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Michael Quinlan, who died of cancer 
on 26 February, aged 78, was for 
30 years an exceptionally able and 
talented civil servant. Over those 
years he held a series of increas-
ingly important and influential posts 
in the Ministry of Defence, both in 
London and at the UK Delegation to 
NATO, interspersed with brief spells 
in the Cabinet Office and Treasury, 
then as Permanent Secretary at the 
Department of Employment, before 
returning to the Ministry of Defence 
as Permanent Under-Secretary from 
1988 until his retirement in 1992. 

Quinlan was born in August 
1930, the second of five children in a 
devoutly Roman Catholic family. He 
was educated at Wimbledon College 
by the Jesuits before going on to 
Merton College, Oxford, with first 
an Exhibition and then a Scholarship, 
and leaving with a double first in 
Classics. His whole life was informed 
by a profound Christian faith; and his 
own innate precision of thought and 
clarity of expression were undoubt-
edly honed by the intellectual rigour 
of his Jesuit teachers. But although 
his faith was fundamental to every-
thing he did, he never wore it on his 
sleeve, and it is doubtful whether his 
colleagues or the Ministers he served 
were even aware of his religious con-
victions. But his intense and lasting 
interest in the problems of nuclear 
warfare and his typically lucid analy-
sis of them, and of the action needed 
to enhance and consolidate nuclear 
deterrence, in a number of articles 
and books, owed much to his reli-
gious beliefs. So equally certainly, 
after his retirement, did his public and 
very trenchant opposition to the Iraq 
War. This in turn led to the thoughtful 
treatise about just war, written jointly 
with Lord Guthrie of Craigiebank, the 
former Chief of the Defence Staff, The 
Just War Tradition: Ethics in Modern 
Warfare, published in 2007. 

After his retirement, Quinlan was 
from 1992 to 1999, Director of the 

Ditchley Foundation, the high-grade 
international conference centre. There 
he and his wife, Mary, spent seven 
pleasant and productive years. And 
it was then that many of their friends 
and visitors came to realise the extent 
to which Mary’s constant devotion 
had helped to ensure the very happy 
family life they enjoyed, with their 
four children and several grand-
children, and how important her 
support had been to him throughout 
their married life. He was also from 
1988 a member of the Tablet Trust, 
supporting the Catholic weekly The 
Tablet and, from 2001 until his death, 
its Chairman. He contributed fre-
quent articles to the paper, mainly 
on nuclear-arms matters and some 
on the Iraq War. He was a personal 
adviser on nuclear disarmament to 
both Cardinal Basil Hume and his 
successor, Cardinal Cormac Murphy-
O’Connor. 

Michael Quinlan was not just 
an intellectual powerhouse. He 
was a keen sportsman from school 

onwards. He played cricket, football 
and squash for Wimbledon College 
and cricket in particular remained a 
major lifetime passion. He not only 
played it well but his knowledge of 
the game and its history was encyclo-
paedic. He played squash frequently 
while still in the civil service and 
added golf to his sporting portfolio 
after his retirement. 

Quinlan had a long and valued 
association with The International 
Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS). 
While still at the Ministry of Defence, 
he appreciated the growing capabil-
ity and influence of the Institute in 
defence and security matters and he 
encouraged his officials to make full 
use of the ministry’s membership of 
the Institute and to contribute to its 
activities. While at Ditchley he was 
in frequent touch with friends at the 
Institute and in 2004 his relationship 
was formalised by his appointment 
as a Consulting Senior Fellow. He 
played a lively part in the Institute’s 
work on defence, especially nuclear 
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matters. He chaired meetings and 
discussion groups, where he com-
bined wit and wisdom with expert 
knowledge and years of experience. 
He was the inspiration for and con-
tributed much towards the Institute’s 
study in 2008 on the requirements 
for a nuclear-free world. It was at the 
Institute that, only three weeks before 
his death, he made his final public 
appearance to chair a panel discus-
sion and presentation by the Foreign 
Secretary, David Miliband, of a gov-
ernment policy paper on ‘Lifting the 
Nuclear Shadow’. He was in a wheel-
chair and physically very frail, but 
his intellectual brilliance was unim-
paired and he conducted the meeting 
with his customary authority. A fort-
night later, however, he was unable 
to attend the launch at the Institute 
of his latest book, Thinking About 
Nuclear Weapons, Principles, Problems, 
Prospects. He died just over a week 
later. 

It is difficult to sum up Michael 
Quinlan’s life and achievements 
without lapsing into hagiography. 
No one is perfect and he no doubt 
had his imperfections. But, whatever 
they were, they fade into insignifi-
cance when measured against his 
outstanding qualities and the con-
tribution he made to his faith, his 
family, his country and the world 
more widely. It is rare for anyone to 
be equally appreciated in America 
and Russia by all those with whom, 
for example, he discussed and 
negotiated nuclear treaties. One of 
his more admirable qualities was 
genuine modesty. He never sought 
the limelight. But tributes to him 
since his death from East to West 
have testified to the justified respect 
and admiration in which this very 
remarkable human being was uni-
versally held. He will have a quiet 
but well-deserved place in history. 
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