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INTRODUCTION

The bomb that scientists in remote New Mexico labored fever-
ishly to build, that illuminated the desert skies at the Trinity test site, that
massacred thousands in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in a matter of seconds,
and that has since morphed into a thermonuclear weapon capable of
killing off civilization, plays a starring role in the political, cultural, and
social history of the contemporary era—a period coterminous with his-
tory’s last great-power rivalry, the Cold War of 1945– 91. When we think
of the diplomatic history of that era, the bomb features as a blunt, fear-
some tool: a brutal means of ending the Second World War, and then of
deterring war between the United States and the Soviet Union. It was an
object of statecraft, a grim means of pursuing national ends.

It was that, but we mean to suggest here that it also played a more ac-
tive role. As the United States and the Soviet Union began to regard
each other as potential rivals during the latter part of the Second World
War and then the tense months afterward, the bomb—or, to put it more
accurately, the implications of a war fought with it—had a kind of inde-
pendent effect upon the attitudes of American and Russian leaders. It
led American leaders such as Roosevelt and Truman to reconsider the
notion that the United States would naturally lead the postwar world
into an era of permanent peace. It led the Soviet leader Stalin to develop
an acute fear for Russia’s postwar welfare, not so much because of what
the Americans had done, or what they intended, but because of what
they had. The miserable prospect of atomic war, made vivid by witnesses
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to the destruction wrought at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, led many to de-
mand that the nations of the world band together and form the interna-
tional government necessary to prevent another world war that would
surely doom civilization. Yet the shadow of the bomb pushed both the
United States and the Soviet Union in the opposite direction. This irony
underlies our story.

The history of the atomic bomb and the origins of the Cold War has
been explored by many authors, to whom we will refer presently. By tak-
ing advantage of new documentation (especially on the Soviet side) and
a willingness to explore new interpretations, we mean to provide a his-
tory that places the atomic bomb at the center of the emerging rivalry be-
tween the Soviet Union and the United States. As will become clear, we
stress two factors that many recent histories eschew. First, we emphasize
the parochial, inward nature of the two Cold War powers.1 This is to say,
we are consciously seeking to avoid writing an “international” history of
the origins of the Cold War in which the reader is provided with a top-
down account of American and Russian decision making, gaining access
now to what Truman was thinking and now to Stalin’s response. The
leader of each side was unaware of the other’s intentions, largely igno -
rant of the effects of his policies, operating as statesmen always do in 
conditions of darkness and misperception.2 Readers of our book may
conclude that the leading policy makers of the two nations were acting
as if they were on different planets. This is the conclusion we hope they
will reach.

Second, we discuss the one way that this blindness was overcome: the
role of atomic espionage. Espionage, we argue, had two key effects upon
the origins of the Cold War and the bomb’s central role in it. It provided
a kind of communication between the two sides, telling Russia early on
of the American project and informing the Americans that the Soviets
knew. It served, in other words, as a kind of informal channel. Moreover,
and more important, it exacerbated tensions between the two nations,
not only because of its political explosiveness, though this was at times
decisive, but also because it undermined the possibility of international
atomic control, leaving the two sides with no plausible alternative to the
old way of power politics. That is another irony that we wish to convey.
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The United States

The role played by the atomic bomb in the foreign policy of the
United States during the Second World War is the subject of a consider-
able amount of writing by historians of American foreign relations. Fur-
thermore, government documentation related to this question has been
available to scholars since the 1970s, and as far as we have been able to
discover, relatively few important documents have been released since
then on the matter of U.S. atomic policy from the beginnings of the
Manhattan Project to the bombardment of Nagasaki. Therefore the nar-
ratives in chapters 1 and 3 of this book are based mainly upon secondary
scholarship, though we do use primary documents for much of our cita-
tion, obtained from the Roosevelt and Truman presidential libraries and
the National Archives. Of course, in both chapters we have put forward
original conclusions about the bomb and American wartime foreign pol-
icy, but these are based upon our reinterpretation of existing primary
documentation and contention with the extant literature rather then our
discovery of substantial evidence not seen before.

For chapter 1, secondary sources we have consulted include chapter 1
of McGeorge Bundy’s comprehensive history of the nuclear age, Dan-
ger and Survival; John Lewis Gaddis’s pioneering account of the advent
of American Cold war foreign policy, The United States and the Origins
of the Cold War, 1941– 47; Richard Rhodes’s magnificent history The Mak-
ing of the Atomic Bomb; and Warren Kimball’s fine volume of essays on
Roosevelt’s wartime diplomacy, The Juggler. For U.S.-Anglo atomic re-
lations, we have consulted Mark Stoler’s Allies in War, Warren Kimball’s
Forged in War and Septimus Paul’s Nuclear Rivals; and on Roosevelt’s
atomic policy generally, chapters 3– 5 of Martin Sherwin’s 1975 book A
World Destroyed, which some thirty years after its publication has re-
mained, in our view, the standard work on American atomic policy dur-
ing the war.3 We arrive at some moderately different conclusions than
does Sherwin, and focus on subtly different questions, but chapter 1 bears
an intellectual debt to his book.

For chapter 3, we have relied particularly upon chapter 2 of Bundy,
chapter 7 of Gaddis, and chapters 6– 9 of Sherwin; Gar Alperovitz’s up-
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dated version of his famous work on American atomic diplomacy, The
Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb; various writings by the dean of histori-
ans of the atomic bombardment of Japan, Barton Bernstein; J. Samuel
Walker’s extremely useful book Prompt and Utter Destruction; and
Tsuyoshi Hasegawa’s excellent history of the relations among the United
States, the Soviet Union, and Japan leading up to Hiroshima, Racing the
Enemy.4 In one sense, Hasegawa’s main contribution to the literature is
his treatment of Soviet and in particular Japanese foreign policies, issues
outside this chapter’s interest, but his analysis of American policy, and
particularly the atomic diplomacy of James Byrnes, is extremely insight-
ful.

The secondary source we have consulted the most for chapters 1 and
3 is a new book on the Truman administration’s early foreign policy, Wil-
son Miscamble’s From Roosevelt to Truman, which can be contrasted use-
fully with the present volume.5 Miscamble shows beyond refutation that
the president had no coherent strategy with respect to the atomic bomb
between April and July 1945—that he did not practice the kind of careful
and ruthless atomic diplomacy that revisionist historians of the Truman
administration, such as Gar Alperovitz and Robert Messer, sometimes
imply.

In our view, however, Miscamble goes too far in attributing to the
Truman administration only defensive, reactive motivations. As in other
“orthodox” treatments of American foreign policy, the United States
emerges from his book as a kind of ingenuous, even innocent, nation, its
foreign policy wholly defined by a reluctant response to an ominous So-
viet Union. Miscamble overlooks or downplays important aspects of
American foreign policy during and immediately after the war. He does
not investigate Anglo-American anti-Soviet wartime policies, for exam-
ple, including the repeated postponement of the second front and the
Anglo-American collusion and secrecy with respect to the atomic bomb.
He does not mention the one clear instance of “atomic diplomacy”
waged by Truman in his early months, the decision to postpone the Pots-
dam conference until the Trinity test was ready.

More broadly, Miscamble does not acknowledge the generally ambi-
tious nature of American foreign policy at the end of the war. It was the
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stated American objective to replace Great Britain as the world’s core
capitalist nation, a process that culminated in the Bretton Woods con-
ference of 1944. The two American presidents did, as Miscamble puts it,
regard the “collaboration of the major powers as the bedrock of a stable
and peaceful postwar world order,” but they conceived of this collabo-
ration in American terms of global integration, an international order
that the USSR could accept only at the risk of its economic and social sys-
tem. As Averell Harriman, ambassador to the Soviet Union for both
Roosevelt and Truman, put it, the goal was to get the Soviet Union to
“play the international game with us in accordance with our standards.”6

Miscamble rightly stresses the brutal nature of the Stalinist regime and
the deep cynicism of its foreign policy, a combination, as he stresses, that
manifested itself precisely in its evil behavior in Poland in 1944 and 1945.
He is right to assert that the Polish question in particular gave Truman
good reason to be wary of placing any degree of trust in a regime like
that, and to criticize revisionist historians when they have sometimes
seemed eager to play down Soviet brutality, portray the USSR as a vic-
timized regime, or even on occasion morally equate Stalin’s genocidal
terrors with brutal American policies.7 It is possible, however, to argue
that the Soviet Union was a malign regime and, at the same time, to
point out that the United States had ambitions of its own. The two
claims are not mutually exclusive.

America wanted to establish a world order on its terms rather than
facing down the USSR and returning to the discredited system of inter -
national power politics. Roosevelt believed that this goal was possible,
but he was unwilling to take the radical political steps necessary to
achieve it. Truman, on the other hand, quickly concluded that this ob-
jective was impossible, and the role of the atomic bomb, and particularly
of atomic espionage, ironically hastened this decision. In chapter 5, we
develop an original account and explanation of American foreign policy
and the bomb from August 1945 to the end of 1946. The originality of
the story here comes from fairly new evidence on atomic espionage and
a thorough investigation of the Baruch papers at Princeton’s Mudd Li-
brary, as well as the fact that there has been much less writing about this
subject than it deserves—many standard histories of Truman adminis-
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tration foreign policy do not examine espionage or the Baruch Plan
closely.8

The main study of early Truman administration atomic policy remains
Gregg Herken’s The Winning Weapon, which, as we argue at greater
length in the chapter, is excellent on later atomic policies but pays insuf-
ficient attention to the effect of espionage upon Truman’s early decision
making and puts forward an interpretation of the Baruch Plan that we
believe is incorrect.9 On the question of atomic espionage, many books
have appeared over the past decade or so: the ones we have consulted in-
clude Amy Knight’s How the Cold War Began, Sam Roberts’s The Brother,
Allen Weinstein and Alexander Vassiliev’s The Haunted Wood, John Earl
Haynes and Harvey Klehr’s Venona, Richard Rhodes’s Dark Sun, and
especially Katherine Sibley’s fine study Red Spies in America.10 None of
these works, however, examines Truman administration foreign policy
as a whole; they deal more with the politics of espionage on the ground,
where one can find many fascinating stories indeed, than with the effect
of espionage upon the making of high atomic policy at the outset of the
Cold War. A good part of chapter 5 is an attempt to study that effect, a
task complicated, as we show, by the tremendous secrecy imposed by
Truman and his aides on the issue of atomic espionage.

A final consideration, in introducing our book’s relevance to the his-
tory of American foreign policy, is also the most contentious: the U.S.
role in the origins of the Cold War. The debate among scholars about
America’s responsibility for initiating this conflict has been fierce and po-
larized. One school of thought, represented most recently by Wilson
Miscamble, has argued that the United States responded to a real Soviet
threat to its security in the immediate postwar period, a threat rendered
more dire by the brutal, totalitarian nature of Stalin’s USSR. The Amer-
ican role in the Cold War was defensive: it was based upon a fear of this
Soviet power. Another school of thought maintains, quite on the con-
trary, that it was the United States that started the confrontation. Such
“revisionist” scholars as Walter LaFeber and (more recently) Christopher
Layne contend that the United States sought, during and after the war,
to project its power in Europe and Asia, so as to establish economic con-
trol over these areas. It was (and is) the underlying objective of U.S. for-
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eign policy to control the markets and resources of as much of the world
as possible, and after 1945 the Soviet Union stood in the way of such ex-
pansion. The American role in the Cold War was offensive—it had noth-
ing fundamentally to do with a Soviet threat to American security.11

We respond to this debate in two ways. First, we argue that the 
United States was responsible, in a key sense, for initiating what we know
as the Cold War. From 1943 through the end of 1945, American leaders
did not fear Soviet power, and they did not concern themselves greatly
with the brutal nature of the Soviet Union. At the same time, however,
both the Roosevelt and Truman administrations expressed a clear and
fairly coherent interest in establishing a new world order that would 
reflect American institutions and interests. The mentality of American 
foreign policy at the dawn of the Cold War was not defensive: once Ger-
many and Japan were as good as defeated American policy makers
worked to shape a postwar world of free markets, national sovereignties,
and open borders. This was not done out of fear.

However, both Roosevelt and, to a lesser extent, Truman, envisioned
this new world order in a more idealistic and progressive sense than is
normally argued by revisionist historians. They believed that the United
States should shape the postwar world because its civilization was supe-
rior to the defunct European order that had just unleashed two cata-
strophic world wars in the space of a generation. Fundamentally, this
objective was not economic but ideological. The planet needed a new
system, and the American one was the best candidate. This was Roo-
sevelt’s core belief. Roosevelt also believed, incorrectly and naively, that
the Soviet Union could somehow be incorporated into the American
new world order, by means of political persuasion and negotiation. He,
and then to a much greater extent Truman, discovered that the Soviet
Union was uninterested in playing by American rules. It was this discov-
ery that spawned U.S.-Soviet confrontation.

These deeper antagonisms that triggered the Cold War underlie the
pages that follow. But we concentrate upon the political implications of
the atomic bomb in hastening and intensifying the U.S.-Soviet con-
frontation. We argue that the prospect, and then reality, of the atomic
bomb had three decisive effects upon American foreign policy. First, it

INTRODUCTION xv



encouraged Roosevelt and Truman to adopt an uncompromising posi-
tion with respect to the Soviet Union, in the mistaken belief that the
Russians would accede to an American preponderance highlighted by its
monopoly over the atomic bomb. Second, the revelations of atomic es-
pionage made open cooperation with the Soviet Union, especially on
atomic issues, a matter of domestic political suicide for Truman in late
1945 and early 1946. Gregg Herken argues that the Truman administra-
tion used atomic espionage as a justification for adopting a hard line
against the Russians; we contend that in key respects the reverse was true.
Third, we show that the unique dangers raised by the atomic bomb led
Truman and his advisers to conclude that genuine collaboration with the
Soviet Union, even if it were politically possible, had become too diffi-
cult to pursue. American leaders resigned themselves early to a bipolar
confrontation with the Russians, earlier than they would have done had
there been no such thing as an atomic bomb.

The Soviet Union

The debut of the atomic bomb in 1945 met with a muted Soviet
reaction. Until the Cold War’s end, to the extent that there was a histo-
riography of the bomb’s impact on the Soviet foreign policy, it was en-
tirely a Western scholarly enterprise based on fragmentary evidence and
speculation about Soviet intentions. This lamentable state of affairs is en-
tirely understandable: Soviet archives were inaccessible to foreign re-
searchers, and blatant government propaganda offered little evidence for
making authoritative conclusions about the nature of Soviet foreign pol-
icy, much less about as sensitive an area as the Soviet reaction to the
atomic bomb. Indeed, the only evidence of Stalin’s atomic diplomacy
available to scholars for many years had been sporadic public pro-
nouncements on the subject by Stalin himself, but these pronouncements
were so rare and so wanting in detail that they hardly sufficed to support
any conclusions about Soviet policy making, in particular because such
pronouncements served Stalin’s propaganda purposes rather than indi-
cating what Stalin really thought.

This evidence—if indeed, it deserves such a generous term—comes
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down to only four rather ambiguous statements by Stalin: to the Sunday
Times journalist Alexander Werth on September 17, 1946, to Hugh Bail-
lie of the United Press on October 26, 1946, to Elliot Roosevelt in De-
cember of that year, and to the U.S. presidential candidate Harold
Stassen in an interview on April 9, 1947. In all of these interviews, which
were published in the West and in the Soviet Union, Stalin downplayed
the importance of the atomic bomb and called for its international con-
trol. Going beyond propaganda in search for answers to Soviet policy
making in the 1940s was inherently difficult. Soviet nuclear exploits—
political and technical angles of the A-bomb program—were hidden be-
hind an impenetrable veil of secrecy. The dearth of primary source
materials made it difficult to analyze the interplay between policy mak-
ing and bomb making in the Soviet Union and comfortably build a case
on something more than unclear hints and sheer speculation.

Despite the difficulties involved, David Holloway presented a detailed
study of the Soviet nuclear program in the 1983 book The Soviet Union
and the Arms Race. Holloway combed obscure sources for details of the
Soviet atomic project and drew interesting conclusions about Stalin’s
views on the atomic bomb, which he summarized thus: “Stalin may have
thought that, important though the atomic bomb was, it would not
change the character of warfare. He launched major programs to develop
the atomic bomb and other modern weapons, but he did not permit any
thought to be given to their effect on the conduct of war.”12 Many new
details have come to light since Holloway’s pioneering book, but it is
fair to say that his conclusion about Stalin’s policy stands the test of time,
and it is supported by the findings of this book, although we otherwise
disagree with Holloway on a number of important details.

The end of the Cold War eased scholarly access to the Russian archives,
and even more so to the Russian participants in the atomic race—from
physicists to intelligence officers. As a result, a surge of publication in the
early 1990s—in Russia and in the West—focused on the building of the
Soviet bomb. Divergent accounts of the bomb’s making immediately
caused a controversy. Russian foreign intelligence archives selectively re-
leased documents on the project Enormoz—Soviet espionage in the
Manhattan Project. These documents were handed over to a scientific
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journal, Voprosy Nauki i Estestvoznaniia Tekhniki, but their publication
unnerved the authorities, and the journal was pulled from the shelf.
Among others, Iulii Khariton, the designer of the Soviet A-bomb, op-
posed the release of the intelligence materials—on the ground that their
dissemination would contravene the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty.13

But intelligence reports were irreversibly in the public domain. So were
commentaries by former intelligence officers, scientists, historians, and
journalists. Among the most eager commentators on the role of espi-
onage in the Soviet bomb effort was Vladimir Chikov, a former KGB
colonel, who beginning in 1991 published articles under titles like “How
Soviet Intelligence ‘Split’ the American Atom” and “From Los Alamos
to Moscow.”14 Chikov’s account raised the profile of Soviet intelligence,
and the leaked documents gave his otherwise problematic scholarship an
appearance of credibility. Subsequently Chikov published detailed stud-
ies of the Soviet espionage effort, citing the KGB’s atomic dossier.15 The
books had wide circulation in Russia (foreign editions appeared as well),
and became a must-read for many fans of atomic espionage.16 Chikov’s
work, however, has a fundamental shortcoming, from a historian’s view-
point: it lacks any footnotes and mixes apparent intelligence documents
with invented dialogues and pure conjecture.

Another Soviet state security veteran, Pavel Sudoplatov, also addressed
the issue of atomic espionage in his widely read memoirs published in
1994.17 Sudoplatov, prominently placed within the Soviet Interior Min-
istry in the mid-1940s, was at one time well informed about the Soviet
intelligence operations in the West. He made a claim that key partici-
pants in the Manhattan Project—Robert Oppenheimer, Enrico Fermi,
Leo Szilard, and Niels Bohr—were in fact Soviet “atomic spies.”18 Su-
doplatov’s allegations met with bitter and spirited criticism in the Bulletin
of Atomic Scientists and the Cold War International History Project Bul-
letin.19 In the 1997 Russian edition of Special Tasks Sudoplatov accused
his critics of misrepresenting his ideas: Oppenheimer and the others were
not actually spies, he wrote, but he still maintained that they had willingly
assisted Soviet intelligence.20

In 1995– 97, partly as a result of the escalating controversy over Soviet
espionage in the Manhattan Project, and partly for unrelated reasons,
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the U.S. National Security Agency released to the public Soviet ciphers
from the 1940s, decrypted by NSA analysts in the context of the top se-
cret Venona project. Among the thousands of pages of decrypted ciphers
were cables exchanged between Moscow and field intelligence stations in
the United States and other countries. The Venona files inspired several
books on Soviet espionage, of which the best known is probably the 1999
book by John Earl Haynes and Harvey Klehr, Venona: Decoding Soviet Es-
pionage in America.21 The book offers an extensive overview of the So-
viet intelligence network in the United States and includes one chapter
that deals specifically with atomic espionage.

For all the remaining uncertainties about Soviet atomic espionage, the
story has been told extensively. But it is a story that is not very helpful
for the purposes of this book: the well-documented existence of Soviet
atomic espionage on American soil does not by itself explain how the
bomb figured in Stalin’s diplomacy, either before or after 1945, though
it does show that Stalin knew much more about the bomb than his World
War II allies were willing to tell him.

In the early 1990s scientists of the Soviet atomic project emerged from
their secret laboratories to claim back the credit for the making of the 
Soviet bomb from the intelligence veterans. For example, Iulii Khari -
ton and Iurii Smirnov argued that the intelligence materials from Los
Alamos, while helpful, could not replace efforts by the Soviet scientists.
Their research—based on personal recollections, interviews with key par-
ticipants (Khariton, as the designer of the first A-bomb was the key par-
ticipant), and a number of hitherto inaccessible documents from obscure
archives—contains valuable and intricate detail of the early years of the
Soviet bomb.22 In 1995 Armazas-16 (the Russian counterpart to Los
Alamos) published the first in-depth history of the Soviet atomic project
under the same title.23 This persuasive and well-referenced study, writ-
ten from the perspective of we-did-it-ourselves veterans of nuclear sci-
ence, documents the Soviet path to the bomb. The reader walks away
with a comprehensive understanding of just how the scientists and the
bureaucrats managed the Soviet bomb effort on a day-to-day basis.
Therefore Sovetskii Atomnyi Proekt works better as a technical history of
the bomb than as an account of Stalin’s political calculations.
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By the mid-1990s heated debates about the history of the Soviet
atomic project had spilled over from Russian newspaper articles and pe-
riodicals to inform Western audiences. Selected documents were trans-
lated and published in the Cold War International History Project
Bulletin in the fall of 1994; these included, for example, an important
document furnished by Iurii Smirnov—Igor Kurchatov’s handwritten
notes of a meeting with Stalin in January 1946.24 This document’s im-
portance is underscored by the fact that despite the declassification of a
sea of archival documents in Russia in the early 1990s, our understand-
ing of Stalin’s involvement in the atomic project remained murky at best.
Kurchatov’s account—though fragmentary and mistranslated—was
about the first evidence in the West of Stalin’s views of the bomb since
his pronouncements of half a century earlier.

In 1994 David Holloway published the groundbreaking Stalin and the
Bomb.25 Unsurpassed in the West or Russia in its comprehensive scope
and attention to detail, Stalin and the Bomb is a history of Soviet nuclear
science, the atomic project, and, more than any other contemporary
study, Soviet atomic diplomacy. Holloway gives Stalin low points for fore-
sight: despite the council of his scientists and excellent intelligence on
the Manhattan Project, Stalin procrastinated until the United States had
actually used the bomb in Japan before authorizing full-scale atomic
works in Russia. Holloway finds Stalin responsible for the breakdown of
Allied cooperation after the war. His postwar expansionism made con-
frontation with the United States inevitable, irrespective of the bomb.
As in his earlier book, Holloway argues that the bomb did not change
Stalin’s outlook on the world; before and after Hiroshima he was con-
vinced of the inevitability of war, and he was skeptical of the bomb’s po-
tential use as a weapon (quite aside from its value as a political tool). In
the end, Holloway rates Stalin’s foreign policy in the atomic age as noth-
ing short of a disaster.

Another important work on the Soviet atomic project was published
in 1995 by a heavyweight of atomic history, Richard Rhodes. Dark Sun:
The Making of the Hydrogen Bomb, as the title indicates, takes a broader
sweep than Holloway’s book, but Rhodes goes into considerable detail
about the origins of Stalin’s bomb effort, wonderfully integrating the
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story of the atomic espionage with the technical history of the Soviet 
A-bomb. Rhodes makes a little more of Stalin’s spirit of accommodation
with the West than does Holloway. He also convincingly argues that So-
viet espionage contributed significantly to the Soviet bomb effort.26

In 1997 Holloway’s book was translated into Russian, where it joined
the growing volume of literature on the Soviet atomic project. The most
important development here, unquestionably, was the publication of a
multivolume collection of documents, Atomnyi Proekt SSSR. Seven vol-
umes of this mammoth series have emerged since 1998, each adding 
hundreds of hitherto unknown archival pages to the story of the making
of the A-bomb. These documents—correspondence between scientists
and bureaucrats, government orders, reports on the state of the atomic
project, and even intelligence materials—provide minute detail about
bomb making. For example, one volume reprints resolutions of the State
Council of Defense, the highest executive power at the time of war, con-
cerning the atomic problem. Another contains the much-anticipated pro-
tocols of the sessions of the Special Committee under Lavrentii Beria,
charged with the day-to-day oversight of the project. Regrettably, these
documents show only what decisions were made about the bomb, not
how they were made.

And again, despite the wealth of materials, many of which come from
the coveted holdings of the Archive of the President (accessible only to
researchers with special connections), the top level of policy making on
the atomic problem is conspicuously absent from the volumes. One won-
ders whether all the relevant materials have been declassified. Perhaps
some key policy documents remain unknown to the researchers in the
Archive of the President, noted for its lack of transparency and arbitrary
declassification procedures. If, indeed, the volumes of the Atomnyi Proekt
SSSR tell us all that there is to be told about atomic policy making, we
may never have a full picture of Stalin’s role in the creation of the Soviet
bomb. Even so, these seven volumes enrich our understanding of the
Soviet atomic project beyond expectations. Eager historians have already
used these exceptionally interesting volumes in publishing histories of
the atomic project.27

There is much less to boast of when it comes to new Russian literature
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on atomic diplomacy. Russian translation of Holloway’s book is about as
strong as the Russian historiography gets on this subject. In-depth stud-
ies of the A-bomb effort either overlook the bomb’s implications for the
Soviet foreign policy or offer unhelpful generalizations. On the other
hand, Stalin’s atomic diplomacy finds excellent treatment in recent pub-
lication by Vladislav Zubok, a preeminent scholar of Soviet foreign pol-
icy.28 Zubok puts emphasis on Stalin’s assertiveness in the face of what
he perceived as the U.S. “atomic blackmail.” He argues that for Stalin,
Hiroshima became a watershed that symbolized the beginning of an in-
evitable confrontation between the East and the West. As for the inter-
national control of atomic energy, Zubok is skeptical: “Stalin was ready
to thwart the Baruch Plan long before it was announced.”29

The theme of international control also comes up in a piece by
Vladimir Batiuk on the Soviet response to the Baruch Plan. This re-
sponse, we learn, showed considerably more initiative and flexibility on
the part of the Soviet delegates to the U.N. Atomic Energy Commission
than one could allow for in a Stalinist state.30 More fragmentary discus-
sion of the Soviet take on the A-bomb appears in Viktor Malkov’s book
on the Manhattan Project.31 The book is an original, well-researched ac-
count by a Russian author of an episode in American history; Soviet
atomic policies are barely addressed in Malkov’s study. Nevertheless, he
documents disagreements inside the Soviet Foreign Ministry on the
question of international control.

Several authors have addressed Stalin’s atomic diplomacy in the con-
text of broader studies of Soviet foreign policy. Among others, Vladislav
Zubok and Constantine Pleshakov in their best-seller Inside the Kremlin’s
Cold War show how Hiroshima shattered Stalin’s postwar plans; the
United States could no longer be expected to return to isolationism. Nor
did this matter—the bomb gave Washington a global reach, infringing
upon Stalin’s perceived gains in Europe and Asia. Vladimir Pechatnov
argues that Stalin felt betrayed by Washington’s apparent departure from
the Yalta agreements, insomuch as the Americans refused to recognize
Soviet-sponsored governments in Romania and Bulgaria and cheated the
Soviets out of their fair share in the occupation of Japan, not to mention
U.S. opposition to a Soviet presence in the Mediterranean. Stalin’s con-
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frontational attitude was therefore a reaction to American arrogance in
foreign affairs.32

The Soviet side of the story, as we shall see, fits nicely within the ex-
isting historiography, drawing on what other authors have written but
also diverging from many of their conclusions. Stalin is portrayed not as
a relentless expansionist but as a cautious realist, willing to measure his
appetites in Europe and Asia if in turn the United States would sign up
to his vision of a postwar order based on great-power equality. Here,
our interpretation tilts more toward arguments advanced by Richard
Rhodes than those of David Holloway. Yet unlike Rhodes, we do not see
February 1946 as a turning point on Stalin’s road to the Cold War. In
fact, Stalin’s policy in the final months of World War II and in the early
postwar period retained a basic consistency and did not make any sharp
turns.

Nevertheless, the atomic bomb undermined Stalin’s postwar vision at
two levels. First, the very fact that the United States had the bomb and
the Soviet Union did not undermined the Soviet Union’s great power
claims and in fact relegated it to the ranks of technologically backward,
second-rate powers. This brutal reminder of Soviet inferiority cast a
shadow over Stalin’s triumph in the war, which he believed had demon-
strated the advantages of Soviet socialism. American monopoly on the
bomb created inequality in Soviet-U.S. relations, chipping away at
Stalin’s hopes for an equitable international order. The psychological bal-
ance was restored in August 1949, but by then the Cold War was in full
swing and Moscow’s early postwar schemes had been long laid to rest.

Although U.S. atomic monopoly in principle spelled trouble for
Stalin’s postwar plans, it did not make them irrelevant. Indeed, after the
Trinity test, and after Hiroshima, Stalin continued to peddle great-power
cooperation and was not averse to a compromise with the United States
in return for Washington’s recognition of Soviet interests. For one, Stalin
downplayed the practical significance of the bomb (quite apart from its
application as a tool of diplomatic pressure). Here we disagree with both
Holloway’s and Zubok’s assessments to the effect that Stalin was com-
placent before Hiroshima but realized the significance of the bomb af-
terward. Both before and after Hiroshima, Stalin maintained that the
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bomb could not win wars. He also believed that Washington had run
out of steam in World War II and would not pose an immediate threat
to the Soviet Union for some years.

On the other hand, Stalin feared that the atomic bomb would make
U.S. foreign policy more assertive, more hegemonic and disinclined to-
ward compromise with the Soviet Union. Just as Roosevelt hoped that
he could use the bomb to force Stalin to embrace his version of a post-
war order, so Stalin worried that the Americans might do just that—use
the A-bomb as a policy tool to force him to make concessions. Truman’s
effort to stand ground in the face of what was perceived in Washington
as Soviet expansionism unnerved Stalin, who invariably interpreted these
efforts as manifestations of great power arrogance, as evidence that the
Americans would not speak to the Soviet Union on equal terms. Soviet
response to this perceived blackmail was a show of resolve in facing the
U.S. challenge. As we show in chapters 4 and 6, from the London con-
ference of foreign ministers in September 1945 to the Gromyko plan to
ban atomic weapons in June 1946, the Soviets aimed at countering per-
ceived U.S. pressure with a display of obstinacy.

The Baruch Plan clearly intensified Soviet apprehension of the U.S.
atomic monopoly, for, as seen from Moscow, the plan was aimed at the
perpetuation of this monopoly at Soviet expense. For our detailed ex-
amination of Soviet response to the Baruch Plan, we have relied on the
recently declassified holdings of the Russian Foreign Policy Archive
(AVPRF), which reflect discussions of the Soviet policy on international
control within the Foreign Ministry bureaucracy. These documents have
both advantages and disadvantages. One advantage is that they allow a
close-up examination of the mechanism of Soviet atomic diplomacy and
thus expose the real motives behind Soviet initiatives in the realm of in-
ternational control of atomic energy. A downside of these documents is
that the Foreign Ministry did not determine the Soviet foreign policy.
This determination was made by Stalin alone, and it is often not clear to
what extent Stalin’s decisions were influenced, or even informed, by what
the Foreign Ministry had to say. In other words, unclear hints and sheer
speculation, characteristic of earlier Western studies of the Soviet bomb
efforts, cannot be entirely eradicated from this study; suffice it to say that
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new evidence allows us to pin down the nature of Soviet atomic diplo-
macy with much greater certainty than before.

In the following chapters we show that the Soviet Union was never
interested in genuine international control of atomic energy, and that
participation in the U.N. Atomic Energy Commission was at best a pro -
paganda cover for the Soviet bomb effort. Was the project of interna-
tional control of atomic energy doomed to failure from the outset? We
explore alternative Soviet responses. For example, there is evidence that
the Soviet negotiators were considering more flexible tactics to outma-
neuver Baruch and his team in the propaganda war. These tactics in-
cluded agreement to some of the principles put forward in the Baruch
Plan, such as Soviet approval of some forms of inspection of national
atomic programs. Yet because of bureaucratic inertia in Moscow, these
suggestions were never developed into a coherent policy. At any rate,
policy deliberations on the Soviet side concerned the most appropriate
tactics, while the overall strategy—boycotting international control—
never came into question.

One of the key themes explored in this book is how the bomb figured
in the origins in the Cold War. That is to say, would the Cold War have
happened even without the bomb? The Russian side of the story sug-
gests that Stalin’s postwar goals were essentially incompatible with the
ideas nurtured by Roosevelt and eventually abandoned by Truman—the
ideas of a liberal international order. Stalin embraced realpolitik and did
not understand international government in the same way as Roosevelt
did. The Soviet take on the international government was that it was
never anything more than power politics by other means. But power pol-
itics did not necessarily mean that a confrontation was inevitable. Other
things being equal, power politics can become almost an agreeable affair,
as Stalin expected at first. The bomb blew away this image of stability, al-
ready complicated by mistrust and misperceptions on both sides.
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1
FRANKLIN DELANO  ROOSE VELT AND

ATOMIC WARTIME DIPLOMACY

In November 1940, the month in which President Franklin
 Roose velt was reelected to the White House for an unprecedented third
term, Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan were imposing brutal imperial
conquest throughout Western Europe and East Asia. Japan had by this
time conquered much of coastal China, and was threatening European
colonies farther to the south. More ominous were Germany’s rapid vic-
tories in Scandinavia and the Low Countries, and then its six-week de-
feat of France in June. By the end of 1940 Hitler effectively controlled
Europe from the Atlantic to the Oder. He had alongside of that an al-
liance with Japan, Italy, and several Balkan States, fifth columns in every
other European country, and a nonaggression pact with the remaining
continental power, the Soviet Union. By the end of that year, in other
words, it was not fanciful for an American to consider that a powerful al-
liance was coming into being that would unstoppably dominate the
whole of the Eurasian continent—a domination that the United States’
only major unbeaten friend, Great Britain, could never withstand by it-
self.

Apart from the acute nuclear crises of the late 1950s and early 1960s,
the United States has never faced a more dangerous international situa-
tion than it did in 1940 and 1941. Yet both President  Roose velt and his
Republican challenger Wendell Willkie went to extreme lengths in the
election campaign of that year to assure the American people that the
United States would not enter the war. Polls taken during these two years
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reveal an American public consistently and firmly opposed to military in-
tervention in Europe (not to mention Asia); most American congressmen
and senators, following this lead, agreed.

The American public and its representatives in Washington opposed in-
tervention naturally because they believed in the long-standing U.S. pol-
icy of isolation from European great-power politics. The United States
had sought to avoid contending with the world’s serious military pow-
ers since the early nineteenth century, not out of timidity or ignorance
but because Americans understood that the Atlantic and Pacific oceans,
together with the continuation of the European balance-of-power sys-
tem, provided them with a “free security” from foreign conquest. The
great departure from this policy—the American intervention into the
First World War engineered by President Woodrow Wilson—was re-
garded by most Americans as late as 1941 as a disaster that must not be
repeated. Determined to prevent another ill-fated foray into European
war, most American leaders and intellectuals, as well as the wider public,
adamantly opposed U.S. involvement in the Second World War even as
Germany and Japan consolidated their conquests over Western Europe
and East Asia.1

 Roose velt publicly affirmed this position of American neutrality in the
1940 campaign, but following his reelection in November he moved de-
cisively toward a policy of active support for Great Britain, Germany’s
last remaining rival in Europe, and of confrontation with Japan. He did
so because he believed that the United States must enter the war; for
 Roose velt, it was simply a matter of somehow persuading the American
public and neutralist politicians in Washington to accept his point of view.

 Roose velt believed that the United States must not repeat the errors
made by Wilson during and after the First World War. Wilson had erred
in failing to persuade the American public to enter the European war
until late in the contest. This prevented him from getting his way at the
Paris peace talks in 1918 and 1919, where Wilson famously demanded the
establishment of a new world order shaped by the adoption of American-
style open international markets and the abolition of the European balance-
of-power system but was unable to persuade or coerce the European
powers to accept it.  Roose velt would not make this mistake. The United
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States must get involved early in the Second World War, using its latent
economic and military capabilities to become the war’s most powerful
belligerent. The United States must use its dominant position in the war
to force upon the other great powers a new world order shaped by
Wilsonian principles. Wilson, having entered the war late, and having re-
lied at Paris upon moral suasion rather than preponderant power, had
failed.  Roose velt would succeed.2

The president’s conception of this new world order evolved during
the war, as did so many of his subsidiary foreign policies. The “Atlantic
Charter” he announced with Winston Churchill, the British prime min-
ister, emphasized self-determination for all peoples, even perhaps those
chafing under British imperialism. In his discussions with Churchill and
Stalin,  Roose velt liked to stress the idea of the “four policemen,” the
United States, Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and China, cooperating
to quell regional conflict and restoring sovereignty to subjugated peoples.

Yet the centerpiece of  Roose velt’s conception of a new postwar order
during the early years of the war was, as it had been for Wilson, the
dream of economic integration and worldwide free markets: the “open
door.” The open door was in the financial self-interest of the United
States, which was poised at the middle of the twentieth century to be-
come the new hub of global capitalism. An open trading system would
particularly benefit American companies seeking markets and resources
in erstwhile European colonies.3 More important to  Roose velt, per-
haps, an open world economy could prevent the recurrence of the eco-
nomic nationalisms and autarkies that had intensified international
rivalries and impoverished Western societies during the 1930s. Indeed,
the deep connections between the Great Depression and the rise of
militaristic fascism in Europe and Asia proved to many in the West that
a new world order depended upon economic integration and coopera-
tion. As Akira Iriye has stated, a United Nations organization based
upon great-power collaboration “would mean little unless it were sup-
ported by economic underpinnings.”4 How could great powers coop-
erate on core political issues when they were divided into competitive
economic blocs?  Roose velt intertwined economic and political open-
ness: he wanted, as Lloyd Gardner and Warren Kimball put it, a world
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“to be left open to commerce of all kinds—goods, people, ideas, and
information.”5

 Roose velt remained committed during the war to the twin goals of in-
ternational organization and a liberal world economy. He believed that
a United States in a position of preponderant power at the end of the
war could impose these frameworks on a beaten world and, this time,
genuinely make the Second World War a war to end all wars. What he
could not predict, in 1940, was the arising of two factors that would de-
stroy this dream: the making of the atomic bomb, and the emergence of
the Soviet Union as a rival world power.

