

as a second language and I had one student who was from Gwangju when Gwangju had an 

uprising in 1982, I think.  It’s a military government and it was in 1982, I think.  Sort of like the 

Tiananmen of South Korea, though of course no one knows about it here really because South 

Korea was the US ally, but I read that the military went in there to put down the protests by 

workers and students and as part of putting it down they used flame throwers on the 

demonstrators.  That was in South Korea. 
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Blase:  Yes, that was the Gwangju massacre. 

 

Stansfield:  I never heard of anywhere using flame throwers on demonstrators. 

 

Blase:  What the North is saying, if I understand, is that if the South Koreans continue to 

provoke them that this war is going to break out and the situation has deteriorated because the 

ceasefire of 1953 has been violated and now there is no contact between the North and the 

South.  There are not even phone lines now.  That’s another major problem.  So now, is there 

any diplomacy coming forth from the South? 

 

Stansfield:  I’m not aware of any.  The government in the South, the new President is the 

daughter of the old military dictator in the South.  She’s also committed to overthrowing the 

government in the North. 

 

Blase:    Here’s Japan which controlled Korea from 1910 to 1945 also coming forward with a 

very hostile approach from their right-wing government who wants to re-militarize Japan and 

trying to build a strong military using this as an excuse for that so we’re concerned about the 

attitude coming from Japan at this time.  Were you able to hear much about that while you 

were there? 

 

Stansfield:  Well, I only heard the people there tell me that Japan in this situation has been as 

hostile to North Korea as South Korea has been in the last few years.  It’s a right-wing 

government that wants to change its self defense force into a regular army and it is using this 

present situation to try to do that.  To say that because of the problems with North Korea we 

need to have a regular army.  And that’s a problem for a lot of countries in Asia from what 

Japan has done to them, before and during World War II. 

 

I went on vacation with my family in China for a week and then I just went to North Korea by 

myself.  But while I was in China I went to the museum of the anti-Japanese in Beijing and it 
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said 35 million Chinese were killed or died from famine and being killed during the whole time 

of the Japanese occupation.   Japan’s had the same effect on other countries and Vietnam and 

so on, when they occupied those countries so these countries are very worried about Japanese 

re-arming. 

 

Blase:    Why did North Korea feel that it had to develop, or try to develop, a nuclear bomb?   

 

Stansfield:  Well, I think they had made several deals with the US.  The US said they’d build a 

light water reactor if they’d stop building nuclear power plants.  In the book by Bruce Cuming 

who I read a lot to learn more about North Korea; he’s a University of Chicago professor who 

writes about North Korea and he’s very honest in how he looks at North Korea.  He’s not 

particularly favorable to the government.  He just thinks we should, as a social scientist who 

accurately explained their points of view and what’s happened in that country and what the US 

has done there.  But he had a whole chapter in that book about the negotiations between the 

United States and North Korea about their nuclear weapons.  Finally, I think that North Korea 

decided that the US was not negotiating in good faith and that every time they tried to make an 

agreement the US would up the ante and so they stopped negotiating and they said, “Well, the 

only thing to do now is to build a nuclear bomb because negotiation hasn’t led anywhere to 

anything.  It just weakens us.  We can look at what happened in Yugoslavia in the 1990’s and in 

Iraq and Afghanistan and now Libya and see that if we want to defend our country, we need to 

have nuclear weapons.” 

 

Those countries that didn’t got destroyed. 

 

Blase:  North Korea is saying that, 

 

The DPRK joined the International Atomic Energy Agency and became a Nuclear Non-

Proliferation Treaty member in 1985. We wanted to develop cooperation in the field of 
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nuclear energy. Our purpose for joining was to be safe from nuclear attack. But the 

threat has continued. 

In 1994 with our agreement with the US, we froze our nuclear program. In exchange, 

President Clinton and the US promised to supply us with a light water reactor. As we 

now know, Clinton only made those promises because the US thought the DPRK would 

collapse, and so did not need to honor the agreement. We allowed nuclear inspections 

until 1999, to show that our nuclear power was only for peaceful purposes. The US 

broke the agreement in 2002 under Bush, and we resumed using our nuclear power 

plant. 

We have to listen to what other people are saying.  We hear one side constantly.  Then they 

said that… 

The Yugoslav war showed us was that we needed to defend The Yugoslav war showed 

us that we need to defend ourselves. We learned from the US that the US has no justice, 

no fairness. The US respects only power. So the DPRK developed nuclear weapons to 

have power. 

