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Global Protest against Nuclear Power. Transfer and
Transnational Exchange in the 1970s and 1980s

Astrid Mignon Kirchhof & Jan-Henrik Meyer”

Abstract: »Globaler Protest gegen Atomkraft: Transfer und transnationaler
Austausch in den 1970er und 1980er Jahren«. Protest against nuclear power
plants, uranium mining and nuclear testing played a pivotal role in the rise of a
mass environmental movement around the globe in the 1970s and 1980s. Nev-
ertheless, the history of anti-nuclear activism has largely been told from a
strictly national perspective. This HSR Focus approaches the phenomenon from
a transnational perspective for the first time. Against the backdrop of the de-
bate on transnational history, this article develops a framework of analysis, and
contextualizes anti-nuclear protest in a broader postwar perspective. The con-
tributions show that anti-nuclear movements across the globe were transna-
tionally connected. First, scientific expertise and protest practices were trans-
ferred between movements, and subsequently adapted to local requirements.
Secondly, transnational cooperation and networks did indeed emerge, playing
an important role in taking protest to the international and European level.
However, as opposed to contemporary rhetoric of grass-roots transnational sol-
idarity, such cooperation was limited to a small, highly skilled and committed
group of mediators - often semi-professional activists - who managed to over-
come the obstacles of distance and cultural differences and had access to the
necessary resources.

Keywords: Anti-nuclear movement, transnational history, Europe, Australia,
United States.

1. Introduction

Nuclear power seems to be a transnational issue per se. Harnessing the power
of the atom for useful purposes has been the vision of a small but highly inter-
national group of scientists across borders since the early days of the 20th
century. When it first became possible to split the atom, scientists, military men
and policy makers around the globe quickly realized the uses it could be em-
ployed for. Initially, these uses were military ones, with teams of scientists work-
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ing to develop a nuclear bomb on both sides during World War IT (Walker 2002).
While these efforts fortunately came to nothing in Nazi Germany (Schirach
2012), the United States’ “Manhattan project” (Kelly 2007) resulted in the nu-
clear destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. Notably since Eisenhow-
er’s famous “Atoms for Peace” speech of 1953 various kinds of peaceful purpos-
es — such as sterilizing foods with radiation (Zachmann 2011) — were promoted
on both sides of the Iron Curtain, and subsequently also in what was then called
the developing world. Most important among these was the provision of electrici-
ty via nuclear power plants, which, however, only became available for commer-
cial purposes in the late 1960s (Radkau 1983; Radkau and Hahn 2013)."

Nuclear power seems a transnational issue because it transcends and crosses
national boundaries — in at least four respects: Firstly, in terms of expert
knowledge and mediated forms of communication. This includes the transna-
tional diffusion of knowledge and ideas communicated by experts; that is to
say, the processes whereby scientific knowledge is generated and travels across
borders through scientific exchange and cooperation (sometimes by espionage),
and through different media forms, including specialist media like international
scientific journals such as Nuclear Physics and alternative media like the ex-
change platform World Information Service on Energy (WISE), or the Bulletin
of the Atomic Scientists (Kirchhof forthcoming spring 2016).

Secondly, nuclear power transcends the nation state due to global trade, in-
dustry and banks. While the state held tight control over the arms sector, trying
to prevent proliferation, once nuclear power started to be commercialized, large
multinational or — as they were referred to in the 1970s” — “transnational” cor-
porations such as Westinghouse, General Electric or Siemens produced and
sold nuclear technology worldwide. Moreover, uranium ore, for the key raw
material and for the nuclear industry and weapons production alike, was mined
by large multinational mining companies like Rio Tinto Zinc, financed by
internationally operating banks such as Bank of America — as contemporary
critics highlighted (Roberts 1978) — and exported across the globe.

Thirdly, the splitting of the atom had undesirable consequences for the natu-
ral environment in terms of radiation, which was impossible to contain within

The arguments outlined in this article were first developed and discussed in the context of a
series of panels on "Anti-nuclear-protest in the 1970s and 1980s in a transnational perspec-
tive: Europe and beyond" at the Seventh Biennial Conference of the European Society for Envi-
ronmental History in Munich in August 2013. We would like to thank Michael Schiiring and
Frank Zelko for their helpful comments, and Stephen Milder and Michael L. Hughes for the
thoughtful discussion. Research for this article was funded by a Marie-Curie-Reintegration
Grant of the European Communities, by the Danish Research Council for Culture and Commu-
nication, by a fellowship of the Rachel Carson Center for Environment and Society at LMU
Munich, as well as by a project grant of the German Science Foundation (DFG).
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national borders. Even in the most remote corners of the planet, fallout from
nuclear tests could be found. Radioactive isotopes spread in the atmosphere and
rained down worldwide (McNeill and Engelke 2013, 501). This concern was an
important argument for international political solutions and agreements, such as
the (limited) Test Ban Treaty of 1963 (Fazzi forthcoming 2014). Nuclear acci-
dents, such as Three Mile Island near Harrisburg in 1979, Chernobyl in 1986
(Briiggemeier 1998; Arndt 2010) and more recently Fukushima in 2011,
(Pritchard 2012; Uekétter 2012a, b) demonstrated that nuclear fallout affected
both air and water, and did not stop at borders (Iriye 2013a, 766f.) — even if pro-
nuclear governments occasionally suggested otherwise (Kalmbach 2011). Even
the “normal” day-to-day operation of nuclear power plants, let alone of repro-
cessing plants, such as the notorious case of the British Windscale/Sellafield plant
(Hamblin 2008; Mauchline and Templeton 1963; McDermott 2008; Nelson
2004) on the coast of the Irish Sea, produced (low-level) nuclear emissions that
impacted on the air, rivers and the sea and on human health, regardless of polit-
ical borders. In fact, many reactor sites were deliberately placed on the margins
of nation states, facing the sea or neighboring countries. In Western Europe,
such practices — and the cross-border resentment they created — led the Europe-
an Commission to propose common European rules for the obligatory consulta-
tion of the affected neighbors in 1976 and again after Harrisburg. These pro-
posals predictably came to nothing.” Nuclear tests were undertaken far away
from the home country, as in the case of French tests in the Pacific, which
ultimately triggered off the Australian anti-nuclear movement in 1972/73
(Kirchhof 2014a)* and contributed to the rise of Greenpeace (Zelko 2013,
110fY).