The Beginnings of the Manhattan Project

In late 1939, a few weeks after the outbreak of the war, a group
of scientists, led by the émigrés Leo Szilard and Albert Einstein, persuaded
the financier Alexander Sachs to convey to  Roose velt a letter informing
him that it might well be possible in the near future to split an atom for
the purposes of unprecedented destructive power.6 The letter also made
it very clear to  Roose velt that the Nazi regime was itself engaged in such
a project. An atomic weapon might prove decisive in the ongoing war;
were Germany to build one first, the Nazi regime might be able to force
the United States to choose between a horrible attack on its eastern cities
or submission to German preponderance.  Roose velt knew that he could
get no serious support for such a project in 1939 or early 1940. Following
the rapid victories by Japan and Germany in 1940, however, and then his
reelection in November, the  Roose velt administration authorized a proj-
ect to develop atomic weaponry—the Manhattan Project—that would
gather much greater urgency and infinitely more resources following the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941.7

Nevertheless, the effect of the early bomb project upon American
diplomacy during the first year of the war was minimal. This was so be-
cause until late 1942,  Roose velt and his main foreign policy advisers—
most notably Henry Stimson, the secretary of war; George Marshall,
the chief of staff of the U.S. armed forces; and Harry Hopkins, the
White House chief of staff and FDR’s right-hand man—could neither
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count on the successful development of the bomb nor have any clear
idea about the political situation in which it might be used. General
Leslie Groves, head of the Manhattan Project, had by early 1942 only
begun to organize the nationwide effort to build a workable bomb; at
this time he could not promise Washington anything beyond a long-
term and sustained scientific enterprise.8 Even if the project were to be
successful,  Roose velt could not know in 1942 how he might eventually
use it. Would the bomb be used against Germany, the original premise
for building it? Against whom else might it be threatened? Until late
that year the German invasion of Russia had been so overwhelmingly
successful that a Nazi domination of the Eurasian continent appeared
a likely prospect. Both  Roose velt’s military advisers and the Soviet dic-
tator Joseph Stalin clamored for a second-front invasion of the Euro-
pean continent as soon as possible, but the British and their wartime
leader Winston Churchill rejected that idea, a decision that  Roose velt
for the moment accepted. The Japanese bid to expand its Pacific em-
pire further eastward, on the other hand, had been thwarted by the
American naval victory at Midway that summer. Insofar as  Roose velt
could guess, the American bomb might serve as a deterrent against a vic-
torious Nazi regime aiming to spread its empire to the Western Hemi-
sphere, or perhaps as a weapon of war in a bloody Anglo-American
campaign to liberate Europe.

For three central reasons, in late 1942 and early 1943 the picture be-
came much clearer. First, by the end of 1942 General Groves had suc-
ceeded in establishing a facility at Los Alamos, New Mexico, where
efforts would be concentrated and intensified to build a bomb as soon as
possible. At the time of Pearl Harbor, the atomic project was dispersed
among several production facilities and universities. A year later, the gov-
ernment had managed to gather together America’s best scientists, along
with several from other nations, and transport them to the remote and
top secret New Mexico location, where they would work nonstop under
the direction of J. Robert Oppenheimer for the next thirty months. That
the project would indeed produce a workable weapon was not certain;
nor did anyone know how long it would take. But Groves, Oppenheimer,
and  Roose velt’s point men on the atomic project in Washington, Direc-
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tor of the Office of Scientific Research and Development Vannevar Bush
and Chairman of the National Research Council James Conant, began to
communicate to the White House by the beginning of 1943 the consis-
tent message that a bomb would probably be built.9

Second,  Roose velt could see that the danger that Hitler might build an
atomic bomb before the United States was diminishing markedly after
1942.10 The stunning reversal of the Nazi invasion of Russia by Soviet
armies near Stalingrad in December and January not only put an end to the
possibility of a rapid German conquest of the Eurasian continent; it also
forced the Nazi regime to focus its efforts primarily upon resisting the
Russian counterattack. This drained men, money, and urgency from the
German atomic program; it also provided the American and British air
forces with greater opportunity to bombard German industrial targets, in-
cluding, of course, suspected atomic facilities. Had Germany defeated Rus-
sia in late 1942 and been able to wind down operations on its eastern front,
it could have devoted massive resources and energy toward the building of
a bomb and the repelling of American and British bombardment. As it
happened, the Nazi regime put its atomic program on hold in late 1942, a
decision that was reinforced by the successful British bombardment of a
Nazi-controlled heavy water facility in northern Norway in March 1943,
and then again in November.11 Of course, American and British leaders
were unaware of the German decision, and they could not be absolutely
certain that the German project was dead until late 1944. General Groves
worried about a German bomb until the Nazi regime surrendered. But
after the Norwegian operation, serious fears of the prospect of the Nazis
getting the bomb first were becoming untenable.12

Third, and of final importance, by the time he met with Churchill in
North Africa in January 1943,  Roose velt could conceive of a likely postwar
international order with a precision unobtainable even six months earlier.
The Red Army’s ongoing resistance in the battle of Stalingrad allowed
 Roose velt and Churchill to recognize that Germany’s aim of a quick vic-
tory over the USSR and hence an imminent domination of the Eurasian
continent was less likely to transpire.13 They understood now that they
would have some time to enter the European war, and that once Ameri-
can and British armies entered the European conflict, the Nazi regime
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would be materially outnumbered on both its western and eastern fronts.
Indeed, as both Churchill and  Roose velt noted, a possibility now existed
that the Soviet Union could eventually dominate the Eurasian landmass.
To be sure, the war was not over. But an Allied victory in Europe was now
a likelihood, something to be planned for, which was precisely what the
American and British leaders began to do in talks at Casablanca.14

There  Roose velt discovered a different kind of British ally than the one
with whom he had so famously corresponded and strategized since 1940.
Churchill had long contended that the best Anglo-American strategy to
defeat Nazi Germany was to attack it indirectly, via the European “un-
derbelly” in Italy and the Balkan States, with the aim of waging a long
and peripheral war rather than a head-on confrontation with a Germany
consolidated on the Continent. This had led to the American decision,
taken against the wishes of the U.S. military establishment, to begin its
European military operations in North Africa and the Italian peninsula.15

Now that the Russians had turned back the Wehrmacht,  Roose velt sug-
gested that that it was time to begin the real part of the war, to launch
the second-front invasion of France that was necessary to dislodge Hitler
and defeat Germany unconditionally.

Churchill’s demurral, his insistence that the second front be delayed
for another year, led  Roose velt correctly to conclude that the British
leader was more interested in preserving a British imperial presence
around the Mediterranean and avoiding a bloody replay of the First
World War than he was of joining the battle and defeating Hitler as soon
as possible.16 Both were fundamental British objectives, but the former
interfered with American plans. To deal with this conflict of interest,
 Roose velt gradually began to use the diplomatic leverage provided by
the American atomic project against his closest ally, Great Britain.

Atomic Diplomacy and Great Britain: 
June 1942– September 1944

In June 1942 Churchill met with  Roose velt at the latter’s estate
in Hyde Park, New York. As remained the case throughout the war, their
discussions about the atomic project—“Tube Alloys” was a British code
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name they often used—were brief, personal, and held under the most se-
cret conditions.17 Churchill regarded the project as a joint Anglo-Amer-
ican enterprise, located for obvious geographical purposes in America
but partaking of British scientific expertise: much of the basic science
leading toward Tube Alloys, after all, had taken place in Britain, begin-
ning with the initial research of the New Zealander Lord Rutherford at
the University of Manchester around the turn of the century.18

In the early days of American participation in the war,  Roose velt de-
ferred to Churchill’s wishes. According to the prime minister’s memoirs,
he and the president agreed to build the bomb in the United States but
regard it as a joint project, a decision affirmed in a letter from Sir John
Anderson, Churchill’s senior adviser on the atomic project, to Vannevar
Bush in August.19 Anderson proposed developing a joint nuclear energy
commission that could establish an Anglo-American monopoly over
atomic energy production, and to coordinate a mutual policy for con-
trolling atomic weaponry after the war.20

Secretary of War Stimson, alarmed by this news, sought to persuade
 Roose velt to rethink this position in October, reminding him that the
United States was doing 90 percent of the work on the bomb.21 Conant
met with the British envoy Wallace Akers in November and informed
him that the United States would restrict scientific interchange on the
atomic project, releasing to the British only the information relevant to
their own research connected with the Manhattan effort, and nothing
to do with postwar energy uses or other operations in which the British
were not involved.22 When Bush and Conant learned that the British
had in September 1942 signed an agreement with the Soviet Union to
share atomic technologies, they became even more determined to keep
the British out as much as possible.23

At Casablanca,  Roose velt and Churchill confined themselves to other
military and diplomatic questions, choosing not to resolve the thorny
but not urgent matter of atomic cooperation. Upon his return to Britain,
however, Churchill began to seek assurance from the Americans that the
project would indeed remain under joint Anglo-American control, as
 Roose velt had promised him at Hyde Park. On February 16 the prime
minister wrote Harry Hopkins, complaining that “the American War De-
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partment is asking us to keep them informed of our experiments while
refusing altogether any information about theirs.”24 Hopkins replied a
week later, on February 24, demanding that Churchill instruct Lord An-
derson to send copies of “the original memoranda or any references or
conversations which from the basis of the misunderstanding,” and in-
sisting that “our people feel that there has been no breach of agree-
ment.”25 This was an interesting, not to say infuriating, way to reply to
Churchill, as Hopkins surely knew that  Roose velt’s communication to
the prime minister on this matter was oral: no formal agreements of sig-
nificance existed on paper at this time. Hopkins nevertheless asked Bush
to accumulate what he had; the director replied on February 26 that he
had only “general” documentation that “does not give a clear definition
of where we stand.”26 Bush and Hopkins understood that they were not
privy to the decisions made by  Roose velt, and that their correspondence
with the British was simply a way for all of them to tell one another that
they needed  Roose velt to commit to something. Exasperated, Churchill
replied the next day to Hopkins, informing him (as Hopkins was prob-
ably unaware) that “my whole understanding” after the meeting at Hyde
Park “was that everything was on the basis of fully sharing the results as
equal partners.”27 He had to admit that “I have no record,” but said
that he would be “very much surprised if the President’s recollection
does not square with this.”28 Churchill attached to this telegram a mem-
orandum summarizing a history of Tube Alloys that emphasized British
influence, the discussions between him and  Roose velt in 1942, and the
correspondence between Anderson and Bush.29 Hopkins now had the
British side of the story. “I must ask you,” Churchill concluded, “to let
me have very soon a firm decision on US policy in this matter, as urgent
decisions about our programme here and in Canada depend on the ex-
tent to which full collaboration is restored.”30

The scale of  Roose velt’s inaction, together with the two allies’ preoc-
cupation with the war in the Mediterranean, is revealed by the fact that
almost a month passed with no U.S. response to this “urgent” missive.
On March 20 Churchill finally sent another telegram to Hopkins asking
whether the Americans were going to reply.31 Hopkins relayed the re-
quest to Conant, who wrote a lengthy memorandum for Bush on the
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question. Every aspect of U.S. atomic diplomacy toward Great Britain
can be found in the first paragraph of Conant’s memorandum:

It seems to me of the greatest importance to be sure that the
President understands the basic issue. The question is whether or
not British representatives shall have full access to plans for the
design and construction of the manufacturing plants which we
are now building and full knowledge of their operation. There is
no contention on the British side, I believe, that this knowledge
will be of use to them in the construction and operation of their
own plants, since they admittedly do not propose to build such
plants during this war. Granting such access to our designs and
operations at the manufacturing level can only increase the risks
of the enemy learning these secrets and can neither assist the war
effort nor allow a more effective use of the joint resources of the
two countries.32

Everything germane to American policy in 1943 is here. Since FDR was
apparently ignoring the issue, it was up to Conant and Bush to express the
risks of full collaboration—namely the risks of espionage.33 Why, since
they did not need information about work they were not undertaking,
were the British so keen on total exchange? To put it bluntly, Conant sus-
pected that the British were ready to expose the project to greater risk of
exposure to German spies in order to further their own aims.34 These
aims might include keeping “full control” of the bomb for themselves, a
statement Conant found in an early British policy paper, or to profit ma-
terially from control over atomic energy by turning over the technology
to the national chemical trust (I.C.I.), officials from which had been
prominent in clamoring for collaboration.35 Like many American offi-
cials, both Conant and Bush mistrusted the British, more now than ever
as they continued to resist opening a second front in France.36

Conant recommended that the United States maintain full control
over the project, inviting British and Canadian scientists to participate
more fully in it but keeping sensitive information not necessary to their
work away from them. This policy would ensure that the United States
would possess a monopoly over the bomb once it was completed, that it
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would not transfer the fruits of American work to British business con-
cerns, that the input of valuable British and Canadian scientists could be
exploited, and that the possibility of German espionage would be mini-
mized.37

Bush quickly composed a memorandum for Hopkins that emphasized
Conant’s suspicions.38 He warned that the British might seek collabora-
tion “not for the best prosecution of the war effort, but rather for other
purposes, such as after-the-war commercial advantages,” and that the
British objection to American intransigence probably derived from their
concern with “their post-war situation.”39 Interestingly, Bush did not
mention the risk of espionage, though he did attach Conant’s piece to
his. Having delivered their views to Hopkins, Bush and Conant had done
all they could to communicate their position to the president.

There the matter stood until late May. On May 25 Bush and Hopkins
met with Lord Cherwell, the British ambassador in Washington.40 Bush
explained at the meeting to Cherwell that the American policy was to
limit access to this top secret information entirely on a need-to-know
basis. Not only were the British kept in the dark with respect to certain
work; so were American scientists working on projects in support of the
main bomb effort. Cherwell, playing his only card, stated that “unless
this manufacturing information was furnished to the British, they might
feel impelled to alter the plans and go into manufacturing themselves, to
the disadvantage of the balance of the war effort.” He insisted that the
reasons for this threat were not commercial; rather, full collaboration
would allow the British, in Bush’s words, to “be able to develop the
weapon for themselves very promptly and not after a considerable inter-
val.” Bush suggested that the whole question of postwar atomic policy
“be approached on its own merits, and that this question is tied up with
the large problem of international relations on this whole subject from a
long-term viewpoint.” Cherwell again threatened that without full col-
laboration “they might have to divert some of their war effort” to con-
centrate on their own project for the purposes of postwar British security.
“He made it clear, of course,” Bush wrote, “that he did not mean secure
as against the United States, but rather as against some other country
which might have it far developed at that time.”41
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Cherwell here introduced larger questions related to American foreign
policy. Britain wanted the bomb soon in order to retain its great-power
status after the war, rather than having to defer to the United States.
Cherwell foresaw that some other country might soon possess the bomb,
and that without one for itself, Britain would depend upon American as-
surance for its security from that nation. He was talking about the Soviet
Union, and educating the Americans about the great-power politics they
would be facing after the war.

On June 10 Churchill wrote Hopkins to remind him once again of the
president’s commitment to a joint enterprise and to propose “active col-
laboration as soon as the President has given the necessary instruc-
tions.”42 Hopkins replied the following week that the White House
would deal directly with this matter, and on June 24 Bush met with
 Roose velt to develop an official reply to the British.43

Bush’s memorandum of this meeting leaves little doubt about the
great discrepancy between British and American views about the bomb.44

The president, according to Bush, thought it “astounding” that Cherwell
had expressed the British objective of obtaining its own bomb after the
war, at one point referring to the British ambassador as a “rather queer-
minded chap.” Bush believed that it was “evident from this conversation
that the President has no intention of proceeding farther on the matter
of the relations with the British,” by which he meant that the United
States would continue with its policy of withholding vital information
from its ally and disregarding the British goal of establishing its own
atomic project.45 On this day the president also received from Moscow
a copy of a telegram the Soviet premier Stalin sent to Churchill, angrily
reminding the British leader of his repeated broken promises regarding
a second front and implying that continued Anglo-American delay
threatened Soviet “confidence in its allies, a confidence which is being
subjected to severe stress.”46 In the space of twenty-four hours the Amer-
ican president learned of a British threat to extend the war if it could not
secure U.S. cooperation for the purposes of obtaining its own atomic ar-
senal, and of a Soviet threat to reassess its war with Germany—for what
else could Stalin have meant?—were the British to persist with their pol-
icy of avoiding a second front. The British were engaging in policies that
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posed a threat to  Roose velt’s dual aim of defeating Germany and winning
preponderant status for the United States.

The implication coming from London was hard to miss. Playing with
fewer and fewer cards, Churchill understood that he could use the cur-
rent fact of British intransigence on the second front as a last negotiat-
ing tool to secure full atomic collaboration from his American ally.
 Roose velt decided to accept the deal. Fundamentally, this was because
the costs of including Britain in the project had become less serious. The
risks of exposing the program to German espionage had lessened; in-
deed, we now know that by the summer of 1943  Roose velt could have
sent Hitler results of the latest fission research and weapon design by spe-
cial courier, and still Germany would have had little chance of building
a bomb. The continuous bombardment of German cities and the neces-
sity for the Nazi regime to dedicate maximum resources to its war with
the Russians on the eastern front saw to that. Giving the British an ad-
vantage in the postwar economic exploitation of atomic energy was a
concern, but that would amount to small beer if the United States were
to emerge from the war as economically dominant as  Roose velt hoped.
Most important, the prospect of a Great Britain wielding an atomic ar-
senal after the war meant something entirely different to the American
president than a nuclear-armed Soviet Union, or Germany, or even
France would have done. The immediate aim was to open a second front
before Stalin decided to seek terms with Hitler. The degree of real atomic
collaboration between the United States and Britain could always be re-
duced later.47

On July 9 Churchill sent yet another telegram to remind Washington,
“I have been anxiously awaiting further news about Tube Alloys.”48 On
July 17 he demanded of a visiting Henry Stimson the same decision.49

Still with no word from the president, Hopkins stated clearly to the pres-
ident on July 20, “I think you made a firm commitment to Churchill in
this regard to this when he was here and there is nothing to do but go
through with it.”50  Roose velt made his decision that day: without con-
sulting any advisers, he directed Bush to “renew, in an inclusive manner,
the full exchange of information with the British Government regarding
tube alloys.”51
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Not slow to act, in the space of two days following  Roose velt’s direc-
tive Churchill and his two main advisers on atomic energy, Anderson and
Cherwell, summoned Stimson and Bush to 10 Downing Street in order
to develop a joint policy on the bomb, and in particular its postwar
role.52 Churchill iterated his claim that he was not interested in postwar
commercial applications but rather in “Britain’s independence in the fu-
ture as well as for success during the war,” warning that “Russia might
be in a position” to use a bomb in future for “international blackmail”
unless the two allies worked together.

Bush replied that the American objective with respect to atomic energy
was to limit exchange of information “unless it would help the recipient
in the task of winning this war; that his limitation followed general secu-
rity principles in war time.” Stimson proposed a general series of recom-
mendations, which Churchill summarized in this way:

1. A free interchange to the end that the matter be a completely joint
enterprise.

2. That each government should agree not to use this invention against
the other.

3. That each government should agree not to give information to any
other parties without the consent of both.

4. That they should agree not to use it against any other parties without
the consent of both.

5. That the commercial or industrial uses of Great Britain should be lim-
ited in such manner as the President might consider fair and equitable
in view of the large additional expense incurred by the U.S.53

Stimson agreed to convey these recommendations to the president; on
July 26  Roose velt told Churchill, “I have arranged satisfactorily for the
tube alloys,” and asked him to send an envoy to hammer out a final
agreement so that the issue could be formally resolved in time for the
Quebec conference in August.54

Conant, especially, did not take the new direction in American policy
well. On July 30 he wrote Bush to tell him plainly that in his view “a
complete interchange with the British on the S-1 project is a mistake.”
Full exchange, he argued, “cannot in any way assist the war effort and
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will greatly diminish our security provisions here in the United States. . . .
You are, of course, free to quote me on this point to those in higher au-
thority if you see fit.”55

Conant’s objections were not heeded:  Roose velt, Stimson, Hopkins,
and Bush were all agreed on the diplomatic benefits of collaboration. At
Quebec in August the United States and Great Britain formally agreed,
along the lines of Churchill’s July proposal, that the atomic project would
reach fruition more speedily “if all available British and American brains
and resources are pooled”; a committee would be set up, with Canadian
participation as well, to monitor the project, with “complete interchange
of information and ideas on all sections of the project between members
of the Policy committee and their immediate technical advisers.”56 With
this came, effectively, the end of Anglo-American friction about the issue
of collaboration. A new issue would emerge over the next year, however:
whether it was in the interest of the two nations to extend such collabo-
ration to other nations—namely, the Soviet Union—for the purposes of
international control.

Many of the scientists affiliated with the Manhattan Project had begun
to express fears that the weapon they were feverishly working to produce
must be placed under some kind of international control following the
war, lest it be used by several nations in an atomic World War III. Their
concerns had little effect upon wartime great-power diplomacy, if for no
other reason than that neither  Roose velt nor Churchill was in any way in-
terested in developing an institution that could exert such control while
the wars against Germany and Japan still raged. The Danish scientist
Niels Bohr had the greatest success in bringing this problem to the at-
tention of the Allied leaders; but even his campaign was impatiently dis-
missed by  Roose velt and Churchill, for reasons that cut to the heart of
Anglo-American atomic diplomacy vis-à-vis the Soviet Union.

In February 1944 Bohr, a leading physicist working on the atomic
project at Los Alamos, met with the Supreme Court justice Felix Frank-
furter in order to ask for his help in communicating to the president his
fears about the bomb. Bohr believed that the United States must inform
the Soviet Union about the bomb immediately if there was to be any
chance of establishing international control of the new weapon follow-
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ing the end of the war.57 A rigid Anglo-American monopoly would in-
tensify Soviet mistrust and pave the way for a postwar atomic arms race,
which could only lead to disaster. Frankfurter secured a meeting with the
president in March, at which  Roose velt told him that the problem of the
bomb in postwar international politics “worried him to death.”58

Rather than agreeing to initiate an overture to Stalin, however,  Roose -
velt informed Frankfurter that Bohr ought to present his case to Church -
ill; the president did not want to go behind his British counterpart’s back.
That may well have been so, but  Roose velt certainly knew that a private
mission to London undertaken by an atomic scientist with no official au-
thority was a poor way to achieve any kind of commitment on such a
fundamental matter from the British prime minister.  Roose velt, had he
truly been convinced by Bohr’s importuning, would have ordered his
main advisers to develop a major new policy on postwar atomic control,
but he did nothing of the sort. Instead, Bohr went to London in early
April on his own account, and waited for several weeks to meet Churchill,
who had already expressed his opposition to such an idea to his adviser
Lord Anderson. While waiting to meet the prime minister, Bohr also
made plans for a trip to Moscow, whereby he might single-handedly pave
the way for a grand Allied determination to establish a permanent peace
in the postwar atomic age.

The meeting between Bohr and Churchill on May 16 epitomized the
different worlds in which the scientist and the wartime statesman lived.
Churchill not only refused to accept Bohr’s plan of disclosure to the Rus-
sians; he also rejected the more basic logic that an atomic arms race fol-
lowing the war represented a new and fundamental danger. Indeed,
Churchill, like  Roose velt, was most concerned by the fact that Bohr had
evidently been discussing the problem with colleagues in America and
Europe and had made overtures to a colleague in the Soviet Union, thus
violating the strict secrecy that was supposed to be governing the Tube
Alloys program. He sent the Danish physicist away with disdain.

Not completely demoralized, Bohr returned to America convinced
that his task must be to develop a grand blueprint for international con-
trol and deliver it directly to the president, whom he believed to be sympa -
thetic to his aims. Over the summer Bohr wrote a lengthy memorandum
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in which he spelled out with precision and depth the logic for interna-
tional government in a world in which atomic weaponry could make war
nothing more than suicide.59 The memorandum was sent to the White
House, and Bohr met with  Roose velt on August 26.60

 Roose velt, as always, expressed his warm agreement with Bohr’s plan
and suggested that both Stalin and Churchill could well be amenable to
the idea of international control, a claim that  Roose velt cannot have se-
riously believed. Bohr came away from their meeting of course delighted
by the president’s enthusiasm, hopeful that in the forthcoming confer-
ence in Quebec,  Roose velt would secure Churchill’s approval and take
the next and decisive step of collaboration with Stalin, a task for which
Bohr hoped he might be asked to serve as special envoy. Richard Rhodes
persuasively argues that  Roose velt always believed that Bohr was essen-
tially an envoy from Britain, and never understood the larger ambition of
Bohr’s diplomacy.61

 Roose velt and Churchill avoided the topic of the atomic project dur-
ing the formal deliberations at Quebec, perhaps worrying about the
breach in security that Bohr’s campaign had revealed to them. After the
conference ended Churchill followed  Roose velt to Hyde Park, where
they formulated official—though secret—policy on international control
of the atomic bomb. Their decision on this matter was unambiguous:
“The suggestion that the world should be informed regarding tube al-
loys, with a view to an international agreement regarding its control and
use, is not accepted. The matter should continue to be regarded as of
the utmost secrecy; but when a ‘bomb’ is finally available, it might per-
haps, after mature consideration, be used against the Japanese, who
should be warned that this bombardment will be repeated until they sur-
render.”62

 Roose velt told none of his aides of this agreement, and indeed there
was no written record of it whatsoever on the American side.63 Upon
the president’s return to Washington he alluded to the decision in a
meeting with Vannevar Bush, who reported that he, Conant, and Stim-
son all worried that a decision to pursue an Anglo-American monopoly
after the war would lead to tension with the Soviet Union and an in-
evitable arms race once the Russians developed their own bomb.64
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Bush’s concerns reflected his mistaken belief that the president had made
no definite agreement with Churchill, that there was still an opportunity
to parlay the 1943 decision to collaborate fully with the British into a
greater plan to develop international control over the bomb in alliance
with the Soviet Union.65 Bush and Conant decided to pursue the mat-
ter with Henry Stimson—to convince him that such a plan was worthy
of the president’s attention as events turned toward postwar settle-
ment.66 As we shall see, they did not understand that  Roose velt and
Churchill had already ruled such a plan out, in a formal and clear agree-
ment to which the British and  Roose velt (though not his successor)
would hold tightly. By 1944  Roose velt and Churchill had effectively con-
cluded that the postwar world would feature two, and only two, atomic
powers: the United States and Great Britain. As Martin Sherwin has put
it,  Roose velt may have envisioned a postwar order governed by the “Four
Policemen,” but “only two of them would have the bomb.”67

The Atomic Bomb and U.S.-Soviet Wartime Diplomacy,
November 1943– April 1945

Atomic prospects were one thing; geopolitical reality another.
That the postwar world would be dominated by two nations—the
United States and the Soviet Union—was becoming an unavoidable fact
by the time the Big Three met in Teheran, Iran, in November 1943. The
Soviet army was pushing the German Wehrmacht westward, consolidat-
ing Russian control over vast swaths of Eastern Europe as it proceeded.
The United States was quickly becoming master of the Pacific Ocean,
preparing a formidable expeditionary force to invade Europe, and per-
fecting a wartime economy that was outproducing the rest of the war’s
belligerent nations combined. Britain could not boast such achievements.
Churchill’s primary aim since 1939 had been to protect his nation from
the threat of cross-Channel conquest and, at the same time, to sustain the
interests of the British empire overseas. This had been the grand strategy
of Great Britain since the reign of Queen Elizabeth, and it explained pre-
cisely why Churchill had worked so assiduously to secure American com-
mitment to defend Britain, to initiate the war against Germany not in
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northwestern France but in the Mediterranean theater, where the British
retained substantial imperial interests, and to persuade  Roose velt to col-
laborate on the atomic project.

Churchill achieved much of what he wanted, but what he could no
longer do by late 1943 was represent his nation as a true great power.
Britain was dependent upon the United States, and  Roose velt and Stalin
knew it.68 At Teheran the American and Soviet leaders began to negoti-
ate directly about the postwar international order, conspicuously, and
even rudely, excluding Churchill from the discussions.  Roose velt and
Stalin were not at Teheran, as Warren Kimball points out, to develop
joint military plans for the defeat of Hitler. They were there to take the
measure of each other, to get an idea of whether they could truly coop-
erate after the war.69

To attempt to understand how the prospect of the atomic bomb af-
fected  Roose velt’s measurement of Stalin and of the U.S.-Soviet rela-
tionship after the war is to descend even further into murkiness and
inference. The atomic diplomacy waged between  Roose velt and Church -
ill resembled normal foreign relations insofar as both sides were aware of
the project’s existence, acknowledged this, and groped toward an un-
derstanding of its effect on their position in the war and in postwar 
international politics.  Roose velt’s dissembling relationship with his sub-
ordinates and reluctance to commit to an official course of action com-
plicated the story, but the growing urgency exhibited by the British
during the middle of 1943 forced him to develop a discernible policy.
The atomic diplomacy waged by  Roose velt toward Stalin, on the other
hand, was of an entirely different form. Never once did  Roose velt allude
to or even hint at the project’s existence to Stalin, even though Stalin
knew of it by 1942, and even though  Roose velt knew by early 1943 that
Stalin knew.70 Nor did the president spell out to any of his subordinates,
at least as is recorded in available documents, precisely how he saw the
bomb fitting into U.S. relations with the USSR.71

The overriding issue of wartime contention between the United States
and the Soviet Union, the question of the second front, had faded away
in the months following Teheran.  Roose velt had definitely committed to
a spring invasion at the summit; he had openly belittled, in front of Stalin,
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Churchill’s final pleas for an attack via Italy; and by early 1944 the prepa-
rations for a cross-Channel invasion of France had become easily evident
to Stalin and his formidable network of spies. Even more important, by
early 1944 the Soviet counterattack against the German Wehrmacht was
proceeding so well that a second front was becoming less and less nec-
essary to the Soviet objective of defeating the Nazi regime.72

The new problem in Soviet-American relations, from the president’s
point of view, was the question of whether Stalin was willing to go along
with  Roose velt’s vision of the postwar world, a world governed by a co-
operative league of great powers all enforcing, and abiding by, the “four
freedoms” he had announced before American entry into World War II.
His experience with Great Britain had demonstrated that a promise of
atomic collaboration could persuade other nations to go along with his
broad wartime objectives. This was what  Roose velt, in tandem with his
secretary of war, Henry Stimson, tried with the Russians, but with much
less success.

 Roose velt’s general vision of a successful postwar security order re-
quired two concessions from the great powers that would dominate it.
First, they would be prohibited from colonizing or otherwise forcibly
imposing their social and economic system upon other states. For the
president this had largely been meant to apply to the old European em-
pires, especially Britain, but there was no reason why it could not also
apply to the newer powers. Second, they would have to agree on the
development of a serious international body, run by these great powers,
that could stop aggression and conflict effectively, unlike the hapless
League of Nations conceived by Woodrow Wilson.  Roose velt under-
stood that an international enforcement agency run by the great pow-
ers could never work unless each of the powers agreed to abide by the
decision of the majority, even if that decision threatened one of them.
Otherwise, the agency would be powerless to stop the aggression of any
one of the great powers, which, of course, had always been the cause of
major wars.

What  Roose velt failed to think through, before his death in April 1945,
was the political logic of international cooperation among the great pow-
ers.  Roose velt, like Wilson before him, envisioned a new world order that
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would be based upon open markets and promise political and civil liber-
ties to all. To participate in such a new world order, the Soviet Union
would have to relinquish its social and economic system and take on the
system of the United States. Having fought a horrendous war against
Germany in order to protect the Russian nation, the Soviet experiment,
and his own dictatorial rule, Stalin was unlikely to agree to this. Could
serious international collaboration, on matters as central as peace and
war, work when one of the world’s greatest powers, the Soviet Union, 
remained outside of the new order? In other words, could the “four 
policemen” keep international peace when one of them rejected the 
principles upon which this peace was constructed?  Roose velt’s consider-
ation of this problem during the last several months of his life suggests
that he believed that it somehow could. Perhaps he believed that the
atomic bomb would persuade the Russians to relent. Ironically, it had
the opposite effect.

As the Red Army pushed the Wehrmacht back toward Germany in
1944, Soviet political operatives attached to it worked throughout East-
ern Europe to install client regimes in nations like Romania, Hungary,
Czechoslovakia, and, most notably, Poland, the attack on which in 1939
had initiated the war. Reports filtered to the White House, written by
such veteran diplomats as William Bullitt and Averell Harriman, of the vi-
cious and brutal nature of Soviet action there, including a rumor of the
Soviet massacre of perhaps twenty thousand Polish officers and civilians
in and near the Katyn forest. Poland’s role in the beginning of the war,
together with the large Polish exile community in London, and the large
Polish voting bloc in America, combined to encourage  Roose velt and
Churchill to express their displeasure to Stalin throughout that year. In
February,  Roose velt sent a cautious telegram to Stalin, asking him to re-
consider his decision to deny the exile government in London partici -
pation in the formation of a postwar regime in Poland. Writing very
carefully,  Roose velt told Stalin that he appreciated “your desire to deal
only with a government in which you repose confidence,” but he ex-
pressed concern that “nothing should be done to transform this special
question into one adversely affecting the large issues of future interna-
tional collaboration.”73 The president here wanted to hint that interna-
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tional cooperation after the war required better behavior in Poland, but
it was too early for more specific threats.

Stalin, who was still waiting for the second front, would have none of
this. In March he forwarded to  Roose velt his reply to one of Churchill’s
more pointed criticisms of Soviet action in Poland, which he character-
ized as “bristling with threats” against the USSR.74 He would not accept
the idea that the exile government in London represented the Polish
people, and was not receptive to Churchill’s implication, following that
of  Roose velt, that continued repression in Poland might “affect our co-
operation in other spheres.”75

Stalin’s indifference to the reproaches of  Roose velt and Churchill be-
came even more evident in the summer of 1944, when the Red Army
held back from seizing of Warsaw from the Nazis in order to allow the
Germans to rout the Polish underground resistance there. This was an
unmistakable sign of Stalin’s determination to impose his own regime in
Poland irrespective of Allied outrage—there was little possibility of por-
traying this as anything other than the most cynical of actions.  Roose velt
and Churchill expressed in a joint letter to Stalin on August 20 their dis-
may at this decision, but attached to it no threats or condemnations.76

What, after all, could Great Britain and the United States really do about
Soviet behavior in Eastern Europe? They could imply that such action
might endanger international cooperation after the war, but Stalin had al-
ready made clear that this was an empty threat to him. If the Western
Allies were really that concerned about the fate of the Poles, they would
have opened a second European front earlier.

On September 9, just before leaving for the second Quebec confer-
ence,  Roose velt communicated to Stalin the second element of his post-
war vision: the necessity of majority, rather than unanimous, decision
making among the great powers who would keep the postwar peace.77

During the Dumbarton Oaks conference on postwar planning the Soviet
ambassador to the United States had suggested that his nation was 
opposed to the idea of majority rule. “We and the British both feel
strongly,” wrote the president, “that in the decisions of the Council par-
ties to a dispute should not vote even if one of the parties is a permanent
member of the Council, whereas I gather from your Ambassador that
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your government holds a contrary view.” Great-power veto over Security
Council action,  Roose velt continued, would certainly lead smaller na-
tions to conclude that the permanent members “set themselves up above
the law.”78

Stalin’s reply arrived at the White House just as  Roose velt, Conant,
Stimson, and Bush were about to finalize U.S. atomic policy in the after -
math of the unwritten agreement with Churchill at Hyde Park. It was
thus during the middle of September 1944 that the administration de-
veloped its final approach to the question of the atomic bomb and the
Soviet Union. Stalin’s response to the question of great-power unanim-
ity was difficult to misread. Though he allowed that the “original Amer-
ican proposal for establishing a special voting procedure in the event of
a dispute involving one or several of the members of the council who
have the status of permanent members is, I think, sound,” he insisted
that the spirit of “four-Power unity of action,” as agreed upon at
Teheran, must govern Security Council operations. It is “essential,” he
wrote, “that the Council should base its work on the principle of agree-
ment and unanimity between the four leading powers on all matters, in-
cluding those that directly concern one of those powers.”79

Would the Soviet Union participate in the postwar order he envi-
sioned? One must conclude that  Roose velt had vivid answers by mid-
September. The clear Machtpolitik, or power politics, that Stalin was
engaging in with Poland, symbolized by the Katyn Forest massacre and
perhaps even more flagrantly by the cynical abandonment of the Polish
underground fighters, demonstrated to the president that the USSR was
unwilling to grant local political autonomy to national groups and pre-
ferred indeed to suppress that autonomy ruthlessly. Stalin’s position on
the veto, moreover, indicated to  Roose velt that the Soviet Union would
feel free to act comparably in the postwar world without fear of interna-
tional reproof. The “four policemen” would therefore simply resemble
the League of Nations before the war, a group of great powers happy to
stand for international peace and order but unwilling to apply their rules
to themselves. A cynical Soviet Union deploying council veto power
would doom the international league  Roose velt had in mind to ineffec-
tiveness and uselessness.
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To win a true Wilsonian peace,  Roose velt had to coerce—suasion, he
knew, would not work—Stalin to alter his foreign policies in a funda-
mental sense. Before the middle of 1944  Roose velt possessed no means
of doing so, apart perhaps from the withholding of Lend-Lease, and this
had to be weighed against the fear of the Soviet Union collapsing or de-
ciding to sign a separate peace with Germany. By September, though,
the circumstances had changed. The United States and Britain no longer
relied upon the USSR to prevent German victory—neither a Soviet de-
feat nor a threat of negotiations with the Germans was plausible now.80

The military situation in Europe, barring some unlikely catastrophe, por-
tended a simultaneous conquest of Germany from east and west: in
geopolitical terms, Europe was in a kind of military balance.

Here was a situation in which  Roose velt could now play his one new
card: the prospect of an American, or Anglo-American, monopoly over
the atomic bomb. Playing that card did not mean, in late 1944, the possi-
bility of threatening the Soviet Union with an atomic attack once the bomb
was available. Such a threat was far beyond  Roose velt’s thinking; and in any
event that would not have been a fruitful means of obtaining Soviet co-
operation on the four-policemen council. Rather, the bomb could be used
as a tacit means of diplomatic leverage. The United States could use its
atomic project much in the way it had used it with Great Britain.

Five days after Stalin’s reply on great-power unanimity, Bush and Co-
nant delivered a lengthy memorandum to Secretary of War Stimson ad-
dressing their concerns about the possibility of an Anglo-American atomic
monopoly.81 As we have seen, they were not definitely aware of the secret
agreement between  Roose velt and Churchill that had been made the day
before, but at the same time had seen nothing come of Bohr’s meetings
with the two leaders or their earlier expressed qualms about the conse-
quences of such a monopoly upon postwar international relations. Both
Bush and Conant believed that a public monopoly would alienate the So-
viet Union, which they opposed not out of a particular sympathy for the
Russian state but rather because it would doom, in their judgment, any
chances for a serious regime of international atomic control.82 That would
pave the way for an atomic arms race, as Bohr had already warned, because
the secrets of atomic science could not be preserved for long.
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 Roose velt met with Bush on September 22 to discuss the question:
proof enough that he was ready, finally, to establish formal guidance on
the fundamental problem of the bomb and the postwar order. Attend-
ing the meeting also were Admiral William Leahy, who had just been 
informed of the Manhattan Project, and Lord Cherwell, the British 
ambassador.  Roose velt made plain to Bush, in front of the British diplo-
mat, and in spite of his four-freedoms rhetoric, that he believed it was
important to keep the British Empire strong, which was one reason for
the decision to collaborate.83 Bush expressed his opinion that the atomic
secret would not last long after the end of the war but was naturally re-
luctant to articulate his complete views on that subject, or on the ad-
visability of a continuing British Empire, in the company of Cherwell.84

No mention was made by anyone at this meeting of international con-
trol.