That’s their statement and that’s expressing how they feel.  I think we could talk about this 

governmentally in bi-lateral meetings but it doesn’t seem to be happening, does it? 

 

Stansfield:  Yes, I think that they’ve only developed nuclear weapons as a deterrent, as a 

method of self-protection.  And also we should remember that the US conducts war maneuvers 

every year against North Korea and in these war maneuvers they always use nuclear weapons.  

That’s one reason why North Korea gets so angry.  And I think also in the Nuclear 

Nonproliferation Treaty, part of it said that countries that do not have nuclear weapons cannot 

be threatened by countries that do have nuclear weapons.  That’s one reason they signed it.  So 

the US would stop threatening them with nuclear weapons but the US ignored that they had 
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signed that treaty and that’s what the treaty had said.  The treaty also said that the countries 

that had signed will eliminate the nuclear weapons that they have which the United States and 

Russia have not done. 

 

Blase:  Well our unnecessary and illegal wars are destroying the United States.  The Iraq war 

devastated and destroyed Iraq and it’s destroying our country.  The Afghan war also has 

destroyed one of the poorest countries in the world and it’s destroying us so that the wealthy 

of our country are trying to take money from the checks of the workers, increasing amounts 

deducted from their checks for taxation instead of giving them a break when wages haven’t 

increased since 1970 so the destruction goes on here and there and the same is true there.  

They say “they deny us food.”  The Koreans are saying they deny us food because it can be used 

to feed our military, so we’re saying that food we give you may go to the military so we’re going 

to starve you out.  “If we keep going along with this”, quoting one of the North Koreans, “they’d 

say we can’t have kitchen knives because we’d use them for fighting.”  Well, there’s a lot of 

irrationality but we’ll never understand it by hearing only the line of the Pentagon.  It’s only one 

line and it’s a line with almost no imagination, no creativity, no new ideas, no diplomacy, and 

it’s led us into one unnecessary war after another and here we are playing around with another 

one.  This is not OK.   

 

So I think it’s important that you made this trip.  Is it relatively easy for people to go to North 

Korea? 

 

Stansfield:  Yes, all these tours to go to North Korea all leave from Beijing, I think.  You have to 

go to Beijing first and then go.  But I’m working on ending the US blockade of Cuba; I think the 

only country where it’s very hard to go to and it maybe the government says it’s not legal is 

Cuba.  The US may be saying that we’re almost at war with North Korea but you’re still free to 

go there and come back.   
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Blase:  Well, the Cuban sanctions have been utterly ridiculous for over half a century and we 

have punished other countries for trading with Cuba, the same as we are intent on punishing 

other countries that deal with North Korea.  In either case, it has accomplished nothing for us 

and has led to our own business people saying we want to do business with Cuba and they 

don’t want to have those restrictions there.  So we’ve got to try to straighten out some of these 

policies it seems to me.  Now, you asked the North Koreans how the food situation is now and 

what is our role in that?  What did they say about the food situation? 

 

Stansfield:  Well now it’s better than it was.  I think it was much like the situation that Cuba was 

in when the Soviet Union collapsed that their agriculture was highly mechanized and they used 

a lot of chemical fertilizers.  And then the Soviet Union collapsed and they lost their access to 

cheap oil so they could no longer use machinery on the fields and they couldn’t use chemical 

fertilizers so their production just dropped dramatically.  And then North Korea was hit by 

floods and droughts and, having been there, you can see, it’s a very mountainous country and a 

lot of the mountains don’t have any trees on them which is something that’s going to cause a 

lot of floods.  But slowly they’ve been improving this situation.  I talked to some of the tour 

guides who were the Western tour guides who organized the tour with Koreo tours leading the 

tour groups in North Korea over the last eight or nine years and they said “Every year we go the 

food situation gets a little better.  There’s more choices among the food that we eat, and the 

people look like they’re better off.  And their clothes are better.”  So, the situation there is 

slowly improving.  But right now the US is blocking food aid to North Korea. 

 

Blase:  We had the Sunshine Policy, started by President Kim Dae Jung and continued by 

President Roh Moo-Hyun for the years 1998 to 2008 and this policy seemed to accomplish a lot 

with cooperative business developments and the South Korean tourists were coming in and this 

great industrial park was opened in North Korea and now that has been shut down.  Was that 

happening while you were there? 
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Stansfield:  No.  We were right near there; actually we went to the DMZ which that place is 

right next to the DMZ.  I think it’s only when there was a lot of stuff in the South Korean press 

saying that North Korea would never shut that industrial park because they need the money 

they get from it that so angered the North Korean government that they shut it. 