Fourthly, and finally, protest against the risks of nuclear weapons and nucle-
ar power also crossed borders. Curiously enough, however, the transnational
nature of this protest has hardly been explored to date. To be sure, some re-
searchers mentioned in passing the cooperation of anti-nuclear activists along
the upper Rhine in the 1970s (e.g. Engels 2006, 352). However, most of the
historical and social science research on anti-nuclear protest — against nuclear
weapons, nuclear power and uranium mining — has remained confined to local
and national cases (e.g. Engels 2006, 338-76; Hasenohrl 2011, 405-71; Schiiring
2012). Even the few existing — and very instructive — international comparative

Europdische Kommission. Entwurf einer EntschlieBung des Ministerrates liber die gemein-
schaftliche Abstimmung tiber Fragen der Standortwahl beim Bau von Kraftwerken und Vor-
schlag fiir eine Verordnung des Rates liber die Einrichtung eines gemeinschaftlichen Konsul-
tationsverfahrens fiir Kraftwerke, von denen Auswirkungen auf das Hoheitsgebiet eines
anderen Mitgliedsstaates ausgehen konnen, KOM (76) 576 endg., 10. Dezember 1976. His-
torical Archives of the European Commission BAC 35/1980 (2): 129-64.

Kelly, Petra. Atomkolonialismus im Pazifik, Abendzeitung n. d. [1984 or later], AGG, PKA
480. Also: Caldicott, Helen. 1979. At the Crossroads. San Francisco: Abalone Alliance, AGG,
PKA 139: 1-10, here: 2-3.
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studies by sociologists (Joppke 1993) and historians (Nehring 2004, 2005) alike
tended to highlight the differences and the separate national paths and tried to
explain these specificities by the embedding of these movements in different
national political systems. This is to some extent the result of the prevalent
opportunity structures approach (Kitschelt 1986; Shawki 2010) as an analytical
tool for the study of social movements. This approach highlighted the crucial
relevance of national (or subnational) political structures for the success of such
movements (Meyer 2004). Such an approach is a clear example of what Ulrich
Beck has criticized as the “methodological nationalism” (Beck 2005, 3-11) of the
social sciences, namely the default treatment of all social and political problems
from a national perspective and within bounded national units. Beck argues that
unquestioned methodological decisions to opt for national units of analysis mere-
ly reinforce the apparent importance and centrality of the nation state in social
science analyses. By focusing on transfers and transnational exchange, this HSR
Focus seeks to go beyond national politics as well as the mere focus on similari-
ties and differences between nation states and instead to explore transnational
exchange and the global diffusion of knowledge, ideas and concepts.

In environmental history — which includes the history of environmental and
anti-nuclear protest — there is an emerging trend to internationalize and global-
ize perspectives and to include cross-border phenomena (Iriye 2008; Uekotter
2011). Actual empirical research in a transnational perspective has only just
started, with case studies on the spread of national parks (Kupper 2012; Lekan
2011; Wakild 2012; Wobse 2012), on migratory species (Cioc 2009) or trans-
fers of ideas (Kirchhof forthcoming spring 2016). As part of this incipient
trend, the ideological underpinnings and motivations of transnational environ-
mental protest have also been addressed (Nehring 2009, 2012), including the
role of the women’s movement (Kirchhof 2013). However, with regard to anti-
nuclear protest — arguably a central area of environmental and political conflict
in Western societies in the 1970s and 1980s — research on its transnational
aspects is still missing.

The goal of this HSR Focus is to address this apparent mismatch, and begin
to chronicle the as yet untold story of transnational exchange and cooperation
among those anti-nuclear activists in the 1970s and 1980 who opposed nuclear
power and uranium mining. The guiding hypothesis is that the anti-nuclear
movement that emerged during these two decades — roughly between the first
protests against the nuclear power plant at Fessenheim in France in 1971 and
Chernobyl 1986 — was engaged in substantial transnational exchange. Never-
theless, as opposed to what could be called the first generation of transnational
history in the early 2000s, which devoted substantial attention to emphasizing
the existence of transnational connections (Conrad and Osterhammel 2004;
Conze et al. 2004), the shared goal of the contributions assembled in this HSR
Focus is to gauge both the scope and relevance of transnational exchange.
Moreover, the contributions seek to draw out the conditions facilitating or
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hampering transnational interaction. By addressing factors that enabled but also
put obstacles in the way of cooperation and the transfer of ideas across national
boundaries, the contributions will tell a history of the transnational dimension
of anti-nuclear protest without succumbing to what could be called “methodo-
logical transnationalism” (Meyer 2014a, 161), i.e. an analytical perspective that
systematically exaggerates the importance of the transnational dimension.