Alarmed, Bush met with Stimson the following week to voice his mis-
givings at what he perceived to be a dangerous move in  Roose velt’s
atomic policy.85 Stimson agreed that the issue deserved action and asked
Bush to forward to him a proposed policy statement. On September 30
Bush and Conant delivered two papers to Stimson that articulated the
major problems raised by a policy of monopoly.86 The scientific secrets,
they iterated, could not be withheld from other countries; the basic
knowledge was well known worldwide, and the materials necessary for
the bomb might be found anywhere. Even more worrisome was the pos-
sibility of a hydrogen, or thermonuclear bomb, for which the necessary
material was abundant.87

The solution—the alternative to an arms race that could otherwise not
be prevented—was to put forward a bold new American policy on the
bomb. Once the first weapon was tested and ready to go, it should be
demonstrated in a public way, observable not only to Japanese delegates
but to officials from every nation. Then the United States should propose
that an international council take full control of the weapon and of raw
materials around the world, with unfettered access to facilities and labo-
ratories everywhere. Such a council would answer to a federation of the
world’s great powers, along the lines of the “four policemen” that  Roose -
velt had suggested.
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The issue, at last, was at hand. It was time now, before the bomb came
into being, before the war was over, to create a new form of international
accord around the danger of the atomic bomb lest it be unleashed into
the anarchical realm of international politics. The dynamics of the war
had allowed  Roose velt to defer this question, but by the end of 1944 that
could no longer serve as an excuse for delay.

In December,  Roose velt reached his decision. A French scientist, Pierre
Auger, had resigned from the Manhattan Project and was keen to return
to newly liberated France. The Free French government, however, was,
according to the agreement after Quebec, not to be included in atomic
collaboration, and Auger’s return there threatened that deal. Further-
more, several figures in French science, most notably Frédéric Joliot-
Curie, were members of the Communist Party and had links to the Soviet
Union. General Groves wanted to stop Auger from associating with his
colleagues in France, but the British protested, noting that French sci-
ence had contributed to the bomb program and that in any event it
would be impossible to prevent the information Auger possessed from
spreading to the French government and its officials.88

The Auger affair was, in retrospect, a minor story in the larger context
of atomic espionage: anything he could have delivered to friends of the
Soviet Union in France would have paled in comparison to what Amer-
ican spies had already passed to Moscow, as we shall discuss further. But
his situation, and the brief diplomatic row it created between the United
States and Great Britain, highlighted perfectly the problems associated
with a continuing monopoly. To what lengths were the Americans will-
ing to go to prevent information and material from being passed to
politicians and scientists in other countries? Could the United States and
Britain really corner the monopoly on uranium, as Bush, Conant, and
Groves had discussed in September?89 Could the two nations perma-
nently prevent every scientist and bureaucrat familiar with the project
from communicating their knowledge to anyone with links to any other
government? It was an impossible task.

On the day after Christmas, Stalin elaborated, in a letter to  Roose velt,
on the question of the veto. In it he spelled out clearly and thoroughly
his opposition to the proposal that the council unanimity must be sacri-
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ficed in the event of aggression committed by one of those great pow-
ers. “It goes without saying,” wrote Stalin, “that any attempt to bar at
any stage one or several permanent members of the Council from voting
. . . could have dire consequences for the preservation of international se-
curity.” To eliminate the veto in instances involving one of the permanent
members “runs counter to the principle of agreement and unanimity in
the decisions of the four leading Powers and may result in some of the
Great Powers being played against others—a development which would
be likely to undermine universal security.” The uncharacteristic thor-
oughness and craft of Stalin’s December 26 letter indicated that he and
his advisers had thought through this question. “I must insist,” he wrote,
“on our former stand as to the voting in the Security Council.”90

With a second great-power summit looming at Yalta,  Roose velt and his
advisers on atomic energy moved at the very end of the year to develop
a coherent policy. On December 30 the president met with Stimson and
Groves, officially to discuss the French affair.91  Roose velt asked whether
Churchill had something to do with the British interest in this problem,
and whether the leaks to France put the secrecy of the program at risk.
Groves informed the president that the Russians were in all likelihood
continuing to spy on the project. Groves and Stimson together informed
 Roose velt that the bomb was technically almost ready, and a workable
weapon ought to be available around August 1. Groves added that the
target of the new weapon would be Japan, which  Roose velt endorsed.
Stimson asked to meet the president on his own the following day.92

Later on the thirtieth,  Roose velt wrote an unusually forceful letter to
Stalin, pronouncing himself “disturbed and deeply disappointed” by
Stalin’s refusal to recognize the London Poles and declaring, with “frank-
ness equal to your own,” that he saw no evidence that the Lublin com-
mittee, the group of Poles under the control of the Soviet Union,
“represents the people of Poland.”93  Roose velt insisted that Stalin delay
formal installation of the Lublin committee until the three leaders met in
January. He wanted to make Poland the issue of future Soviet-U.S. co-
operation.

Stimson arrived at the White House the next day, and he and  Roose -
velt began to talk about the impending conference.94 Stalin had replied
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to  Roose velt that he was “powerless” to prevent Soviet recognition of the
Lublin committee, because the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet had al-
ready voted to do so, making it impossible for Stalin “to comply with
your wish.”95 This was cynical stuff, making  Roose velt particularly re-
ceptive to Stimson’s argument that the Soviet Union would only take
advantage of further concessions. Stimson added that Soviet intransi-
gence had a bearing on the atomic project: their continued spying and
brutal treatment of the Poles made it “essential not to take them into
confidence until the United States was sure of getting something for its
frankness.”96 He concluded that it was not yet time to share the secret
with Stalin, and  Roose velt agreed.

The president engaged in no further policy making on the atomic
question before his trip to Yalta in late January. His discussions with Stim-
son on the last day of 1944 suggest clearly that he had decided to make
Soviet relaxation of its police-state methods and brutality in Poland the
price of real atomic collaboration with the Americans: a quid pro quo, as
Martin Sherwin calls it.97 But at Yalta,  Roose velt failed to achieve any
kind of deal with the Soviet Union. He acquiesced to the Soviet demand
for effective autonomy in Eastern Europe, made no headway on the
question of Security Council unanimity, and in general obtained nothing
from the Soviet leader that would have given him confidence that his
plan for a new world order defined by the four freedoms and governed
by the four policemen was going to succeed.  Roose velt did mention to
Churchill that it might make sense to inform the Soviets about the bomb
now, since they were bound to find out about it via France; Churchill
angrily rejected the idea, and nothing came of it.98

President  Roose velt and the Failure of International
Control

It is too easy to look upon Yalta as  Roose velt’s final failure to se-
cure agreement on the bomb with Stalin and achieve his postwar order.
Nobody knew then that he would die two months after the conference;
nor could it be known with assurance that the war in Europe would come
to an end in May, or that the bomb would be successfully tested in July.99
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As far as the U.S. administration was concerned, there was still time after
Yalta to use American leverage to attain at least the appearance of self-
government in Eastern Europe and establish a serious Security Council
buttressed by international control over atomic weaponry. Indeed, Van-
nevar Bush, at least, was so encouraged by Yalta that he began work in
February on a serious memorandum outlining how the United States
might trade collaboration on the bomb to the Soviets in exchange for a
more liberal order in Eastern Europe.100

The question to be asked, rather, is why  Roose velt declined to under-
take policies while he was alive that would have provided him with a bet-
ter chance of achieving international control, policies that his senior
atomic advisers had introduced to him and that he knew were crucial if
the new order he envisioned was to have the strongest chance of success.
Three general answers to this question emerge from the history of Amer-
ican foreign policy during the war.

One answer lies in the strong influence of Winston Churchill upon
 Roose velt’s thinking and actions, especially during the earlier period of
American atomic diplomacy. Churchill had persuaded  Roose velt to share
the atomic monopoly with Britain, a decision which complicated, if not
destroyed, the chances of later internationalization of the bomb; Church -
ill, moreover, had consistently derided the idea of international control
and had worked to portray the ideas of Conant, Bush, and Niels Bohr as
impractical and even dangerous. To achieve a serious regime of interna-
tional control,  Roose velt, or any American president, would have had to
renege on the September 1944 Hyde Park agreement: this would have at
the very least alienated the British, and it might well have led to a seri-
ous crisis in Anglo-American relations that itself would have doomed the
prospect of a cooperative Security Council sharing the bomb equally.
What would Churchill have done were  Roose velt to have proposed full
collaboration to Stalin at Yalta? Any number of reactions are easily imag-
inable, and none of them would have boded well for amicable postwar
international governance.  Roose velt surely understood this.

Second, the cynical nature of Soviet policy during 1944 clearly made
 Roose velt more pessimistic about the Security Council that was central to
his vision of both postwar politics and of international atomic control. It
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is true that the Americans and the British were ill disposed to the idea of
true atomic sharing from the outset of the Tube Alloys project, and that
therefore the Soviets could have acted much more benevolently without
changing American and British attitudes to the extent that they would
have been really willing to run the risks of international collaboration. But
Stalin did himself no favors on this front, as on many other Cold War
fronts, by waging his crude Machtpolitik in Eastern Europe.  Roose velt
had persuaded an isolationist American public and Congress that he
would not betray American ideals at the postwar settlement, as had
Woodrow Wilson a generation earlier. For the president to live up to this
promise, he would not only have to persuade a skeptical America to par-
ticipate in a European security league, as had been Wilson’s main objec-
tive. He also would have to sell the much more radical idea of ceding
control over a new weapon on which the nation had spent billions to a Se-
curity Council in which the Soviet Union would exert tremendous power.
To do this,  Roose velt needed a Soviet ally that he could portray to the
American people as trustworthy, moderate, and accepting of Western no-
tions of international law and practice. Stalin’s unapologetic and brutal
conquest of Eastern Europe and his insistence upon a Security Council
veto made him appear to the American public and to  Roose velt himself
as exactly the wrong sort of leader to whom such tremendous trust ought
to be given. Perhaps  Roose velt drew comparisons here between Stalin and
the cynical British and French diplomats who had undermined Wilson at
Versailles. The president did not want that to happen again.101

 Roose velt still could have chosen in 1944 and 1945 to pursue a grand
postwar order and international control over the bomb. He could have
run the risk of antagonizing the British and of becoming a new incarna-
tion of Wilson in American politics: the stakes, as he said, were so high
that such risks, if we are to take him at his word, ought to have been
worth taking.102

What finally doomed his vision for a bold postwar order was a funda-
mental contradiction in his diplomatic approach to the bomb, and the
decisive effect this contradiction had upon wartime alliance politics.
 Roose velt sought to use the atomic project as a negotiating tool. With
the British, he used the promise of full collaboration as an incentive to
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persuade Churchill to accept American determination and domination
of the second front invasion of France in 1944. With the Soviets, he used
the possibility of postwar international atomic cooperation as an incen-
tive to persuade Stalin to accept self-determination in Eastern Europe
and, by extension, an open world order. At the same time, he held the
atomic bomb in reserve in case the Soviet Union proved unwilling to
collaborate on American terms, which pivoted in 1945 around the ques-
tion of the Security Council veto.103 By refusing to inform Stalin of the
project, moreover,  Roose velt implied to the Soviet leader that the United
States meant to use its new weapon for anti-Soviet purposes, rather than
simply to end the war quickly. As Warren Kimball writes, “if Stalin some-
how grasped the real nature of the bomb, then  Roose velt’s dream of a
‘family circle’ was doomed from the start.”104

 Roose velt wanted to use the bomb for these purposes because it al-
lowed him to avoid other, more difficult forms of diplomatic pressure,
such as threatening the British with abandonment—the Pacific option—
if they did not sign on to the second front, or confronting Stalin more
forcefully at Teheran and Yalta, and perhaps actually sending Eisen-
hower’s armies farther eastward, in order to contend militarily with the
Red Army in the east. There were many voices calling for these more
dangerous policies, but  Roose velt preferred the safer route of accom-
modation, backed up by a quiet atomic diplomacy, to achieve stable re-
lations with his two major wartime allies.

But by relying on atomic diplomacy  Roose velt pushed these two allies
into positions that made a grand atomic settlement after the war almost
impossible to achieve. His decision to grant the British full collaboration
and to endorse their objective of attaining their own atomic arsenal after
the war had the result of making Britain basically uninterested in inter-
national control. Churchill could reason in 1944 that the two nations
most likely to have the bomb after the war were Britain itself and a na-
tion that would not threaten Britain, the United States. The security pro-
vided by that condition was, for a shrinking empire abutting a dangerous
continent, far better than any plan that would have the two nations hand-
ing over their bombs to a new and untried international council.

Even more important,  Roose velt’s reliance on the bomb in his rela-
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tions with the USSR discouraged him from thinking more systematically
about the radical political transformation that was necessary if he was to
obtain an authentic new world order. The establishment of a Wilsonian
order worldwide, not just in part of the world, would require, as Bush,
Conant, Stimson, Bohr, and others were beginning to understand, a se-
rious political collaboration among the great powers, an intensive coop-
eration that would by necessity approach the formation of a government
among them. Such cooperation would be abortive if the other great
power, the Soviet Union, now in control of large sections of Europe, did
not take part in the integrated liberal and capitalist system  Roose velt en-
visioned. To incorporate the Soviet Union into such a system would re-
quire fundamental political action. The United States and Great Britain
could coerce the Russians into accepting a global new order on their
terms, but this was a step that would probably mean war.  Roose velt could
modify the four freedoms and develop a different regime of world order
that would accommodate the communist and totalitarian political sys-
tem of the Soviet Union, but this would mean a world divided into two
economic spheres—unless  Roose velt was willing to accept the imposi-
tion of Soviet socialism upon his country and the rest of the world, which
of course was a ridiculous notion. Unless the United States was willing
to undertake radical steps to incorporate the Soviet Union into its post-
war order, a world divided into competing economic spheres, and hence
into political rivalries that would undermine a serious regime of collec-
tive security, was inevitable.

The prospect of the atomic bomb gave  Roose velt reason, or perhaps
even more reason, to avoid confronting these difficult political dilem-
mas. Instead, the president blithely seemed to conclude that the atomic
bomb might somehow persuade Stalin to accept not just a “four police-
men” arrangement that economic divisions and the Security Council veto
were already going to render innocuous—he hardly needed an atomic
bomb to get Stalin to agree to that—but a serious international trans-
formation, one based upon a new economic and political international
order that would mean the effective end of the Soviet experiment. The
continued secrecy of the project (what else was to be gained by it by the
time of Yalta?), the Hyde Park collaboration with the British,  Roose velt’s
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increasing criticism of Soviet activities in Eastern Europe all point to the
possibility that  Roose velt had come to the idea that the atomic bomb
gave him a chance to secure a real Wilsonian order, rather than the shell
of one that was currently on the table, without having to ask the Amer-
ican people to pay the severe political and military costs that attaining
such an ideal normally would have required.

By combining atomic secrecy, political and military tentativeness, and
a growing rhetorical combativeness toward the Russians during the last
several months of his presidency,  Roose velt presented to the Soviet
Union a picture of an enigmatic American rival. His plans for a peaceful
and unified postwar order had been shaken by Soviet power and the
unique considerations posed by the prospect of the atomic bomb. By the
time of Yalta,  Roose velt did not possess the political will to wrestle with
these problems, leaving them instead to his successor, Harry S Truman
and the Soviet Union he would face.
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2
THE GREAT GAME

On August 23, 1939, Joseph Stalin was in a festive mood: he had
just struck a deal with Nazi Germany—the nonaggression pact. The pact
promised Stalin a way out of the European war, for the time being at
least. As clouds gathered over Europe, Stalin drank with the German for-
eign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, to the health of the Führer and
to the new era in the Soviet-German relations. Before Ribbentrop left
the Kremlin, late in the night, Stalin reassured him that he “treats the
pact very seriously. . . . The Soviet Union will never betray its partner.”1

The inauguration of the Soviet-German partnership signaled a breath-
taking reversal of Stalin’s foreign policy, a decisive move away from col-
lective security arrangements that had been necessary in the mid-1930s in
the absence of trust in Germany.

In March 1935 Stalin explained his dilemma to the British: “Where is the
guarantee that the German government, which so easily scraps its interna-
tional obligations, would abide by a nonaggression pact? There is no such a
guarantee.”2 Four years later, Stalin still had few guarantees. In fact, he ex-
pected that Germany would sooner or later become the main Soviet enemy
in Europe. But in the short term, the pact gave both Stalin and Hitler much-
needed flexibility. The Germans could put more effort into their war in West-
ern Europe without having to build up forces on the eastern front. Stalin
won time to rebuild the Red Army, which he himself had incapacitated in the
purges of the late 1930s, time to improve Soviet defense capacity and prepare
the country for war, which Stalin knew would have to be fought one day.



Stalin’s point of departure, a central tenet of his strategic thinking, was
his belief that war was inevitable. Wars, Stalin thought, were fought
among capitalists for control of colonies and resources. Inevitably, each
war weakened the capitalist class. The First World War, a capitalist war,
had weakened capitalist powers and precipitated the Russian Revolution.
If another world war happened, it would end with a world revolutionary
upheaval. Capitalist demise would make the world red. If necessary, Stalin
was prepared to make use of the bayonets of the Red Army to prop up
future socialist regimes. In a speech in 1925 Stalin anticipated that in case
a world war broke out, the Soviet Union would let the capitalists fight it
out before making a grand entrance: “We, of course, will come out last,
the very last, so as to throw a weight on the scales, a weight which could
make the scales tip over.”3

Years later, the stratagem still worked for Stalin. He saw a pact with
Hitler as a way to encourage Germany toward conquest at the expense
of Western European powers. “We do not mind,” he said, “if they [cap-
italist powers] fight it out among themselves and weaken each other. It
would not be bad if the position of the richest capitalist countries (espe-
cially  En gland) were shaken with German hands. . . . We can maneuver,
push one side toward the other, so that they fight more zealously.”4 Once
the old European order disintegrated, a new order would be built with
Soviet participation at the time when no other European power could
equal Soviet military might. On September 27, 1939, Stalin promised
Ribbentrop Soviet help in case Germany’s war fortunes turned bad. The
Soviet people, he said, “will not let Germany be strangled.”5 But  En -
gland’s quick collapse was equally undesirable for Stalin. He preferred
to see his main antagonists in Europe—Germany and  En gland strangle
each other, slowly but surely paving way to Soviet hegemony in Eurasia.

Before this long-term eventuality came to pass, Stalin had definable
aims in Europe—to make the Soviet Union more secure along its west-
ern frontier. Stalin went about this difficult task by expanding Soviet con-
trol as far west as he could get away with, without triggering a war with
one of the major European powers. Agreement with Germany proved
instrumental to the Soviet policy of incremental expansion because it rec-
ognized and delimited spheres of interests of Moscow and Berlin in East-
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ern Europe. In 1940 the Soviet Union swallowed the Baltic States, helped
itself to the eastern half of Poland (the western half fell into German
hands), and annexed a part of Romania. In 1939– 40 Stalin also ordered
invasion of Finland in order to push the Soviet-Finnish border out by a
few miles and make it easier to defend Leningrad, Russia’s second-largest
city. Explaining his decision in April 1940, Stalin said that he had to hurry
with the war against Finland while relations between Germany and the
Western powers were strained to the point of conflict and nobody was
paying much attention to Soviet territorial gains.

Stalin used the nonaggression pact to carve out a sphere of influence
in Eastern Europe and postpone a war with Germany. The strategy mis-
fired. In July 1940 Hitler made the decision in principle to strike Russia
in 1941, before the war with  En gland was over. As war preparations were
made, the Führer kept cards close to his chest and offered Stalin a chance
to partake in the Tripartite Alliance—a military pact of Germany, Japan,
and Italy (the “Axis” powers). As a reward for Stalin’s compliance Hitler
held out a promise of Soviet expansion southward, toward the Indian
Ocean, at Britain’s expense. But Hitler’s ambitious proposals did not fool
Stalin, who pushed for recognition of further Soviet interests in Europe,
including Finland and Bulgaria. The Soviet leader was not willing to
barter away his perceived immediate security needs in Europe for a prom-
ise of a long-term friendship with Germany.

In the meantime, Germany and the Soviet Union increased the con-
centration of forces on their borders. The Wehrmacht moved divisions
steadily to the eastern front after the French collapse in the summer of
1940. By the spring of 1941 German military build-up intensified. The So-
viet Union also moved troops and supplies to its western frontier. Soviet
workers were ordered to shift to a seven-day workweek, and industries
stamped out tanks and airplanes at a feverish pace. Was Stalin’s race with
Germany purely defensive? The aging dictator did not rule out offensive
operations. In fact, on May 5, 1941, he told Red Army officers at the
Kremlin: “For a while we emphasized the need for defense—until we
rearmed our troops and gave them modern weaponry. Now, with the
army restructured and possessing equipment for modern combat—now
that we have become strong—it is time to go from a posture of defense

THE GREAT GAME36



to one of attack.” Stalin’s hints were taken as policy indications by the top
military brass, who even worked out a plan for a preemptive attack on
Germany.6

Stalin apparently rejected that plan. He thought that the time was not
yet ripe for a war, and that the Soviet Union needed more time to
strengthen its military capacity. Germany also needed more time to be
worn down in an embittered struggle with  En gland. Stalin gambled: he
thought that Germany would not strike first, not before it had brought
 En gland to its knees. Hitler, Stalin thought, would not fight a two-front
war. All the while, Soviet intelligence sent reports of an imminent Ger-
man attack. Stalin did not believe his spies, though, and dismissed warn-
ings as “disinformation,” planted by the British to provoke Soviet war
with Germany. On June 21, 1941, one day before the German invasion of
Russia, Stalin’s Foreign Minister Viacheslav Molotov summed up Soviet
views on the war enigmatically: “The situation is unclear. A great game
is under way.”7 This was a game of nerves Stalin expected to win.

The State and Science

Soviet science served Stalin’s purpose. Scientists enjoyed state
support but were expected in return to produce results—measured in
steel and concrete. Political authorities greeted scientific discoveries with
enthusiasm, but only inasmuch as such discoveries could be put to im-
mediate practical use. Party bosses were the ultimate judges of useful-
ness of science, and arbitrary ones at that. Bureaucratic hold-ups and stiff
lines of hierarchical authority in science and politics constrained scientific
initiative. Making a discovery mattered less than making it heard at the
top. Stalin’s protégés in the ranks of scientists and engineers did well:
their inventions were praised and implemented in industry and defense;
they were promoted to become heads of institutes; they were given state
rewards and dachas near Moscow. Others, less fortunate, were given long
prison sentences and bunks in Gulag camps. Scientific genius did not
provide any assurance that one’s name would not end up on the black-
list of the ominous NKVD, the People’s Commissariat for Internal Af-
fairs. Many scientists never returned from this meat grinder.
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Those scientists who remained at their desks by the late 1930s were
under pressure to further Stalin’s military aims. In 1939 the Council of
People’s Commissars (CPC) instructed the Soviet Academy of Sciences
to work on defense-related tasks. A special department was organized at
the academy in April to coordinate defense research projects with the
military establishment. The bearded polar explorer Otto Schmidt, now
vice president of the academy, in one meeting encouraged institutes to
work on practical matters: for example, to find better and cheaper mate-
rials for equipping soldiers and for safely storing ammunition—in other
words, on matters that “were directed immediately to the needs of the
country’s defense.” Theoretical work counted, of course, as long as it
made hammers stronger and sickles sharper, but abstract ideas or projects
of remote practical application did not endear party bureaucrats. Wars
were won not with bright scientific theories but with tanks and airplanes.
In 1939, as Stalin prepared for war, science too was put on a war footing.8

Like all science, Soviet nuclear science faced the imperative of practi-
cality. In early October 1938 a special meeting of the physics group at
the Academy of Sciences concluded that the nuclear institutes (of which
there were four: two in Leningrad, one in Moscow, and one in Kharkov)
did not pay adequate attention to practical use of nuclear science. These
institutes were reminded that the “essential task of nuclear physics in the
near future is all-sided development of work, related to applied techni-
cal questions.” But the ultimate prize of nuclear research—sustainable
release of energy from atomic fission—still seemed so far off that many
nuclear physicists doubted that it could ever be achieved. The Soviet
physics heavyweight Petr Kapitsa predicted in February 1940, “We will
not use atomic energy . . . with ease, and in all probability will not use it
at all.” Most leading scientists concurred.9 Then what could be said of
the bureaucrats!

Between 1937 and 1939, for example, Leningrad’s Physics Technical
Institute (LPTI) fought a battle of attrition with the People’s Commis-
sariat for Machine Building, the institute’s overlord, for funds to con-
struct a cyclotron particle accelerator. It was to be the second such
particle accelerator in the country, although the first, at the Radium In-
stitute, had never quite worked. Meanwhile, the United States already
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had a dozen cyclotrons, with more under construction. It took a per-
sonal letter to Molotov from a group of desperate scientists to get the bu-
reaucrats moving, and even then the hesitant commissariat dragged its
feet, promising money and taking it back, swinging the physicists “back
and forth from despair to hope.”10 This was to be expected. Acceleration
of production was higher up on the government’s agenda than acceler-
ation of particles.

Discovery of uranium fission in 1939 opened up new possibilities for
nuclear research. The task was daunting, but lighter uranium isotopes
could be split—John Dunning’s experiments with a small quantity of 
U-235 proved as much in the spring of 1940. New evidence impressed the
Soviet scientists Vladimir Vernadskii and Vitalii Khlopin, who in June
1940 called on the Academy of Sciences to take “urgent measures . . . to
prospect and mine uranium ores, and extract uranium from them.” A
special Uranium Commission was formed to coordinate relevant re-
search. Vernadskii, Khlopin and the mineralogist Aleksandr Fersman
warned that the Soviet Union could “fall behind” foreign countries in
stockpiling uranium in light of “feverish work” in this direction in the
United States.11 The academy followed up with a letter to the govern-
ment on September 5, 1940, requesting creation of a special state ura-
nium reserve, even before practical ways could be determined to separate
fissionable U-235 from its heavier isotope.

But again the wary bureaucracy was slow to react to the new demands
from the scientific lobby. At a meeting of the Uranium Commission on
October 1, 1940, representatives of the CPC Geological Committee
pointed to the lack of demand for uranium as the main reason for un-
willingness of the commissariats to spend money and resources on min-
ing it. Things would be different if uranium had any meaning as a
“commodity.” Days later, scientists were reminded that it was “difficult
to stockpile a resource of unknown application.” Vernadskii privately
lamented the “red tape and ignorance of Soviet bureaucrats,” but unen-
thusiastic government response to the problem of uranium mining was
entirely to be expected. Uranium ore, for the time being, was of little
practical importance to immediate needs of Soviet economy and defense.
The Stalinist state directed limited resources to the most important 
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projects, and shelved those of lesser importance until better times. In
1940– 41, the Soviet uranium project still waited for these better times.

In the United States,  Roose velt set in motion the Manhattan Project
on the recommendation of leading nuclear scientists, who feared that
Germany might obtain the bomb first. Although Soviet scientists were
initially careful in predicting practical application for nuclear fission, many
clearly understood the military significance of an A-bomb. The physicist
Igor Tamm reportedly claimed as early as August 1939 that “a bomb can
be built that will destroy a city out to a radius of maybe ten kilome-
ters.”12 At an academic meeting in September 1940, LFTI head Abram
Ioffe downplayed the costs of the nuclear project: “If we are talking
about dropping a ton or half a ton of uranium and blowing up half of  En -
gland—then we should not talk about expenses.“13 Another year had
passed, and Petr Kapitsa spoke with greater confidence about the “use of
atomic bombs, which have enormous destructive capacity.” Kapitsa ar-
gued that scientists had to “warn the people about this danger, so that
all public figures of the world might try their best to eliminate the pos-
sibility of another war, the war of the future.”14

Why didn’t the Soviet leadership pick up these signals and initiate the
Soviet nuclear project before the outbreak of war? One reason was that
despite significant developments in nuclear science in 1939 – 40, leading
Soviet scientists still considered the A-bomb a remote possibility, perhaps
years away from practical implementation. The Soviet military trusted
skeptical scientific authorities and brushed off early proposals for nuclear
weapons as a pure fantasy. One interesting example of this attitude was
the military’s reaction to Maslov-Shpinel “invention” of the A-bomb.
On October 17, 1940, Viktor Maslov and Vladimir Shpinel, researchers
at the Ukrainian Physics-Technical Institute (UPTI), wrote to the In-
ventions Bureau of the People’s Commissariat for Defense with detailed
blueprints for nothing less than the atomic bomb! Despite flawed design
of the proposed apparatus, it was the earliest attempt by any Soviet sci-
entist to patent a fission weapon.

Maslov and Shpinel pointed to “colossal destructive power” of a ura-
nium bomb—enough, they claimed, to wipe out London or Berlin. Sig-
nificantly, an atomic explosion would result in radioactive fallout. The
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bomb, they claimed, would have “poisoning qualities a thousand times
greater than the strongest poisons. . . . Therefore, taking into consider-
ation that for some time after the explosion they [radioactive substances]
remain in a gaseous state and would spread across colossal territory,
maintaining their qualities over comparatively long time . . . it is hard to
say, which aspect (colossal destructive power or poisoning qualities) is
more attractive from a military point of view.” Several months later, hav-
ing heard nothing back from the military, Maslov wrote another letter to
the commissariat, this time personally to Defense Commissar Marshall
Semion Timoshenko, explaining the “unheard of   ” power of the atomic
bomb and its radioactive effects. In an ambitious move, Maslov even pro-
posed to use enriched uranium as fuel for airplanes, ships, and tanks.15

Again, Maslov received no reply from the commissariat.
Such muted reaction on the part of the military does not mean that

Maslov’s and Shpinel’s proposals were thrown into the dustbin. A-bomb
blueprints were passed to the commissariat’s Chemical Research Insti-
tute and to the Radium Institute. Military specialists dismissed the A-bomb
proposal for having “no practical significance for defense chem istry.”
Khlopin at the Radium Institute concluded that Maslov’s and Shpinel’s
ideas “did not have a basis in reality” and shared ground with “science
fiction.”16 Faced with such unfavorable appraisals, the Defense Com-
missariat did not pursue the matter further: A-bomb blueprints were sent
to the archive. When scientists could not agree about the feasibility of the
bomb, the military could not incur the blame for negligence. Ironically,
if the Soviet nuclear research community had made a stronger case for the
bomb as a practical necessity, it would have been easier for the physicists
to have their voices heard at the top. As matters stood, Stalin probably
knew nothing of the bomb before the war broke out. When the war did
break out, the bomb sank into insignificance as the survival of the Soviet
state hung in balance.

The German invasion of the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, upset
Stalin’s strategic designs. Until the last moment he did not believe that
Hitler would open a second front. As German planes bombed cities in
Ukraine and Belarus, and Wehrmacht troops poured across the border in
the thousands, Stalin procrastinated in uncertainty, withholding imme-
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diate authority to return fire, fearing a provocation. Vital hours thus
slipped away, and by the time Stalin realized that Hitler had outmaneu-
vered him, it was too late: the main Soviet forces were being overrun by
a well-trained and well-equipped German army. In weeks, Belarus, Latvia,
Lithuania, and Estonia were under German occupation. Kiev fell to the
Germans in August 1941. In September, the Wehrmacht laid siege to
Leningrad. Most of the Soviet industrial and agricultural potential was in
Germany’s hands before the year was out. As much of two-fifths of the
population ended up in areas under German control. Whole armies were
encircled and reduced to bands of disorganized soldiers desperately strug-
gling to break through to the east. The first months of war were for the
Soviet Union months of unparalleled chaos and agony.17

As staggering losses on the battlefront became apparent, Soviet indus -
try—or what remained of it after German bombardment—was disman-
tled and transported to the Urals. There factories were built overnight
from scratch to produce essential military supplies: guns, tanks, airplanes,
and ammunition. Soviet nuclear science followed suit: research institutes
were evacuated from Leningrad and reestablished in the deep rear. Lead-
ing scientists abandoned theoretic pursuits for more pressing tasks. For
example, Igor Kurchatov, who subsequently brought the Soviet atomic
project to fruition, left his nuclear laboratory at LFTI for the Black Sea
resort of Sevastopol, where he worked on an unrelated task of protect-
ing ships from magnetic mines. Iulii Khariton, who later became the sci-
entific director of the Soviet atomic project, for a time worked on making
conventional explosives for the army.18 The outbreak of war derailed the
Soviet nuclear project and scattered its main protagonists across the vast
expanse of the Soviet Union.

Before the war all political power in the Soviet Union was in Stalin’s
hands. No important decision could be made without his approval. But
the needs of war required even greater centralization. On June 30, 1941,
the State Committee for Defense (SCD) was organized under Stalin’s
command. With all state resources at its disposal, the SCD exercised ul-
timate political authority and imposed orders with an iron fist. The order
of the day was “everything to the front lines,” full concentration of na-
tional efforts on only one single task—repelling the German invasion.
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Thus the first resolution of the SCD concerned the production of T-34
tanks. Throughout the war years the SCD issued hundreds of resolutions
on issues ranging from the production of tanks and airplanes to the man-
ufacture of Molotov cocktails and even sledges for the Red Army. To
make sure that scientific inventions could be immediately applied to the
needs of the front line, on July 10, 1941, the SCD organized a special
“Scientific-Technical Committee.” Unsurprisingly, the committee did lit-
tle to encourage nuclear research, which was deemed irrelevant to the
state’s imperative of survival in the first few months of war.

Thus ties between science and politics in the Soviet Union both helped
and hindered scientific endeavor. It helped to have state support—fi-
nancial and otherwise—but such support inevitably came on one condi-
tion: in order to win respect of the bureaucrats, Soviet science had to
have short-term practical economic or defense implications. Nuclear sci-
ence offered practical solutions only in a remote future, if then, so the So-
viet physicists initially experienced difficulties in lobbying for government
support—in the construction of particle accelerators, the mining of ura-
nium, and other matters. Bureaucrats were only partly to blame, as we
have seen. Many scientists were skeptical of the prospects for applied nu-
clear science. The German invasion of the Soviet Union postponed in-
definitely the modest nuclear research projects already under way. As the
German Wehrmacht took town after town, everywhere across the Soviet
Union research institutes and leading scientists turned to immediate tasks
of defense. The nuclear fission project was temporarily shelved as a peace-
time hobby.

Intelligence

There was one organization in the Soviet system that did the
same thing in war and in peace—the foreign intelligence department of
the NKVD. Spying was integral to the Stalinist state, where citizens spied
on each other, but foreign intelligence gathering was in a class of its own,
infinitely sophisticated, inherently risky, and perpetually beneficial to the
rulers of the Soviet state, who, when they cared to do so, could tap into
the spy network to learn about intentions of foreign governments and
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even personal lives of foreign statesmen. Stalin was the master of the spy
game, but he did not trust his sources. Soviet foreign intelligence in fact
suffered in Stalin’s purges as much as anyone else—spies were pulled out
of the field, arrested for treason at home, and sent to the Gulag. But
those who remained in the field kept their eyes open for anything that
could interest the Soviet leadership. New military technologies—secret
technologies—were always on the list of most wanted items in the Soviet
foreign intelligence circles.

The NKVD first became interested in uranium fission in January 1941.
The man in charge of foreign intelligence at the commissariat was Pavel
Fitin, who at age thirty-three was unusually young for the job. But by
1940s even the NKVD lacked in personnel because so many of its senior-
ranking officers had been arrested and executed, giving younger officers
a rare opportunity to advance. On January 27 Fitin wrote a letter to the
New York station, asking his operatives there to watch developments
around uranium fission research in the United States—“apparently, this
is a feasible problem,” he noted.19 In his letter, Fitin mentioned that So-
viet scientists were also working on uranium fission—a sure sign that the
NKVD was at least aware of ongoing research in the Soviet Union and
appreciated the need to solicit information on the subject abroad. In any
case, Fitin’s letter represented a long-term guideline: watch out and be
aware of the issue in case anything interesting comes up. That Fitin listed
the uranium problem as number 30 in his list of issues to be addressed
by the New York station indicates that for the time being the atomic
problem was not the NKVD’s priority.

Then on September 25, 1941, Fitin received worrying intelligence on
the British atomic project. Information came from Donald Maclean, a
Soviet agent in Britain. It transpired that the British government had
taken interest in developing an A-bomb, that it planned to do so in two
years, and that the decision had been made already to “immediately begin
building a factory for the manufacture of uranium bombs.” A few days
later Maclean passed more information to his handler, including techni-
cal data on the critical mass of U-235 and gaseous diffusion technology
for separating lighter uranium isotopes from natural uranium. Maclean’s
report pointed also to the “enormous destructive effect of the uranium
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bomb” and to the radioactive fallout from explosion, which could “kill
all living things that come under the influence of these [radioactive] par-
ticles.”20 Although few of Maclean’s revelations would have raised the
eyebrows of the British scientists involved in the secret Tube Alloys proj-
ect, his report to the NKVD represented an important milestone—Soviet
intelligence now played a part in the atomic race.

Maclean’s reports traveled for a while within the NKVD bureaucracy.
The information was first passed on to Valentin Kravchenko, the head of
the 4th Special Department. Kravchenko’s department carried out func-
tions explicable only in the context of the repressive Stalinist regime: it su-
pervised arrested scientists and engineers in their defense-related research.
The bright idea reportedly originated with Lavrentii Beria, the chief of the
NKVD apparatus. Known for his ruthless efficiency, Beria lamented the
waste of the 1930s, when arrested scientists were simply worked to death
the Gulag labor camps. Accordingly, imprisoned scientists—people like
Andrei Tupolev, the ingenious aircraft designer, and Sergei Korolev, the
father of Soviet missile technologies—were brought into construction bu-
reaus to work on weapons development for the war effort.21 Kravchenko’s
department analyzed Maclean’s materials in early October 1941.

