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The Multilateral Forces (MLF) and the Foreign Policy
of the Wilson Government, 1964

Yusuke Shibazaki

Deep uncertainty existed among British political leaders about Britain’s role in the
world after Labour returned to office under Harold Wilson in October 1964. It
seemed increasingly difficult for Britain to define for its role in the world, in
particular after the failure of Macmillan’s bid for entry into the EEC. In addition,
they had been faced with a serious economic crisis. It was against this background
that they were forced to find a new role for Britain. This article aims to provide an
overview of British foreign policy towards nuclear defence, with a particular focus on
the Multilateral Forces (MLF), which was one of the most important diplomatic
problems between Britain, Europe and the United States in the 1960s. It illustrates
how Britain tried to define its role in the nuclear defence problem, and focuses on
Britain’s position in the world at the beginning of Wilson Government.

The MLF idea sprung from a proposal of the Eisenhower Administration as a
mixed American-European nuclear force within NATO. There were two aspects in
this concept: the first being that the MLF was a foreign policy tool to attempt to
reinforce the Western Alliance, which had showed a tendency toward drifting, the
second being that it was conceived of as one of the means of answering the German
question. The British political leaders were always very sceptical about MLF,
however, because although ILLondon wished to stand close to Washington, it also
wanted to maintain its own independent nuclear deterrent.

When Labour leaders came into office, they quickly carried out a defence review,
which included a special meeting at Chequers on 21-22 November 1964. The main
point of the meeting was the need to reduce Britain’s defence commitments to
prevent damage to its economy. At the meeting the MLF was viewed as both
strategically unnecessary and economically unwelcome, and British political leaders
felt they needed to put forward a counterproposal for the establishment of an Atlantic
Nuclear Force (ANF). On the one hand, the ANF was supposed to abandon the
British independent nuclear deterrent, while on the other to keep British nuclear
weapons under Britain’s control. In addition, the ANF needed less expense than that
for MLF. The government was therefore determined to reduce defence expenditure
without cutting down its worldwide commitments. Even though the British Govern-
ment should propose the alternative plan, it was essential for Britain to be supported
by the United States at that time.

On 7-8 December 1964, Wilson made his first visit to Washington, to meet
President LLyndon Johnson. Not only did the British Government propose the ANF
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concept, but they also outlined Britain’s overseas defence role and its economic
difficulties in trying to sustain the overseas defence at the existing level. In response,
however, the Americans expressed that what the United States most required from
Britain was the maintenance of the British policy of playing a world role. Although
the Americans endorsed Britain’s East of Suez role, the ANF did not lead to the
defence spending cuts in the British defence expenditure.