The four articles assembled in this HSR Focus enquire into different aspects
of the transnational dimension of anti-nuclear protest. In his article “Between
Grassroots Activism and Transnational Aspirations: Anti-Nuclear Protest from
the Rhine Valley to the Bundestag, 1974-1983”, Stephen Milder (2014) (Duke
University, USA) explores how the site occupation at Wyhl — involving the
transnational cooperation of French, Swiss and German activists, and relying
on an example from the French side — gained translocal and transnational rele-
vance, and inspired transnationally-minded activists to engage in Green poli-
tics. In “”Where do we go from Wyhl?’ Transnational Anti-Nuclear Protest
targeting European and International Organizations in the 1970s”, Jan-Henrik
Meyer (2014b) (Aarhus University, Denmark) examines the emergence of a
transnational network of actors — initially inspired by the events at Wyhl — that
quickly left the local transnational context behind and started targeting those
international organizations they perceived as the most ardent advocates of the
rapid expansion of nuclear power.

Wyhl also inspired activists on the other side of the Atlantic to engage in
site occupation, as outlined by Michael L. Hughes (2014) (Wake Forest Uni-
versity, USA) in his article “Civil Disobedience in Transnational Perspective.
American and West German Anti-Nuclear-Power Protesters, 1975-1982”.
Hughes analyzes mutual transnational transfers of ideas and protest practices
including site occupations as well as civil disobedience and the limitations of
such transfers between the activists of the Clamshell Alliance fighting against
the Seabrook Power Station in New Hampshire and the German protesters of
the Bund Biirgerinitiativen Umweltschutz (BBU). He emphasizes the importance
of reception and adaptation into local practices. Astrid Mignon Kirchhof’s (2014)
(Humboldt University Berlin, Germany) article “Spanning the Globe: Australian
Protest against Uranium Mining and their West-German Supporters” looks at an
extreme case of transnational exchange and explores the opportunities for and
limitations of transnational cooperation with activists at the other side of the
world in Australia in an age before e-mail, internet, or Twitter.

This introductory article seeks to situate the four contributions of the HSR
Focus within the current state of research and to raise relevant questions. First,
it will outline and explain the common conceptual framework, drawing on the
wider debate on transnational history. Secondly, it will embed the history of the
anti-nuclear protest of the 1970s and 1980s in the broader context of the rise of
environmentalism since the 1960s, drawing on recent discussions in environ-
mental history. A third and concluding part will present the main findings of
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the four case studies and summarize what we can learn about the transnational
dimension of anti-nuclear protest.

2. Approaching Anti-Nuclear Protest in a Transnational
Perspective: Conceptual Clarifications

The contributions of this HSR Focus systematically approach the history of
anti-nuclear protest in the 1970s and 1980s from a transnational perspective for
the first time. The central questions addressed derive from the recent debate
about transnational history. Transnational history can be described as the study
of “border crossings” (Clavin 2005, 423). It enquires into the interaction and
movement of people — both individuals and groups — across national bounda-
ries. Moreover, it makes visible those (formal or informal) structures that they
establish beyond the nation state and that are rarely covered in traditional histo-
riography. Transnational history seeks to describe both “flows” — i.e. the
movement of people, information, and concepts, of ideas, of money or goods,
and “networks”, i.e. (frequently emergent and informal) structures of recurrent
interaction (Kaelble et al. 2002, 9). This routinely includes cooperation and
conflict (Clavin 2005, 424; Kaelble et al. 2002, 9f.), but at times also the ab-
sence of interconnections.

As a relatively new branch of history writing, transnational history emerged
against the backdrop of a rapidly globalizing world after the end of the cold
war. The goal of its proponents was to overcome some important limitations of
conventional social, national comparative and international history (Bayly et al.
2006; Clavin 2005; Gassert 2010; Gehler and Kaiser 2001; Haupt and Kocka
2009; Osterhammel 2001; Patel 2004).

Firstly, most history writing seemed characterized by methodological na-
tionalism (Chernilo 2006). In most histories, the nation was the default unit of
analysis, without any critical reflection about such a choice of object. Not least
because the rise of history as a discipline had coincided with the emergence
and promotion of the nation state in the 19th century, most historians were used
to writing — and teaching — national histories (Berger 2007; Iriye 2013a, 761).
Even the rise of social history as a new and increasingly dominant subdisci-
pline in the 1970s did not change this trend. The societies social historians
studied were routinely defined as individual nation states (Raphael 1999). In an
age where social science approaches promised innovation, such social science
definitions were rarely questioned. Thus, as critics have argued, comparative
social history tended to treat nation states as distinct and independent units of
analysis and systematically overlooked the fact that national boundaries were
never completely sealed, but porous in many ways, notably in respect of the
exchange of ideas or the movement of people across borders (Conrad 2009, 52f).
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Secondly, nation states were also the primary units of analysis for classical
international historians. Committed to traditions of diplomatic history, interna-
tional historians (including historians of European integration) were interested
in government action and records (Kaiser 2004, 2005; Kaiser and Starie 2005).
This kind of approach systematically obscured an increasing number of actors
beyond the nation state operating across borders, such as migrants, multina-
tional businesses, or non-governmental organizations (NGOs), (Clavin 2010,
629; Saunier 2009). The contributions to this focus issue focus on such non-
state (Kaiser and Meyer 2010), or societal actors (Kaiser and Meyer 2013) and
the transnational exchange in which they are involved.