On October 10 Kravchenko reported his findings to Beria. He con-
cluded that intelligence materials were of “unquestionable interest, as a
testimony to the great work, which is being carried out in  En gland in
the field of use of atomic energy for military purposes.” But despite de-
tailed information in Maclean’s report, Kravchenko believed that the ex-
isting materials did not yet amount to an answer to the critical question:
can the A-bomb be built? Kravchenko was particularly skeptical of claims
about impending construction of a uranium bomb factory in  En gland
and suggested that Soviet agents gather verified materials about this ques-
tionable facility. Kravchenko recommended that a special SDC commit-
tee be organized, staffed with leading Soviet scientists, to consider what
steps could be taken in the Soviet Union to advance research on the A-
bomb. Despite the many uncertainties that still plagued nuclear research,
Kravchenko’s review made it clear that the government’s involvement in
the problem was desirable because of “exceptional importance” of po-
tential implications of the A-bomb.22
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What Beria did with Kravchenko’s letter remains unclear; in all prob-
ability, nothing. Beria regarded foreign intelligence with utmost suspicion,
seeing everywhere enemy-planted disinformation. Atomic intelligence,
with its expensive implications for the Soviet Union, was suspect: per-
haps the enemies had purposefully supplied the NKVD with science 
fiction scenarios to waste scarce Soviet resources! In any case, the cir-
cumstances in the fall of 1941 were not suitable for expensive scientific un-
dertakings of questionable utility. By October, German forces were
closing in on Moscow despite fanatical Soviet resistance. On the first of
that month orders went out for the government evacuation from the
capital: bureaucracy, foreign embassies, archives, treasures, and even the
embalmed Lenin in his coffin were shipped from Moscow to the east.
Panic prevailed in the capital as thousands of desperate refugees flooded
train stations. Looting was widespread and the NKVD terrorized the re-
maining population, hoping to restore order. Stalin remained in Moscow,
determined to hold the capital by all means. Under these dramatic cir-
cumstances, Maclean’s information counted for nothing more than a cu-
riosity.23

Maclean’s reports and Kravchenko’s comments eventually reached 
the desk of Leonid Kvasnikov, who headed the department of scientific
and technical intelligence at the NKVD. In March 1942 Kvasnikov pre-
pared a draft letter from Beria to Stalin, which explained the fundamentals
of the A-bomb and summarized intelligence at the NKVD’s disposal. The
letter claimed that “the supreme military command of  En gland considers
decided in principle the question of practical use of atomic energy of 
U-235 for military purposes.” Moreover, the British government  ap -
parently had spent generously on the atomic project and drawn the best
scientific minds to “particularly secret” work on the bomb. Recommen-
dations furnished in this draft letter again centered on setting up a special
SDC committee to coordinate A-bomb efforts in the Soviet Union. It was
also suggested that leading Soviet physicists be acquainted with the con-
tent of the intelligence materials. The draft letter itself contained interest-
ing technical information (calculation of critical mass and the logistic of the
gun-assembly method of detonating uranium, for example), which would
have meant little to Stalin but might be appreciated by Soviet scientists.24
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The five-page letter even had Beria’s name at the bottom, lacking only
his signature. But the NKVD chief did not sign the letter and did not
send it to Stalin. Beria probably judged that intelligence information on
the British A-bomb project was too fragmentary and too suspicious:
more was needed before any conclusions could be drawn at the senior
levels. Despite Beria’s suspicions, NKVD foreign intelligence persisted
in efforts to gather more data on the A-bomb. To this end Pavel Fitin in-
structed the London station on March 15, 1942, to find out about the
state of the British atomic project, which, along with chemical and bac-
teriological weapons, commanded the “exceptional attention” of the
commissariat. Twelve days later Fitin directed similar instructions to the
New York station. He was explicit: “It appears the problem is very near
its practical solution. This problem must be taken up [by intelligence]
with all seriousness.”

In another cable to New York, London, and Berlin stations on June 14,
1942, Fitin asked for more information “by whatever measures you think
fit” on the “theoretical and practical aspects of the atomic bomb projects,
on the design of the atomic bomb, nuclear fuel components, and the
trigger mechanism.” He also wanted to know about “the likely changes
in the future policies of the USA, Britain, and Germany in connection
with the development of the atomic bomb.”25 In yet another cable to
London in August 1942, a frustrated Fitin demanded nothing less than
blueprints of atomic technologies. “Direction of work—technology,”
summarized Fitin.26 Fitin’s cables indicate his growing alarm over the
prospect of the Soviet Union falling behind other nations in the atomic
race, with potentially devastating policy implications. He was determined
to sniff out nuclear technologies by any means. By the summer of 1942
the NKVD’s atomic espionage shifted into a higher gear.

But Beria held back evidence for several months. Intelligence materi-
als piled on his desk, but the NKVD chief played it safe and did not for-
ward them to Stalin. Fortunately, not all Soviet intelligence had to pass
through Beria’s hands before reaching the highest echelons of power.
The Red Army maintained its own network of spies abroad, quite distinct
from Beria’s agentura. The military intelligence, known by its Russian
acronym GRU, reportedly received information about the A-bomb from
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London in late 1941 but did nothing with these reports for a while, in
light of disastrous military situation in the war with Germany.27 On May
7 GRU chief Aleksei Panfilov asked the Academy of Sciences to com-
ment on the claims of intensified A-bomb development in the West: he
wanted to know whether the task had practical merit. More than a month
later Vitalii Khlopin replied on the academy’s behalf that Soviet nuclear
scientists did not have any information on the work of their colleagues
abroad since the start of the war. Khlopin also predicted that the prob-
lem was of remote practical significance and would have no bearing on
the outcome of the war.28

Thus assured that atomic intelligence was of no particular urgency,
GRU sent materials at its disposal to Sergei Kaftanov, who supervised
scientific work at the State Defense Committee. Between August 17 and
September 2, 1942, Kaftanov received from GRU 288 pages of intelli-
gence materials on the Western A-bomb efforts.29 Kaftanov’s job was to
attend to urgent matters to aid the Soviet war effort—for example, pro-
duction of cheap explosives. Nuclear fission was certainly not on his
agenda. But he was at least superficially aware of the A-bomb problem.
In December 1941 and March 1942 Kaftanov received letters from a So-
viet nuclear scientist Georgii Flerov, who had discovered spontaneous
fission of uranium before the war but had enlisted in the air force after
the German invasion. Flerov in fact wrote to Stalin, calling for immedi-
ate resumption of the atomic project lest the British, the Americans, or—
in the worst case—the Germans get the bomb first. Flerov’s letters had
no effect; Stalin did not see them, though they were not thrown into a
dustbin either.

Kaftanov kept Flerov’s proposals in the back of his mind. He also had
reports from other sources, indicating, for instance, that the Germans
were taking the uranium problem seriously.30 According to Kaftanov’s
recollections, he and Abram Ioffe wrote a personal letter to Stalin, indi-
cating the need to resume uranium research in the USSR. Stalin then
summoned Kaftanov and asked how much the project would cost. Kaf-
tanov cited a figure in the millions. Stalin rendered the verdict: “It has to
be done.”31 With Stalin’s approval, the atomic project now graduated
from ranks of a purely scientific endeavor, acquiring state importance.
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On September 28, 1942, the State Defense Committee issued resolution
2352 “on organizing uranium work” in the USSR. The SDC ordered (a)
creation of a special atomic laboratory, (b) acquisition of uranium-235,
and (c) experimental determination of whether an A-bomb or atomic
fuel was a possibility. Stalin wanted answers quickly: April 1, 1943, be-
came a deadline for scientists to prove that the bomb was not a fantasy.

Allocated resources were meager: thirty thousand rubles for purchases
of equipment and one gram of radium and thirty grams of platinum for
experiments. Space was promised in the provincial backwoods of Kazan
for construction of a laboratory. Molotov delayed for another two
months a resolution on the mining of uranium, which was of key impor -
tance to nuclear scientists.32 But one should not forget, too, the circum -
stances of this long-awaited resolution. The State Defense Committee
was busy with the war effort. Thus on the day when the uranium reso-
lution was adopted, the SCD made orders on the production of T-70
tanks, skis, boats, and snowshoes for the army, as well as chemicals for
ammunition plants.33 The A-bomb project was just one in a series of
very urgent projects. That said, resolution 2352 was of great importance
just because it was the first resolution on the bomb with Stalin’s name on
it. That was not enough in itself for scientists like Kurchatov and Flerov
to overcome government red tape, but it was a start.

As a postscript to the story of the first Soviet atomic resolution, let us
return to the fate of Beria’s March 1942 letter to Stalin, which contained
a summary of intelligence materials on the bomb. Beria finally sent his
letter to Stalin on October 6, 1942, pointing out, on the basis of infor-
mation that the NKVD had received exactly a year before, that the British
government “decided in principle” to create the bomb. Beria proposed
to involve Soviet scientists—Petr Kapitsa, Dmitrii Skobeltsyn, and A. A.
Slutskii—in the atomic project, though these scientists had very little to
do with experimental side of atomic fission. Finally, Beria’s letter con-
tained an appendix prepared by Pavel Fitin with year-old technical data
on the A-bomb. Beria’s letter highlights the relationship of the NKVD
intelligence to the Soviet nuclear project at its very early stages. Suspi-
cious of enemy disinformation, the NKVD chief held up technical and
policy documents on the British and U.S. A-bomb efforts. He realized
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the importance of these documents only belatedly, when information on
the bomb began to reach Stalin from other sources.

Facing the Odds

By October 1942 the Soviet nuclear project was resurrected from
its neglected status earlier in the war. Abram Ioffe, one of the most re-
spectable Soviet physicists, was charged with the overall management of
the project. It was, after all, Ioffe and Kaftanov who had prepared Res-
olution 2352 and lobbied on behalf of the A-bomb at the highest reaches
of Soviet power. Ioffe, however, was too busy with other things, and too
far removed from the nuts and bolts of uranium fission, to play a leading
role in scientific work. Instead, he promoted younger cadres to positions
of responsibility, in particular Igor Kurchatov, who had not yet turned
forty but already had managed to win acclaim in scientific circles for his
work on atom fission at LFTI.34 Kurchatov was responsible in 1941 – 42
for demagnetizing ships, but in December 1942 he took charge of a nu-
clear lab, hastily assembled at Kazan, a wartime Soviet center for evacu-
ated scientists. On December 15 Ioffe unofficially assigned Kurchatov
responsibilities for the Soviet atomic project.35

The first months of work on uranium fission proved the toughest for
Kurchatov and his team. The scientists lacked housing and basic labora-
tory instruments, not to mention sophisticated equipment. Georgii
Flerov recalled: “We were paupers when we started our work and had to
get our instruments scavenging through surplus at military bases and
academy institutes.”36 Flerov himself was sent to Leningrad, still under
siege, to bring equipment from LFTI. In harsh conditions Flerov be-
came sick, and it took personal intervention by Kurchatov to have his
“exceptionally talented scientific cadre” evacuated to safety with all his
equipment.37 Government authorities did not appreciate the urgency of
Flerov’s assignment and dragged their feet in furnishing an airplane. 
Kurchatov’s efforts to bring the leading physicist Abram Alikhanov to
Moscow from his wartime assignment in Armenia foundered upon 
unwillingness of local authorities to provide an airplane to transport
Alikhanov and his equipment. Once he made it to Moscow, Alikhanov
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fought an uphill struggle to evacuate his researchers and equipment still
stuck in Armenia.

In Kazan local government failed to provide housing for research lab-
oratories, despite clear instructions in Resolution 2352 to do so. In
Moscow, Alikhanov spent last days of December looking for a suitable
site for his nuclear laboratory—his options were either in ruins or in
buildings lacking basic utilities, such as electricity and gas.38 Very little
could be done under these miserable conditions to advance nuclear re-
search. The problem was in the mindset of the Soviet bureaucrats. Re-
quests made by the NKVD or by the military, meanwhile, were fulfilled
with vigor. Beria’s agency, for example, could always count on finding
housing for interrogation rooms and prisoner cells. The military—espe-
cially in wartime—commanded great authority and could be denied by
the bureaucrats only at their own great peril. But science—as long as it
did not wear a uniform—could always be put off.

On January 23, 1943, Ioffe and Kaftanov admitted in a letter to Molo-
tov that red tape had slowed down the atomic project to an “absolutely
inadequate pace.” Molotov was told that “increasing the pace of work
and its completion by the set deadline is impossible without your inter-
ference.” Molotov interfered on February 11 with a new resolution: work
on uranium was to be centralized in Moscow in a special laboratory
under Kurchatov’s official leadership. Two men were put in charge of
the oversight of the project: Sergei Kaftanov and Mikhail Pervukhin,
commissar of chemical industry. Reshuffling of management and cen-
tralization were supposed to remedy inadequacies of early months of the
atomic project. Kurchatov was given a new deadline: to come up with a
definite answer about the feasibility of the A-bomb by July 1, 1943.

Despite Molotov’s involvement, conditions for scientists did not
markedly improve. In Moscow, too, Kurchatov’s laboratory space was
desperately inadequate: he had one three-floor building, which contained
equipment, a library, and housing for scientific and auxiliary personnel;
and one other single-floor building, formerly used by the Institute for
Experimental Medicine to lodge the dogs for animal testing. The labo-
ratory kept its precious stock of four grams of radium in the potato stor-
age, for lack of a suitable room. By 1944 many scientists badly needed by
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Kurchatov were in the Ural Mountains and in Leningrad: in Moscow the
black-bearded chief of the Soviet atomic project still had not found a
place to house them. In part, such unappealing work conditions were to
be expected: war still raged on the front, and luxuries were out of ques-
tion. The Soviet leadership did not yet care enough for the atomic pro-
gram to attend to daily needs of its desperate scientists.

Neglect was especially manifest outside the laboratory, at the level of
the people’s commissariats responsible for the material side of the atomic
project. The problem began with uranium, a starting point for the bomb.
In November 1942 the State Defense Committee instructed the Com-
missariat for Nonferrous Metals to begin mining uranium in small quan-
tities and to process it at a factory in Taboshar in Tajikistan.39 Two years
later uranium was still scarce. The author of an internal inquiry on No-
vember 1, 1944, concluded that “in the last two years prospecting of ura-
nium . . . remained almost where it was.” Processing of uranium was not
far ahead. The problem, it turned out, was that the Commissariat for
Nonferrous Metals “did not pursue these tasks, spending niggardly forces
and funds on them.” Metallic uranium of the kind needed by Kurchatov
for his work “was not being produced and is not being produced.”40

Kurchatov in late December 1943 still received metallic uranium on the
order of grams, whereas he needed something more on the order of
tons.41

Lack of uranium was a serious problem for the Soviet atomic project,
but it was only one fragment of a bigger picture: without more active
government involvement and all-sided support, the A-bomb would never
make it beyond the drawing board. On May 19, 1944, Kurchatov ap-
pealed directly to Stalin. In his letter he made it clear that the A-bomb
was possible, if only the state could be brought to commit necessary re-
sources. Pervukhin prefaced Kurchatov’s letter with a note of his own:
“In order to catch up with the foreign [countries] we must make the de-
velopment of the uranium problem into the task of first-rate State im-
portance.”42 To get things moving in the right direction Pervukhin
proposed to entrust oversight of the atomic project to Beria. In effect,
Pervukhin’s idea was to sideline Molotov, who unofficially (and perhaps
unproductively) had supervised work on uranium since September 1942,
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turning the project over to the most efficient, if brutal, Soviet organiza-
tion—the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs.

Molotov did not mind removing the A-bomb from the list of his con-
cerns. He noted on Pervukhin’s letter: “Important.—Report to Com-
rade Stalin.”43 The Soviet leader apparently agreed. Beria, for his part,
must have abandoned his former skepticism about the bomb and em-
braced Pervukhin’s suggestion readily. He undoubtedly realized personal
dividends from supervising a project of such historic significance. In the
fall of 1944 Beria in fact lobbied to have all uranium-related work trans-
ferred to the NKVD—from Kurchatov’s laboratory to uranium extrac-
tion and processing. Although Kurchatov retained his independence, on
December 3, 1944, the State Defense Committee entrusted Beria with
oversight of the entire atomic project.44 This reorganization opened up
promising opportunities for Kurchatov and his team. After two years of
futile struggles with bureaucrats, Kurchatov stood in the shadow of an
organization with vast resources, an organization with a name that sent
chills down the spines of bureaucrats.

Intelligence and the Bomb

Even before Kurchatov assumed responsibilities for the Soviet
atomic project, Molotov supplied him with a thick stack of documents on
the A-bomb research abroad. For several days Kurchatov labored over
intelligence materials, and on November 27, 1942, he summarized his
findings in a report to Molotov. Kurchatov welcomed “fairly important
data” in the intelligence reports, which showed that Soviet science “fell
behind considerably [Molotov’s emphasis] from science in  En gland and
America.” Although he was not convinced yet that the A-bomb was pos-
sible, Kurchatov appreciated the confidence of the British scientists. He
was painfully aware that “the possibility of such a terrible weapon as a
uranium bomb appearing in the war could not be excluded.” The trou-
ble was that intelligence materials available to Kurchatov documented
British efforts only through 1941. What new discoveries could have been
made in the West in one year? Kurchatov considered it a “task of first-rate
importance” to find out.45
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It should be said that Kurchatov did not depend on foreign intelli-
gence in his work on uranium fission. The theory of the atomic explo-
sion was well understood by the Soviet scientists. It all came down to (a)
mining uranium, (b) enriching uranium with the U-235 isotope, and (c)
making the bomb. Though Kurchatov immediately ran into problems
with step a, he pressed on to obtain a machine for isotope separation,
step b. To this end he placed an order at a factory in Ufa to make a cen-
trifuge isotope separator—an authentic apparatus for filtering out lighter
uranium isotopes, developed by Fritz Lange, a German émigré who had
lived in the Soviet Union since the mid-1930s. Construction of the iso-
tope separator was predictably delayed because of red tape (Ioffe and
Kaftanov even addressed Molotov on January 23, 1943, in an attempt to
overcome delays) but by April 1943 the centrifuge had already been
tested in Ufa, though it did not yet work properly. No doubt, with time
the problem of isotope separation would be solved in the Soviet Union
even without foreign intelligence materials.

But time was one thing Kurchatov did not have. Realizing that Soviet
nuclear scientists were years behind their colleagues in the West, Kur-
chatov did not hesitate to make good use of intelligence materials, if that
could help him skip ahead in developing the bomb. Such intelligence
materials reached his desk in early 1943. It turned out that Western nu-
clear scientists preferred a different method for isotope separation—dif-
fusion of a gaseous form of uranium through tiny filters. In report to
Pervukhin on March 7, 1943, Kurchatov did not hide his astonishment:
“Preference of the diffusion method to the centrifuge method was un-
expected for our physicists and chemists.” On the basis of new materials
Kurchatov now opted to conduct research on the diffusion method in the
USSR. Lange’s centrifuge was not abandoned, but by 1944 – 45 the dif-
fusion method was adopted as the best way to separate uranium isotopes
in the amount needed for the A-bomb.46

Another shortcut, of which Kurchatov learned through intelligence
materials, concerned the possibility of using plutonium for detonating
an atomic weapon. Isotope separation was unnecessary for production of
plutonium: the rare element was obtainable from a uranium reactor
(blocks of uranium intermixed with heavy water or graphite). In his as-
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sessment of the importance of this discovery, Kurchatov wrote: “For the
Soviet physicists such a claim [about plutonium] was also unexpected
and contradictory to the established point of view.” On March 22, 1943,
Kurchatov reported to Pervukhin on his thoughts about a plutonium
bomb: “Prospects of such a direction [of work] are unusually fascinat-
ing. . . . As one can see, with such a solution to the whole problem, the
necessity of separating uranium isotopes is eliminated.”47 As a result,
Kurchatov resolved to build his own nuclear reactor. The first Soviet 
A-bomb would be a plutonium bomb.

Foreign intelligence reports therefore proved exceptionally important
for the Soviet atomic project. Kurchatov certainly thought so, as evi-
denced in his appraisal of materials furnished through NKVD and GRU
channels: “of enormous, invaluable significance for our State and sci-
ence” (March 7, 1943), “of exceptional interest” (April 29, 1943), “of
enormous interest” (July 4, 1943). On July 30, 1943, Kurchatov reported
to Molotov that intelligence materials had “sharply changed the status of
the problem” and made the prospects for the A-bomb appear much
closer than previously thought.48 In August 1945 Kurchatov and his col-
league Isaak Kikoin summarized early work of their laboratory in the fol-
lowing terms: “Since the laboratory had no building, equipment, cadres,
or uranium, its work came down to analysis of obtained secret materials
about the work of foreign scientists on the uranium problem, to calcu-
lations to test these data, and to the conduct of occasional experiments.”
It was not until late 1944 that the Soviet atomic project really began in
earnest.49

By that time Kurchatov not only knew that the bomb could be made;
he knew of several ways to make it. He knew about choices made by his
colleagues in Britain and the United States, and these choices clearly
played into Kurchatov’s own choices at the crucial juncture of the Soviet
atomic project. Kurchatov’s extensive reliance on intelligence materials
was not universally appreciated. The nuclear heavyweight Petr Kapitsa
complained to Stalin on November 25, 1945, that the Soviet atomic proj-
ect depended too much on the developments in the United States. “We
want to try everything that the Americans have done, and have not at-
tempted to take our own road,” argued Kapitsa.50 Kapitsa’s views were
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dismissed out of hand. The bomb was too important to Stalin to indulge
in scientific experimentation for the sake of proving Soviet originality.
Atomic intelligence, which initially was swept under the carpet by suspi-
cious Soviet apparatchiks, in the end came to play a prominent role in the
making of Stalin’s bomb.

Stalin’s Outlook

Stalin’s decision to upgrade the status of the atomic project
roughly coincided with a decisive change of winds on the eastern front.
The Wehrmacht had lost thousands of soldiers frozen within sight of the
smoldering ruins of Stalingrad; also lost was the myth of German invin-
cibility. In July 1943 Germany suffered a crushing defeat at the battle of
Kursk. By early autumn Orel, Belgorod, Bryansk, and Kharkov were
again in the Soviet hands. Kiev was recaptured in November. The Red
Army was no longer the army that had retreated in chaos from advanc-
ing German units in the summer and fall of 1941. It was better equipped
and more experienced. On the battlefront, it outgunned and outma-
neuvered the Germans; in the rear, it was supported by a powerful war
economy. By early 1944 the Soviet Union was well on its way to regain-
ing territories lost to Germany over the previous three years, but Stalin
was no longer content with the status quo ante: his gaze reached further
into Eastern Europe and East Asia than at any time before the war.

How did Stalin’s postwar plans square with FDR’s vision of an inter-
national order based upon Wilsonian principles? Not at all. Stalin and
 Roose velt lived in different worlds. Their worldviews were more than
mutually contradictory; they were fundamentally incompatible at the
level of basic philosophical principles. Stalin not only refused to believe
in FDR’s liberal world order, but he did not believe that his U.S. coun-
terpart honestly entertained such idealistic visions. Stalin’s postwar world
retained the essential characteristics of the prewar one. Even as the So-
viet armies smashed German defenses and rolled into Eastern Europe,
the Soviet ruler’s first concern was Germany’s eventual resurgence. Here
Stalin had no doubts: “I hate the Germans. But hate should not prevent
us from evaluating the Germans objectively. The Germans are a great
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people. Very good technical workers and organizers. Good, naturally
brave soldiers. It is impossible to destroy the Germans. They will re-
main. . . . We Slavs must be prepared for the possibility that the Germans
get back on their feet and go on the offensive against the Slavs.”51

Stalin estimated that it would take about twenty years for Germany to
become a menace to Soviet security once again. This eventuality could be
postponed by dismemberment, occupation, and deindustrialization, but
it could not be put off indefinitely. In the meantime, Stalin expected to
consolidate Soviet control over Eastern Europe—sufficient for making
sure that none of Soviet neighbors become “corridors” for invading Rus-
sia in the future.

This was especially important in the case of Poland. Time and again in
conversations with prominent Poles and foreign dignitaries, Stalin em-
phasized how vital Poland was for Soviet security, and how essential it was
to make sure that postwar Poland would be on friendly terms with the
USSR. U.S. policy makers understood the Soviet preoccupation with se-
curity and offered assurances that a democratic Poland need not be un-
friendly to the Soviet Union. Yet these assurances failed to impress Stalin,
who suspected that a “democratic” Poland in the sense that the United
States was championing would be merely a smoke screen for Western ef-
forts to create a cordon sanitaire around the Soviet Union.

U.S. Ambassador in Moscow Averell Harriman neatly summarized
Stalin’s position on the Polish issue in a cable to President Truman on
June 8, 1945: “I am afraid Stalin does not and never will fully understand
our interest in a free Poland as a matter of principle. He is a realist in all
of his actions, and it is hard for him to appreciate our faith in abstract
principles. It is difficult for him to understand why we should want to in-
terfere with Soviet policy in a country like Poland, which he considers so
important to Russia’s security, unless we have some ulterior motive.”52

Perhaps Harriman fully appreciated the depth of the chasm that divided
Stalin from U.S. policy makers, though later in his cable he indicated that
Stalin was actually more reasonable than Molotov (a gross misrepresen-
tation) and that some of the difficult problems in the Soviet-American 
relations could be resolved if only Stalin could meet with U.S. policy
makers more often.53
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Stalin indeed had no doubts that his World War II allies were con-
stantly looking for opportunities to undermine the Soviet Union in all
possible ways: “The British and the Americans . . . would like to create a
reactionary government . . . everywhere, wherever they can pull it off.”54

Poland was one such potential site for a Western coup in the making,
and Stalin kept a vigilant eye on the Anglo-American approaches. As he
explained in January 1945, “They, bourgeois politicians, are very sensitive
and revengeful. You should keep your feelings under control. If your
emotions rule you—you will lose.”55 A tough confrontation with the
West loomed, Stalin knew. In one meeting with Milovan Djilas of Yu-
goslavia he “waved his hand over the [map of the] Soviet Union and, re-
ferring to the British and the Americans, exclaimed, ‘They will never
accept the idea that so great a space should be red, never, never!’”56 This
was said before the end of war, before Hiroshima, and yet these words
amply describe Stalin’s postwar outlook. There was no appreciable dif-
ference in Stalin’s strategic calculations before, during, or after the war.
The players may have changed, but it was the same game all along.

There is no telling how the knowledge of the bomb-in-the-making af-
fected Stalin’s entrenched perspective. All circumstantial evidence points
in one direction: this knowledge further intensified Stalin’s mistrust of
the Allies. The secrecy of the Anglo-American atomic project, of which
Stalin knew by 1942, did not inspire his confidence. There is also some
indirect evidence that Stalin learned through his intelligence network
about the secret 1943 Quebec agreement between FDR and Churchill to
deliberately deny the Soviet Union the know-how for making the
bomb.57 Like the prolonged delay in the opening of the second front,
the Allies’ silence on the atomic project gave Stalin a reason to suspect
duplicity on their part, to think that they had, as Harriman put it quite
accurately, “ulterior motives.”

Stalin’s realpolitik ruled irrelevant the distinction between fascism and
democracy; there is no doubt that the wartime alliance with the West
meant the same thing for him as the Soviet-German nonaggression pact
had meant before the war. In January 1945 he explained his philosophy
to a visiting delegation of Bulgarians and Yugoslavs: “The crisis of capi-
talism is manifested in the division of the capitalists in two fractions—
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fascist and democratic. The union between us and the democr[atic] frac-
tion was established, because the latter had interests not to allow Hitler’s
hegemony, because this brutal hegemony would lead the working class
to extremes and to the destruction of the capitalism. Now we are with
one of the fractions against the other, but in the future, we would turn
even against this one too.”58

Though Stalin was certain that the Soviet Union’s interests were fun-
damentally incompatible with those of the Western Allies (here, ideo-
logical imperatives of Marxism-Leninism usefully coincided with Stalin’s
realpolitik to predict the same outcome), he left open the timing of the
next conflict with the West. The Soviet Union was devastated by war: its
population was reduced by several millions; much of its industry lay in
ruins. Despite his second thoughts about the Allies, Stalin had to play it
safely or risk a premature confrontation with the West—a confrontation
that he knew the Soviet Union could not easily sustain. Under these cir-
cumstances, Stalin opted for short- to medium-term cooperation with
his wartime allies.

In 1943 Stalin disbanded the Comintern in a move meant to show that
he no longer wanted to Bolshevize the world. Instead, the Soviet dicta-
tor expected that the Western countries would find their own roads to so-
cialism, quite distinct from the Soviet road and without Soviet help. To
quote Stalin on this point in January 1945: “But we have to forget the
idea that the victory of socialism could be realized only through a Soviet
rule. It could be presented by some other political systems—for example,
by a democracy, a parliamentary republic and even by a constitutional
monarchy. Do you think that if a monarchy like Britain carries out na-
tionalization of the mining industry, the railways, the land, etc., this
should be considered a step toward socialism?” Stalin’s long-term think-
ing was evident in his instruction to the French Communists to abstain
from radical activities and form a broad united front with the left.59 In a
similar fashion Stalin discouraged Greek Communists from seeking to
overthrow the government.

Soviet policy in Asia evidenced similar circumspection on Stalin’s part.
In China he chose a limited partnership with Chiang Kai-shek over a
greater commitment to the Chinese Communist Party. He did not think

THE GREAT GAME 59



that the Communists, under Mao Zedong’s leadership, were capable of
capturing power in China for the time being and urged their participa-
tion in a Chiang-led coalition government. By November 1945 he had
abandoned his plans for manipulating ethnic insurgency in the Chinese
Northwest. Great-power compromise, along with a healthy dose of op-
portunism on Stalin’s part (as, for instance, with his gamble to invade
the Japanese island of Hokkaido, called off at the last moment), was
meant to assure Soviet security interests and help delay another war. But
while on the surface Stalin’s willingness to limit his ambitions in Europe
and Asia suggested parallels with FDR’s visions of a new world order,
these were merely superficial parallels. Stalin’s limited concessions were
entirely a product of realpolitik thinking and had nothing to do with
kind of international cooperation that  Roose velt had envisioned.

As a skillful practitioner of realpolitik, Stalin appreciated the impor-
tance of raw military power. For the time being, consensus among the
great powers was possible in Stalin’s view, but such consensus was un-
thinkable except on the basis of the balance of power. Power was meas-
ured, figuratively speaking, in the number of guns, tanks, and airplanes.
Therefore Stalin directed significant resources even before the war to the
modernization of the Red Army. The process was intensified during war
years, when encounter with the Wehrmacht exposed inadequacies of 
Soviet military technology. Dozens of Soviet scientists and engineers
worked around the clock to produce better and more lethal weapons for
the Red Army. Modernization of the military was Stalin’s priority.

Before the war uranium research in the USSR did not advance enough
to become of interest to the government. Limited state resources were
allocated to projects of immediate practical significance. The rare Soviet
scientists who tried to win government support for the atomic project
were silenced by skeptical fellow scientists and by wary bureaucrats. The
first months of war with Germany compelled abandonment of all nuclear
research in the Soviet Union. In the chaos of 1941 the Soviet govern-
ment had no way of supporting the A-bomb project, even if convincing
evidence had existed for doing so. By October 1941 such evidence began
trickling in—first from the Soviet spy network abroad, and then from
Soviet scientists. Stalin did not trust scientists and spies, but he did not

THE GREAT GAME60



turn a blind eye to mounting evidence. In September 1942 the State De-
fense Committee called for resumption of the atomic project.

The scale of the project remained limited. Not convinced by the feasi-
bility of the A-bomb, Stalin was unwilling to waste money on nuclear sci-
ence when he had other pressing tasks at hand. The war was entering its
decisive stage, and all state resources were channeled to the front line. It
is in fact surprising that Stalin authorized the atomic project in the first
place, and it shows that he was at least aware of the potential significance
of the A-bomb. Despite a slow start, between 1942 and 1945 the profile
of the atomic project was raised substantially. By 1944, when Beria took
over the Soviet atomic project, Stalin had already made up his mind to get
the bomb at any cost. In fact, Beria’s appointment shows Stalin’s realiza-
tion of the importance of the A-bomb to the emerging postwar balance
of power. If Stalin could rely on anyone to organize the atomic project
with brutal efficiency in the shortest possible time, Beria was the man.
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3
TRUMAN, THE BOMB, AND 

THE END OF WORLD WAR II

Franklin  Roose velt made American foreign policy—if not mili-
tary policy—during the Second World War in a manner that would have
been familiar to the grand European statesmen of the nineteenth cen-
tury. He relied heavily upon personal diplomacy with his two main
 adver saries, Churchill and Stalin, rather than formulating detailed ne-
gotiating strategies with advisers and cabinet members. He kept his real
convictions and plans, insofar as he actually had real convictions and
plans, to himself, rather than submitting them to any kind of policy
process in Washington.  Roose velt proceeded after December 7, 1941,
under the assumption that he was the unquestioned leader of the coun-
try, its sole representative in the cauldron of wartime international pol-
itics so unfamiliar to most Americans. Such was his power and reputation
in American politics that his regal domination over the nation’s destiny
in World War II went almost entirely unchallenged until his death in
April 1945.1

His successor, Harry S. Truman, enjoyed no power or reputation in
American politics to speak of when he assumed the presidency on April 12.
He possessed no experience in foreign affairs at all. His inclination as a
midwestern politician had been to express his own views and plans plainly,
and yet at the same time he came into office deeply dependent upon the
experiences and expertise of the advisers and cabinet members  Roose velt
had often excluded from final policy making.2 He was therefore neither
able nor willing when he became president to assume the kind of personal



control that  Roose velt had wielded easily over the direction of American
foreign policy. This would have been one thing had Truman taken office
in 1935, or 1955. But he became leader of the most powerful country on
earth at the climax of the most devastating war the world had ever seen.
He was faced immediately with decisions that would bear directly upon
the future orientation of world power, the lives and limbs of millions, and
the destiny of his own nation. His counterparts in this game were the
hardened statesmen Churchill and Stalin, men who had been making
more momentous decisions in an average afternoon than Truman had in
his entire career. “Boys,” he asked reporters summoned to the White
House upon the news of  Roose velt’s death, “if you ever pray, pray for me
now.”3

The personal differences between Truman and  Roose velt surely af-
fected the new president’s ability to act as an authoritative statesman dur-
ing the first five months of his presidency. Stalin must have wondered
what kind of opponent he would be dealing with when he heard about
Truman staying up all night playing poker with friends on the ship sail-
ing to their summit meeting in Potsdam; one can imagine how the
British looked on as Truman was introduced to King George VI on the
return home from Germany and rushed to tell the news to a reporter
like a schoolboy having met a sports hero.4 Experienced advisers to the
new president, such as Hopkins, Stimson, and the forthcoming secretary
of state, James Byrnes, sometimes seemed to treat Truman as an equal,
or even a subordinate, something unthinkable during the  Roose velt
years.

One might have reasonably assumed that Truman’s inexperience, his
modest stature in the world of high international power politics—Stalin
referred to him privately as a “noisy shopkeeper”—and his unfamiliarity
with diplomacy portended a change in American foreign policy on mat-
ters as grave as the atomic bomb and relations with the Soviet Union.
This was not the case.  Roose velt, as we have seen, hoped paradoxically
to use the atomic bomb both as a stick to intimidate the Soviet Union
with respect to its occupation of Eastern Europe and as a carrot with re-
spect to the creation of a serious postwar international order. This, pre-
cisely, became Truman’s policy as well, though one influenced less by
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the possibility of the bomb and more, much more, by its actuality and
then its use.

Preparing for the End of the War: April– June 1945

During the first month or so of his presidency, Truman devel-
oped a general policy toward relations with the Soviet Union that 
differed little from that of his predecessor. Like  Roose velt, Truman de-
nounced the Soviet Union’s violation of the Yalta accords in Eastern Eu-
rope, agreeing with anti-Soviet advisers like Averell Harriman and
Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal that the United States must con-
front Stalin on this issue, especially with regard to Poland. In an April 20
meeting Truman announced that “unless settlement of the Polish ques-
tion [was] achieved along the lines of the Crimean decision,” the United
States would not cooperate with the Russians, and that he “intended to
tell Molotov just this in words of one syllable.”5 To the delight of these
advisers, Truman indeed scolded the Soviet foreign minister when he vis-
ited the White House, famously barking at the indignant diplomat, “Stick
to your agreements and you won’t get talked to like that.”6 Critics of
Russia in the Department of State, in particular, began to work in earnest
to convince Truman that the Soviet Union would be impossible to co-
operate with: representative of their views was the argument of the So-
viet specialist George Kennan, who wrote in a memorandum for the
president on April 23, “Soviet policy will remain a policy aimed at the
achievement of maximum power and minimum responsibility.” Stalin
would not compromise and deal like the domestic politicians Truman
was used to.7

Like  Roose velt, however, Truman never intended during the early days
to allow Soviet transgressions in Europe to derail American plans to es-
tablish a working postwar international order. In the April 20 meeting
Truman added that “the truth of the matter was that without Russia
there would not be much of a world organization”; again following the
lead of FDR, he did not urge Marshall or other military aides to do any-
thing to prevent the Russians from consolidating their control over the
whole of the continent east of Berlin. He signed an order eliminating

TRUMAN, THE BOMB, AND WAR’S END64



Lend-Lease after V-E Day in May, but this was hastily rescinded after So-
viet protests. To prevent Stalin’s domination of Europe from Germany
eastward would have required military action and the open abandon-
ment of  Roose velt’s vision of the postwar order. Truman was unwilling
to consider either possibility, much less both of them.8

Indeed, it is possible that Truman at the outset of his presidency was
more disposed toward cooperation with the Soviet Union than  Roose -
velt had been at the end of his. Truman believed in the idea of interna-
tional government more earnestly than his predecessor, even if he had
not thought through what such a government would entail. He identi-
fied with Stalin in a way  Roose velt never could: the Russian leader, Tru-
man later said, was “as near like Tom Pendergast,” the Democratic Party
boss in Kansas City whom Truman had served under, “as any man I
know.”9 Most of all, the Soviet Union was the nation that would be
going to war against Japan in several months, something that would
make the American invasion of that country less miserable than other-
wise. These considerations led Truman initially to adopt a cooperative,
or at least diplomatic, stance toward the Russians. The atomic bomb,
 Roose velt appeared to have concluded, might allow the United States to
confront the Soviet Union more confidently without wrecking the 
postwar system, and it might obviate a ghastly invasion of Japan. If Tru-
man had made the same connection, his policies had not yet begun to
re flect it.

