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rom the late 1970s onward, cold-war relations deteriorated sharply. The two superpowers became 
confrontational on many fronts, including a mutual boycott of the Olympics, and the nuclear arms 
race ramped up. The rise of international tensions, however, not only signaled a crisis of détente, it also 

nurtured widespread social unrest. Old fears of nuclear holocaust resurfaced and public anxiety swept many 
western societies. In the U.S., the Nuclear Weapons Freeze Campaign (NWFC, or Freeze) was the epitome of 
this discontent. In just a few years, the Freeze gathered broad popular support and stimulated a vibrant 
political debate. To a large extent, it came to represent the nemesis of the so-called second cold war.1 

Angela Santese’s article enlightens the historical relevance of the Freeze. She focuses on domestic dynamics in 
order to explain the shift in President Ronald Reagan’s stances toward nuclear weapons, considering his 
turnaround as a function of the rising popularity of the Freeze. Her argument is straightforward. In her 
opinion, the American administration perceived the mounting anti-nuclear dissent as a domestic threat, and 
this induced Reagan to nuance his nuclear posture. To prove this point, Santese offers a two-level analysis. 
The first deals with the sociology of the Freeze, the second shows the politics of this anti-nuclear campaign. In 
the first section, the article introduces the fundamental tenets of the nuclear freeze strategy, and how it was 
presented to the American public. Santese stresses how in a relatively short period of time the freeze campaign 
was able to hit the mainstream and become an influential social force in the United Sates. The second section 
describes how the Freeze spurred an intense debate in Congress, and how this campaign eventually convinced 

                                                      
1 On the second cold war, see David S. Painter, The Cold War: An International History (London: Routledge, 

1999). On the transformative impact of the 1970s, see, Niall Ferguson, Charles S. Maier, Erez Manela, Daniel J. Sargent 
(eds.), The Shock of the Global: The 1970s in Perspective (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011). On the impact of 
social protests, see Leopoldo Nuti, Frédéric Bozo, Marie-Pierre Rey, Bernd Rother, The Euromissile Crisis and the End 
of the Cold War (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2015) and Eckart Conze, Martin Klimke, Jeremy Varon (eds.), 
Nuclear Threats, Nuclear Fear and the Cold War of the 1980s (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017).  
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Reagan’s top advisers to coordinate a political response that could at the same time weaken and counter its 
popular appeal.  

The second level of analysis is by far the most convincing one. The description of the politicization of the 
Freeze is rich, well-conceived, and compelling. Santese effectively outlines how the political struggle around 
the Freeze shaped American politics, becoming the object of state referenda as well as of harsh Congressional 
debates. Even more interestingly, Santese sheds new light on the administration’s multifaceted effort to cope 
with the emergence of the Freeze as a political issue through the establishment of the Nuclear Arms Control 
Information Policy Group (NACIPG) and through a subtle strategy encompassing lobbying as well as 
propaganda. By doing so, Santese emphasizes the huge political capital that Reagan’s administration was 
forced to spend to cut the Freeze down to size in the hope of limiting its domestic influence.  

In this regard, a transnational focus would have allowed Santese to substantiate her contention that the 
politicization of nuclear fear, something that was clearly not affecting only the American public, played a 
major role in moderating Reagan’s nuclear stances. The American freeze campaigners, indeed, established 
close ties with the anti-nuclear protests that were mushrooming in Europe at around the same time. A 
bilateral nuclear freeze gained widespread support in the Old Continent as a way to reduce the risk of nuclear 
war. Interestingly, only a very few Europeans “endorse[d] the view that a freeze would leave the Soviet Union 
superior to the U.S.,” thus rejecting one of the strongest criticisms that Reagan was leveling against the Freeze 
at home.2 The immediacy and simplicity of the Freeze proposal brought “large minorities in West Germany 
(40%), Italy (37%), and the Netherlands (31%)” to favor an agreement between Washington and Moscow 
that would stop the production of nuclear weapons and freeze the numbers of nuclear warheads and 
intercontinental missiles.3 The Danish Friends of Peace Fund endorsed a Social Democratic resolution passed 
by Parliament calling for a Nordic nuclear-weapons-free zone, as well as for “a freeze on all stocks of nuclear 
weapons.” In Norway, groups like the No to Nuclear Weapons one, which CIA analysts defined as “allergic” 
to nuclear weapons, lent active support to a “nuclear freeze” and “no first use” options, and proposed a freeze 
resolution that was later deferred by the governing Center-Christian coalition.4 