The term “transnational” that is at the heart of the transnational history ap-
proach is ambiguous. However, this ambiguity may actually have strengthened
the attractiveness of the concept. The prefix “trans” may mean both “across”
and “beyond”. The main analytical focus of transnational history is clearly on
the former, namely the study of actions, flows, networks and transfers that
penetrate national borders. At the same time, the second meaning “beyond the
nation” suggests a vision of overcoming the nation state.” This vision seemed
quite appropriate to a globalizing world and the apparent obliteration of nation-
al borders (Meyer 2014a, 145f). To some extent, idea(l)s of this kind seemed to
also have informed one of the most ambitious enterprises in the field, namely
the Palgrave Dictionary of Transnational History (Gram-Skjoldager and
Knudsen 2014; Iriye and Saunier 2009). Nevertheless, many transnational
historians do tend to emphasize that the nation state remains a necessary and
relevant category also in the enquiry of all things transnational (Osterhammel
2009, 47; Patel 2003, 629). One of the analytical goals of this focus issue is to
assess the actual importance of transnational connections — while also reflect-
ing on the structural conditions of national cultural and political frameworks.

Thus the label “transnational” as the contributors in this issue understand it
is not an elaborate new way of describing what used to be called international.
While transnational relations cut across nations, the more classical notion of
international relations denotes the interaction “between” clearly bounded and
institutionalized national units. This distinction between transnational and
international relations was first introduced by “Neo-Liberal” theorists of Inter-
national Relations like political scientists Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye in
the 1970s (for a critical view: Graf and Priemel 2011). Just as transnational
historians developed their research interests under the influence of the globali-
zation debate of the 1990s, the theorists of the 1970s were impressed by what
they described as “interdependence” (Keohane and Nye 1977). The postwar era
had seen a growth of cross-border phenomena — such as the growth in trade and

® This vision is not at all new. Ideas of a Europe beyond the nation state and without borders
notably motivated resistance against National Socialism, and contributed to the rise of
postwar European federalism. E.g. Lipgens 1985; Pagden 2002.
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tourism, or the spread of multinational businesses. Such phenomena did not
feature prominently in International Relations theory at the time. Keohane and
Nye emphasized that new kinds of actors were involved in action beyond bor-
ders, and distinguished between international and transnational relations. As
opposed to international or “interstate” interaction, the conventional object of
International Relations, “transnational interaction” describes cross-border ac-
tivities carried out by non-governmental actors, such as businesses or NGOs.
Accordingly, they introduced the notion of “transnational interaction” as “our
term to describe the movement of tangible or intangible items across state
boundaries when at least one actor is not an agent of government or an inter-
governmental organization” (Nye and Keohane 1971, 332).

Against the backdrop of these conceptual distinctions, the contributions to
this HSR Focus approach transnational aspects of anti-nuclear movements from
three different analytical angles. Thus, they go beyond simply comparing two
or more countries, but rather analyze transnational transfers of ideas, transna-
tional cooperation and the emergence of networks and the idealistic motiva-
tions for transnational cooperation.

2.1 Transnational Transfers

The contributions to this focus issue enquire into what has variously been
called transnational transfers of ideas (primarily, but not exclusively among
historians (Cairney 2009; Lingelbach 2002; Middell 2007; Paulmann 1998;
Werner and Zimmermann 2002)) or transnational diffusion (in the social sci-
ences (Borzel and Risse 2009; Chabot and Duyvendak 2002; Rootes 1999)),
namely the reception, borrowing and integration of ideas. In the specific con-
text debated in this HSR Focus, this relates to ideas about and perceptions of
nuclear power and its societal and political consequences and/or practices of
protest across national boundaries. Transfers of ideas do not necessarily require
direct contact, interaction or cooperation among individual members of the
movements from the sending and the receiving side. Of course, “ideas do not
float freely” (Risse-Kappen 1994), but require media or mediators, which
transmit relevant information. In case of the anti-nuclear movement, books,
pamphlets, and alternative, but also conventional news media helped to inform
activists about what happened elsewhere. Activists or experts who actually
travelled across borders and visited protesters in other countries, acted as medi-
ators and often brought home new information about nuclear power and effec-
tive protest. Historical research on transnational networks has highlighted core
characteristics of such mediators. In many cases they acted as “cultural bro-
kers” (Kaiser 2009, 18), familiar not only with the language, but often also with
cultural and political practices on the other side.

Transfers of ideas are not simply transpositions of the same idea into a dif-
ferent context, where they function the same way as before. Rather, such pro-
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cesses of transfer require not only media and mediators: the eventual integra-
tion of an idea into the receiving group or society is also contingent upon the
willingness of the recipients to actually accept the idea and take it on board.
Research on cultural transfers has stressed the importance of the contexte
d’accueil (the receiving context) for transfer processes to be effective (Espagne
and Werner 1987; Kaelble 2009). What is crucial is that travelling ideas reso-
nated and were compatible with prevalent ideas, structures and discourses in
the receiving context (Espagne 2005; Meyer 2011).

Moreover, transfers of ideas may — indeed may have to — involve an adapta-
tion and transformation of the ideas received to make them compatible in the
new context. In extreme cases, when the ideas are thoroughly reinterpreted and
changed, this may even render the transfer processes invisible (Kaelble 2009;
Werner and Zimmermann 2006). Tracing transnational transfers thus requires
both the study of the actual transfer and the processes of re-appropriation, in
order to assess to what extent the idea in its new context actually fulfilled an
equivalent — or substantively different — function.