The Bomb and the End of the War with Japan, 
April– June 1945

Truman’s initial inclination to pursue cooperation with the So-
viet Union alarmed anti-Soviet figures in Washington, particularly the
State Department. On one hand, these officials hoped to revive Ameri-
can outrage about Stalin’s violation of the Yalta agreements, particularly
in Poland, but by late April this was already becoming a kind of dead let-
ter for American foreign policy. Truman understood no less than  Roose -
velt that the United States could do nothing about Soviet power in
Eastern Europe unless it was prepared to wage war there, something that
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neither Truman nor any conceivable American president in 1945 could
even consider. After the Yalta agreements—indeed, after the Teheran talks
in 1943 – the position of American foreign policy on this questions was
simple: the United States would accept whatever the Soviet Union did in
Eastern Europe, apart from issuing protests and expressing indigna-
tion.10

According to his memoirs, Truman learned of the bomb the day he
took office, April 12. That afternoon Stimson told him in general terms
about a project that could produce a weapon of “almost unbelievable
destructive power”—Stimson would give him more definite information
soon. The next day, however, Byrnes also briefed him on the atomic proj-
ect, telling the president (again, according to Truman’s memoirs), that
“the bomb might put us in a position to dictate our own terms at the end
of the war.”11

On April 25 Truman received the news from Stimson that in all likeli-
hood an atomic bomb would be ready for use by the beginning of Au-
gust.12 Hindsight encourages us to presume that from this moment
onward the bomb became the leading factor in the president’s thinking
toward Japan. It may have begun to play that role for many of his advis-
ers—particularly, as we shall see, Byrnes—but Truman’s behavior dur-
ing May and June suggests that he was not yet ready to rely upon the
bomb. Unlike his major military and diplomatic advisers, Truman had
not become accustomed to factoring the bomb into his considerations of
foreign policy. He was strikingly unfamiliar with atomic science and ex-
hibited no real interest in learning about the bomb’s development. For
Truman, the “assurance” of a bomb by early August came from military
and scientific people he did not know well, and it had to do with a proj-
ect that he did not wholly understand.13 In assessing all foreign policy
problems, but especially the novel one of atomic weaponry, Truman was
forced initially to rely upon his own instincts and predispositions. On
this score, the president’s attitude toward the new weapon suggested a
view that technology, particularly technology of this profound nature,
could not be relied upon in the making of high policy until it had been
demonstrated to work.14 That represents the classic American (and Mis-
sourian) distrust of abstraction.
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If Truman was reluctant in the spring of 1945 to rely upon the atomic
bomb for the purposes of ending the war, he had no time at all for the
even more abstract question of its international control after the war.
 Roose velt, as we have seen, had given some attention to this question in
1944, and while McGeorge Bundy suggests that “we must suppose that
in the end he would have made the matter his most pressing business,”
it is far from clear that he would have been willing to do so amid the
tense work of finishing the war in Europe and preparing for a final cam-
paign against Japan.15 For Truman, learning on the job, it was not even
an issue. Focused entirely upon immediate problems, Truman turned his
attention during May and June to the great prospect of achieving Japa -
nese surrender. Two issues dominated his thinking: the question of mod-
ifying the policy of unconditional surrender, and plans for the land
invasion of Japan. While he for the most part excluded the bomb from
his thinking about these questions before July, they nevertheless came
to affect American atomic policy later.

Many leading officials, including the influential undersecretary of
state and Japan specialist Joseph Grew, James Forrestal, Admiral
William Leahy, and Stimson himself, had reached the conclusion by
early 1945 that the United States must communicate to the Japanese its
willingness to allow the imperial throne to continue following surren-
der.16 This was a clear deviation from the policy of unconditional sur-
render, but, these officials argued, it was a necessary one. They believed
that the throne was regarded by the Japanese masses in clearly religious
terms, an intense emotion during peacetime turned fanatical after years
of total war. It was therefore likely, if not certain, that the Japanese
would fight on to the “last grandmother” if they had reason to believe
that the American victors would put an end to the throne—or even ex-
ecute the emperor, as rumors flying around Tokyo had it. Aware of the
suicidal resistance not only of the Japanese army but also of civilians
during the recent battle over Okinawa, a chain of small islands hardly
essential to Japan’s survival, Grew and Forrestal warned Truman that
a continuing policy of unconditional surrender would mean facing an
army consisting of the entire population of Japan when the invasion
was launched later that year.17 By suggesting to the Japanese govern-
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ment that some kind of figurehead monarchy could be retained after
the war, the United States might secure an early surrender before any
invasion became necessary—or, at least, less zealous resistance upon in-
vasion.

Truman understood that this was a politically risky solution, as the
American public had been sold on the idea of total victory since 1941, and
as many thousands of American soldiers and sailors had already died in
the grim island campaigns over the past year, battles that had been justi-
fied as necessary to achieve unconditional surrender. But the benefits
were even more compelling: an early Japanese surrender would preclude
Russian entry into the war, stopping the Soviets not only from partici-
pating in the occupation of Japan but also from advancing through China
on the way. More important to Truman, compromise on the throne
would allow the United States to avoid a ground invasion of Japan later
in the year, and the tens of thousands of American casualties that would
entail.

Truman liked to cultivate a reputation as a decisive president, but on
this question, as on many others, he declined to act authoritatively. He
could have ordered the State Department to go ahead with its plan to
communicate the American willingness to modify unconditional surren-
der and in particular the question of preserving the throne to Japan, but
instead he equivocated throughout May and June, agreeing with advis-
ers both in favor of and opposed to modification.

On May 8, the formal date of victory in Europe, Truman announced
in a public address to the American people that the United States con-
tinued to seek unconditional surrender, though that it did not wish to
“exterminate” the Japanese people.18 This pledge fell far short of the
hopes of Grew and his colleagues, who urged the president a week later
to consider making a more substantial offer. Grew emphasized that the
emperor could serve as a catalyst after the war; that he could rally the
Japanese people behind a Western, pro-American government that could
resist Soviet pressure. Truman continued to equivocate. On May 11 he
told his colleagues that he assumed that the Soviet Union would partic-
ipate in a Pacific war—a clear indication of his determination to demand
unconditional surrender; yet in a meeting with Grew and Samuel Rosen-
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man two weeks later, in which Grew made an elaborate, historical case for
preserving the throne and isolating the hardcore militarists, Truman told
Grew that he had “been thinking along the same lines” and authorized
him to schedule a high-level meeting on the subject.19

Frustrated by Truman’s unwillingness to commit to one position,
Stimson, Grew, and Forrestal in June formed a “committee of three”
dedicated to persuading the president to accept the single condition of
preserving the throne.20 They saw as their main adversary James Byrnes,
a longtime aide to  Roose velt, now an unofficial adviser to Truman, and
soon to be secretary of state. Byrnes continually stressed to Truman that
abandonment of unconditional surrender would be politically costly, and
he added to this the warning that modification would simply be taken by
the militarists in Japan as a sign of American fatigue and a reason to hold
out for further concessions.

By the middle of June, however, evidence had accumulated for the
case of modification. A June 15 report estimated that an invasion of
Kyushu, the smaller and less populated of Japan’s two main islands,
would cost forty thousand U.S. combat deaths, a number considerably
higher than the shocking casualty toll at Okinawa.21 No estimate had yet
been made for the later invasion of the larger island, Honshu, but it was
certain to be even more devastating. Three days later, Chief of Staff Mar-
shall predicted that Japan would continue to fight after the fall of Kyushu
and after the anticipated Soviet entry into the war: for Marshall, the
Japanese tenacity in defending minor islands in the Pacific had to be mul-
tiplied severalfold when considering battle plans on Japanese soil.22

Stimson, Grew, and Forrestal used this grim information to press Tru-
man to reconsider unconditional surrender. They urged him to commit
to a statement they had drafted assuring the Japanese that the imperial
throne would be preserved after the war, but Truman would agree only
to consider a memorandum Stimson had prepared outlining a four-power
statement to Japan.23 This draft statement simply demanded that the
Japanese immediately surrender and promised that Japan would not be
exterminated as a nation.

During the three months between his rise to the presidency and the
start of the Potsdam conference, Truman resisted the temptation to in-
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corporate America’s imminent possession of an atomic bomb into the
plans for securing Japanese surrender. Because he was also unsure about
how strongly to pursue a Russian commitment to participate in the Pa-
cific war, and also about whether the policy of unconditional surrender
should be modified to induce Japanese acceptance of American terms,
the United States on the eve of the Potsdam conference possessed no
clear policy on Japanese surrender.

While one key explanation for this confusion lay simply in Truman’s
own indecision, another surely stemmed from the fact that the bomb
had yet to be tested. Without a weapon in hand, Truman was unwilling
to push his advisers to develop a systematic plan for using the bomb ei-
ther in the war on Japan or as a diplomatic lever against the Soviet Union.
To be sure, other key figures worried more about planning for the use of
the atomic bomb: after the defeat of Nazi Germany in May, Henry Stim-
son turned his attention primarily to the question of the bomb and its
role in the postwar international order. But Truman was not particularly
interested in such matters—neither the use of the bomb to intimidate
the USSR nor the idea of international atomic control, two factors that
concerned  Roose velt in 1944, appears to have been very important to
Truman during his first months as president. He was primarily concerned
with the war on Japan and with ending it with the means he had at his
immediate disposal. Because the bomb remained, for Truman, hypo-
thetical, his attitude toward Japanese surrender between April and July
would probably have been about the same had the Manhattan Project
never existed.

Atomic policy, then, was nebulous during the spring of 1945. Stimson
chaired several Interim Committee discussions during this period, in-
cluding a key session in late May and early June. Despite the committee’s
mandate to consider the bombardment of Japan, on May 31 several mem-
bers, including Oppenheimer and Conant, attempted to revive the issue
of international control, which had receded from view following Church -
ill and  Roose velt’s apparent dismissal of it in 1944.24 Oppenheimer ar-
gued that the secrets of bomb production were certain to get out, and
that it therefore would pay to share information with the Soviet Union
before the bomb was dropped on Japan. Conant and other scientists
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agreed; Marshall suggested that at least some Russian scientists be in-
vited to the test at Alamogordo. Stimson went further:

[the atomic] project should not be considered simply in terms of
military weapons, but as a new relationship of man to the uni-
verse. This discovery might be compared to the discoveries of
the Copernican theory and the laws of gravity, but far more im-
portant than these in its effect on the lives of men. While the ad-
vances in the field to date had been fostered by the needs of war,
it was important to realize that the implications of the project
went far beyond the needs of the present war. It must be con-
trolled if possible to make it an assurance of future peace rather
than a menace to civilization.25

Byrnes, a relative newcomer to the issue of atomic politics, rejected
these ideas. He raised troubling objections: what if the test failed? What
if Stalin demanded full participation in the atomic project? Dismissing
Stimson’s grand rhetoric out of hand, Byrnes demanded that the com-
mittee put aside the entire question of international control and the 
notion of sharing the bomb, and focus instead on the single issue of
bombing Japan. He advanced the idea, paradoxical as it must have
seemed, that the United States must both keep the atomic secret close at
hand and, at the same time, work to improve relations with the Soviet
Union.26 On June 1 the committee met again to deal with the less ide-
al  istic matter of bombing Japan.27 The majority view was that the bomb
must be dropped on a substantial Japanese target. Stimson reiterated his
view that a warning would not sway the militarists in Japan, and that, if
the bomb dropped on that country failed to explode, it would encour-
age them even more to fight the Americans to the very end. This was
the attitude Stimson communicated to the president after the commit-
tee concluded its work, though he added that the United States might
hold out the possibility of atomic cooperation with the Russians in ex-
change for their accepting American demands with respect to Eastern
Europe and Manchuria. With no bomb yet available, this was an aca-
demic question for Truman.28

Nevertheless, on June 21, with the Potsdam summit approaching, Karl
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Compton and other scientists made another bid to convince the presi-
dent of the merits of international control. Central to their argument was
the claim that the secret of the bomb could not be maintained for long
and that an American determination to exclude the Russians from the
information was therefore a policy of needless antagonism. Above all,
American secrecy threatened to destroy the dream of international con-
trol: the committee unanimously agreed that “there would be consider-
able advantage, if suitable opportunities arose, in having the President
advise the Russians that we were working on this weapon with every
prospect of success and that we expected to use it against Japan.”29

Truman, like  Roose velt before him, was cool to the idea. Indeed, like
 Roose velt as well, Truman regarded international control as a matter of
high policy, an issue to be dealt with not by scientists but by the presi-
dent and his major advisers. Whatever influence the scientists had had
earlier in the war, represented forcefully by men like Bush and Conant,
it had ironically dissipated now that the bomb project was almost com-
plete. The scientists’ case for atomic idealism may have had some politi-
cal logic to it in 1943 or 1944; now, they had few cards left to play. It is
tempting to inflate the importance of the scientists’ embrace of interna-
tional control in light of their amazing achievements at Los Alamos, their
accurate prediction of a rapid Soviet bomb, and the logic of international
government in an age of nuclear weaponry. When one is interested in as-
sessing American policy about the bomb after 1944, however, one must
recognize that the scientists’ actual effect on it had become inconse-
quential.30

A second meeting surely had a greater effect on Truman: this was a
June 18 conference with his major military aides, together with Stimson
and Forrestal.31 As was typical during the early days of his presidency,
Truman allowed the participants to express their own views rather than
driving the meeting’s agenda himself. Stimson, together with Admiral
Leahy, urged modification of the demand for unconditional surrender;
Marshall emphasized the difficulties of amphibious invasion and the im-
portance of securing Russian military assistance. As the meeting broke
up, Truman asked John J. McCloy, assistant secretary of war, what he
thought the United States should do to secure quick victory in Japan:
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McCloy replied that the discussion of land invasion was “fantastic,” since
surely if the atomic bomb became available this would change American
strategy fundamentally. To avoid invasion, why couldn’t the United
States combine a promise to preserve the throne with an atomic ultima-
tum to the Japanese? His proposal elicited gasps from the other partici-
pants, but Truman said that this was a “good possibility” and ended the
meeting.32

Accounts of this meeting have a kind of unreal air about them.33 As
skeptical as Truman and his military advisers may have been about the
bomb, they surely must have considered before June 1945 the political
implications of its use on Japan. As McCloy implied, it was unbelievable
that a group of leading American military officials could discuss the per-
ils of a land invasion without taking into consideration a weapon that
might obviate an invasion in the first place. What is most telling about
this meeting is not that McCloy raised the issue but that it had taken two
months for Truman to express an interest in it to his senior military ad-
visers—and that McCloy’s proposal mentioned nothing about using the
bomb to intimidate the Soviet Union.

Relations with the USSR

Before the successful Trinity test in mid-July, Truman did not
rely in any coherent way upon the prospect of the atomic bomb in his
diplomacy toward the Soviet Union and its leader, Stalin. His blustering
meeting with Molotov in April was entirely a result of his desire to
demonstrate his personal toughness to the Russian, and probably to his
advisers as well.34 A Truman emboldened by the bomb would probably
not have restored Lend-Lease to the USSR so hastily following its tem-
porary cancellation in May; nor would it have made much sense to send
Harry Hopkins in late May to reassure Stalin and discuss the forthcom-
ing joint invasion of Japan were Truman determined in the spring of 1945
to wage tough atomic diplomacy.35

Most important, Truman would have responded more readily to the
hints of his advisers that he use the bomb to intimidate the Russians.
Stimson characterized the bomb to Truman in mid-May as the high card
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of a royal flush, but Truman did not instruct his secretary of war to trans-
late this into any kind of action.36 John McCloy raised the possibility in
the June 18 meeting of using the bomb to hasten the end of the war in
Japan, but if Truman regarded this as a means of preventing Soviet par-
ticipation in that war, he did not convey the idea to any aides. Unwilling
to rely upon an unproven technology, unschooled in hardball foreign
policy, and deferential to the views of his advisers, Truman was no atomic
diplomat in the early days of his presidency.

His closest political aide, at least at this time, James Byrnes, may have
taken a harder view. Byrnes acted decisively at the interim committee
meeting to dismiss the idea of information sharing and to get the scien-
tists to commit to dropping the available bombs on Japan at the earliest
possible date. Interestingly, among all of Truman’s main advisers Byrnes
was also the most vociferous opponent of modifying unconditional sur-
render; this despite the fact that maintaining that stance ran the risk of
massive casualties in an invasion, should the Japanese have withstood the
atomic attacks, and that it increased the likelihood of a Soviet participa-
tion in that invasion.

Tsoyoshi Hasegawa has advanced an ingenious, deductive explanation
of Byrnes’s apparently incongruous position. According to Hasegawa,
Byrnes’s objective was to use the atomic bomb to intimidate Russia and
to keep it out of the war against Japan. The most obvious means of at-
taining this goal was to drop the new weapon upon Japan directly, in
order to deprive Stalin of any military justification for deploying his
armies in Manchuria, to prevent the USSR from participating in the oc-
cupation of Japan, and in general to demonstrate American ruthlessness
to the Russians. In Byrnes’s view, maintaining unconditional surrender
was the most reliable means of achieving this result, as this would ensure
a continued Japanese resistance and hence make it necessary to use the
atomic bomb. Offering the Japanese assurances about the emperor might
persuade them to surrender before the bomb was ready. Or it might,
more likely, instigate a lengthy negotiation process between the two na-
tions that would allow the Russians time to send their armies through
Manchuria and toward Japan.37

Byrnes had other reasons for opposing unconditional surrender that
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Hasegawa plays down, the most important of which was his belief that a
public modification of this doctrine would cost Truman badly in do-
mestic politics. The president had already begun to alienate American
voters of Eastern European backgrounds and Republican politicians by
refusing to confront the Soviet Union seriously over its domination of
Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia; by too obviously abandoning un-
conditional surrender, Truman risked incurring the wrath of the broad
majority of the American public eager for a brutal and total victory over
Imperial Japan and the emperor who personified it.

Whichever motivation truly lay behind Truman’s agreement to main-
tain the policy of unconditional surrender, the fact remains that the in-
coming secretary of state was decisive in convincing Truman to resist the
demands of Stimson, Leahy, Grew, and others to offer the Japanese clear
assurance about their emperor before leaving for Germany. Truman’s re-
fusal to modify unconditional surrender was the most important deci-
sion he made with respect to the atomic bomb and relations with the
Soviet Union before Hiroshima.

Potsdam

At Potsdam, a suburb just south of Berlin, delegates from the
United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union would meet to dis-
cuss the settlement of Europe, plan for the defeat of Japan and the en-
suing East Asian order, and solidify the general agreements made by the
three powers at Yalta six months earlier. Looming now were two larger
issues: the growing friction between the United States and the USSR,
particularly with respect to Eastern Europe, and the role of the atomic
bomb, the first testing of which was now imminent. Truman had man-
aged to delay the conference for a few weeks in order for it to occur
around the time of the atomic test, a clear sign that he hoped in a gen-
eral way to take advantage of the bomb in his dealings with Britain and
the Soviet Union.38 But this move was not preceded by any coherent
atomic policy with respect to the Soviet Union. As we have seen, Truman
failed to integrate U.S. foreign policy during the first three months of his
presidency, regarding instead the three problems of Japanese surrender,
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use of the atomic bomb, and negotiation with the Russians as largely
separate matters. Not only did these issues remain uncoordinated: Tru-
man also failed to reach any kind of final decision on any of them. He did
refuse to modify unconditional surrender, but this was at best simply a
continuation of existing policy. The War Department intercepted two
Japanese cables just before the conference that confirmed divisions within
the Japanese government and the desire of the Emperor Hirohito to stop
fighting if the unconditional surrender terms were modified.39 But by
this time Truman and Byrnes wanted to see how the atomic bomb would
play into their negotiations with the Soviet Union over the Pacific war.
That meant waiting for news from New Mexico.

In the meantime the president evinced little confidence. His acute
trepidation on the eve of the conference indicated how intimidated he
was by the larger-than-life personalities with whom he would be con-
tending in Germany. He admitted to his wife not just anxiety but dread
over meeting with Stalin and Churchill; to provide himself with a com-
fort zone he brought with him, on the USS Augusta sailing across the
Atlantic, a coterie of poker buddies to drink and play cards with.40 These
were not the actions of a confident statesman.

A more tangible consequence of Truman’s feelings of intimidation was
his acquiescence to Byrnes’s demand that Henry Stimson remain in
Washington.41 The secretary of war, the leading figure in Washington
on matters related to the atomic bomb, was not given passage on the
Augusta, even though other military men, such as Chief of Staff Marshall,
were, not to mention Truman’s poker clan. Byrnes excluded Stimson
from the list because he correctly perceived the secretary of war to be
Washington’s foremost advocate of modifying the unconditional sur-
render policy, a decision that gives weight to the argument that Byrnes
had more than domestic politics in mind with respect to this problem.
Stimson nevertheless flew to Germany on his own accord and was ulti-
mately sought out by Truman for his advice on atomic matters and for
information about the test in New Mexico, suggesting that Truman had
simply acquiesced to Byrnes’s exclusion of the secretary of war rather
than plotting with him to keep Stimson away.

The scientists and military men in New Mexico, however, were about
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to give Truman a confidence builder. Early on the morning of July 16, the
day Truman arrived at Potsdam, the greatest man-made explosion the
world had yet experienced lit up the sky around Alamogordo, a testing
site not far from Los Alamos. The plutonium bomb detonated there cre-
ated a flash of light capable of blinding the observers five miles away, who
were careful to wear darkened goggles. The roar of the explosion rever-
berated throughout the desert for several minutes. Massive clouds shot
up from the site, coalescing in a vast mushroom cloud that temporarily
filled the sky. A large steel tower erected at ground zero was gone, va-
porized by the nuclear blast. Indeed, all that remained within several
hundred meters of the erstwhile tower was a smoking, radioactive
crater.42

About a day later Stimson, the man Truman had kept off the Augusta,
received, at his residence in Potsdam, a brief account of the successful
test, code-named Trinity. The report was elliptical: his aide George Har-
rison wrote that the “diagnosis [is] not yet complete but results seem
satisfactory and already exceed expectations.”43 Stimson walked over to
the “little White House,” where Truman was staying, to give him the
news. In what must have been an uncomfortable moment, the president
told Stimson he was glad that the old statesman, left behind ostensibly
for reasons of health, had decided to make the journey after all.

Initially, Truman seemed to be uncertain about the meaning of Stim-
son’s report. At the least, he did not take from it the kind of confidence
he would exhibit later.44 The president pointedly declined to meet Stalin
upon the latter’s arrival on the evening of July 17; and when the two
leaders did meet on the eighteenth, Truman was content simply to secure
from the Soviet leader a promise to join in the invasion of Japan, and to
leave Manchuria, through which Soviet troops would march on the way
to Japan, open to international trade.45 Truman’s pleasure in achieving
this commitment revealed his immature view of relations with the So-
viet Union: he wrote to his wife boastfully that he had gotten what he
had come to Potsdam for on the first day, outfoxing a “smart as hell”
Joseph Stalin.46 If Truman meant this genuinely, it was a bizarre claim.
Stalin had already promised, at Yalta, to enter the war in Japan, though
it remains unclear whether Truman and Byrnes had been given a full ac-
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count of the Yalta agreements. In any event, such a commitment was
hardly an unambiguous victory for American interests; several of Tru-
man’s advisers had already urged him to find a way to prevent a joint So-
viet occupation of Japan and the Russian expedition through Manchuria
that would entail. Furthermore, it is strange that Truman, a veteran
“horse trader,” would not wonder why Stalin, upon their first meeting,
would simply give the American president “what he came for” without
demanding serious concessions in return.

It was not until July 19 that Stimson received a clearer report from
Washington describing the success of Trinity and the bomb’s power.
Continuing with the cryptic language, Harrison told Stimson that the
“light in his eyes” was discernible “from here [Washington] to Highhold
[Stimson’s estate on Long Island], and I could have heard his screams
from here to my farm [in Virginia].”47 A day later a full, detailed report
on the detonation arrived from General Groves, the first unambiguous
description of the test.48 Stimson recorded in his diary that Truman—
now confident that he really had his gun—was “pepped up” by the new
information; the president recorded in his diary that he believed the “Japs
will fold up before Russia comes in. I am sure they will when Manhattan
appears over their homeland.”49 Accounts from different participants at
Potsdam agree that Truman exhibited a new confidence in the ongoing
negotiations with Great Britain and Russia following Stimson’s briefing.
But if Truman was to use this new power to enhance American interests
at Potsdam, he would have to tell Stalin about it.

Truman, Byrnes, and the dozens of State Department and military of-
ficials at Potsdam spent their days negotiating the details of the postwar
settlement and occupation of Europe with their British and Soviet coun-
terparts.50 Rather than use the new weapon overtly to influence these
discussions, Truman decided to wait until the conference was—he
thought—nearing its end before providing the Soviet leader with infor-
mation about the new weapon. On July 24, a full week after the first
news from New Mexico had arrived, Truman casually walked over to
Stalin after a plenary session, without his interpreter, the Soviet embassy
chief Charles Bohlen, and informed him (in English) that the United
States now possessed “a new weapon of unusual destructive force.” Be-
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cause the president had left Bohlen behind on this well-planned excur-
sion, no formal notes on the American side record Stalin’s reaction. Tru-
man writes in his memoirs that Stalin coolly replied that he hoped the
United States would put the weapon to good use in its war in Japan,
while other observers and the Soviet records state that Stalin simply nod-
ded and said nothing.51

It was a moment steeped in irony. Truman was surely hoping to im-
press Stalin without divulging the actual nature of the new weapon; yet
as a result of the Soviet spy network, Stalin knew more about some as-
pects of the project than Truman did, and he had learned of its existence
three years before the American president. Truman’s communication
meant that the long-standing hopes of Conant, Bush, Oppenheimer, and
other Americans that the Soviet Union be informed about the bomb had
finally been fulfilled, yet Truman surely did not have had international
control in mind when he made his comment to Stalin.  Roose velt and, to
some extent, Truman and Byrnes had long hoped that the bomb could
be used to secure concessions from the Soviet Union over its occupation
of Eastern Europe; yet Truman did not inform Stalin about the bomb
until after Russian power there was entrenched and the diplomats at Pots-
dam had recognized it. American planning about the diplomatic uses of
the bomb since 1942 had pointed, if not always directly, toward the mo-
ment when it could be used to persuade the Soviet Union to accept both
international control and American preponderance. When the time came,
Truman declined to raise either issue, and did not even tell Stalin what
the weapon actually was.

Earlier on the day Truman made his overture to Stalin, he met with
Stimson to discuss again the question of Japanese surrender. Stimson in-
formed him—incorrectly, as Hasegawa shows—that Marshall had come
around to the idea that Soviet entry into the war was no longer neces-
sary to defeat Japan now that the news from Alamogordo had been con-
firmed.52 Armed with this justification, Truman and Byrnes moved
quickly to renege on the agreement Truman had made with Stalin about
Soviet participation in the war. Byrnes’s theory that the atomic bomb
might allow the United States to defeat Japan single-handedly and avert
Russian involvement had interested Truman, but he would not commit
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to it until he had proof that the bomb would work. Now that he had it,
the two men had to undertake the difficult diplomacy of wriggling out
of a deal that had been made only a week earlier.

To do this, Byrnes worked quickly with the British delegates at Pots-
dam to hammer out a declaration of terms to Japan that both nations
could agree on. The British, crucially, agreed to Byrnes’s demands that
no overt assurances to Japan be included in these terms about the re-
tention of the imperial throne. Stimson again registered his opposition to
this decision, but to no avail.53 A copy was sent to the Chinese Nation-
alist leader Jiang Jieshi, which had the two benefits of implying to China
that accepting Russian incursion into Manchuria was no longer impor-
tant to the United States and of making the policy official so as to pre-
clude further modifications. Furthermore, Byrnes obtained Stimson’s
assurance that the United States could now reliably defeat Japan without
the assistance of the Soviet Union. In the space of a few days, Truman
and Byrnes had developed a new military policy with respect to the Pa-
cific war that now relied upon the atomic bomb rather than on coalition
with the Russians, rejected finally the long-standing demands of Stimson,
Grew, and others that the unconditional surrender policy be formally
modified, and rather bluntly ejected the Soviet Union from involvement
in the terms of Japanese surrender. Following Britain’s and China’s offi-
cial acceptance of the American policy on July 25 and 26, the declaration
was transmitted by radio to Japan.54

The Potsdam Declaration represents the culmination of Truman’s hap-
hazard policies on the bomb, Japan, and the Soviet Union during the
first one hundred days of his presidency. Before receiving news about the
successful Alamogordo test, he had not made up his mind on two key
questions: whether to modify the demand for unconditional surrender in
order to hasten Japanese capitulation; and whether to use the summit at
Potsdam as an opportunity to approach the Soviet Union about working
toward a cooperative postwar order. The success of Trinity did not ne-
cessitate a negative answer to either of these questions: armed with the
bomb, Truman still could have accepted the retention of the throne, and
he still could have pursued more substantial discussions with Stalin about
U.S.-Soviet relations. That he did not indicates clearly that the bomb en-
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couraged him to embrace a more hard-line position on Japan and Rus-
sia, irrespective of anything Japan and Russia actually did.55 The effect
of this policy on U.S.-Japanese relations may have turned out to be neg-
ligible, but it was not so in the other sphere.

American Policy Toward the Soviet Union and the 
Atomic Bombardment of Japan

For a few minutes on August 6, 1945, and then again on August
9, the United States inflicted upon the residents of the Japanese cities of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki the most brutal acts of war in recorded his-
tory. If one simply relates the number of people killed to the duration
of the attack—an arithmetic calculation—and adds to this the horrible
and grotesque suffering of those unfortunate enough not to have been
killed immediately, and the fact that most of the victims were defense-
less civilians, Hiroshima and Nagasaki stand as the worst atrocities ever
committed in the history of warfare. Hitler’s and Stalin’s genocides
killed far more, but they were not military operations. The worst of the
conventional bombing attacks earlier in the war—Hamburg, Dresden,
Tokyo—took far longer to achieve their grim toll, as did the awful
scorched-earth campaigns of Nazi Germany in Eastern Europe or Japan
on the coast of China. Even the suicidal trench battles of the First World
War in places like Verdun, Päschendale, and the Somme occurred over
greater expanses of time than the atomic bombings, and the victims of
these catastrophes were armed soldiers who had at least some volition
over their fate.

The decision to drop the atomic bombs has therefore been the subject
of perhaps the most contentious and long-lasting debate in American
historiography.56 Because of its timing, it also serves as a visceral starting
point for debates about the origins of the Cold War and the general na-
ture of American foreign relations.

Central to this debate is a question first raised by Gar Alperovitz in
1965: were the atomic bombs dropped primarily to intimidate the Soviet
Union, and to exclude it from the war in Japan?57 As we have seen, a con-
ventional account of the decision making of the Truman administration
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in the months before August cannot definitively answer this question.
Truman never developed or authorized a clear position with respect to
the atomic bomb or to the Soviet Union in that year, and, furthermore,
he never issued an actual order to drop the bombs in which he explained
clearly why he was doing so. They were used by the military as soon as
they were ready, a discretion given to the Army Air Force after the In-
terim Committee meetings in late May and early June and validated, in a
way, by the Potsdam Declaration in late July, for the stated reason of end-
ing the war as soon as possible. Truman did not decide to drop the bombs
in the sense that if he had not done so the attack would not have hap-
pened.58 He chose, rather, not to cancel the military plans to drop them
as soon as possible, the first of which fell on its target while he was sailing
home from Potsdam. Some events in history can be shown, after the un-
covering of documents and via use of inductive historical method, to have
a clear (though never irrefutable) direction from policy to decision to ac-
tion, a direction attributable to the demonstrated wishes of historical ac-
tors. The bombardment of Hiroshima and Nagasaki is not one of them,
which is another reason why the event is debated so heavily.

The evidence supporting Alperovitz’s claim, that Truman went ahead
with the bombardment of Hiroshima and Nagasaki primarily in order to
impress the Russians, is circumstantial. Truman and his advisers knew
that Japan was issuing peace feelers to several nations and might sur-
render soon even if the bombs remained in New Mexico. Stimson,
 McCloy, Byrnes, and Truman all alluded at one time or another to the
possibility that atomic bombardment might preclude the Russians from
participating in the occupation of Japan, or that it might persuade them
to act more charitably in Europe. Certainly, the successful Trinity test
emboldened Truman at Potsdam; it was unarguably critical in the U.S.
decision to exclude the Soviet Union from the Potsdam Declaration and
from the Pacific war’s endgame. There can be no denying that the pos-
session of the atomic bomb had an important effect on the Truman ad-
ministration’s evolving attitude toward the Soviet Union in the middle
of 1945.

This is not the question, however. The question is: was the desire to
impress the Soviet Union the decisive factor behind the bombardment of
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Hiroshima and Nagasaki? The official justification of the bombings was
to avoid American combat casualties in a possible invasion of Japan, a
goal that was indeed achieved. Therefore, to make their case, those who
would reject the official line must establish that the desire to intimidate
the Russians was so much more important to Truman than casualty
avoidance that the bombs would have been dropped even if they would
not have prevented further American casualties. To turn the question
around, if the United States had no reason to worry about the Soviet
Union, might the Truman administration have declined to use the
bombs, even if it believed that the attacks might shorten the war? This is
what we mean by a decisive factor.

As is apparent, a profitable way to address a historical question like this
is to employ the technique of counterfactual reasoning. To determine
which factor really lay behind a decision like this, when there is no con-
clusive evidence to solve the debate, it is necessary to conduct a mental
experiment—to exclude one factor from the picture, and then ask one-
self how things would probably have proceeded.

To contend that intimidation of the Soviet Union was decisive, then,
one must accept that Truman might not have used the atomic bombs
had there been no reason for the United States to be concerned with
Russia—if the “intimidation” factor is excluded from the picture.59 Even
a brief summary of Truman’s position in the summer of 1945, mention-
ing only basic points that no historian disputes, reveals this to be an un-
tenable contention. Truman was persuaded that the Japanese were not
likely to surrender until they had been wholly defeated. He had received
several reports from American code breakers that Japan was seeking a
negotiated surrender, but these intercepted communications had to be
weighed against the fact that Japan had not once approached the United
States directly, and that the missives about negotiation were issued by
members of a faction in Japanese politics that was not clearly in control
of the government.60 Using hindsight, and our access to the Japanese
side of the story, it becomes reasonable to suggest that Japan may have
been on the verge of surrendering in early August 1945, and that it was
bound to do so once the Soviet Union declared war, but no reasonable
American at that moment, looking back on the nature of Japanese mili-
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tary determination and diplomatic intransigence to that point, could have
been confident of it.

Furthermore, like other American and British leaders, Truman had
long accepted the terror bombing of German and Japanese cities, and
hence did not regard the atomic bomb, certainly at least before it was
used, as something totally different from previous weaponry. Therefore,
for Truman to have eschewed using the atomic bombs—again, putting
the desire to contend with the Soviet Union completely out of the pic-
ture—he would have been consciously running some risk of having to
initiate a terrible invasion of Japan later that year that would have killed
many thousands of American soldiers, in order to avoid using a weapon
about which he did not feel tremendous moral qualms. That simply
makes no sense. As a former artillery captain in the First World War, and
as a president with more affinity for the common man than other Amer-
ican leaders, including his predecessor, Truman would have found it in-
conceivable to avoid using the bomb knowing that hundreds of
thousands of American GIs might, because of that decision, have to land
on Japanese shores in November. As a politician with an acute instinct for
electoral survival, he would never—never—have left the two finished
atomic bombs, bombs for which the American taxpayers had effectively
spent $1 billion apiece, to gather dust in New Mexico and then gone
ahead and launched an invasion that would kill the sons, husbands, and
fathers of hundreds of thousands of voters. There was no possibility of
that happening. The United States could have conducted a demonstra-
tion bombing on an unpopulated target in early August, and perhaps it
should have taken this step for reasons of moral posterity. But the oppo-
nents of this alternative were almost surely correct: if the bomb failed to
explode, the militarists in Japan would have been even more embold-
ened to fight on; if it worked, the political conditions in Japan, as Amer-
icans then understood them, were such that it still might not have
surrendered. Even a successful demonstration bombing would, in all like-
lihood, have been followed by the attack on Hiroshima anyway, and then
perhaps a later use of a third bomb when it became available.

Robert Messer contends that Truman believed that Soviet entry into
the war, promised as we have seen by Stalin on July 18, would by itself
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ensure Japanese surrender. In the boastful letter to his wife on that day,
Truman wrote, “I’ve gotten what I came for—Stalin goes to war on Au-
gust 15 with no strings on it. . . . I’ll say that we’ll end the war a year
sooner now, and think of the kids who won’t be killed! That’s the im-
portant thing.” If Truman believed, according to Messer, “that the war
would end with Soviet entry in mid-August, then he must have realized
that if the bombs were not used by that date they might well not be used
at all.”61

But as we have seen, Truman wrote in his diary on the same day that
he believed that the Japanese would “fold up before Russia comes in. I am
sure they will when Manhattan appears over their homeland.”62 This 
indicates a different kind of thinking from that which Messer infers.63

Truman clearly believed that the Soviet entry would hasten Japanese sur-
render—who would not have believed this?—but this is not at all the same
thing as being sure that it would cause them to surrender in August 1945.
Indeed, despite his confident words, he could not be sure of any out-
come, atomic bomb or not. What he could foresee was that an action he
could control, dropping an atomic bomb, would almost certainly cause
the Japanese to surrender sooner than they would if no bomb were
dropped; he could also foresee that the American public would rise in
outrage against him if he declined to drop the bomb and, for some un-
foreseen reason—the sort of reason that occurs all of the time during
war—Japan rallied from its desperate situation, making an invasion of that
country necessary. Truman was acutely aware that Germany had been
clearly beaten by the end of 1944 but did not surrender until May 1945.
Critics of the atomic bombing sometimes seem to forget that Truman
could not see perfectly into the future. Without such prescience, Truman
wanted to err on the side of killing Japanese rather than Americans.

This counterfactual reasoning makes it clear that Truman would surely
have used the new weapon irrespective of the Soviet Union, thus mak-
ing the argument that impressing the Soviet Union was the decisive fac-
tor behind the bombardment unpersuasive. But this reasoning is most
effective in explaining his reasons for dropping the first bomb, on Hi-
roshima. It is less so in explaining Nagasaki.

To understand how the bombardment of Nagasaki on August 9 can be
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distinguished from the Hiroshima attack three days earlier, one must re-
call first of all Truman’s stated justification for both. The objective, Tru-
man, Stimson, and others claimed, was to force a Japanese surrender so
as to avert a ground invasion later in 1945 and the thousands of Ameri-
can casualties it would have caused.

This objective, as we have just argued, plausibly explains Truman’s
general decision to authorize his military to use the bomb as soon as it
was ready. Thus the decision to bomb Hiroshima on August 6 had noth-
ing to do with that date as such—it was simply the first date after the
bombs had been delivered to the Tinian airfield on which an atomic at-
tack was logistically possible.

A decision to bombard a second city with an atomic bomb could be
explained just as plausibly by Truman’s desire to avoid a ground inva-
sion. What is not so easily explained by this motivation, however, is the
timing of the second attack. The second bomb was dropped seventy-
two hours after the first, which was without question insufficient time
for the Japanese government to organize and deliver surrender terms to
the United States. If the Truman administration’s overarching goal was
to force a Japanese surrender before the November invasion, then an im-
mediate second bombardment was unnecessary. The planned invasion—
code named Operation Olympic—was scheduled for November, three
months away. Surely Truman could see that the United States could have
dropped a second bomb one or two weeks after Hiroshima, rather than
three days, without putting at any risk the objective of averting Olympic.