The most problematic and least convincing part of Santese’s article, however, is its reconstruction of the 
Freeze as a social phenomenon. The article, indeed, fails to appreciate some of the most interesting novelties 
that the Freeze brought about. But the article also overlooks how much the Freeze did rely on nimby (not-in-
my-backyard) tactics and protest repertoires to build its public appeal nationally. Santese, in fact, states that 
the movement emerged in the late 1970s “due to the convergence between a well-established pacifist tradition 

                                                      
2 “For Mr. Baldyga’s Meeting with North Atlantic Assembly Committee on Education, Cultural Affairs, and 

Information,” 23 September 1982, in National Archives and Records Administrations (NARA), RG 306, US 
Information Agency-Office of Research and Media Reaction (RG 306-USIA), Box 44, Folder S47-82. 

3 “West European Public Opinion Widely Pessimistic on Start Tends to Prefer ICBM Reduction to a Freeze,” 
10 November 1982, NARA, RG 306-USIA, Box 38, Folder M5082.  

4 “The Labor Party in Norway,” in CIA–National Intelligence Daily, December 10, 1983, CIA Freedom of 
Information Act (FOIA) Electronic Reading Room, CIA-RDP85T01094R000600010035-2, Sanitized Copy Approved 
for Release 2012/01/12. 
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and new forms of political environmentalism” (496), but she does not explain the historical roots of this 
convergence, which are paramount to fully understand the social relevance of the Freeze.  

From the late 1960s onward, indeed, traditional U.S. conservationist movements, along with religious, peace, 
and women’s organizations, began scrutinizing nuclear power, publishing and distributing material focusing 
on the health hazards of nuclear power, questioning the safety of civilian reactors, and criticizing the disposal 
of nuclear waste, while at the same time lobbying politicians, and eventually mobilizing people in the hope to 
reverse the course of American (civilian) nuclear policy.5 The years between 1974 and 1976 witnessed an 
unprecedented proliferation of anti-nuclear groups that dismissed nuclear power as dangerous and inefficient, 
and circulated information on nuclear waste disposal and contamination.6 Many of these groups, like the 
Clamshell Alliance in Seabrook, New Hampshire, or the Abalone Alliance in California, fiercely opposed the 
activation of new nuclear power plants in their surroundings and successfully put anti-nuclear referenda 
before voters in Arizona, California, Colorado, Missouri, Montana, Oregon, and Washington.7 But it was the 
establishment of an umbrella organization known as Mobilization for Survival (Mobe) in May 1977 that 
eventually linked nuclear power issues with nuclear weapons.8 As its leaders explained, the Mobe summoned 
up the discontent of several local communities working together to achieve a few very specific goals: “zero 
nuclear weapons, halt nuclear power, stop the arms race, and fund human needs.”9 By criticizing both civilian 
and military nuclear policies, the Mobe network nurtured the American environmentalist demands and placed 

                                                      
5 Mario Del Pero, “‘We are all Harrisburg:’ Three Mile Island and the Ultimate Indivisibility of the Atom,” 

RSA Journal 26 (2015): 143-173. Wolfgang Rudig, “Maintaining a Low Profile: The Anti-nuclear Movement and the 
British State,” in Helena Flam (ed.), States and Anti-Nuclear Movements (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994), 
76. Irwin Weintraub, “The Celebration of Earth Day: Perspectives on an Environmental Movement,” in Electronic Green 
Journal 1:12 (2000), http://escholarship.org/uc/item/72c5328k. On the role of women, see Patricia A. Gwartney-Gibbs, 
Denise H. Lach, “Sex Differences in Attitudes toward Nuclear War,” in Journal of Peace Research 28:2 (1991), along with 
Amy Swerdlow’s seminal work, Women Strike for Peace: Traditional Motherhood and Radical Politics in the 1960s 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993). 