The contributions to this HSR Focus will address relevant questions about
transnational transfers: Where and how did transnational transfers take place?
What conditions helped and hindered such transfers — in terms of mediators,
the ideas themselves and the (compatibility with the) receiving context? How
were the ideas adapted and transformed? What were the results and conse-
quences of the transfers?

2.2 Transnational Cooperation and Networks

A number of contributions to this HSR Focus also study actual transnational
cooperation and the (potential) formation of informal network type patterns of
regular cooperation across borders. They enquire into factors that facilitated
transnational cooperation and the formation of networks. Research on networks
in political science (Marsh and Rhodes 1992; Richards and Heard 2005) sug-
gests that networks are usually based on an exchange of crucial resources —
such as money, information and expertise, or access to media or policy makers.
A rationalist perspective of this kind can be distinguished from one that privi-
leges the importance of shared ideas. It suggests that shared problem percep-
tions and views about possible solutions increasingly integrate actors into a
tight-knit “epistemic community” (Haas 1989) that strengthens commitment
and trust and intensifies cooperation and effectiveness.

Inspired by the evidence of cross-border cooperation on the upper Rhine at
Wyhl (Mossmann 1975) and the incipient research (Meyer 2013; Milder 2010a,
b) on its consequences, some of the contributions enquire into the actual trans-
national cooperation of anti-nuclear activists. While transfers of ideas do not
necessarily require direct contact between individual members of the different
anti-nuclear groups, transnational cooperation is usually based on the actual
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interaction between (some) members of these groups. How comprehensive
such interaction was and how many members of these groups it included, re-
main open question for empirical research.

In the past, transnational historical research has been highly interested in
transnational interaction — particularly of societal groups — that has in turn led
to the formation of informal network-type structures of cooperation across
national borders — or transnational networks (Herren 2012). For instance, re-
searchers have studied the transnational networks of Christian democrats ad-
vancing West European integration (Kaiser 2007) or of economists promoting a
new international economic and monetary order (Schmelzer 2010). Eventually,
if and where conditions are suitable, transnational cooperation may lead to the
establishment of trans- or international NGOs (Saunier 2009). However, in
most cases transnational cooperation and networks remain informal, not least
since they cut across national borders and the conventional boundaries of deci-
sion-making arenas (Kirchhof 2014b).

Previous research on transnational networks among environmentalists also
studied how actors contacted each other across borders. Findings suggest that
sometimes groups did, indeed, venture out to find cooperation partners across
borders. Events — conferences or protest events — were important meeting plac-
es. Pre-existing ties via international NGOs facilitated transnational coopera-
tion on specific issues (Meyer 2010).

At the same time, the contributions to this HSR Focus do not take transna-
tional cooperation for granted. They address questions such as: What are the
obstacles to cooperation? These may include practical issues, such as physical
distance, lack of effective communication channels — notably in the age before
the internet — and meeting places, the forbiddingly high cost of travel, the lack
of language skills and intercultural knowledge. As discussed above, even more
than in the case of transnational transfers, transnational cooperation requires
mediators that help to overcome such obstacles. However, drawing on the
opportunity structures approach, we can conclude that the absence of shared
institutions and relevant centers of decision-making is a disincentive and major
obstacle to transnational cooperation. It seems in line with this logic, that trans-
national activists targeted international organizations.

The contributions to this HSR Focus thus enquire into transnational coop-
eration among anti-nuclear activists, groups and as well as individual experts
and the potential formation of networks. They explore the emergence of trans-
national cooperation and try to explain why actors cooperated and potentially
formed networks. They address central questions about the origins of networks,
factors facilitating and obstacles to cooperation among anti-nuclear activists.
What they do not look at, however, is the phenomenon of transnationally oper-
ating industries and the involvement of governments.
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2.3 Actors' Motivations for Transnational Cooperation

Finally, the contributions to this HSR Focus address not only the actual cross-
border exchange, but also the ideals and ideas motivating actors to cooperate
across borders and work beyond the national level, on the assumption that such
ideas were central to why activists actually looked and went abroad to interact
and cooperate (Iriye 2013b, 14).

Such ideas have been described as “transnationalism” — i.e. the semantic
construction of spaces beyond the nation and a positive identification with such
spaces (Kaelble et al. 2002, 10; Schriewer et al. 1999, 111). These ideas are
rooted in traditions of internationalism (Friedemann and Holscher 1982;
Nehring 2005) dating back at least to the 19th century — namely the view that
international cooperation and the formation of a community beyond the nation
state will be a stepping stone to a better world. In its socialist version, working
class internationalism has been an important aspect of Communist and Social
Democratic party politics. European federalism (Burgess 2003; Dedman 2010,
14-29) — the notion that only a united Europe could achieve peace and prosperi-
ty was an important idea in post-war Western Europe, and a relevant motiva-
tion for activists such as Petra Kelly (Milder 2010a).

Analytically, we can distinguish between two aspects of such transnational-
ism, namely, the perception of nuclear power as a transnational or global prob-
lem — which is in line with modern environmentalist thinking about the envi-
ronment as a global phenomenon (Engels 2010) — and the self-perception of the
actors as part of a transnational community. From a critical point of view we
may also ask to what extent the rhetorical invocation of international solidarity
mainly served to bolster the legitimacy of the supposedly common cause:

First, to what extent did actors consider nuclear power as a transnational
problem — as a problem of cross-border or even global scope? And — conse-
quently — to what extent did they assume that the problem of nuclear power
needed to be addressed politically at a level beyond national borders?