 

Blase:  I’m so glad that you made this trip and that you’ve expressed all of this in Counter Punch 

and want to thank you for doing that and for helping our people to understand that we have to 

also look at what the North Koreans are thinking and look at real history instead of propaganda.  

So, I want to thank you very much for being with us today and I’ve been speaking to Stansfield 

Smith who is a long-time anti-war and solidarity activist and he’s written for the Montly Review 

and recently returned from North Korea and has written about his experience in Counter 

Punch.  Thanks so much for being with us today, Stansfield Smith. 

 

Stansfield:  Thank you very much for having me on your show. 

 

- Continuation of broadcast- 

 

Blase:  We want to thank Tim Wright of Truthout for gathering the following material together 

because it doesn’t seem that it appeared much in our commercial media.  Many people may 

not know, as they didn’t know much about what North Korea was thinking, that… 

 

A quiet revolution took place in Oslo earlier this month.   More than 120 

governments, UN agencies, the International Committee of the Red Cross and civil 

society gathered to debate the problem of nuclear weapons, not in military and 

geopolitical terms, as has been done for decades, but through a humanitarian lens. 

Never before in the 68 years of the atomic age has there been any serious discussion 

at a governmental level of the catastrophic harm caused by nuclear weapons, nor a 

concerted push by states to outlaw these weapons completely. 
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The five major nuclear powers - the United States, Russia, Britain, France and China - 

were understandably unhappy about this Norwegian government initiative.   Just days 

before the conference kicked off, they issued a joint statement declaring that they 

would boycott it, even though a couple of them had earlier indicated that they would 

attend.   But this was not enough to deter other governments from taking part, 

including many members of NATO, Australia, Japan and South Korea, all of which rely 

on America's so-called "extended nuclear deterrent." 

 

And the whole methodology of deterrents has been proved to be a major fraud. 

 

It was a major strategic blunder on the part of the "P5" nuclear powers not to show 

up. Their absence only ensured that the discussion remained focused on the horrific 

effects of nuclear weapons, immediate and long term, and the need for a ban. 

Representatives from one state after another rose to express their grave concerns 

over the continuing threat that nuclear weapons pose to all humanity. The Red Cross 

warned that no national or international response capacity exists - nor could one ever 

be developed - to respond effectively in the event of even a single nuclear detonation, 

let alone in the more likely scenario of a nuclear exchange. 

 

We’ve known this for years but we have not looked at it through the humanitarian lens and 

that’s the only lens to look at it.  We look at it as though those people over there are bad 

people.  Iran might have one nuclear weapon.  Lying about Iraq having them and having 

nuclear attacks.  All of this now focusing on North Korea which if they fired one of their non-

existent weapons, they would be destroyed immediately.  We have to look at the 

humanitarian side. 

 

I remember once when the Red Cross here in LA was asked what we could do in LA should 

there be an attack, a nuclear attack on LA and after reflecting on it, I think the answer was, 

“Nothing.  There’s nothing you can do – LA would just look like Hiroshima.  There’s nothing 
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you can do.”  This is why this group came together in Oslo and received so little attention in 

the US.   

 

Some international media outlets felt that the absence of the United States and other 

powerful states diminished the meeting's significance. But if these countries had 

considered the meeting unimportant, they would probably have turned up. They 

appear concerned that the new humanitarian-based approach to nuclear 

disarmament has the potential to disrupt the status quo of disarmament inaction. At 

the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva - a body that has been moribund for 17 

years though it schedules meetings approximately five months out of the year - the 

P5 delivered statements deriding the Oslo conference as a "distraction" from the 

many "practical" nonproliferation and arms control measures they are pursuing. 

 

This is so classic for Empire.  If we don’t control everything, we’ll have no part of it.  Here is a 

brilliant meeting taking place called for by Norway and responded to by much of the world, 

and we’re deriding it.  And we’re the nation most apt to use nuclear weapons.  We have the 

most of them.  We have very little humanity in our concerns.  Our policies have become more 

and more ugly in so many ways.  They’ve become sadistic and this is not a good way to have 

foreign policy and so we’re not talking mere rhetoric here. 