6 Coalition for International Cooperation and Peace Executive Director’s, H. H. Lerner, letter dated 21 May 
1977, in New York University Libraries–Tamiment Library & Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, Mobilization for 
Survival Records (TAM 127), Box 1, Coalition for International Cooperation and Peace, 1977. See also Jerome B. Price, 
The Antinuclear Movement (Farmington Hills: Gale, 1990), 116. Finally, see the “Testimony of Ralph Nader before the 
House Subcommittee on Environment, Energy and Natural Resources, 7 May 1979,” in TAM 127, Box 3, Three Mile 
Island. 

7 See Task Force Meeting, Nuclear Transportation Project, July 22-23, 1978, Alice, Colorado, in TAM 127, Box 1, 
AFSC. 

8 See Thomas R. Rochon and David S. Meyer, “Introduction: The Nuclear Freeze in Theory and Action,” in 
Thomas R. Rochon and David S. Meyer (eds.), Coalitions and Political Movements: The Lessons of the Nuclear Freeze 
(London: Lynne Rienner, 1997), 4. See also Byron A. Miller, Geography and Social Movements: Comparing Antinuclear 
Activism in the Boston Area (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000). Finally, see TAM 127, Box 2, 2-11 
December 1977 Conference evaluation. 

9 See TAM 127, Box 2, October Department of Energy (D.o.E) Action, document titled No More Nuclear–
Victims Actions at the Department of Energy. 

http://escholarship.org/uc/item/72c5328k
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them in a broader political context.10 The Freeze succeeded in capturing the public imagination, hitting the 
mainstream, and eventually affecting President Reagan’s nuclear choices because it stemmed from this local 
activism and gave it a rational strategy, an immediately understandable objective, and a catchy slogan.11  

Tracing the historical origins of the Freeze is crucial to clarifying the connections between the social relevance 
of the Freeze and its political allure, For instance, when Santese argues that it was “an effective political action 
that transformed this mass movement into a domestic factor pressing the Administration on its nuclear 
stance” (501), a reference to these forms of widespread local activism would have helped us to better grasp 
how the Freeze effectively combined grassroots protests with national mobilization. Otherwise, one might 
think that the Freeze became an influential socio-political force in the U.S. only when politicians jumped on 
the anti-nuclear bandwagon and tried to capitalize on its electoral attractiveness.  

Santese’s article could have stressed even more the fact that the Freeze represented a genuine, transnational, 
and cross-generational attack on modern states’ inability to manage nuclear weapons – regarded as the 
instruments and archetypes of institutionalized violence.12 Rendering it as a parenthetical, though relevant, 
phase of the American political debate whose main result was to moderate U.S. presidential rhetoric may risk 
being reductionist. In spite of these quibbles, however, Santese’s essay has the merit of delving deeper into the 
pervasiveness of nuclear fear, and foregrounding the pivotal role of the Freeze in coalescing consensus around 
complex issues that were oftentimes confined to political, military, or scientific circles. As David Cortright put 
it, the Freeze “radically democratized” the debate over nuclear weapons and strategy.13 It contributed to 
educating and informing widely diverse sections of the public about the risks connected to the nuclear arms 
race. With its attempt to radically redefine national interests, as Santese’s analysis confirms, many came to 
consider the Freeze as a rational and valid alternative to the dangerous revival of the cold war.  
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10 See Lawrence S. Wittner, The Struggle Against the Bomb, Volume 3. Toward Nuclear Abolition: A History of the 

World Nuclear Disarmament Movement, 1971-Present (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), 37. 

11 Christian P. Peterson, Ronald Reagan and Antinuclear Movements in the United States and Western Europe, 
1981-1987 (Lewiston-New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 2003). William M. Knoblauch, Nuclear Freeze in a Cold War. 
The Reagan Administration, Cultural Activism, and the End of the Arms Race (Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 
2017). 

12 Protesters’ slogans mostly posed the same dramatic question: “Are we the last generation?,” see TAM 127, 
Box 2, 6-9 August Actions 1979. 

13 David Cortright, Peace: A History of Movements and Ideas (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008) 
141. 
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