Secondly, to what extent did actors consider themselves as part of a transna-
tional — European or global — community, and thus prefer action beyond the
national level to national action? Did they consider themselves weak and in need
of external support, e.g. regarding expertise and know-how? Beyond the practical
implications, such appeals for support and the invocation of international (or
European) solidarity may also have served the purpose of trying to raise the legit-
imacy of their cause (see similarly: Requate and Schulze-Wessel 2002).

3.  The Concern about the Nuke

Our discussion of transnational aspects of anti-nuclear protests focuses on the
1970s and 1980s as the period of probably the most virulent conflicts over this
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issue. Concerns about the consequences of humanity’s newly acquired capacity
to split the atom did begin to emerge immediately after the first nuclear bomb
exploded. Nevertheless, it is important to be aware that perceptions of nuclear
power varied considerably during the postwar period — from great fears about
nuclear destruction to great hopes for a better future facilitated by the new and
supposedly cheap energy resource (Weart 1988). This section seeks to sketch
these developments and tries to describe and explain how and why the 1970s
and 1980s became such a period of protest.

The first nuclear explosions in 1945 in Hiroshima and Nagasaki shocked the
world and triggered fears and doomsday visions of humanity’s capacity to
destroy itself. Environmental historian Donald Worster even argued that the
first nuclear explosion in New Mexico in 1945 marked the beginning of the
“age of ecology” (Worster 1994, 342f). The newly acquired capacity to destroy
life and materials at an unprecedented scale challenged Enlightenment assump-
tions about science and progress, and raised doubts about humanity’s ability to
wisely use the new and potentially highly pernicious weapons. The first nuclear
explosions also encouraged a wave of scientific (mostly biological) research, as
knowledge of the effects of radiation on humans and the living environment all
around the world was still very limited (Hamblin 2013, 89-107). Governments
and military authorities hired scientists to study these effects in various ways,
but were secretive about these issues, as they continued to test nuclear devices.
The “Lucky Dragon” incident, when a Japanese fishing vessel and its crew
were contaminated by fallout during an American nuclear test in the Pacific in
1954, first brought this issue to international attention (Higuchi 2008; Hughes
2009, 210). Towards the end of the 1950s, in the context of the International
Geophysical year 1957-58, American scientists started warning against the
dangers of radioactive fallout. Triggered by controversial Japanese research —
they discussed possible genetic effects of radiation for the first time (Hamblin
2013, 95-9; Radkau 2011, 117).

Apart from the fears that nuclear weapons might indeed be used in an all-out
nuclear war that would mean the end of humanity, the concern about the fallout
from nuclear weapons testing triggered the first anti-nuclear movements in the
1950s and 1960s. Well-educated citizens, intellectuals and notably scientists —
and the transnational exchange of scientific knowledge, e.g. of radioactive
Strontium-90 in the milk that children drank — played an important role within
these movements (McNeill and Engelke 2013, 500f; Nehring 2004, 156). These
movements made a clear distinction between nuclear weapons, which they
rejected, and civil uses of nuclear power, which they accepted or supported.
Since Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace speech of 1953, the vision of using the
atom for apparently cheap, clean and almost limitless energy production led to
a veritable euphoria over this new technology in a new era of mankind, “the
atomic age” (Nehring 2004, 163-5; Radkau 1983, 78-89).
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Visions of this kind flourished in particular because nuclear power remained
an issue for the future for some time. Nuclear technology only reached com-
mercial maturity by the second half of the 1960s, by which time euphoria had
given way to a lack of public interest (Radkau and Hahn 2013, 277). Neverthe-
less, throughout Western Europe and the United States, utility providers started
to order and build commercial power plants in great numbers. After the oil
price shock of 1973, governments and international organizations such as the
European Community encouraged and supported even more ambitious plans, in
order to ensure energy security (Graf 2010) and make national economies less
dependent on imported crude oil.

By the 1970s, however, nuclear power had become a highly controversial is-
sue across the globe, leading to those protests and movements that the contribu-
tions to the HSR Focus take as their point of departure. What are the reasons
for this development? Four factors may be considered particularly relevant:

Firstly, the rise of environmentalism by the early 1970s clearly contributed
to a more critical view of nuclear power. The new environmentalism (Engels
2010) highlighted in particular humanity’s destructive and polluting impact on
the natural world on a global scale and the need to prevent such destruction.
From this perspective, nuclear power, with its potential dangers and the nuclear
waste it produced, was always likely to appear problematic. Initially, however,
conservationists had on occasion welcomed nuclear power as an apparently
clean source of energy that would make dam building superfluous (Hasendhrl
2011, 231-4). They soon came to realize that nuclear power’s need for cooling
water had equally problematic consequences for wildlife in rivers and streams
(Spiegel 1970). The mobilization and awareness-raising efforts of Earth Day in
the United States in 1970 spread not only environmentalist views but also pro-
test practices across the nation (Rome 2013). The mostly science-related events
during the European Conservation Year 1970 achieved a similar effect by
putting the issue on the agenda of the media and politics in Europe (Schulz
2006). New environmentalist debates about redefining societal aims, such as
opting for quality of life rather than mere quantitative growth, and the warnings
of the Club of Rome about “limits to growth” in 1972 (Meadows et al. 1972),
led to an increasing skepticism about traditional growth-oriented economic
policies. From an environmentalist perspective, anti-nuclear protesters chal-
lenged the projections of massively increasing energy needs that governments
and utility companies routinely used to justify the construction of yet more
nuclear power plants. These new environmentalist ideas also helped to reframe
the nuclear issue from a largely technical problem into a societal, economic,
political and environmental one that could be attractive to the young new left in
the wake of 1968 (Hiinemorder 2008, 152; Radkau 2011, 227).