But why should Truman have bothered to delay the second bombing
at all? Truman signed off on the military decision to use the bombs as
they became available, for the reasons we have outlined. If he was as de-
termined to force a surrender as he claimed, and as unconcerned about
the moral issues raised by the atomic bombing as we have suggested,
then why should he have waited for a week or two to give the imperial
government time to surrender? Why not hit them, he may have thought,
with the bombs we have, as soon as we have them?

Certainly, Truman was not innocent of this sort of brutal thinking. We
can see, however, that he was not entirely guilty of it, either. The presi-
dent was aware of the debates going on in May and June about con-
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ducting a demonstration bombing or targeting an unpopulated area.64

He knew of Stimson’s order that Kyoto be spared. He knew that the
atomic bomb was a unique weapon, which was one of the reasons he left
Bohlen behind and told Stalin about it himself. Before leaving Potsdam,
Truman understood that the American decision to drop an atomic bomb
was momentous.

In the interim between the first and second bombings, moreover,
Truman expressed regret about the destruction of Hiroshima. In dis-
cussing the devastation of that city with Senator Richard Russell on Au-
gust 7, on the ship returning from Potsdam, he rejected the idea of
continuing repeatedly to hit Japan with atomic weaponry until it sur-
rendered, telling the senator from Georgia that he regretted the bomb’s
indiscriminate killing of “women and children.”65 In a meeting with
Secretary of War Stimson on August 8, Truman lamented the “terrible
responsibility that such destruction” placed upon the United States and
upon himself. After the Nagasaki bombing, and before the Japanese sur-
render, the president ordered a moratorium on further atomic bombing,
telling Henry Wallace that the thought of killing another 100,000 peo-
ple was “too horrible.”66

Truman was aware of the moral objections to atomic bombardment of
defenseless Japanese cities before Hiroshima, and in its immediate after-
math expressed clear regrets about it.67 Later, in his presidency and after -
ward, he sought to justify the attacks on moral grounds on several
occasions. Why, then, did he choose not to order that the second bomb-
ing be delayed for a short period? As we have suggested, such a delay
would not have endangered the one objective that he believed justified the
attacks: avoiding the invasion in November. If, all things being equal, he
would have preferred not to “kill another 100,000” in Nagasaki, why did
he acquiesce to its quick bombing before Japan had time to surrender?

It is here that the timing of the Nagasaki bombing comes into play.
Truman wanted to avoid an invasion of Japan and hoped that the atomic
bomb would accomplish this. However, obviating a U.S. invasion was
not all Truman wanted. He also wanted to preclude a Soviet invasion of
Manchuria and a joint Soviet occupation of Japan, something that was
likely as long as Japan held out, and a possibility that became far more
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tangible when the USSR declared war on August 8, two days after Hi-
roshima and a week before the promised date.

In other words, Truman wanted not only a Japanese surrender; he, to-
gether with his new secretary of state James Byrnes, wanted a quick
Japanese surrender. By dropping a second bomb immediately, he did no
damage to the first objective—a Japanese surrender before November
was just as foreseeable with a bomb dropped on the ninth as with one
dropped on, say, the fourteenth—but substantially enhanced the chances
of the second.

This objective, in turn, explains the most curious decision Truman
made at the end of the Pacific war: his sudden acceptance of the Japa nese
condition that the emperor remain as a figurehead. As we have seen, 
Truman refused during the first months of his presidency to agree to the
requests of Stimson, Grew, and Forrestal that the United States com-
municate to the imperial government its willingness to accept the re -
tention of the throne, as this concession clearly violated the policy of 
unconditional surrender. Why, then, did he reverse the position after the
atomic bombings, when an unconditional surrender by Japan was surely
much more likely now than it had been before? There is only one obvious
answer to this question: a quick Japanese surrender, before the Soviet
Union could commence its participation in the war, was now, and only
now, possible.

The diplomatic power exuded by the atomic bomb had its effect on Tru-
man after the successful Trinity test in mid-July. It did not supersede the
president’s ultimate objective of finishing the war at minimal cost; rather,
it encouraged him to pursue a second objective, the possibility of a Japa -
nese surrender without Soviet involvement. That explains why the Soviet
Union was excluded from the Potsdam Declaration. It explains why Tru-
man did not order his military commanders in the Pacific to schedule the
second atomic bombing only after Japan had enough time to work out a
surrender, and why he did not act quickly to postpone it after learning of
the destruction wrought at Hiroshima, even though Truman clearly ex-
pressed his moral aversions to such destruction. It explains, finally, why
Truman readily acquiesced to the Japanese demand that the throne be re-
tained after Nagasaki when he had rejected this idea before August.
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Any American president in Truman’s shoes would have authorized the
use of the first bomb when it was ready. A president who was averse to
using another atomic bomb unless and until Japan indicated that it was
going to fight on, who was determined to maintain the policy of un-
conditional surrender, and who was indifferent to the prospect of Soviet
expansion into China and occupation of Japan, however, would have
acted substantially differently than Truman did afterward. International
politics was changing. In this sense, and to put it a bit crudely, we can re-
gard Hiroshima as the final American strike of the Second World War,
and Nagasaki as its first strike in the Cold War.
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4
RESPONDING TO HIROSHIMA AND NAGASAKI

If the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had different mean-
ings for Truman, this distinction was entirely lost on Stalin. Direct evi-
dence of Stalin’s reflections on the birth of the atomic age is extremely
scant—almost nonexistent—but the context of Soviet policy making at
the time strongly suggests that Stalin took Hiroshima as a direct U.S. at-
tempt to blackmail the Soviet Union behind the smoke screen of ending
the Pacific war sooner. For some months before August 1945 Stalin had
sensed mounting American pressure; he had responded to this perceived
pressure with a show of resolve. Speaking to a Yugoslav delegation in
January 1945, Stalin said that the Allies “recognize only force.”1 He was
referring specifically to the British; Stalin held a higher opinion of  Roose -
velt, giving the U.S. president extra credit for farsighted accommodation
of Soviet interests. But when accommodation failed, Stalin quickly re-
sorted to the language of force in the dialogue with Washington and
stuck to his guns on most outstanding issues of Soviet-American rela-
tions.

One such sticking issue in the late spring and early summer of 1945
was the sudden U.S. disruption of Lend-Lease aid to the Soviet Union.
As early as January 10, 1945 — at the height of the wartime alliance—for-
mer Soviet Commissar for Foreign Affairs Maksim Litvinov warned Stalin
in a memorandum that the United States might attempt to “use Lend-
Lease for obtaining economic and political compensation unacceptable
to us.” Stalin underlined this statement with a red pencil, perhaps indi-



cating that he agreed with the former commissar’s grim assessment of
U.S. intentions.2 When Lend-Lease was abruptly cut off in May 1945, the
Soviet press took a deliberately hard line, while Molotov, in an internal
memo sent to the Soviet embassy in Washington, warned the diplomats
“not to beg the Americans with regard to the supplies” and “not to come
up with your pitiful protests.”3 The word beg—klianchit in Russian—is
often used to describe annoying street beggars; the phrase pitiful protests
suggests impotence and dependence. Molotov chose these words care-
fully; they show how important it was for the Kremlin to project the
image of pride and unbending resolve, an image not of a pitiful beggar
but of a great power.

On May 27 Stalin bitterly complained to the visiting U.S. envoy Harry
Hopkins in a memo couched in the third person: “If the refusal to con-
tinue Lend-Lease was designed as pressure on the Russians in order to
soften them up, then it was a fundamental mistake. He said he must tell
Mr. Hopkins frankly that [if] the Russians were approached frankly on a
friendly basis, much could be done, but that reprisals in any form would
bring about the exact opposite effect.”4 In this instance Stalin told the
Americans exactly what he thought. Those U.S. policy makers who as-
sumed that putting Stalin under a little pressure would make him scale
down his demands and thus facilitate an understanding with the USSR
failed to take into account the Soviet ruler’s peculiar mindset: the more
he found himself under pressure, even tacit pressure as in the case of
Lend-Lease, the less cooperative Stalin became. No doubt he was equally
careful to avoid a premature military confrontation with the West, but
limited threats like the termination of Lend-Lease only hardened Stalin’s
resolve. In this sense, Lend-Lease manipulation fell in the same category
as the U.S. atomic monopoly—each was an indirect means of pressure on
the Soviet Union, not nearly enough to force Stalin’s compliance, but
more than enough to ruin the prospects of accommodation.

On the other hand, it could well be that Stalin’s uncompromising at-
titude resulted from his realization that the Allies, all things considered,
needed the USSR to defeat Japan and would therefore make concessions
and shun a premature conflict. As always, when there is little evidence of
Stalin’s thinking on a subject, it helps to turn to those around him for
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clues. In this case, no one offers more insights that Maksim Litvinov in
his letters to Stalin.

In the 1930s Litvinov, as the Soviet commissar for foreign affairs, cam-
paigned for collective security in the League of Nations and brokered
better relations with the United States,  En gland, and France. His repu-
tation in the West was that of an Anglophile; Litvinov moreover had Jew-
ish roots, so Stalin purged him in favor of Molotov in 1939 to sign the
nonaggression pact with Germany. For two years Litvinov languished in
uncertainty, but in 1941 Stalin returned his veteran diplomat to policy
circles as the Soviet ambassador to the United States. Starting in 1943
Litvinov worked in Moscow as the head of the Commissariat’s Com-
mission on the Peace Treaties and the Postwar Order. In that capacity he
prepared analytical memoranda for the leadership about the Soviet
Union’s postwar relationship with the Allies.

In a memo to Stalin and Molotov on July 3 Litvinov argued that the
Allies were “interested that we enter the war against Japan. . . . It is ex-
actly for this reason that they will be more inclined toward yielding [to
us now] than after their victorious completion of the war in the East.”5

This was written shortly before Stalin’s departure for Potsdam, at the
time of bitter negotiations in Moscow with China’s T. V. Soong, which
(after considerable Chinese concessions) resulted in the signing of the
Sino-Soviet treaty of 1945. The treaty served Soviet geopolitical interests
in China—Stalin acquired a military base at Port Arthur (Lushun) and a
stake in the Manchurian railroad. Mongolia’s status as a de facto Soviet
satellite was also guaranteed in a generous settlement, which stemmed
straight from the Yalta agreement. Stalin knew that he could bargain hard
with Soong, because the Americans had already resigned themselves to
Soviet gains in Asia in return for Stalin’s participation in the Pacific war.

On the other hand, if Stalin shared Litvinov’s optimism about U.S.
intentions, it is hard to see why he would ask his generals to expedite
preparations for a war against Japan, or why he would voice fears to his
lieutenants that the United States would not abide by the terms of the
Yalta agreement.6 Unlike Litvinov, Stalin knew about the Manhattan
Project, and, probably, about the forthcoming Trinity test.7 But if the
atomic bomb worried Stalin at Potsdam, he did not show it when Tru-
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man raised the issue. Stalin allegedly told Molotov about Truman’s dé-
marche at Potsdam. Molotov replied: “They’re raising the price.” Stalin
said: “Let them.”8 If these remarks (which Marshal Georgii Zhukov re-
ported many years later in his memoirs) are in fact accurate, it is still far
from clear what exactly Molotov and Stalin meant by “raising the price.”
The turn of Russian phrase—nabivat tsenu—means to speculate in order
to boost the price of a commodity. Molotov’s expression nabivat sebe
tsenu would mean to speculate in order to sell oneself more expensively.
Molotov probably meant that the Americans were making psychological
use of the bomb to appear more powerful than they actually were. On the
whole, it appears that Stalin at Potsdam erred on the side of cautious
skepticism about the bomb’s impact on the balance of power, though he
did not rule out that Truman might try to use the U.S. atomic monop-
oly as a source of pressure on the USSR.

The impact of the bomb on Stalin’s strategic calculations before Hi-
roshima has become a subject of a lively debate in the historiography,
represented by a disagreement between Tsuyoshi Hasegawa and David
Holloway. Hasegawa argues that the atomic factor had figured in Stalin’s
thinking since at least 1943, and that in the weeks before Hiroshima he
was particularly preoccupied by the prospect of a Japanese surrender if
the Americans used the bomb. For this reason, he hoped to enter the
war against Japan earlier rather than later, and even made inquiries to
this effect to his generals while he was at Potsdam.9 Holloway claims, on
the contrary, that the bomb was at most of marginal importance to Stalin
before Hiroshima, that he was basically oblivious to its military effect,
and that his effort to expedite the Soviet entry into the Pacific war had
to do with his suspicions that the Japanese and the Americans might
achieve some kind of an agreement behind his back, rather than with any
preoccupation with the bomb per se.10

Perhaps both Hasegawa and Holloway take their arguments too far.
Given the weight of existing evidence, it seems premature to say that
Stalin did not care about the bomb before Hiroshima—why, then, was
the Soviet atomic project continuously raised in status and passed to
Beria’s supervision even at the time of colossal strain on Soviet resources?
On the other hand, it is true, as Holloway asserts, that Stalin was ex-
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tremely suspicious of the prospect of some U.S.-Japanese deal that would
exclude the Soviet Union, and he would have wanted to expedite Soviet
entry into the Pacific war irrespective of the bomb. With no hard evi-
dence to bolster either position, it is safe to say that Stalin was concerned
about the bomb before Hiroshima, but certainly not obsessed, and that
he wanted to enter the war against Japan sooner rather than later in part
because of the bomb, but also because of other factors.

The Fallout from Hiroshima

While at Potsdam, Stalin did not know how the bomb would
alter the balance of power; Hiroshima offered him a chance to see atomic
warfare in action. It became a test of Stalin’s nerves: he was anxious to
know about the first results of the bombing in order to fill in blanks in
his strategic calculations. Rather than dismiss Hiroshima as an empty
show of force, Stalin at first tended to dramatize its impact. In the mid-
dle of August, Stalin allegedly said, “Hiroshima has shaken the whole
world. The balance has been destroyed.”11 Nothing shows Stalin’s anx-
iety more than his decision to expedite Soviet war against Japan. The So-
viet leader had promised Truman to attack Japan in mid-August 1945.
But the U.S. bombing of Hiroshima on August 6 forced his hand: he
feared that the impact of the A-bomb would be so devastating that Japan
would surrender immediately, before the Soviet entry into the war. Stalin
told Averell Harriman on August 8 that “he thought the Japanese were
at present looking for a pretext to replace the present government with
one which would be qualified to undertake a surrender. The atomic
bomb might give them this pretext.”12 He was not taking any chances.
The USSR’s declaration of war against Japan (previously scheduled for
August 11) was moved forward to August 9, 1945.13

Stalin’s decision to begin war against Japan ahead of schedule, and in-
deed, in the face of such diplomatic obstacles as an agreement in the
making with China, shows that he was worried about the effect of the
bomb on the military situation in Japan. The bomb was an unknown
variable, and for all of Stalin’s subsequent bravado to the effect that it
could not decide the outcome of war, in the immediate hours after Hi-
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roshima, he was not willing to test his luck. Early Soviet entry into the
war guaranteed that the Soviet Union would reap the fruits of victory.

Much to Stalin’s relief, Soviet specialists who were on site days after
Hiroshima downplayed the significance of the A-bomb in their reports.
Probably the first Soviet agents in Hiroshima were the Military Intelli-
gence (GRU) officers Mikhail Ivanov and German Sergeev. After Japan’s
capitulation they left the Soviet embassy in Tokyo, and on August 16,
1945, they got off the train in Hiroshima and requested authorities’ per-
mission to visit the site of the atomic explosion. Told that the strangers
were in fact Soviet diplomats, a local official desperately tried to persuade
them not to go. He warned that the city had been affected by a “terri-
ble disease.” Undeterred, the GRU officers struggled across the rubble
toward ground zero. They surveyed the damage, took photos, and
walked off with samples of melted rocks and a charred human hand. On
the following day the shadowy officers showed up at Nagasaki, also re-
duced to ruins by an atomic bomb. There, Ivanov and Sergeev took more
photos and collected more evidence before reporting their findings to
GRU headquarters in Moscow. The GRU thus had its people on the
scene of the blasts weeks before first U.S. investigators arrived.14

Yet Stalin’s effort to solicit information about Hiroshima and Nagasaki
did not end with the GRU. Soviet diplomats in Tokyo were allowed to
visit the site of the explosions in September 1945, talk to survivors, and
even film the destruction. Ambassador Iakov Malik summarized their
findings in a letter to the Soviet leadership, which Molotov circulated to
Stalin, Beria, and Politburo members Georgii Malenkov and Anastas
Mikoian on November 22, 1945. In his report, Malik dwelt on the mas-
sive scale of devastation but did not dramatize it. He noted, for example,
that roads and riverbanks suffered very little damage and that “neither
streetcar tracks nor things buried in the earth were damaged.” The So-
viet diplomats blamed the Japanese press for attempts to “exaggerate the
destructive power of the bomb and the duration of the effects of the ex-
plosion.”15

Evidently, some of these reports from Hiroshima and Nagasaki reached
the scientist Petr Kapitsa, for he raised the subject on November 30 in a
top secret meeting with Beria and other government functionaries. Prob-
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ably on Kapitsa’s recommendation leading scientists were instructed to
“analyze all available materials about the consequences of use of atomic
bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.”16 It is instructive that the initiative
to study the effects of the bomb came from below—from the scientists—
and not from above. The Soviet leadership was more cognizant of the po-
litical effects of the new weapon than of its human cost.

After such “encouraging” reports from Hiroshima, Stalin concluded
that a major war between East and West was unlikely for the time being.
On November 14, 1945, Stalin explained to the Polish Communist leader
Wladislaw Gomulka: “I am completely certain that there will be no war,
it is rubbish. They are not capable of waging war against us. Their armies
have been disarmed by agitation for peace and will not raise their
weapons against us.”17 Some months later Stalin still insisted that he was
not afraid of Western “blackmail” and that “no war is possible now.”
“They are trying to scare and will try to scare [us], but if one does not
allow himself to be scared by them, they will make a little noise and calm
down.” Eventually another world war was of course inevitable—Stalin
consistently held this view—but it would not happen “for twenty years
at least.”18

What about the bomb and its impact on the military balance between
the great powers? Hiroshima and Nagasaki convinced Stalin that the 
A-bomb was just another weapon. As he told Gomulka, “Not atomic
bombs, but armies decide the war.”19 On another occasion, in an in-
terview with the Sunday Times correspondent Alexander Werth, Stalin
reiterated that “atomic bombs are meant to frighten those with weak
nerves, but they cannot decide the outcome of war, since atomic bombs
are quite insufficient for that.”20 Atomic monopoly did not give the
Americans a decisive advantage in warfare. The military balance had not
been profoundly disturbed. For this reason, Washington, in Stalin’s view,
understood the bomb’s limitations and would not dare to start a major
war against the USSR. Many years after the fact, Molotov recalled with
skepticism, “We realized they [the Americans] couldn’t yet unleash a
war, that they had only one or two atomic bombs left; [so few bombs]
could not have played a significant role.”21 This realization was a result
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which apparently led Stalin to believe that
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for all the destructive power the A-bomb had only limited use as a
weapon of war.

Despite his rather scornful assessment of the A-bomb as a weapon,
Stalin had great appreciation for it as a political tool. The fact that the
United States had the bomb and the Soviet Union did not have it, weak-
ened Stalin’s bargaining position and his great-power claims. The bomb,
in subtle political ways, undermined the balance of power between the
Soviet Union and the United States, which Stalin treasured as the basis
of postwar international order. Yet the Soviet leader made it a point not
to be intimidated by the bomb. His foreign policy was in fact all the
tougher in the postwar months as he tried to create an impression of re-
solve in the face of American pressure. Stalin’s was indeed a policy of
brinksmanship, except that he had nothing to show at the brink. Thus by
late 1945 American policy makers found themselves at loggerheads with
the Soviets as Stalin tried to bluff his way out of the atomic trap.

Stalin’s intransigence showed in the Soviet attitude at the London
meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers in September 1945. The So-
viet leader was in fact taking a break from Moscow routine on the Black
Sea, but he instructed Foreign Minister Viacheslav Molotov to take a
tough line: “Stand firm and make no concessions to the Allies,” Stalin ca-
bled his lieutenant on September 12. Overcoming resistance from the
Americans and the British, Molotov pushed for consolidation of the So-
viet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. He brushed off Allied inter-
ference in the affairs of Romania and Bulgaria and, on Stalin’s insistence,
even demanded recognition of Soviet rights in the Mediterranean. U.S.
proposals on the demilitarization of Germany were dismissed out of
hand, while Stalin pushed to have a stake in the postwar administration
of Japan. In a cable to Molotov on September 27, Stalin wrote: “The Al-
lies are pressing on you to break your will and force you into making
concessions. It is obvious that you should display complete adamancy.”22

Stalin believed that Molotov failed to take a sufficiently hard line in ne-
gotiations with the Allies.

The Soviet efforts to project power decisively in Europe and Asia in
spite of the U.S. monopoly on the bomb was striking: Stalin acted this
way only because he doubted that the Americans were ready for a large-

RESPONDING TO HIROSHIMA AND NAGASAKI 97



scale conflict with the USSR. Indeed, if anything, Stalin held out a hope
for a postwar consensus of great powers based on strict separation of
spheres of influence. In this case, naturally he had to put on a brave face
to show the Americans that the lack of atomic power did not diminish
Soviet status as a great power. As Stalin explained in a letter to his asso-
ciates: “We cannot achieve anything serious if we begin to give in to in-
timidation or betray uncertainty.”23

Thus if the bomb was meant to be Truman’s trump card in dealings
with Moscow, it did very little to force concessions from Stalin. At the
London meeting of foreign ministers in September, U.S. Secretary of
State James Byrnes resorted to atomic diplomacy in implicitly threaten-
ing Molotov: “If you don’t cut out all this stalling and let us get down
to work I am going to pull an atomic bomb out of my hip pocket and let
you have it.”24 These hints failed to impress Molotov, who continued to
push a hard line. Instead of taking a more cautious stance toward the
Americans, the Soviets went out of their way to make it appear that they
were not intimidated by bomb, that they considered it an empty threat.
As a result, in the months after Hiroshima the Soviet foreign policy hard-
ened considerably despite the emergence of a U.S. atomic monopoly—
and indeed, because of it.

Toward International Control

On November 16, 1945, James Byrnes sent to Molotov a joint
declaration by the U.S. president and the British and Canadian prime
ministers pertaining to international control of atomic energy. The sign-
ers of the declaration, which had been announced to the public the day
before, acknowledged that “no single nation can in fact have a monop-
oly” on the use of atomic energy and expressed willingness to share the
results of their atomic research in order to contribute to peaceful appli-
cation of atomic fission. Recognizing that practical information for in-
dustrial use of atomic energy could have a dual purpose and lead to
development of the A-bomb, however, the three leaders noted that 
their governments were not prepared to share such detailed information
with other countries (the USSR) until “effective enforceable safeguards
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against its use for destructive purposes can be devised.” To consider prac-
tical recommendations to this effect, the signers of the declaration called
upon the establishment of an atomic energy commission under the
United Nations.25

The purpose of the declaration could not have been more transparent
to Molotov: Washington was unwilling to share A-bomb secrets with the
Soviet Union. Molotov circled that part of the declaration with a red
pencil.26 Immediate reaction from Moscow was muted, though com-
mentaries in Pravda and Izvestiia made it clear that the American offer
relegated the Soviet Union to a second-rate power status. Nevertheless,
the declaration was taken seriously by the Soviet policy makers, as evident
in the ensuing debate in the Foreign Ministry about the intrinsic worth
of American proposals. The question was not whether or not to agree
with the U.S. proposal of abandoning nuclear research for military pur-
poses—the decision to make the bomb had long been taken, and it was
irreversible. The question was whether or not to exploit the American
proposal to gain short-term advantages for the USSR.

There were two opposing viewpoints on this issue in the Foreign Min-
istry. Maksim Litvinov was a proponent of a cordial response to U.S. pro-
posals. He did not rule out an accommodation with the West on the
basis of separate “security zones” for the great powers. Europe in this
scenario would be divided between Britain and the Soviet Union, while
America’s role was confined to its security zone in the Western Hemi-
sphere.27 Litvinov anticipated problems that would probably arise in
U.S.-Soviet relations after the war. He found it difficult “to outline a
concrete basis for positive political cooperation between the two coun-
tries, apart from their mutual interest in the preservation of world
peace.”28 However, peace made cooperation possible. Inasmuch as both
the Soviet Union and the United States desired peace, for at least a few
decades, a basis for compromise could be found in the recognition by
each side of the other’s interests. World affairs were to be managed
through a council of great powers, where the Soviet Union would have
the right of veto. Litvinov’s visions were by no means revolutionary. In
fact, Stalin shared in his former commissar’s agenda for peacetime coop-
eration with the Allies.
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It is in this light, then, that one should approach Litvinov’s memo-
randum concerning the joint declaration on atomic energy. On Novem-
ber 29, 1945, Litvinov submitted to Molotov a draft response to Byrnes’s
letter. Litvinov’s draft expressed Soviet preparedness to join in the dec-
laration, but with a substantial reservation. Litvinov did not like the idea
of an atomic energy commission and proposed to deal with international
control through the U.N. Security Council, where the Soviet Union had
veto power. Litvinov proposed to send this moderately worded message
to the Americans right away. “Further inflaming this issue is unneces-
sary,” he wrote, and he added a few days later: “I have always believed
and believe now that, since any talks about the Atomic Bomb cannot
produce positive results for us, the most beneficial stand for us is to pay
complete indifference to this topic.”29

Litvinov’s views were opposed elsewhere within the Foreign Ministry
establishment. Soon after the joint declaration was made public, the So-
viet chargé d’affaires in Washington, Nikolai Novikov, ever tuned to
Molotov’s sound waves, sent a report to Moscow in which he empha-
sized that Truman’s offer represented “a new tactical approach in relation
to the USSR, the substance of which can be reduced to the following: on
the one hand, to use the atomic bomb as a means of political pressure to
oblige the Soviet Union to accept its [Washington’s] will and to weaken
the position of the USSR in the U.N., Eastern Europe, and so on, but
on the other hand, to accomplish all of this in such a form as to some-
what ameliorate the aggressive character of the Anglo-Saxon alliance of
‘atomic powers.’”30 On November 18, 1945, the Soviet embassy in Lon-
don directed another note to the Commissariat, arguing that the joint
declaration was “a means of pressure” on the Soviet Union and that it
presented unjustified demands. The declaration was meant to stress the
special position of the United States and Great Britain as guardians of
the atomic secrets, and, moreover, it “further underlined the unfriend -
liness of the governments of the USA and Great Britain towards the 
Soviet Union.” It was a clear-cut attempt to “relegate the USSR to a po-
sition of a second-rate power.”31

These reports reflected an ever-present concern in Moscow about U.S.
attempts to use “atomic diplomacy” to put pressure on the Soviet Union,
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part of an American strategy of blackmail and intimidation. The positive
aspects of the joint declaration (sharing of information, control of atomic
energy) were entirely overlooked. The logic of Novikov and of A. Stet-
senko, the first secretary of the Soviet embassy in London, who wrote the
second report, was very much in line with thinking of Molotov himself:
in November the foreign minister publicly warned the United States not
to use the bomb for atomic blackmail.32 Thanks to declassified reports
we can tell now that official propaganda about U.S. “atomic pressure” ac-
curately reflected sentiments in the Soviet policy-making circles.

On December 11, 1945, analysts at the Foreign Ministry prepared a
different draft response to Byrnes, putting Litvinov’s proposals aside as
too conciliatory. The Americans were accused of trying to maintain a
monopoly on the “free use of relevant destructive means.” The draft dis-
missed the joint declaration and made a number of counterproposals,
specifically, prohibition of use of atomic energy for military purposes,
cessation of production of the atomic bombs, and destruction of the ex-
isting stockpile. Overall, the second draft was similar to the first in one
aspect—it ruled out any genuine move toward international control. But
unlike Litvinov’s proposal, this draft was written in much more uncom-
promising tones.33 The ideological influence was clearly Molotov’s. In
the fall of 1945 Molotov, whom Stalin had criticized for leniency in rela-
tions with the Allies, pushed a policy of no concessions. He was also eager
to claim that the Soviet Union did not fear U.S. atomic blackmail.

The gap between the two drafts was inconsequential. Both in essence
reaffirmed Soviet commitment to nuclear weapons. But Litvinov’s pro-
posals did so indirectly, by reference to the Security Council, where of
course the Soviet Union would exercise the power of veto on any meas-
ure that threatened its security interests. By thus accepting American pro-
posals (with a substantial reservation), Litvinov took a positive view on
the dimming prospects of postwar great-power cooperation, but that co-
operation was still rooted in his realpolitik approach. There was not a
trace of idealism in Litvinov’s views on the A-bomb. The second draft,
on the other hand, affirmed Soviet national interests in much more bru-
tal manner, in Molotov’s style. By pointing an angry finger at the United
States, the draft at same time undermined the spirit of cooperation be-
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tween Moscow and Washington. Significantly, the eventual Soviet atti-
tude toward the problem of international control of atomic energy was
closer to Litvinov’s proposals, indicating that Stalin shared his former
commissar’s vision of a postwar great-power order.

Moscow Meeting of Foreign Ministers

One of the underlying themes of the joint declaration was the
prospect of the United States sharing its nuclear secrets with the Soviets.
This was a carrot-and-stick approach: Washington held out a promise of
helping the Soviet Union benefit from “practical industrial application of
atomic energy,” but that promise hinged upon Soviet willingness to
abandon pursuit of the A-bomb. Moscow’s compliance with these pro-
posals was entirely unrealistic, for peaceful application of atomic energy
was not on the list of Soviet priorities at the time. For example, when
the first meeting of the Special Committee—the body charged with the
overall supervision of the Soviet atomic project—convened on August
24, 1945, Igor Kurchatov’s talking points included three references to
the atomic bomb (fuel for the A-bomb, design of the A-bomb, and pro-
tection from the A-bomb) and not one reference to peaceful uses of
atomic energy.34

From what we know it was not until the seventh meeting of the Spe-
cial Committee, on October 26, that anyone even mentioned the need
to study peaceful uses of atomic energy—and that was Petr Kapitsa,
whose tenure as a committee member was already approaching its end
because of his conflict with Beria. Kapitsa’s proposals appeared last on the
agenda after all topics pertinent to the A-bomb had been exhausted.
Beria instructed the Technical Council to “discuss” the prospects of the
atom for peace—a sure indication that he had no immediate interest in
the subject. On November 25 Kapitsa appealed directly to Stalin. He ar-
gued, “It is silly and absurd to think that the main possibility for using
atomic energy will be its destructive power.” In Kapitsa’s opinion, atomic
energy would come to play a profound role in “culture,” offering cheap
energy for human progress. A week later Kapitsa, in a letter to Beria, pro-
posed the creation of special commissions to study specific matters related
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to atomic energy—first and foremost, its peaceful uses.35 These pleas
went unanswered. Soon Kapitsa was purged from scientific work for
quarreling with Beria. But at the bottom line, the “carrot” of the Amer-
ican proposal—the promise of “specialized information” on nuclear en-
ergy for peaceful purposes—had little appeal to Moscow under the
circumstances of an all-out commitment to producing the A-bomb.

Policy discussions in Washington about whether to share with the So-
viet Union information on the peaceful uses of atomic fission took place
at the time when the Soviet intelligence was collecting detailed informa-
tion about the U.S. atomic project. The stream of intelligence intensified
in early 1945. The head of the People’s Commissariat for State Security,
Vsevolod Merkulov, reported to Beria on February 28 that the Americans
were developing the “implosion method” for starting a chain reaction
in the bomb. These materials were immediately forwarded to Kurcha-
tov, who wrote in his appraisal on March 5 that the idea of implosion
was of “great interest.” A month later, in another report, Kurchatov
wrote that it was now “clear” to his researchers that the implosion
method (used in the Trinity test and at Nagasaki) was preferable to the
gun-assembly bomb.36

These useful insights from the Manhattan Project were soon corrob-
orated with new evidence about the American bomb. On October 18,
1945, Merkulov sent Beria detailed description of an atomic bomb, ob-
tained through intelligence channels. This report explained how to put
together an implosion-type weapon and provided specifications of vari-
ous components of the bomb.37 Unsurprisingly, the first Soviet atomic
bomb was similar to the tested American version. As the chief designer
of the Soviet bomb Iulii Khariton explained: “When we became con-
vinced that we had in our hands fully reliable material, blueprints for the
bomb already tested by the Americans, of course in those dramatic times
it was more reliable and less risky to use them for our first explosion.”38

Thus by late 1945 the Soviets not only had detailed technical docu-
mentation on the U.S. atomic bomb, which Truman so desperately
hoped to keep from their hands, but had put them to good use—mak-
ing their own bomb. The joint declaration was problematic in that it
threatened to keep a monopoly on nuclear secrets that were no longer se-
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cret from Moscow. Undoubtedly, then, the joint declaration had no gen-
uine practical implications for the Soviet Union. That said, the declara-
tion had political implications because it tested Soviet willingness to
embrace greater cooperation with the United States in a sensitive field.
In this sense, it may have been a probe of Stalin’s commitment to the al-
liance after the debacle of the London meeting of foreign ministers,
which had showed the Soviets in a most uncompromising light.

On November 23, 1945, James Byrnes proposed to Molotov another
session of the Council of Foreign Ministers—in Moscow. Byrnes was anx-
ious to overcome the post-London impasse on a range of issues. He also
had a new issue at hand—control of atomic energy. Byrnes’s request was
passed to Stalin, who at the time taking time off at his dacha on the Black
Sea. On December 9 Stalin, in a letter to his associates, argued that the
“conference of the three ministers in Moscow [meant] retreat by the
USA and  En gland from their positions in London.” This had come about
only because of Stalin’s “policy of adamancy,” which had cut short Molo-
tov’s “liberalism” in negotiations with the Allies. In the meantime, elec-
tions brought to power pro-Soviet regimes in Bulgaria and Yugoslavia,
where, Stalin wrote, the Soviet Union had “won the struggle” with the
West. Stalin wanted to continue his “policy of adamancy” at the Moscow
conference of foreign ministers.39

When the conference convened in Moscow on December 15, 1945,
Molotov again took a hard line on Western proposals regarding peace
treaties, pro-Soviet regimes in Bulgaria and Romania, and other issues.
As for Byrnes’s proposal to create the U.N. Atomic Energy Commission,
Molotov consistently pushed this subject to the bottom of the agenda.
His first suggestion to this effect was voiced to U.S. Ambassador Averell
Harriman on December 7: Molotov wanted atomic energy to be moved
from the first item on the conference agenda, where Byrnes had put it,
to the last item. When the subject came up in the session on December
16, Molotov again asked to delay discussion, and he did so again four
days later. He claimed that the Soviets needed more time because they
were “studying the American proposal.”40

The Soviet approach is not entirely decipherable. It is possible that the
Soviets wanted to emphasize the bomb’s insignificance by keeping it at
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the bottom of the agenda. But more probably Molotov in fact needed
more time to formulate the Soviet position. First, there was the difference
of opinion on the subject in the Foreign Ministry. In addition, Stalin’s
decision on the subject was of crucial importance, but it remains unclear
exactly when he offered his insights to the Soviet negotiators. In early
December relations between Stalin and Molotov suddenly worsened
when the Soviet leader accused his deputy of disloyalty. Under these cir-
cumstances, Molotov naturally would have taken a cautious line and pro-
crastinated on discussion of any subject for which Stalin had not yet given
coherent instructions.41

In the meantime, the Moscow conference resulted in a number of
breakthroughs. Contrary to his own insistence on complete “adamancy,”
which Molotov carried out to the letter, Stalin indicated willingness to
compromise with the United States. This spirit showed, for example, in
his decision to yield to Byrnes on the issue of non-Communist repre-
sentatives in the Bulgarian and Romanian governments. (Washington
withheld recognition from these governments because they were domi-
nated by pro-Soviet parties.) The Soviet “concession” was not very sub-
stantial, but it indicated a semblance of flexibility on Stalin’s part now
that he had stood up to perceived American pressure. This was flexibil-
ity of form, rather than of content. It meant that Stalin wanted to main-
tain cooperation with his wartime allies, but not at the expense of
weakening Soviet control of its sphere of influence.

In the same manner, atomic energy offered Stalin a possibility to
achieve apparent compromise with the United States without paying 
anything for it. Stalin was in favor of Litvinov’s response to the Ameri-
can proposal. He decided against a propaganda campaign to accuse the
United States of efforts to preserve its atomic monopoly. Stalin indeed
went further: he agreed to the establishment of the U.N. Atomic Energy
Commission, whereas Litvinov counseled him to keep the discussion of
atomic issues within the Security Council. Stalin’s line, however, was to
accept Byrnes’s plan, with one important exception: the AEC would have
to be subordinated to the Security Council, where the Soviet Union ex-
ercised the power of veto. That meant that any decisions by the com-
mission that could potentially prove detrimental to the USSR would have
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no chance of implementation. Again, the semblance of cooperation with
the United States merely masked Stalin’s intransigence: he was not about
to be allow the Soviet atomic project to come under international con-
trol.

Race Against Time

Indeed, in the months after Hiroshima the Soviet atomic project
was raised in status. From one of the state’s priorities, it became the pri-
ority. In government documents the atomic project received a simple yet
meaningful designation: “Problem Number One.”42 After August 20,
1945, all nuclear-related pursuits were put under direction of the Special
Committee under Beria’s leadership. The task of the Special Committee
was to coordinate research and development of the A-bomb, prospect-
ing and mining of uranium ores, and creation of the industrial complex
to process uranium. To this end, the Special Committee wielded un-
precedented administrative powers in the government structure through
the First Main Directorate of the Council of Ministers, created specifically
to serve the needs of the atomic project. Kurchatov, a member of the
Special Committee, put forward his requests, and it was Beria’s respon-
sibility to see that those requests were promptly and fully implemented
by the government.