 

No nuclear-armed nation has shown any genuine commitment to eliminating its nuclear 

weapons.   They pay lip service to nuclear disarmament - making "unequivocal 

undertakings" to achieve a nuclear-weapon-free world - but at the same time invest 

billions of dollars in the modernization of their nuclear forces, with the clear intention of 

retaining them for many decades to come.   Both US Secretary of State John Kerry and 

his predecessor, Hillary Clinton, have suggested that nuclear disarmament is a centuries-

long process. 
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Well, the human race doesn’t have that much time. It will be eliminated by that time if we 

continue “modernization” of nuclear weapons.   

 

The focus of the P5 is on curbing proliferation: preventing North Korea from developing 

its nuclear weapons program any further and ensuring that Iran does not use its 

enriched uranium for bomb-making.   But the P5 can hardly take the moral high ground 

on nuclear nonproliferation while refusing to make any meaningful progress in 

abolishing their own vast nuclear stockpiles.   As Desmond Tutu recently opined in 

Britain's Guardian newspaper: "We cannot intimidate others into behaving well when 

we ourselves are misbehaving.   Yet that is precisely what nations armed with nuclear 

weapons hope to do by censuring North Korea and Iran." 

 

So how will the Oslo conference help to overcome this logjam?   We have learned from 

processes to ban other categories of weapons that cause unacceptable suffering - such 

as antipersonnel mines and cluster munitions - that adopting a humanitarian-based 

discourse is an important first step.   New coalitions of states can be formed and 

longstanding deadlocks broken.   For both of these types of weapons, the major 

producers and users claimed they were essential for their national security. But 

disarmament campaigners, humanitarian relief agencies and like-minded governments 

demonstrated that, from a humanitarian standpoint, bans were necessary.   In a few 

short years, treaties were negotiated and brought into force. 

 

The Oslo conference has the potential to lead us to a negotiating process for a ban on 

nuclear weapons. The Mexican government has already announced a follow-up 

conference. Other governments have indicated a willingness to host further 

conferences. The precise aim has not yet been stated. However, it would likely be a 

treaty that prohibits the use, production, testing and possession of nuclear weapons and 

establishes a legal framework for their elimination. This new international legal 
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instrument would create a powerful global norm against nuclear weapons, speeding up 

the process for total nuclear disarmament. 

 

Even without the support of the P5 and other nuclear-armed nations, the benefits of a 

ban would be considerable.   For example, with an international ban in place, would it 

be tenable for the British government to proceed with the renewal of its fleet of 

nuclear-armed Trident submarines, a decision on which is expected in 2016? Would the 

five NATO states that host US nuclear weapons - Belgium, Germany, Italy, the 

Netherlands and Turkey - be able to keep doing so?   Would countries such as Australia 

and Japan still consider it acceptable to claim reliance on US extended nuclear 

deterrence?   Would banks around the world be comfortable financing companies that 

manufacture nuclear arms? 

 

It would be unrealistic to expect that one day all or most of the nine nuclear-armed 

states - the P5 plus India, Pakistan, Israel and North Korea - would be willing to sit 

around a table together and agree to eliminate their nuclear weapons. This is simply 

not how disarmament will come about. Most of these states have said that they will 

only do away with their own nuclear weapons once all other nuclear weapons in the 

world have been dismantled. We clearly should not rely on their leadership in this 

endeavor. Non-nuclear-weapon states - which make up the vast majority of states in 

the world - must drive the international push for a ban. 

 

The International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, which coordinated civil 

society participation in the Oslo conference, has used the analogy of a train journey 

to describe what began in Norway this month:   We have left the platform in Oslo. 

Before too long, we will arrive in Mexico; and there will be a series of further stops. 

Along the way, some governments will get off; others will come on board.   But the 

momentum will continue throughout, sustained by the overwhelming will of the 

world's people to achieve a more peaceful future, free from the threat of radioactive 
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incineration.   That momentum will take us to our destination - a ban on nuclear 

weapons.   Reaching that place is an urgent humanitarian necessity. 

 

I certainly want to thank Tim Wright for putting this together.  He is on the International 

Steering Group of the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons.   He served as a 

civil society delegate to the Conference on the Humanitarian Impact of Nuclear Weapons in 

Oslo, Norway, which our country refused to attend. 

 

Well, we should be aware of these things in spite of the fact that the commercial media 

tends to ignore them.   

 

So, I want to thank you for listening today.  World Focus is produced by the Office of the 

Americas; you may download World Focus at officeoftheamericas.org with the fond hope 

that we may all be agents of peace on earth and good will to everyone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