Secondly, the heritage of the 1968 student movement thus influenced the an-
ti-nuclear protest, notably in terms of its protagonists, forms of protest and
ideology. 1968 and what contemporary social scientists described as value-
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change towards post-materialist values in a more affluent society (Inglehart
1971) arguably led to a more politicized younger generation in the 1970s. Even
if protests at Wyhl were supported by a broad alliance of frequently rather
conservative local people, young left-wing activists from Freiburg were attract-
ed to the new cause that seemed to them to represent the resistance of ordinary
citizens to power (Mossmann 1975). 1968 also provided new models of protest
— such as taking the streets and occupying public spaces. Even if, in ideological
terms, anti-nuclear protest was not only a concern of the left, left-wing argu-
ments that went beyond the new environmentalist ideas did play a definite role,
such as the critique of nuclear industry and the alliance between big corpora-
tions, the state and elites that seemed unanimously and uncritically committed
to nuclear technology (Radkau 2011, 227; Rootes 2008).

Thirdly, new and more controversial scientific evidence of the dangers of
low-level radiation emerged around 1970, notably in the United States. Re-
searchers John Gofman and Arthur Tamplin — both employed by the American
Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) — went public with findings that implied that
— contrary to previous assumptions — there was no safe threshold dosage below
which there were no carcinogenic effects. Gofman and Tamplin did not hesitate
to draw conclusions about what this implied for the plans for the construction of
large numbers of nuclear power plants — plants that would unavoidably release
small amounts of radiation (Gofman and Tamplin 1971; Semendeferi 2008, 262).
While such findings were initially — and quite controversially — discussed in
scientific circles, such warnings were eventually received and used by anti-
nuclear activists. Gofman and Tamplin increasingly came to be seen as expert
witnesses, and were invited to speak worldwide.

Fourthly, as commercial nuclear power plants were increasingly built from
the 1970s onwards, an increasing number of citizens was actually confronted
with the imminent — and lasting — presence of nuclear installations. Concrete
construction sites — such as Fessenheim or Malville in France, Wyhl, Brokdorf
or Gorleben in West Germany or Seabrook in the United States were not only
the sites of anti-nuclear protest that hit the news. They were also the places
where local protest and larger, national and sometimes even transnational pro-
test came together. At Wyhl, famously, students and young activists from Frei-
burg, protesters from across the Rhine and local farmer and vintners joined in a
common cause, when occupying the construction site. The emblematic appeal
of such unprecedented alliances and insubordination did not go unnoticed — and
Wyhl quickly became the symbolic birthplace of the anti-nuclear movement in
Germany (Rusinek 2001), and a model for protest even in the United States, as
Michael L. Hughes (2014) argues in his contribution to this focus issue. Clear-
ly, construction sites remained important sites of protest — and media attention
— well into the 1980s. Anti-nuclear and environmental protest were advanced
mainly by informal citizens action groups (Biirgerinitiativen) — the new form of
grassroots organization of citizens that emerged in the 1970s (Reichardt and
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Siegfried 2010). These groups soon started organizing beyond the confines of
local protest, e.g. via the Bundesverbund Biirgerinitiativen Umweltschutz (BBU)
in Germany, and sought to represent their concerns more effectively. It is these
attempts to organize and politicize, and the role that transnational connections
played in this context that the contributions to this HSR issue focus on.’

4, Conclusions: Anti-Nuclear Protest in a Transnational
Perspective

Anti-nuclear protest in the 1970s and 1980s was a global phenomenon. The
contributions to this HSR Focus provide answers for the first time on how these
movements were also transnationally connected. Of course, we have not been
able to cover the entire world. All of the contributions are connected to actors
from West Germany as one node of the transnational network. Linkages extend
to actors from the United States (Hughes) and Australia (Kirchhof), and Europe
(Milder, Meyer). Thus we were able to cover a broad array of transnational
relations across long- and shorter distances. We have also managed to include
countries and regions with the most active and powerful anti-nuclear move-
ments of the period.

The contributions to this HSR Focus describe different trajectories in the
anti-nuclear movements’ attempt to organize and politicize after Wyhl. Mild-
er’s contribution analyzes the trajectory from anti-nuclear protest into the for-
mation of a European and West German Green Party — and the tensions be-
tween European and national commitments — both ideological and practical.
Thus, he highlights a transnational aspect of the Green Party’s history that has
been underplayed so far in the existing literature (e.g. Mende 2011).

Where to go from Wyhl to engage in effective anti-nuclear protest was also
a central question for those who chose the NGO route. The trajectory of trans-
nationally cooperating NGOs went from Wyhl to international organizations
such as the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and the European
Communities (EC). While the social science literature only covers the transna-
tionalization of NGO protest from the 1990s (Rucht 1999), Meyer’s contribu-
tion demonstrates that transnationally cooperating anti-nuclear activists already
tried to challenge international organizations in the 1970s.

Kirchhof’s analysis of transnational exchange, transfers and communication
through experts, media and organizations — the obstacles they were facing and
the possibilities they used to make the leap across the globe — covers a most

® This HSR Focus does not address the mass protests of the peace movement against the
stationing of American nuclear missiles in Western Europe in the 1980s. On this movement
and its connections to environmental and anti-nuclear protest see the contributions in:
Becker-Schaum et al. 2012.
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improbable case. The trajectory of European anti-nuclear activists to contact
and interact with the Australian Aborigines fighting for their homeland and
against mining companies in the 1970s and 1980s describes an as yet untold
chapter of a truly global history (Sachsenmaier 2011).