Stalin was unconcerned about the costs of this effort. On January 25,
1946, he received Kurchatov for the first time to hear about the needs of
the atomic project. Stalin told Kurchatov that “one should not commit to
petty tasks, but carry out work broadly, on the Russian scale, and that in
this regard the broadest, utmost assistance will be provided.” Stalin also
warned that “one should not look for cheaper ways” to solve the atomic
problem, and he disagreed with Kapitsa’s insistence on finding a Russian
way to the bomb. In fact, Kapitsa had been fired from the Special Com-
mittee on December 21, 1945, and Stalin ominously asked Kurchatov
whether Kapitsa’s work had been “for the benefit of the Motherland or
not.” What mattered to Stalin was not to save money but to “carry out the
work quickly in the crude basic manner.” He told Kurchatov, “All great in-
ventions were initially crude, as it was with the steam locomotive.”43
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The Soviet atomic project was anything but “crude.” For example, in
1945 – 46 Kurchatov involved nineteen institutes and design bureaus on
his work on the nuclear reactor for plutonium production.44 In a kind of
aberration from the Soviet economic practice, a special competition was
organized in May 1946 among a dozen institutes for invention of the
best filters for uranium isotope separation. Recognizing the virtue of ma-
terial interest, the Special Committee decided to award prizes of hun-
dreds of thousands of rubles for the best filter makers. It did not matter
that efforts of several research institutes would thus overlap; the main
goal was to have isotope filters of the best quality. In March 1946 prizes
and various incentives were also promised to the key scientists of the So-
viet atomic project: for example, a million rubles for obtaining uranium-
235 or plutonium.45

Perhaps no other fact so clearly demonstrates the sheer extent of the
atomic project after 1945 as Soviet efforts to mine uranium. Until 1945
no large-scale mining of uranium had been carried out in the USSR, and
existing deposits (in Central Asia) had poor uranium concentration. The
Special Committee wasted no time in addressing the problem. On Au-
gust 31, 1945, work completed by the Geological Committee over the
previous months was found “unsatisfactory.” Two weeks later Beria, aim-
ing at a breakthrough, assigned responsibilities for uranium prospecting
to a dozen organizations that normally would have nothing to do with
uranium—for example, the Commissariat for Oil and the Main Direc-
torate of Northern Sea Passage, which took care of Arctic navigation. By
mid-1946 320 prospecting parties were in the field, looking for uranium
in distant locations from the Caucasus Mountains to the Arctic Circle.46

Uranium prospecting was generously rewarded by the Special Com-
mittee: prizes amounting to thousands of rubles were approved to this
end by Beria in October 1945.47 In this matter the Soviet leadership ea-
gerly sacrificed ideological principles for practical results. Such results
were soon forthcoming. New uranium deposits were identified in the
Baltic area and in northern parts of European Russia. Finding uranium,
although challenging, was only the first step. But mining uranium in the
harshest conditions, in remote areas, in the absence of transport infra-
structure or adequate provision of equipment—only the Soviet adminis-
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trative methods could bring this task to fruition. At one stage Soviet ge-
ologists relied on donkeys to transport uranium ores in Central Asia. In
the mornings donkeys would be herded across impossible passes to min-
ing sites, and in the evenings, the poor animals could be seen stumbling
back loaded with uranium.48

The Soviet atomic project also relied extensively on the Gulag-sup-
plied labor at mining and construction sites. For example, one thousand
Gulag prisoners were assigned to backbreaking labor at uranium mines
in the vicinity of Lake Issyk-Kul in Kyrgyzstan in 1947.49 Beria was not
the first to float the idea of using Gulag workforce to mine uranium. It
was in fact the academician Aleksandr Fersman who proposed in No-
vember 1940 involving the Gulag in prospecting uranium deposits.50

Why not—Stalin’s prisoners did just about everything else, from build-
ing factories to digging canals. As one author pointedly observed, slave
labor was “a permanent category of Stalin’s thought and a permanent
mode of his governance.”51 Bones of luckless victims of Stalin’s repres-
sions paved the Soviet road to the A-bomb.

The Soviet atomic project had a kind of international aspect as well. A
task force was dispatched, for instance, to look for uranium to Germany,
where a sizable quantity was found and transported to the USSR. Agree-
ments were signed with Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria to mine uranium
ores. Geologists followed Soviet troops to China and North Korea in
November and December 1945.52 German scientists were drawn into
nuclear research, by carrot and stick. Beria identified options for the Ger-
man scientists in a special instruction on August 16, 1946: “Persons who
successfully carry out assigned tasks must be awarded bonuses, and per-
sons who do not work and fake their work must be removed from institutes
and sent to camps.”53 Even in camps, Germans were assigned to the So-
viet atomic project, as evidenced, for example, by the June 1946 deci-
sion of the Council of Ministers to make available seven thousand
German prisoners of war for construction work related to the atomic
project.54

In April 1946 Design Bureau 11 was established with an eye to getting
down to practical work on constructing an atomic weapon. On June 21,
1946, Stalin approved a working plan for this bureau with specified dates
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for the creation of A-bombs: January 1, 1948, for the plutonium bomb
and the following July 1 for the enriched uranium bomb. The Soviet lead-
ership expected to have the bomb in a year and a half! In December 1946
Kurchatov launched the first Soviet experimental reactor. In May 1947
the decision was made to build a testing site in Kazakhstan for the first
Soviet atomic explosion. By the end of 1947 a prototype of the bomb,
without a plutonium core, had been developed and successfully tested.
Construction of a large-scale uranium separation plant and an industrial
reactor was already under way. While the deadline for the first atomic
bomb was missed (and Stalin was apparently very unhappy), the Soviet
atomic project advanced far beyond the worst fears of the U.S. intelli-
gence community.55

The Soviet push for the bomb was remarkable. It required unprece-
dented commitment of resources and exceptional coordination. All sci-
entific institutes that could contribute anything to the atomic project
were utilized by the Special Committee. Relevant commissariats were or-
dered to produce whatever Kurchatov and his team desired, or else risk
Beria’s rage. Tens of thousands of people were involved in this Herculean
effort, and millions upon millions of rubles were spent without a second
thought at a time when the Soviet economy was struggling to recover
from wartime destruction and peasants in rural Russia were suffering the
effects of widespread starvation. This commitment of human resources
and funds could be realized only in a Stalinist state with its potential for
mobilization.

Three points come to mind with regard to Stalin’s early postwar pol-
icy toward the atomic bomb. First, he consistently downplayed the
bomb’s short-term significance. One reason for this was that Soviet
strategists realized that the United States had used up its stock of bombs
in Hiroshima and Nagasaki and would need time before it could assem-
ble new weapons. Also, Stalin did not expect a military confrontation
with the United States in the short run; he felt that America was not pre-
pared and not willing to fight another war. Finally, Stalin apparently con-
cluded that the atomic destruction of Japan, though impressive, was
survivable—the damage inflicted was comparable to the utter destruc-
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tion suffered by a dozen of Soviet cities during the war. But Stalin real-
ized the bomb’s long-term significance: in a few years, the United States
would have more—and more powerful—bombs, and it would be more
willing to go to war and use them against the USSR. In the long term,
the bomb was an absolute necessity for the survival of the Soviet Union,
which is why the government devoted colossal resources to the Soviet
atomic project.

Second, before and after Hiroshima, Stalin understood that the United
States would use its atomic monopoly to exact concessions from the So-
viet Union. His strategy to counter U.S. atomic diplomacy consisted of
two parts. One was to minimize the bomb’s importance in open propa-
ganda. Soviet press coverage of the atomic issues after Hiroshima was
decidedly low-key and reserved. The second part was to take a tougher
negotiating position lest the Americans think that Soviet concessions
were a result of successful atomic blackmail. Soviet intransigence brought
the London conference of foreign ministers to a deadlock, but the rea-
son for this intransigence was not that Stalin wanted or expected to have
100 percent of his demands met by the Allies. The reason was rather to
make a point for the point’s sake: that the Soviet Union would not give
in to pressure, tacitly represented by the atomic bomb.

Third, Stalin’s policy with regard to the West before and after Hi-
roshima remained essentially the same. We have in this chapter demon-
strated that even before Hiroshima, Stalin was concerned about apparent
U.S. efforts to put the Soviet Union under pressure, as in the case of the
disruption of Lend-Lease. Before and after Hiroshima, Stalin tried to co-
operate with the Allies for as long as his interests were recognized but
confronted them when these interests were put in jeopardy. Hiroshima
did not begin Stalin’s Cold War; it was no fork in the road for Soviet for-
eign policy. The wartime alliance with the West never meant more to
Stalin than a temporary expedient; he believed in the inevitability of con-
flict with the capitalist world. Hiroshima became one of a number of im-
portant milestones, indicating to Stalin that this conflict would come
sooner rather than later.
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5
THE BARUCH PLAN AND THE 

ONSET OF AMERICAN COLD WAR

Now that the war had ended, would the Soviet Union reverse its
uncooperative stance and accept a new and liberal world order? Would it
accept the liberalization of the world economy, the abolition of power
politics, and the creation of a serious regime of collective security? This
had been the ultimate goal of  Roose velt, and on this question the future
of postwar international politics hinged.

 Roose velt had tried to use the prospect of the atomic bomb to impel
the USSR in this direction, but as we have seen, his policies had been un-
successful so far—Stalin’s actions in Eastern Europe and insistence upon
the Security Council veto suggested a USSR unwilling to accede to Amer-
ican preeminence. For the most part, Truman had neglected the larger
issue of postwar order during the first months of his presidency, focusing
more immediately upon the resolution of the war and in particular the
surrender of Japan. His decision to allow a quick second bombing of Na-
gasaki may well have been an attempt to use the actuality of the atomic
bomb to pressure Stalin into accepting American terms for the postwar
world, or at least to forestall a Russian role in the defeat of Japan. But by
the end of the war his administration had developed no kind of grand
strategy to achieve its new liberal order: there was no plan to use the bomb
systematically to coerce the Russians, no plan for a grand, world-carving
postwar summit conference, no blueprint for American postwar action
comparable to that put forward in the famous National Security Council
document 68 that sought to shape the Cold War in the 1950s.
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Central to the U.S. position was the question of the atomic bomb.
American pressure upon Russia depended, to an important extent, upon
the United States having the bomb and the Soviets not. The American
offer of liberal international order was on the table, and the nuclear mo-
nopoly allowed Truman to hold his position and wait for Stalin to re-
lent. This may have been what Truman meant when he told Averell
Harriman in April that the United States might not get 100 percent of
what it wanted, but it should get 85 percent.1 In a deeper and more com-
plicated sense, however, the atomic bomb was also at the heart of gen-
uine U.S.-Soviet collaboration. Even if the Soviet Union agreed in
principle to an American-led order, the two new superpowers, together
with Great Britain, would have to cooperate to establish some kind of in-
ternational control over the new weapon. Without such control, the
United States, along with any other nation that obtained the bomb,
would be able to defy the new order and practice power politics without
anyone being able to stop them. If there was any lesson to take from the
1930s, it was this one. To achieve international order, the United States
wanted the Soviet Union to accept a global system characterized by
American political and economic institutions, and it tacitly used its atomic
monopoly as a means of persuading Stalin to give in. Yet to achieve in-
ternational atomic control, an indispensable element of a workable in-
ternational order, the United States, as the only nation possessing atomic
weaponry, would have to agree to transfer its arsenal to the United Na-
tions. Otherwise, the Soviet Union, and perhaps other nations as well,
would refuse to submit themselves to the authority of international gov-
ernment.

To achieve the twin goals of international atomic control and interna-
tional order, Truman needed clear evidence that the Soviet Union was
amenable and that international control was possible. Unable to read
Stalin’s mind, or participate in Kremlin discussions, Truman had to have
evidence, now, that the Soviet Union was likely to become more coop-
erative, that it would not resort later to power politics, and that therefore
a step as grave as transferring America’s atomic arsenal to an international
body could be justified. It was a formidable problem, but Truman was
formally committed to resolving it: in October 1945 he declared, as
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 Roose velt had many times before, that “the world cannot afford any let-
down in the united determination of the allies in this war to accomplish
a lasting peace.”2

In this chapter we show how the dilemmas raised by the atomic bomb
led the United States to abandon this goal in the latter part of 1945 and
early 1946. We argue, by examining closely the logic of administration ac-
tions during this period rather than just its official policies, that the rev-
elations of atomic espionage in September 1945, and then again in
February 1946, proved decisive in convincing Truman both that the So-
viet Union was never going to accept American preeminence and that
international atomic control would be politically impossible. By the
spring of 1946 the issue of serious international atomic control was, as far
as the Truman administration was concerned, dead. The ensuing Baruch
Plan, ostensibly to establish international control, was not that at all but
rather one of America’s first acts of Cold War.

Early Postwar Diplomacy and the Canadian Spy Scandal

As we have seen, President Truman himself had given little at-
tention to the question of international control, fixated as he was on
wartime diplomacy, the end of the war with Japan, and—in the immedi-
ate wake of the war—the peacetime conversion of the American econ-
omy.3 Henry Stimson, however, had begun to consider the question
seriously, determining after Hiroshima to make it his final cause before
retirement. On September 12, 1945, he delivered a lengthy memoran-
dum to the president in favor of international control. The secretary of
war spelled out the situation as clearly as possible. The American mo-
nopoly, wielded in apparent collusion with Great Britain, signified to
Stalin that “we are going to maintain the Anglo-Saxon bloc over against
the Soviet in the possession of this weapon. Such a condition will almost
certainly stimulate feverish activity on the part of the Soviet toward the
development of this bomb in what will in effect be a secret armament
race of a rather desperate character.“ Were this to occur, the establish-
ment of international control, an objective that “civilization demands,”
would be lost. The United States faced a choice between international

THE BARUCH PLAN AND COLD WAR 113



control over the bomb and conflict and an arms race with Russia. “To put
the matter concisely,” Stimson argued, “I consider the problem of our
satisfactory relations with Russia as not merely connected but as virtually
dominated by the problem of the atomic bomb.” He implored the pres-
ident to make a “direct and forthright approach” to the USSR “as part
of a general international scheme,” adding (crucially, as we shall see),
“just as soon as our immediate political considerations make it appropri-
ate.”4 In a White House cabinet meeting nine days later, Stimson pre-
sented his argument to Truman’s foreign policy team, imploring them to
support his plan to approach the Soviet Union immediately with a pro-
posal to establish international atomic control.5

Stimson’s unambiguous words suggest that the deep connection be-
tween atomic control and relations with the USSR was not an abstrac-
tion, not something discernible only to future historians, but rather the
obvious issue with respect to the atomic bomb. In a memorandum and
then a farewell meeting the secretary of war, not some anguished scien-
tist, spelled out a straightforward argument to Truman himself and to his
top foreign policy advisers. In September 1945 conflict with the Soviet
Union was not yet proclaimed as an inevitability in Washington, and
Stimson was telling the president that if he wanted to avoid such conflict,
international atomic control was a core necessity. No one was offering
any other solutions, and indeed, Truman himself had already publicly
endorsed the idea of international control, and the larger ideal of post-
war cooperation with the USSR. Even as Stimson spoke at the White
House, American delegates were conferring with their Soviet and British
counterparts at a conference in London. Here was an opportunity to act
on Stimson’s demands, if Truman had reason to accept them.

Yet Truman demurred, telling his advisers after Stimson’s presenta-
tion only to come up with their own ideas on the matter. He declined
to communicate Stimson’s argument to his delegates in London, and
did not refer to Stimson’s logic in further meetings about relations with
the USSR.6 What held the president back? What, in the fall of 1945, well
before the overt deterioration of U.S.-Soviet relations, dissuaded Tru-
man from putting international atomic control at the center of his for-
eign policy?
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In his memorandum, Stimson alluded to “immediate political consid-
erations” that might delay negotiations with the Russians, without spec-
ifying what these considerations were. Almost certainly, however, he was
referring to a problem that would turn out to be central to the Ameri-
can abandonment of international control: atomic espionage. In 1942
Washington had become aware that there was some level of Soviet spy-
ing on the Manhattan Project, and by 1945 it was a matter of fact. This
was why Stimson cited in his memo “evidence to indicate” that the So-
viet Union had already begun to develop its own bomb. Indeed there
was: in an August 8 interview with the American ambassador to the So-
viet Union, Averell Harriman, Stalin as much as admitted that his coun-
try had already begun an atomic project, lamenting, two days after
Hiroshima, that “Soviet scientists said that [atomic energy] was a very
difficult problem to work out.” Harriman replied that an plan by the Al-
lies to keep atomic energy to themselves “would be a great thing.” Stalin
ostensibly agreed, saying, “That would mean the end of war and ag-
gressors. But the secret would have to be well kept.”7 As it had not been
from him, Stalin might have added.

Just as Stimson was composing his memorandum a month later, how-
ever, Washington was obtaining new and sensational information that
the secret had not been kept well at all. During the first week of Sep-
tember, Igor Gouzenko, a clerk in the Soviet embassy in Ottawa, in-
formed the Canadian government of an extensive spy network operating
there that had penetrated deeply into the Manhattan Project during the
war. Following a lengthy and strange process, the Canadian government
finally took Gouzenko into custody; on September 29 Prime Minister
MacKenzie King flew to Washington to break the bad news to Truman.8

The president, however, had already received initial reports of the dis-
covery from J. Edgar Hoover, director of the Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation. On September 12 Hoover informed Matthew Connelly, the
president’s secretary, that a scandal was brewing in Ottawa over the es-
pionage, that it seemed to have involved high officials of the Canadian
government, and that certain members of the State Department were
suspected to have links with these Canadian officials. In three further let-
ters in September, Hoover reported on more possible links between the
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Canadian operation and American officials, and on the “number one
project” of the Soviet Union to “obtain construction plans of the atomic
bomb itself by the end of this year.”9

What were the “political considerations” Stimson had referred to?
Hoover, by repeatedly informing the White House that a serious politi-
cal scandal was brewing, one that could implicate senior Democratic
Party policy makers, was placing some dire ones before Truman. Inter-
national control was never going to be politically easy. Pursuing a plan to
cooperate with the Soviet Union on the revolutionary matter of inter-
national control over a class of weaponry would require a sustained po-
litical campaign to convince the American public—and in particular a
growing movement of anti-Soviet Republicans in Congress—that the
United States could trust the Soviet Union enough to give up its atomic
monopoly to an international body and to collaborate with the Russians
in running the world.10 This was always going to be difficult to achieve.
As Hoover, along with other officials who may have sought to under-
mine international control, could see, it would be impossible to achieve
if the American public were to find out, while its government was call-
ing for unprecedented cooperation with the Russians, that its wartime
ally had undertaken a sustained spying operation on its atomic project,
that this operation might be connected to leading figures in the Demo-
cratic Party, and that the Russians were already working full-time on their
own bomb. Not only would this destroy the trust between the two na-
tions that a world government would require, it would also, and much
more ominously, raise the possibility that the Soviet Union could secretly
continue to work on its own bomb while the United States handed its
own over to an international agency. Exposure of the spy ring while Tru-
man was advocating atomic cooperation with the Soviet Union would
make the president a laughingstock and destroy the idea of international
control—not to mention the president’s political future—for good.
There can be little doubt that this was Hoover’s intended implication.11

The message coming from Hoover created a political dilemma for Tru-
man. Whether he genuinely cared about international control and world
order or not, espionage was going to make it a political problem. If Tru-
man openly committed himself and his government to international con-
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trol, the revelations of the spy scandal would have disastrous political
consequences. The Cold War had yet to take its ultimate form, but any
American president would have found it politically impossible to advo-
cate atomic sharing with the Soviet Union while headlines trumpeted its
atomic spying. Alternatively, if Truman openly abandoned the idea of in-
ternational control, he risked alienating a large segment of the American
population, particularly Democratic Party liberals, who strongly sup-
ported negotiations with the USSR and the dream of collective security
that  Roose velt had promised, and who were not yet aware of the espi-
onage scandal. Worse still, a unilateral decision by the United States to
abandon atomic control would open the government to accusations that
it was destroying the promise of collective security in order to retain its
atomic monopoly. The United States would be to blame for the deteri-
oration of postwar international politics.12

How Truman actually reacted to this dilemma is unrecorded. His
memoirs and the documentary record are almost devoid of discussions of
this problem. As with  Roose velt’s atomic diplomacy during the latter
years of the war—and indeed as with other events in nuclear history— the
combination of military secrecy and the basic national stakes associated
with the atomic bomb often caused leaders to make their policies outside
of straightforward cabinet decision making, leaving us with a bare doc-
umentary record and official explanations of actions that often make lit-
tle sense.13 When the explosive domestic political consequences of
atomic espionage were added to this combination, the gap between of-
ficial policies and actual objectives became even greater. In accounting for
Truman’s response to the dilemma Hoover put before him, it therefore
becomes necessary to deduce the president’s policy from his deeds rather
than from his words. In late 1945 and early 1946 Truman began to re-
spond to this dilemma by developing a political strategy that allowed him
nicely to finesse the problem.

In early October, after receiving the last of Hoover’s early reports and
meeting with King in Washington, Truman delivered a message to Con-
gress that formally endorsed the objective of international atomic control
and in particular Stimson’s idea of concentrating on bilateral negotia-
tions with the Russians.14 But a few days later, the president convened a
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press conference in rural Tennessee, where he made a point of telling the
reporters there that his comments were “on the record.” This instruc-
tion, uncharacteristic of   Truman, reveals that he intended to make a pub-
lic statement of policy away from Washington officialdom. Truman told
the reporters that there were three kinds of atomic “secrets.” The basic
science was now known around the world. The “know-how,” the appli-
cation of the science to atomic technology, was possessed by the United
States and Great Britain. Finally, there were the physical industrial and re-
source capabilities without which the science and technology would be
useless.

The United States, he said, would not simply give away the industrial
and material assets on which it had spent so much time and money dur-
ing the war. And since it would be impossible to develop atomic energy
without these material capabilities, Truman reasoned, why should the
United States give away the other information? Let aspiring nations ac-
quire atomic energy “on their own hook,” he said.15

Truman’s comments clearly appeared to rule out an active American
effort to establish the kind of international control Stimson sought. How
could the United Nations acquire control over the atomic bomb when
Truman was declaring that the United States would not relinquish its
own technology, and when he was almost daring other nations to build
a bomb themselves? Truman surely meant it when he said that the United
States should not give away the facilities and know-how it had spent so
much money on. But why would he make a point of announcing this
publicly, especially when his statements would obviously be interpreted
as a sign that his administration would not pursue atomic control seri-
ously?

Yet the United States continued officially to promote international
atomic control in late 1945 and early 1946. In November 1945 Truman
met with British Prime Minister Clement Attlee and Canadian Prime
Minister King in Washington to discuss a three-power “trusteeship” over
the bomb, whereby the three English-speaking nations pledged to re-
frain from using the bomb and to coordinate the careful dissemination
of technology for the peaceful use of atomic energy until, as Truman put
it, “international control can be achieved.”16 At the conference Truman
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promised Attlee that the United States would adhere to its promise,
made by  Roose velt in 1944, to regard its monopoly over the bomb as a
partnership with the United Kingdom, while publicly the three leaders
announced that the ultimate purpose of their meeting was not to cement
such a monopoly but to prepare the way carefully for authentic interna-
tional control. Nevertheless, Secretary Byrnes, if not Truman himself,
understood that the Soviet Union would perceive its exclusion from the
Washington conference as a sign that the English-speaking nations were
simply aiming to perpetuate their exclusive domain over the bomb, just
as Stimson had warned. In a tense meeting with Lord Halifax, the British
ambassador, Byrnes insisted on discussing the “atomic energy matter”
with Stalin before the meeting of the U.N. General Assembly in January,
a move that apparently reneged on an agreement made between the
United States and Great Britain in November. Byrnes proposed to the
Soviets a Moscow meeting at the end of the year, which could provide
an “opportunity for the British and American Governments to exchange
views with the Soviet Government on the subject of the control of atomic
energy.” Byrnes had urged, before the end of the war, that the United
States play its atomic card ruthlessly, but then negotiate seriously with the
Russians from a position of strength. This appears to have been his gen-
uine goal at the Moscow conference.17

If the United States was keenly interested in achieving international
control, the Moscow conference was the place to do it. After some ne-
gotiations the three nations agreed to put the atomic question last on
the agenda, following other issues related mainly to Eastern Europe.
This suggested that the Soviet Union, whose foreign minister,  Vyache -
slav Molotov, proposed this change, was genuinely eager to negotiate
on the question after the other matters had been cleared away. Yet at
Moscow the three powers never reached even an oral agreement on in-
ternational control. The reason for this is clear: on December 15, the
day before the conference was scheduled to begin, Truman wrote
Byrnes, via the undersecretary of state, Dean Acheson, that in the pres-
ident’s meeting with the Senate Atomic Energy Committee it had been
assumed that “you had no intention whatever of disclosing any scien-
tific information in the course of your present mission.” The president,

THE BARUCH PLAN AND COLD WAR 119



Acheson reported, “made it clear that any proposals advanced would be
referred [to Truman] before agreement was reached and that he had no
intention of agreeing to disclose any information regarding the bomb
at this time or unless and until arrangements for inspections and safe-
guards could be worked out.”18 On December 24 Byrnes reported
back that Molotov had rejected any plan for atomic control developed
with stages of inspections and safeguards, favoring instead more direct
action following a “complete subordination” of the Atomic Energy
Commission to the Security Council.19 The conferees could only an-
nounce, as they broke up at the end of the year, that the three nations
recommended the establishment of a United Nations commission to
deal with atomic energy matters. The direct diplomacy between the
United States and the USSR that Stimson had urged in September, and
that Byrnes had sought to pursue in December, to achieve real inter-
national control had failed.20

Upon his return to Washington, Byrnes authorized the State Depart-
ment to set up a committee that could develop a formal plan for trans-
ferring the American bomb to this new U.N. agency. This committee,
headed by Acheson and David Lilienthal, the former director of the Ten-
nessee Valley Authority, worked throughout the winter of 1946 and sub-
mitted a lengthy report, later called the Acheson-Lilienthal Plan, to
Byrnes on March 16.21

The report’s main objective was to show how the United States could
gradually transfer its scientific knowledge, nuclear material, and finally
whatever actual bombs it possessed to the U.N. Atomic Energy Com-
mission (UNAEC), while at the same time establishing inspection and
verification regimes to prevent other nations, most notably the Soviet
Union, from building a bomb secretly. Though Truman later praised the
report as a “great state paper,” the fact remained that it failed to address
the issues that the president had raised in his Tennessee speech in Octo-
ber and in his letter to Byrnes before the Moscow conference.22 Could
international control be achieved if the United States refused to turn over
its scientific know-how and facilities to an international organization until
all other nations, and most obviously the Soviet Union, opened them-
selves up to full inspection? Truman had already alluded to this problem;
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a study by the Joint Strategic Survey Committee prepared for the Joint
Chiefs of Staff in January highlighted it:

Effective international control to guarantee that atomic weapons
could not be used by an aggressor nation [the study’s authors
argued] is virtually impossible under the present concept of a
world divided into nations maintaining their full sovereignty. No
system of inspection can be expected to be one hundred percent
effective in such a world, and ninety-nine percent effectiveness is
no guarantee. The best possible system of inspections is a neces-
sary adjunct to any effort at control but effective sanctions,
should inspection uncover violations, are equally vital. Since such
sanctions probably cannot be applied by the United Nations, at
present, because of the veto provision, immediate consultation
and agreement of nations other than the offending state will be
necessary. Obviously, the United Nations system will then have
broken down as such.23

The Acheson-Lilienthal report avoided these problems. It offered in-
stead a detailed technical process of technology and material transfer to
be initiated whenever international conditions made such actions “fruit-
ful.” Because of this rift, and also perhaps because the substance of the
report was leaked to the press before official publication, Byrnes made a
point of writing, in a foreword to the report, that the “document is being
made public not as a statement of policy but solely as a basis for such dis-
cussion.”24

The Pearson Revelations and the Onset of the Baruch Plan

In early February, while the Acheson-Lilienthal report was being
prepared, the syndicated columnist Drew Pearson revealed, in a radio
address, both the existence of the Canadian spy scandal and the possi-
bility of atomic espionage within American borders. Almost certainly
Pearson had received his information from a government official opposed
to international control, in the belief that these revelations would turn
much of the American public and especially members of Congress against
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any plan that required the United States to trust the Soviet Union on
matters of atomic technology. Amy Knight argues that the source was
Hoover, a claim that makes perfect sense.25 The scandal, which Pearson
elaborated upon in further radio reports, and which was intensified by
further reporting by the journalist Frank McNaughton and the an-
nouncement by Canada that it had arrested twenty-two espionage sus-
pects, occupied the attention of Washington throughout the turbulent
month of February 1946. An immediate effect was Truman’s decision to
cancel the deal on atomic cooperation, signed back in November, with
Canada and Great Britain, leaving both nations—though effectively
Britain—officially on their own to develop atomic weaponry.26 As the
British pointed out, by canceling this deal Truman was reneging on the
agreement Churchill and  Roose velt had made in 1944.

When the Acheson-Lilienthal report, which suggested that the ad-
ministration was still seriously interested in international control, was
leaked in March, Truman responded again by moving to obstruct the
achievement of international atomic control. His reaction this time was
to appoint Bernard Baruch, a Wall Street speculator and Democratic
Party financier well known for his service on the War Industries Board
in World War I, as the American head of the delegation to the UNAEC,
scheduled to meet later in 1946 for the purposes of establishing inter-
national control. His appointment was regarded by American advocates
of international control as little short of a disaster; he had no knowl-
edge of atomic energy, had played no previous role in the formation 
of postwar foreign policy, brought with him to his new job a team of
conservative industrialists, none of whom had expressed any previous
interest in international control, and was widely regarded as an ego-
maniac.27

Baruch informed the White House upon his appointment that he
wished to modify the Acheson-Lilienthal Plan. In a reply to a letter from
the Republican Senator Arthur Vandenberg, who had expressed concerns
about the plan in light of the atomic espionage, Baruch agreed on March
21 that “there shall be no agreement for any atomic disclosures without
prior adequate and dependable safeguards and protections for our own
security at every stage.” On April 19 Byrnes gave Baruch a green light for
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instilling such safeguards, informing Baruch that the existing plan was
“not the last word on the subject, and, on the contrary, that I shall give
careful consideration to any views that may be presented by you after
you consider the problem.”28

In the middle of May, Baruch presented these new views at a meeting
at Blair-Lee house in Washington. American policy would now add two
key stipulations to the Acheson-Lilienthal Plan. First, all nations must
subject themselves to full territorial inspection before the United States
would turn over any sensitive atomic technology to the UNAEC. Coun-
tries found in surreptitious possession of atomic bomb production facil-
ities, which would have been the case with the Soviet Union, would face
“immediate and certain” penalties delivered by the Security Council, the
U.N. organization commissioned to coordinate military action against
nations posing a threat to international security. Second, on this matter
only, there was to be no veto power for any Security Council nation. No
permanent member of the Security Council, in other words, would be
able to veto a Security Council decision to attack a nation found at-
tempting to build atomic bombs.29

An intense debate ensued in late May and early June among the new
Baruch Plan advocates and the remaining supporters of the Acheson-
Lilienthal Plan. In the middle of the struggle, Hoover sent a letter to
George Allen, director of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation and
a Truman confidant, suggesting that “there is an enormous Soviet espi-
onage ring in Washington operating with the view of obtaining all in-
formation possible with reference to atomic energy,” and that many top
U.S. officials—including, Hoover wrote, Undersecretary of State Dean
Acheson—were implicated in this project.30 Hoover’s wild charges re-
minded Truman yet again of the political stakes he faced should the ad-
vocates of the more generous plan prevail. But the outcome of this
debate, even leaving aside Hoover’s insinuations, was never in question.
Byrnes met with Baruch on June 1 and confirmed his support of the stip-
ulations for immediate punishment and veto suspension. Baruch aide
John Hancock composed in early June a new statement of policy, which
President Truman approved formally on June 7.31 On June 14 Baruch
spoke at the inaugural session of the UNAEC at Hunter College in New
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York to announce the new American plan. The commissioners were
there, Baruch announced, “to make a choice between the quick and the
dead. That is our business.” The world’s very survival depended upon
their success, Baruch gravely warned: but no plan could succeed without
safeguards and penalties.

Despite Baruch’s portentous words, the public announcement of the
new American stipulations, delivered without any advance negotiation
with, or even warning to, the Soviet Union, spelled not the beginning
but rather the end of any hopes for international atomic control. By
threatening any violator with immediate military attack, the United States
(for it would be the United States that controlled any Security Council
operation) was presenting Russia with an invitation to invasion were it to
accept the plan. The Soviet response was total and unwavering rejection,
backed up by an alternative, the so-called Gromyko Plan, which called for
the immediate abolition of all atomic weapons, a proposal that neither
the United States nor the Soviet Union took seriously.32

The United States was determined to maintain its new safeguards, and
the Soviet Union equally so to reject them. The distance between these
two nations—the only two that mattered in 1946, when it came to the
prospects of actually achieving international control—was so vast as to
make the ensuing UNAEC negotiations purposeless. By August, Baruch
had already begun to suggest that the goal of the United States should
now be to see to it that the Soviet Union take the blame for the failure
of international control.33 On September 14 aide Franklin Lindsay told
Baruch that there was a “fairly widespread feeling that agreement would
prove to be impossible,” and on September 17 Baruch reported to Tru-
man that “we see no possibility of reconciling” the U.S. and Soviet po-
sitions.34 During the fall Baruch began to insist that the UNAEC decide
immediately whether it would accept the American proposal or reject it.
On the last day of 1946 the UNAEC rejected it—the Soviet Union and
Poland abstained, thus depriving the plan of sufficient yes votes—putting
an end to the Baruch Plan, to the possibility of international control, and
therefore to the last chance of avoiding a postwar order characterized by
confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union.

Why did the Baruch Plan fail? As we have already suggested, the fail-
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ure of international atomic control cannot be divorced from the failure
of  Roose velt’s new order. A new world order required international con-
trol, and international control required a new world order. Avoidance of
an arms race and the establishment of a serious international agency in
control of all atomic weaponry was not something that could have been
achieved if only diplomats on both sides had been willing to compro-
mise a bit more, or if the two contending sides had taken more time, or
if idealists had been given a greater voice. For international control to
work, both the United States and the Soviet Union would have had to
accept great risks, which, had they backfired, might bring national hu-
miliation. Espionage did not cause this problem: it only eliminated any
chance of its solution.

This conclusion raises another question: why did the United States
bother to propose international control in the first place? And once it
decided to do so, why did it put forward a plan that the Soviet Union was
unlikely even to consider, and certain not to accept? The only explana-
tion that can account for this is that Truman and his administration de-
liberately sought to offer a plan that they knew would be rejected,
thereby evading the dilemma that Hoover had presented in the fall of
1945. Unsurprisingly, no documents exist that definitely reveal that this
was Truman’s intention. To substantiate this claim, therefore, it is nec-
essary to show that this scenario explains administration actions in a way
that other historical explanations cannot.

A conventional historical interpretation takes the American position at
face value: the Truman administration genuinely sought international
atomic control but wanted at the same time to make absolutely sure that
the Soviet Union could not abrogate the treaty and steal the atomic mo-
nopoly from under the Americans’ noses. According to this view, the So-
viet Union was to blame for the failure of the Baruch Plan. The United
States had offered to abandon its atomic monopoly for the cause of world
peace, asking only for reasonable assurance that its generosity would not
be exploited; the Soviet Union responded with intransigence, cynicism,
and a ridiculous plan for immediate atomic disarmament.35

A more critical view suggests that the Baruch Plan was much as the So-
viet Union suspected: an act of Machtpolitik that, as Gregg Herken ar-

THE BARUCH PLAN AND COLD WAR 125



gues, “guaranteed success on American terms either if the Russians fi-
nally accepted the plan, or, if diplomacy failed, in the perhaps unavoid-
able war that followed.”36 This argument posits that the Baruch Plan fit
within the larger American strategy of using its atomic monopoly to ex-
tract concessions from the Soviet Union in all manner of Cold War con-
frontations, from the use of the atomic bombs over Japan to frustrate
Russian plans in Asia, to the deployment of B-29 bombers to  En gland
during the Berlin blockade crisis in 1948. By placing before the Soviet
Union the choice of acquiescence to an American-dictated regime of
atomic control or the possibility of imminent invasion, the Baruch Plan
represented a kind of pinnacle of atomic diplomacy.37

Both of these arguments, however, fail to explain key aspects of Tru-
man administration behavior during 1945 and 1946. On one hand, the
conventional interpretation cannot account for the desire of Baruch and
his advisers to demand a quick “up or down” vote on the American pro-
posal when they knew, and were acknowledging to themselves, that the
Soviet Union would never agree to it. If the stakes were as grave as
Baruch described them in his June 14 speech, why didn’t the United
States extend the negotiations? Why did American leaders refuse to mod-
ify, even cosmetically, the stipulations that the Soviet Union had stated
were unacceptable? What was to be gained by being rigid?

A possible answer to this question was that Truman and Baruch be-
lieved that the American position was so strong that the Soviet Union
ought to have accepted any offer put forward by the United States, rec-
ognizing that even a U.N. regime heavily tilted toward the United States
was better than an anarchical world in which the United States had
atomic weapons and the Soviet Union did not. The problem with this an-
swer, however, is that while this was a plausible public position for the
two men to adopt in 1946, it ignores the evidence that we now have that
Washington was fully aware of the ongoing Soviet atomic project, was
worried that it extended deeply into the American atomic establishment,
and therefore had reason to fear that the Soviet Union could build an
atomic bomb soon. Truman’s awareness of the Soviet project also sug-
gests that he and his aides must have understood that the key provision
of the Baruch Plan, the threat of war against any nation caught with
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atomic facilities, was going to be perceived by the Russians as an act of
obvious American aggression, since the Russians knew that the Americans
knew of their ongoing atomic project. The conventional explanation of
the American position makes more sense if the United States had atomic
weapons and had no reason to believe that the Soviet Union had already
embarked upon its own project—if atomic espionage is excluded from
the story. A Truman administration keenly aware of the espionage, as we
now know it was, knew well that the Baruch Plan was not the act of gen-
erosity it later portrayed the plan to be.38

On the other hand, Herken’s Machtpolitik thesis, while plausibly ac-
counting for other Truman administration actions, makes little sense when
applied to the Baruch Plan. To reiterate, Herken contends that it was a
staple of early U.S. Cold War policy to use the tacit threat of unilateral
atomic attack in order to persuade the Soviet Union to accede to Ameri-
can wishes.39 A good example remains Truman’s decision in 1948, fol-
lowing Stalin’s establishment of the Berlin blockade, to deploy B-29
bombers to Great Britain. No threat was made (and indeed Stalin knew
that there were no bombs aboard the B-29s), but Truman had reason to
believe that it was a strong enough sign to dissuade Moscow from re-
sponding militarily to the Berlin airlift.40 The politics of the Baruch Plan
do not resemble this kind of persuasion at all. If   Truman meant to use the
threat of atomic war to compel the USSR to accept the Baruch Plan, then
it was the starkest example of atomic diplomacy in Cold War history, since
he and his advisers had every reason to believe that the Soviet Union was
certain to reject it. Had they any doubts about this, the repeated Soviet dis-
missals of the Baruch Plan as beneath consideration during the second half
of 1946 would have erased them. If the logic of atomic Machtpolitik was
at play here, then the Truman administration should have issued serious
threats and perhaps even declared war on the USSR, since the Russians
totally rejected the American proposal, resisting all American demands.