Hughes’ detailed analysis of transatlantic transfers of non-violent protest
practices back and forth across the Atlantic and their re-integration into and
adaptation to the needs of the movements at Seabrook and Brokdorf can be
read as a fine example of an entangled history (Werner and Zimmermann
2006), including both the perspectives of the American and the German side.
Moreover, it connects the history of anti-nuclear protest to a longer lineage of
non-violent protest in the Deep South of the United States and Gandhian India
(Chabot 2000).

What can we learn about transnational transfers of ideas, transnational coop-
eration and the role of idealistic motivations among anti-nuclear activists in
1970s and 1980?

Firstly, with a view to transnational transfers of ideas, there is ample evi-
dence of transnational transfers of expertise and protest practices. The media —
both in terms of the new attention that general news media devoted to anti-
nuclear protest and the alternative media the protest groups produced them-
selves — played a crucial role in these transfers and also communicated im-
portant information across borders. Expertise on the dangers of low-level radia-
tion in particular travelled from the United States to Europe by means of
publications, but also via travelling experts. Experts from Europe communicat-
ed their knowledge across national borders in Europe, while German experts
brought their expertise to Australia. Protest practices — such as site occupation,
but also the practices of non-violent protest more generally — were transferred
across the Atlantic in both directions. Mediators acted as cultural brokers with
the respective language skills. A very limited number of such individual media-
tors from these movements who had the time and money to travel played an
important role in the transfer. Protest practices, however, could not simply be
transposed, but needed to be carefully adapted to local conditions, traditions of
the movement, and differences in political culture — for instance with a view to
violence and private property. These transfers meant a substantial strengthening
of the anti-nuclear movements, as they were able to draw on important (coun-
ter-) expertise — unavailable or underrepresented in their home countries — and
a broader array of protest practices.

Secondly, what do we find in terms of transnational cooperation and the
formation of transnational networks? Within Europe, some anti-nuclear activ-
ists ventured out to cooperate with other activists in Europe and other conti-
nents, using pre-existing ties via Friends of the Earth and the emerging Europe-
an Environmental Bureau. They built up informal network structures with
groups from Europe and overseas for protest events they helped organize at the
international level. In order to gain access to crucial scientific expertise, which
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was the hard currency in the debates with the advocates of nuclear energy, they
also got in touch with experts from abroad. Such network ties proved to be very
long-lasting. In the wake of Chernobyl, they were frequently revitalized.” Co-
operation with protesters overseas was more limited because of geographical
distances and missing (technical) communication channels. Effectively, actual
transnational cooperation among anti-nuclear activists was limited to an elite
group within the anti-nuclear movement committed to and skilled in transna-
tional exchange — which acted as mediators. Foreign language skills — which
were much less common at that time than they are today — were a crucial pre-
condition for interacting globally. These mediators played a very central role,
as they were the ones who managed to overcome the massive obstacles of
physical distance and forbiddingly high transportation and communication
costs during this period, often through access to party and public funding. It
was their willingness to invest enormous amounts of (frequently unpaid) time
and energy into communication, which actually made such networking possi-
ble. As the anti-nuclear movement matured and developed stronger organiza-
tional structures — e.g. by setting up the BBU as a national organization in
Germany — a group of semi-professional activists emerged. It is hardly surpris-
ing that activists with strong political ambitions and those who had the time to
invest in these issues were important figures within transnational networks.

Thirdly, apart from potential career motivations, those anti-nuclear activists
who were engaged in transnational cooperation clearly perceived the nuclear
issue to be a global problem. Left-leaning activists tended to stress the role of
global corporations and the government support they received. Anti-nuclear
activists considered themselves part of a movement of transnational, if not even
global reach, eager to learn from each other. An ideal of transnationalism —
opting for political solutions beyond the nation at a European or global scale
for what they perceived to be a European or global problem — was very im-
portant to many anti-nuclear activists. In the case of the fledgling Greens, ide-
als and practice quickly diverged. Despite the professed commitment to Europe
and transnationalism, the necessities (and the opportunity structures) of the
electoral system effectively provided extremely strong incentives to go down
the national route. Anti-nuclear activists engaged in transnational exchange
frequently advanced arguments about the weakness of the movement, the need
for external expertise and transnational solidarity. However, support by experts
from abroad tended to make a much greater impression on their adversaries
than the imaginary of a global movement, thus raising the legitimacy of the
anti-nuclear cause.

All in all, we can conclude that — as opposed to what we find in the academ-
ic literature to date — anti-nuclear protest in the 1970s and 1980s was strongly

7 E.g. Gofman, John, Committee for Nuclear Responsibility, to Petra Kelly, San Francisco, 6

July 1986. AGG, PKA 2119.
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interconnected through transnational exchange across the globe. Transfers of
ideas — in terms of expertise and protest practices — were highly relevant, even
if they required adaptation to local customs and expectations. Actual transna-
tional cooperation and networks strengthened these movements not only in
terms of expertise, but also with regard to their scope of action — allowing them
to take the protest not only to the local and national, but also the international
level. Transnational exchange thus deserves an important place in the history
of anti-nuclear protest in the 1970s and 1980s. At the same time, these activi-
ties were carried out by a relatively small part of the movement — an elite capa-
ble of overcoming language, political and cultural borders. The commonly used
contemporary rhetoric of international (Mausbach 2010) and transnational
solidarity and the concomitant imagination of a global movement seems to
mask a reality of transnational ties that were more limited and more fragile than
the rhetoric suggests.
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