Nothing like this occurred. The United States did not, during the sec-
ond half of 1946, threaten the Soviet Union with attack, issue any kind of
ultimatum, or try to combine carrot and stick by raising the possibility of
war while at the same time softening Baruch’s provisions.41 Nor did it at-
tempt to capitalize politically on the Soviet rejection of the Baruch Plan
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in 1947, preferring instead to let the issue die out. The unacceptable plan
simply remained on the table, with the United States issuing neither
threats nor inducements to persuade the Soviet Union to agree to it. It
was as if the United States did not want the Russians to accept the offer.42

As with the conventional interpretation, the Machtpolitik thesis fails to
take into sufficient consideration the effect of espionage on Truman’s de-
cision making.43 It makes sense to suggest that the Truman administration
believed that it could intimidate the Soviet Union into accepting a plan
that amounted to American domination only if it also assumed that the
USSR regarded their long-term options as only those of an American-
dominated United Nations or eventual American conquest. Yet Truman
and his advisers knew that the Soviet Union had a third option, which was
simply to reject the American plan and redouble its efforts to build its own
bomb. A United States operating according to the grim strategy Herken
describes would not have allowed Russia to pursue that option.

If the Baruch Plan was never meant to be a serious proposal that the
Soviet Union would possibly accept, why then did the United States per-
sist with it? Domestic political factors—Truman’s continuing desire to
appeal to the American left, or perhaps, even more simply, his interest in
appearing as a peace seeker to posterity—provide plausible answers.
There is a deeper explanation, however, and one that falls squarely within
the traditions of American diplomacy.

In 1947 the United States proposed to Europe an economic restruc-
turing plan that changed the face of the Cold War: the Marshall Plan.
Perhaps the most successful single foreign policy initiative undertaken by
the United States, the Marshall Plan delivered fatal blows to the Soviet
Union’s aim to project its power further into Europe. It rejuvenated the
economies of the war-ravaged nations of Western Europe, giving their
governments and populations confidence in their economic future and a
reason to reject radical politics. It tied the economic fates of these nations
to that of the United States, integrating them into the American-led cap-
italist world system by means of political and economic suasion rather
than military coercion. It provided ready markets in Western Europe for
American industries struggling to convert to peacetime production. And
it won for America the gratitude of millions of ordinary Europeans,
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which was not an insignificant factor in the struggle with the Soviet
Union over the fate of Europe.

But another admirable feature of the Marshall Plan was the ingenious
strategy of its presentation to the nations of Europe. The United States
offered immense grants of cash and material aid to all of the European na-
tions, not just those in the West, on the sole condition that the recipient
nations agree upon a common economic plan to use these resources. Of
course, this economic plan had to be based upon market capitalism, a stip-
ulation not mentioned formally in the proposal but obvious nevertheless.
Eastern European nations that accepted the American offer, as many were
initially keen to do, would therefore have become incorporated into the
American economic system, gravitating naturally into the U.S. orbit as
their material fate became dependent upon American, not Russian, alliance.

This brilliant maneuver placed the USSR in a no-win situation. If it
allowed its client states in Eastern Europe to accept the grants, these na-
tions would drift away from Soviet control. By forcing them to reject the
offer, as actually happened, the Soviet Union would both have to admit
its coercive domination of these nations and take responsibility for de-
priving their populations of badly needed economic aid. In a telling par-
allel to events a year earlier, the Soviet Union belatedly responded to the
American gambit with a transparent version of its own, the so-called
Molotov Plan, which was seen by Eastern Europe for what it was.44

This American stratagem, which also was kept out of official docu-
ments for later historians to see, resembles closely the politics of the
Baruch Plan.45 The revelations of espionage led Truman and his advis-
ers to abandon the idea of international control, but they also informed
him that the Soviet Union had embarked on its own atomic project. He
knew, therefore, that an American proposal that emphasized full inspec-
tion and that promised military action in the event of discovery of atomic
facilities would be unacceptable to the Soviet Union on obvious grounds,
forcing it to reject in the public forum of the United Nations a grand ini-
tiative to save the world from an atomic arms race. Like the Marshall
Plan to come, the Baruch Plan would put the Soviet Union into a no-win
position, forcing it to choose between a likely invasion by an American-
led U.N. force with the mission of destroying its atomic program, or to
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take responsibility for the collapse of international control and, in an im-
portant sense, for the Cold War itself. Of course, the only choice for the
USSR was the latter one.

The decision in the spring of 1946 to add the harsh provisions so con-
spicuously now becomes central to the story. Had the American proposal
remained as it was in early 1946, neither the Soviet Union nor, in the
end, the United States would have been likely to pursue it seriously, but
the reasonableness of the U.S. plan might well have caused negotiations
to play out for many months, perhaps years. This would have raised ex-
pectations around the world (and among the American left) that the plan
might eventually succeed, and it would have run the risk of making the
United States the nation to blame when it failed. American officials
would have been unpleasantly aware that while the Soviet Union happily
joined in the worldwide condemnations of U.S. militarism, it was secretly
building a bomb itself. To an American administration that had already
given up on the formidable goal of serious international control, this was
an unappealing prospect. By emphasizing a series of new provisions that
it knew the Soviet Union could never accept, by refusing to negotiate
on these provisions, and by insisting on an up-or-down vote in the
UNAEC as soon as possible, Truman and Baruch guaranteed a timely
Soviet rejection. As was to be the case with the Marshall Plan, the key was
to make it impossible for the Soviet leaders to accept the American offer,
in this case putting them in a position where only they would be re-
sponsible for the failure of international control. After the failed vote on
December 31, David Lilienthal ridiculed Baruch (in his diary) for re-
garding the 10 – 0 vote (with two abstentions) as a ringing endorsement
of his plan. But perhaps Baruch had more reason to be satisfied with his
work than Lilienthal suspected.

The Failure of International Atomic Control: 
Espionage and the Art of Historical Deduction

The Truman administration failed seriously to pursue the goal
of atomic control during the first sixteen months of the postwar era, and
the final UNAEC vote on the last day of 1946 to reject the Baruch Plan
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made the issue a dead letter. As we have shown, the administration clearly
reached the conclusion in February 1946, if not considerably earlier, that
it did not really want to achieve international control in any meaningful
sense, and that it wanted to use the Baruch Plan as a clever means to
force the Soviet Union to take the blame for its failure.

From the perspective of policy makers in Washington, the odds were
always heavily stacked against international control. With the exception
of Stimson, who disappeared from the scene in the fall of 1945, and per-
haps Byrnes, until early 1946, Truman and his senior foreign policy ad-
visers had, like  Roose velt before them, neglected to deliberate on the
momentous changes in American foreign policy that would be required
were the United States to decide to collaborate with the world’s other
great powers, most notably the USSR, to achieve a serious regime of in-
ternational atomic control. For the United States and other powers to
work together to place atomic weaponry under the control of a trans-
national body and to prevent its surreptitious development anywhere,
they would be taking on political tasks that would amount, in many ways,
to a kind of international government. No one in the American govern-
ment, apart perhaps from Stimson, had articulated officially whether such
action could be reconciled with American sovereignty in a fashion that
the American public could understand, much less accept.

Moreover, the clear determination of the Soviet Union to reject Amer-
ican proposals for a new world order, to defy American demands for lib-
eralization in Eastern Europe, and to insist on the Security Council veto
gradually pushed the Truman administration toward the realization that
international control was pointless and unattainable in any event as long
as the two postwar great powers were unwilling to collaborate. Stimson
clearly understood this, and so did the Joint Chiefs in their early 1946
memorandum. When Truman announced, “for the record,” in October
1945 that other nations would have to get atomic bombs “on their own
hook,” he perhaps was indicating that he understood this too. As we will
discuss further, the question of atomic control and Soviet-American ri-
valry could not be separated: one could not be solved without the other.
Was Truman aware of this early on? It is possible.

Atomic espionage thus was not the cause of the failure of international
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control. What the atomic spies did, rather, was deliver a double-barreled,
fatal blow to any remaining chances that it might succeed. We have
shown already that espionage made international control a political night-
mare for the new president. It takes only a moment to grasp that Tru-
man, and for that matter any president, could never have survived the
firestorm that would have raged had he moved seriously to turn the
American atomic arsenal over to the United Nations while the news of
systematic Soviet espionage on American soil filled the headlines. Hoover
understood this, and he may well have believed that his tacit political
threats were necessary to prevent a government laden with traitors from
giving away the American bomb.

But even if Truman could disregard the domestic political conse-
quences of international control, espionage also ruined its prospects at
the level of basic foreign policy. The espionage revelations provided tan-
gible evidence to Truman, when he had little else to go on, that what-
ever Stalin or Molotov said, the Soviet Union was now less likely than
ever to accept an American-defined world order. From the American per-
spective, espionage meant that Stalin could now be confident that he
would get a bomb relatively soon and hence had less reason to bend to
the pressure of the American monopoly.

Conversely, the revelations also made the actual process of interna-
tional control a much more dangerous one for the United States to pur-
sue. International control would now have to involve not simply the
transfer of American weaponry to the international body, a process that
the United States could oversee, control, and halt any time it wanted to,
but also the supervised transfer of Soviet atomic technologies and mate-
rials, a process that would be impossible to verify absolutely, and one that
would require a forthright and unconditional American transfer of its ar-
senal if control was to go forward. In a condition of American monop-
oly, other nations would have no choice but to accept American promises
that it was transferring everything it had to the UNAEC. What else could
they do? But now that the USSR had a card to play, the United States
would have to deliver its atomic arsenal to the United Nations without
being absolutely sure that the Soviet Union was not holding something
back—it would find itself, in other words, in the position of other nations
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facing the American monopoly. Espionage made it imprudent for the
United States to rule out the possibility that the Soviet Union had an
advanced atomic project. This meant it would have to take risks to
achieve international control, rather than establishing it on its own terms.
Nations tend not to take such risks when they have other alternatives,
and Truman’s United States was no exception.

The incendiary politics of atomic spying, an issue that culminated in
the spectacle of McCarthyism and the execution of the Rosenbergs in
the early 1950s, created a substantial gap in the official record of Truman
administration atomic policy in the early years of the Cold War. We have
almost no released records of Truman’s reaction to the ongoing reports
the White House received from Hoover, nor to the public revelation of
the spying by the columnist Drew Pearson in February 1946. This gap
makes it impossible to demonstrate conclusively the effect of espionage
on Truman and his policies on international atomic control. At this point,
the historian can either give up and look for other explanations, or she
can deduce one based less upon express policies than on political logic
and actions undertaken. Because other explanations fail adequately to ac-
count for the strange politics of atomic control and the Baruch Plan, a
deductive and circumstantial case becomes necessary. That is what we
have put forward above.

Indeed, the striking absence of records relating to Truman’s reaction
to the atomic espionage itself indicates, like Sherlock Holmes’s dog that
did not bark, that there was something more to the story. Is it possible
for a historian to claim seriously that the absence of official documenta-
tion on Truman’s reaction to the espionage scandals means therefore
that it was unimportant to the president and his aides? Espionage im-
mediately raised the possibility of a political scandal that could strike
deeply into the Democratic Party, profoundly altered the American pub-
lic’s attitude with respect to the Soviet Union, and was announced to a
shocked American public by a syndicated columnist after months of ad-
ministration cover-up. It led to a broader anticommunist campaign that
gouged American politics and society during the late 1940s and early
1950s and ruptured the New Deal coalition of the Democratic Party. It
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begs reason to conclude that the absence of released documents demon-
strates that espionage did not have an important effect on Truman, both
in terms of domestic politics and, as we have argued here, foreign policy.
Because of the sensitive and scandalous nature of the issue, Truman had
good political reason to deal with the problem privately and secretly. His-
torians have less reason to take his silence at face value.

One example of the documentary void is particularly instructive. A
senior State Department official during the early Truman years, John
Hickerson, mentioned in an oral history interview for the Truman pres-
idential library a previously unknown account from late 1945. During
the last couple months of that year reports on the Canadian spy ring ar-
rived in the White House, one for consumption by State Department of-
ficials such as Hickerson, and another one which Hickerson said was read
only by Truman and his chief of staff, Admiral William Leahy, and then,
according to the historian Robert Messer, placed in an Oval Office safe.46

There is no record of Truman’s or Leahy’s reaction to the secret reports,
or of the State Department’s analysis of the less-sensitive versions, or of
the reports themselves. In Canada, relevant files are missing, as is every
entry for the months of November and December 1945 in Prime Minis-
ter King’s otherwise complete diaries spanning the entire first half of the
twentieth century.47 Perhaps it is an insignificant coincidence that this ev-
idence is missing. Perhaps we are dealing with a very quiet dog.
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6
STALIN AND THE BURIAL OF 

INTERNATIONAL CONTROL

In the spring of 1946 Baruch, with his tough proposals for in-
ternational control, was busy working out his differences with the authors
of Acheson-Lilienthal Report, who carefully avoided the treacherous sub-
ject of sanctions. At the end of May 1946 Washington still had no policy
for international control of atomic energy. Byrnes remained noncom-
mittal. Asked whether he had a policy to propose, he said: “Oh hell, I
have none,” and advised Baruch to put forward his views.1 Baruch de-
clared on June 6 that he had “lost confidence in being able to work this
out satisfactorily with Truman and Byrnes.”2 In the meantime, other
member states of the Atomic Energy Commission already had their del-
egates on the ground in New York, eagerly expecting the first meeting.
On May 6 Baruch wrote to Byrnes, “We must avoid any appearance of
procrastination that might arouse suspicion . . . of any of our associates
in the United Nations.”3 Despite Baruch’s promise to “move rapidly,”
policy discussions stalled, and a month later the U.S. delegation could no
longer avoid the appearance of procrastination. Finally, after much back-
and-forth, Truman approved Baruch’s vision for sanctions—just a week
before the UNAEC was set to begin much-delayed deliberations.

How did these developments appear from the Soviet perspective? The
establishment of the UNAEC by the U.N. General Assembly was greeted
with enthusiasm in Moscow. In a speech on January 24, 1946, Soviet
Deputy Foreign Minister Andrei Vyshinskii declared that the commis-
sion was the “first important step of joint efforts of the United Nations
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in providing for peace and security in the world.” These efforts, argued
Andrei Gromyko, the Soviet permanent U.N. representative, had to cen-
ter on the postwar cooperation of great powers “in the spirit of unanim-
ity and agreement.” This was the key reason for subordinating the
UNAEC to the Security Council.4 The commission was a logical venue
to test Stalin’s assumptions about the postwar order: whether or not the
Americans were really willing to cooperate. If they did, they would have
to abandon atomic blackmail and perhaps even share nuclear know-how
with the USSR. The chances were slim from the outset.

Yet reportedly the Soviet Foreign Ministry eagerly expected the com-
mission to begin its work so as to see what nuclear secrets the Americans
would bring to the table.5 Delays in the U.S. appointment of a repre-
sentative to the commission caused considerable consternation in Mos -
cow. The Americans appeared to be dragging their feet in order to hang
on for as long as possible to their atomic monopoly. Fears already voiced
in Soviet policy circles in November 1945 — that the Truman-Attlee-King
joint declaration was only a cover-up for U.S. efforts to preserve its
atomic monopoly—were now confirmed by American hesitance to pro-
ceed quickly and smoothly toward a genuine international discussion of
control.

One example of such thinking can be seen in a special memorandum
prepared on March 29, 1946, by the senior Foreign Ministry analyst
Georgii Saksin. Noting the delay in the appointment of a U.S. represen-
tative to the Atomic Energy Commission, Saksin concluded that it was
caused by the “desire of the USA and the countries which participated
in the manufacture of the atomic bomb to postpone the work of the
Commission and thereby put obstacles in the way of implementation of
international control over atomic energy.” Saksin also summarized state-
ments by Byrnes and prominent senators that indicated to him that
Washington would not be inclined to share atomic secrets with the USSR
and, moreover, would not consider itself to be bound by the decisions of
the AEC unless these decisions corresponded to U.S. interests.

Saksin analyzed in some detail the discussions in the United States of
the idea of national control of atomic energy, which centered at the time
on the problematic issue of whether the U.S. Atomic Energy Commis-
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sion should be made up mainly of military or civilian personnel. He was
worried that the military point of view would carry the day in the end,
but in any case he noted that the discussion of atomic energy control in
the U.S. Senate (and in the media) had a “clear anti-Soviet character.”
The conclusion: “All of this shows that American government and mili-
tary circles, which are dominated by anti-Soviet views, are not willing to
proceed toward establishment of international cooperation in the sphere
of control of atomic energy.”6

One curious aspect of Saksin’s report is his implied definition of
 international control. For him it came down to no more than the United
States sharing its atomic secrets with the USSR. This was one of the 
main reasons for the Soviet agreement to the establishment of the U.N.
Atomic Energy Commission in the first place. Control, in the sense of
Washington sharing nuclear know-how with the USSR, was a gulf apart
from the idea of supranational control put forward in the Acheson-
Lilienthal Report. Another reason for Soviet participation was to use the
UNAEC platform to accuse the United States of atomic blackmail. These
two considerations formed the basic Soviet policy with regard to the
commission.

With policy thus specified, Moscow appointed Gromyko as head of
the Soviet delegation to the AEC. Gromyko, despite his youth (at thirty-
six, less than half Baruch’s age), was already an experienced diplomat,
having served as the Soviet ambassador to the United States since 1943.
But Gromyko did not get to pick his team of experts. The General Staff
and the Special Committee were both involved.7 On the advice of Spe-
cial Committee members Igor Kurchatov, Boris Vannikov, and Mikhail
Pervukhin, Beria approved Dmitrii Skobeltsyn and Semion Aleksandrov
as scientific consultants to Gromyko.8 It was of course expected that the
Special Committee and the military would be involved in the affairs of
the Soviet delegation to the UNAEC. But the arrangements also show
that Soviet atomic diplomacy was never more than a branch of the So-
viet atomic project. It did not have a separate status as a foreign policy
issue.

No matter who represented the Soviet Union at the Atomic Energy
Commission, the chances were that they would not have much personal
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input into the formulation of Soviet policy. Before departing for New
York on May 19, Skobeltsyn and Aleksandrov were briefed by Molotov
about the position they had to take.9 In fact, detailed instructions were
still in the making. Only on May 22 did the first draft of the Soviet pro-
posal to the commission (prepared on Molotov’s earlier instructions)
reach the desk of Deputy Foreign Minister Vyshinskii. The author of the
proposal, Aleksei Roshchin, head of the Foreign Ministry’s International
Organizations Department, noted that the Americans “intended to put
the brakes on [UNAEC] activities” and that the Soviet delegates had to
counter this strategy by putting forward ideas that would “move the
work of the Commission in the needed direction.”10

The “needed direction” was more accurately several directions: first,
conclusion of the convention on the prohibition of atomic weapons, then
exchange of scientific information. The first proposal entailed renuncia-
tion, by all participating states, of the use of atomic energy for military
means, and, with reference to the United States, demanded destruction
of all existing stocks of atomic weapons within three months. The pur-
pose of this convention was entirely transparent. If Washington agreed,
it would have to unilaterally destroy its atomic stockpile and cease to
manufacture new bombs, while the Soviet Union would be free to bring
its own atomic program to a successful conclusion. In the likely scenario
that the United States rejected this convention, the Soviet Union would
still stand to benefit from propaganda against American atomic mo -
nopoly.

The other proposal was to create two committees under the UNAEC.
One committee would discuss ways to eliminate the threat of atomic war
(effectively, to serve as an instrument of Soviet propaganda). The other
committee was to consider the question of exchange of scientific infor-
mation about practical application of atomic energy. The proposal out-
lined in intricate detail just what kind of information Moscow wanted to
“exchange” (receive from the United States): scientific discoveries re-
lated to atomic fission, technology for the application of atomic energy,
organization of industrial production and location of uranium deposits.

Was there anything of value for the Soviets in the information that
would be furnished to the UNAEC under the Gromyko Plan? Collection
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of atomic intelligence was the trade of professional Soviet spies, though,
as Amy Knight shows, in their ardent pursuit of spying quotas, the GRU
and the NKVD often supplied Moscow with useless generalizations.11

But the lines between espionage and diplomacy were blurred at best—
sometimes to the point of farce as later captured in the character Soviet
Ambassador Sadesky of the 1964 film Dr. Strangelove.

For example, the U.S. consul general in Vladivostok, O. Edmund
Clubb, reported on November 14, 1945, that he had been approached by
the local Foreign Ministry representative, Dmitrii Ryzhkov, who asked
“whether he could be supplied with any pictures treating the subject of
the atomic bomb.” Clubb concluded that the approach indicated that
“Soviet government representatives and agents everywhere may have
been instructed somewhat urgently to obtain from every source possible
all available information which would be sifted for clue to desired secret
by Soviet scientists.”12 If Clubb was right in his suspicions (and he prob-
ably was), Soviet interest in the “exchange of information” in the UNAEC
context acquires a new light.

Roshchin forwarded these recommendations to Molotov on May 29:
they formed the basis of the Soviet proposals at the U.N. Atomic En-
ergy Commission—the Gromyko Plan (though Gromyko had nothing to
do with its development). Formulation of this position, as far as one can
say on the basis of declassified Russian records, was not marked by pol-
icy differences, as had been between Baruch and the Acheson-Lilienthal
group. Decisions were made at the top, in all probability by Stalin, whose
main aim in early 1946 was to do everything possible for the Soviet
Union to obtain the bomb while diplomatically undercutting U.S.
“atomic monopoly” by talk of prohibition of nuclear weapons. This was
what Gromyko was instructed to do at the UNAEC.

On June 14, 1946, Baruch announced his plan at the first session of the
Atomic Energy Commission. Baruch spoke of the “black portent of the
new atomic age,” behind which was a “hope, which seized upon with
faith, can work our salvation.” That hope was in the creation of the In-
ternational Atomic Development Authority with broad responsibilities,
including “managerial control . . . of all atomic energy activities potentially
dangerous to world security,” “power to control, inspect, and license all
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other atomic activities,” “the duty of fostering the beneficial uses of
atomic energy,” and “research and development responsibilities.” Baruch
said, further, that “the peoples want a program not composed merely of
pious thoughts but of enforceable sanctions,” which required the removal
of the veto power from the realm of atomic energy. As for dismantling
U.S. atomic stockpile and sharing information with the USSR—the points
of greatest interest to the Soviet delegation—Baruch promised such con-
cessions in the future, after, by successive stages, reliable safeguards had
been put in place and the Atomic Development Authority had become
fully operational.13

Perhaps aware of the need to defend the ADA against the charge of
compromising national sovereignty, Baruch argued that the people were
“not afraid of an internationalism that protects; they are unwilling to be
fobbed off by mouthings about narrow sovereignty, which is today’s
phrase for yesterday’s isolationism.”14 Gromyko, who presented Soviet
ideas for international control on June 19, most emphatically defended
national sovereignty and rejected Baruch’s proposal to remove atomic
energy from under the power of veto in the Security Council as “in-
compatible with the interests of the United Nations.”15 This was no sur-
prise; it had been one of the main Soviet points in the December
discussions in Moscow. The Soviet aim was to deprive the U.N. Atomic
Energy Commission of even the potential for doing anything that could
interfere with or undermine the intensifying Soviet nuclear project.

In explaining Soviet initiatives, Gromyko emphasized the “extreme
importance” of the convention for the prohibition of atomic weapons—
this was ostensibly of greater importance to the Soviet Union than was
exchange of information. Sharing of nuclear secrets, even if that came
about, was of less practical than symbolic significance for the USSR: it
would speak to Washington’s willingness to be on equal terms with the
Soviets. This idea of great-power equality was central to Stalin’s postwar
thinking. The Soviet approach toward the UNAEC is only one example
of such thinking. Equality was fundamentally incompatible with the U.S.
atomic monopoly—that is why Gromyko stressed the necessity of con-
cluding convention before anything else. The mere American possession
of the bomb helped “increase suspicion of some countries [USSR] in re-
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gard to others [the United States] and give rise to political instability.”16

Stability was possible only when there was a balance of power—military
power but also psychological power, where the bomb gave the U.S. such
an advantage.

Difficult Negotiations

That said, Soviet perception of the bomb as a weapon had
changed little in the months since Hiroshima. Real changes did not begin
until 1948. On February 7 of that year the Special Committee discussed
for the first time the necessity to reevaluate “many points in the military
science” in light of the development of atomic weapons, and sharp turns
in military strategy came only with Stalin’s death in 1953.17 But keen So-
viet interest in the U.S. nuclear weapons program did not end with the
charred hand that Ivanov and Sergeev brought from Hiroshima. In fact,
in 1946 Moscow eagerly sought ways to assess American atomic power,
and the talk of international cooperation and control of nuclear energy
provided unusual opportunities for such assessment, which is one of the
reasons why there was so much interest in Moscow about Byrnes’s
UNAEC proposals in the first place.

When the news surfaced of a planned U.S. nuclear test in the Pacific,
Soviet leadership wasted no time in applying for a permission to send ob-
servers to witness the spectacle. Instructions to this end were passed by
Molotov to the Soviet embassy in Washington on February 2, 1946. Ten
days later, the U.S. chargé d’affaires George Kennan handed Molotov a
letter from Byrnes, who said that the test had not yet been agreed upon,
and so no invitations could be issued to observers. The Soviet foreign
minister said nothing, but the letter was nevertheless forwarded to
Stalin.18 In March one Soviet diplomat suggested that the Americans be
reminded about invitations to Soviet observers, though this idea was ap-
parently turned down by Vyshinskii, perhaps as too embarrassing.19

Invitations finally came in May 1946. After discussions among Beria’s
committee, Admiral Nikolai Kuznetsov of the navy, and the Foreign Min-
istry, Mikhail Meshcheriakov and Semion Aleksandrov were sent as ob-
servers on a lengthy cruise in the Pacific. Although both were scientists,
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the Soviet observers perhaps had interests outside academia. This was es-
pecially true of Meshcheryakov, who used his journey in the Pacific to spy
on U.S. defenses, on which he reported extensively in a secret memo to
Beria’s deputy V. A. Makhnev on September 1, 1946.20 The Soviet ob-
servers’ report to the Special Committee regarding the actual nuclear
test was, unsurprisingly, narrowly empirical and squarely concerned with
military matters. It is important to note, though, that Stalin’s skeptical
assessment of the military significance of the bomb was only provisional,
subject to change with every new fact that the Soviet military and secu-
rity establishment gathered with its remarkable scrupulousness.

On July 1, 1946, Meshcheriakov and Aleksandrov participated in the
first public display of atomic destruction at the Bikini Atoll in the Pacific
Ocean. The two betrayed no emotions at the sight of the explosion. Alek-
sandrov merely shrugged his shoulders, pointed to the mushroom cloud,
and muttered: “Not so much.”21 Internal Soviet analysis of the Bikini
tests bore a mark of skepticism. On July 13 Kurchatov, Khariton, and
Vannikov prepared a report for Molotov which downplayed the results
of the test:

1. The bomb exploded in the air very precisely near [battleship] “Ne -
 vada.”

2. When the bomb exploded the ships showed exceptional viability;
therefore results of the explosion were insignificant in comparison
with what had been expected here.

3.  Everyone’s disappointment with the results of the explosion of the
atomic bomb in the air over very closely placed ships is turning here
to a hope to obtain destructive results for the ships from an under-
water explosion.

Molotov was also advised that even American officials spoke with disap-
pointment about the results of the atomic test—that the Pearl Harbor at-
tack was much more effective, that the extent of radiation had been
overestimated, and the like.22

Official Soviet reaction to the Bikini tests was muted. It was not until
July 3 that Pravda even mentioned the explosion, and when it did, it
predictably accused the United States of duplicity in, on the one hand,
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advocating international control, and, on the other hand, perfecting the
atomic bomb and using it as a tool of blackmail in international poli-
tics.23 But most Soviet comments on the Bikini tests downplayed the
power of the atomic bomb. A Pravda commentary called the results “far
more modest” than what had been expected. And then—silence. Only
Professor Aleksandrov offered insights to journalists after he disembarked
from the USS Panamint in San Francisco on August 12. “The Soviet
government,” he said, “is planning some time to have a demonstration
of the atomic bomb.” The test would take place “some place in Russia
where it would not be dangerous to people or world life.” Aleksandrov
predicted that the USSR would test its first A-bomb “in the measurable
future” and would even invite members of the United Nations for the
demonstration. Pressed for information, Aleksandrov reportedly de-
clared: “I do not know whether we have an atomic bomb right now—
perhaps we have, perhaps we have not. But I believe that very soon we
will have everything you have in the United States. We have worked for
many years on atomic energy in the Soviet. Russia has the raw material
and the personnel.”24

Such remarks coming from an authoritative Soviet source naturally
stirred U.S. media excitement. The New York Times, for example, head-
lined the story: “Soviet Has Atomic Bomb Ready to Test, Russian Sci-
entist Implies.” Although this implication was very far from the truth
(the Soviet Union was months away from its first nuclear reactor, much
less a bomb), there was no official reaction from Moscow to Aleksan-
drov’s remarks. But there was a discussion of the subject in the Soviet
leadership. As a result of an exchange of opinions between Beria, Molo-
tov, and Deputy Foreign Minister Vladimir Dekanozov, it was decided
“not to publish a denial on this question but only go as far as issuing a
directive to professor Aleksandrov not to give any interviews without an
appropriate permission.” Then the issue was brought to the attention of
Stalin, who apparently acceded to this strategy.25

It suited the Soviet leadership to keep the world guessing about Soviet
atomic ambitions and progress in the development of the bomb. Soviet
propaganda accused the Americans of atomic blackmail while minimizing
the bomb’s significance, yet cultivating just enough uncertainty to erode
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Washington’s confidence in its own monopoly on the secret weapon.
Even Molotov did not mind a role in the masquerade. He announced, in
his speech at the U.N. General Assembly on October 29, 1946, that “one
must not forget that for one side’s atomic bombs the other side may find
atomic bombs and something else.”26 Thus Molotov not only resisted
U.S. atomic blackmail but even turned it around and threatened the
United States, even in the absence of the atomic bomb or “something
else” to show for it. Some time after this beautifully orchestrated bluff,
Stalin commented to Molotov: “My, you are strong!”27

In the meantime, U.S. and Soviet negotiators came to loggerheads,
and talks at the Atomic Energy Commission continued for two months
without noticeable results. Determination to stand strong in the face of
U.S. atomic “intimidation” rendered the Soviet diplomatic stance at the
commission inflexible. Baruch, too, was unyielding. Each side insisted
on its original plan laid out publicly in June: an international authority
backed by the power of sanctions (as Baruch envisioned) and an inter-
national convention banning nuclear weapons, with the establishment of
a toothless commission to talk about issues of international control and
exchange of information (as advocated by Gromyko). On August 6, after
the two sides again crossed swords in a hopeless polemic about the
virtues of the respective plans, it was decided to postpone further meet-
ings until the Scientific and Technical Committee, composed of experts
from members of the commission, reported on the general feasibility of
international control.

Meetings of the scientific experts were less ideologically and politically
charged than the formal sessions of the AEC. The Dutch expert Hendrik
Kramers suggested that his colleagues discuss matters in their personal ca-
pacity as scientists and not as representatives of their respected govern-
ments.28 The spirit of this proposal was in tune with a shaping consensus
among nuclear scientists in the West that they bore special responsibilities
for preserving world peace. Western scientists tried their best to achieve
an understanding on this point with their Soviet colleagues, but it invari-
ably turned out that Soviet science merely echoed the tenets of Soviet
propaganda. Soviet scientists were Soviet first, scientists second. This, of
course, did not rule out quiet Kapitsa-style resentment, but on the whole
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the idea of international scientific solidarity in the name of peace proved
to be illusory. In order to appreciate just what international scientific sol-
idarity meant for the Soviets, we must take a step back in time.

Scientists and Realists

On a November day in 1945 the Danish physicist Niels Bohr en-
countered Russian visitors at his institute in Copenhagen. One of the vis-
itors introduced himself as Iakov Terletskii, a nuclear physicist from
Moscow. Bohr had never heard of Terletskii, but he carried a letter of in-
troduction from the physics heavyweight Petr Kapitsa, whom Bohr knew
well and respected. In his recommendation, grudgingly written under
Beria’s pressure, Kapitsa said that Terletskii “will explain to you the goals
of his foreign tour.”29 These goals entailed twenty-two technical ques-
tions on atomic fission, composed by Kurchatov and his team. Beria may
have hoped that Bohr, a physicist familiar with some of the details of the
U.S. atomic effort, would voluntarily disclose sensitive data. But Bohr’s
replies to the NKVD physicist were disappointing, consisting mostly of
known facts and bereft of any secrets.30

But in one passage, dutifully written down by Terletskii, Bohr, as if re-
alizing (as he probably did) whom the “young Russian physicist” really
represented, addressed broader implications of the atomic age:

We need to consider the establishment of international control
over all countries as the only means of defense against the atomic
bomb. All mankind must understand that with the discovery of
atomic energy the fates of all nations have become very closely in-
tertwined. Only international cooperation, the exchange of sci-
entific discoveries, and the internationalization of scientific
achievements, can lead to the elimination of wars. . . . All scien-
tists believe that this greatest discovery must become the prop-
erty of all nations and serve for the unprecedented progress of
mankind.31

In this passage, Bohr took his personal struggle for international control
of atomic energy a step beyond his efforts in early 1944. Then he had
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met with  Roose velt and Churchill to warn them of the dangers of nuclear
monopoly. Now he made an appeal to Stalin, arguing against leaving the
atomic bomb in the hands of a “group of politicians.” Bohr’s passionate
defense of scientific solidarity for world peace did resonate with the think-
ing of one man in Moscow, but that man was not Stalin. It was Bohr’s
old acquaintance Petr Kapitsa, who himself argued in a letter to Stalin for
“greater trust between scientists and statesmen” and, in rare defiance of
Stalinist constraints, maintained his own correspondence with Bohr ex-
ploring themes of international scientific solidarity.

Stalin and Beria saw both Bohr’s far-reaching propositions and
Kapitsa’s modest complaints about bureaucratic arrogance, and were pre-
dictably uninspired. Bohr’s appeals fell on deaf ears; Kapitsa’s complaints
solicited Beria’s suggestive response—he presented the physicist with a
hand-gun.32 In 1946 Russia’s foremost advocate of scientific solidarity
was disgraced and thrown out of his institute: Soviet bomb makers did
not appreciate his agenda. Iurii Smirnov once asked the designer of the
first Soviet A-bomb, Iulii Khariton, why Kapitsa lost his job. “He picked
too many fights,” answered Khariton.33 Unlike the maverick Kapitsa, So-
viet bomb makers did not pick fights. They worked with the bureaucrats
for a single goal single-mindedly, and international scientific solidarity,
with its special emphasis on the scientists’ responsibility in maintaining
peace, had to take a back seat to the “problem number one.”

Western physicists did not seem to appreciate the political constraints
of Soviet science. Among the most persistent advocates for international
collaboration in scientific research was the famous French physicist
Frédéric Joliot-Curie: in late 1944 he approached the Soviet ambassador
in France with a proposal to put him in contact with relevant scientists
in the USSR. Inevitably, though, it was Beria who evaluated Joliot-
Curie’s request. Probably noting that the physicist was a known Soviet
sympathizer, Beria requested Kurchatov to suggest someone who could
productively meet with Joliot-Curie and question him about the latest
developments in atomic research. Kurchatov was also charged with draft-
ing a list of questions—he did so in a special letter to Deputy Commis-
sar for Armaments Vasilii Makhnev on December 9, 1944.34 The meeting
apparently never took place, but Joliot-Curie persisted in his efforts to es-
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tablish cooperation. When he visited the Soviet Union for an academic
gathering in June 1945, he told Soviet colleagues that “all his sympathies
[were] on [their] side and, despite repeated American attempts to put
him to work conducted in the USA, he [was] ready to provide all his
knowledge and experience . . . in order to help the USSR to catch up
and get ahead of America.”35

Joliot’s proposal certainly intrigued the Soviets, and it was duly re-
ported to Stalin. But excitement burned out when it became clear that
Joliot aimed merely at “mutual consultations” with the Soviet scientists.
In a letter to Stalin, Beria wrote that “Joliot’s proposed form of collab-
oration is unacceptable because of the secrecy of [our] work on ura-
nium.” Only if Joliot agreed to move to the USSR, together with his
team of scientists, “permanently or for a long time (3 – 5 years)” would
his offer be acceptable to the Soviet leadership. If so, he could be put on
par with German scientists working in the USSR—his services would be
compartmentalized, and he would not learn of the actual extent of the
Soviet atomic project.36 Stalin need not incur all the blame for these re-
strictions. Indeed, Beria’s letter rebuffing Joliot’s approaches was based
on an earlier draft bearing Kurchatov’s signature. With rare exceptions
there was no conflict between the policy makers and the scientists on the
atomic problem: both were on one side of the barricades in the race to
break American nuclear monopoly.

American scientists also tried to establish closer links with their Soviet
colleagues, if for no other than purely ideological reasons, but again with
no results. For example, efforts in late 1945 by Albert Einstein and oth-
ers to get Soviet scientists onboard a book project about the dangers of
the A-bomb and the need for international control, “One World Or
None,” ran aground: Einstein, Oppenheimer, Irving Langmuir, and
Harold Urey may not have realized that their letter to the president of
the Soviet Academy of Sciences, Sergei Vavilov, was immediately reported
to Beria and Molotov, who sanctioned Vavilov’s negative response. So-
viet scientists could not undertake independent initiatives; they were tied
by bureaucratic strings to ominous Beria and intransigent Molotov—
and ultimately to Stalin, who was unlikely to be converted easily to no-
tions of supranational scientific control of atomic energy.37 “One World”
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turned out to be less united by common ideals than Einstein, Oppen-
heimer, or Bohr imagined. The Soviets were unmoved even though the
authors of the appeal were all known physicists, perhaps even sympathetic
to the Soviet Union. Indeed, Oppenheimer’s profile, which had passed
through Beria’s desk, contained one sentence about his being a “secret
member of the American Communist Party.” Beria underlined the sen-
tence—and when he did, he must have had something more practical in
mind than sharing ideas for international control of atomic energy.38

Einstein tried again in April 1947; through his Emergency Committee
of Atomic Scientists he sent a letter to an old colleague in the USSR,
Abram Ioffe, in which he again outlined the need for scientists to unite
in order to bring about international control of atomic energy and the
elimination of war. This letter, picking up the classification “secret” on
its way, ended up on the desk of Andrei Vyshinskii, the deputy foreign
minister. Although Soviet scientists urged a response to Einstein (which
in any case would not depart from the general themes of the Soviet pro -
paganda), Vyshinskii ignored this recommendation and Einstein’s well-
meaning letter was sent to the archive to gather dust as a testament to the
shattered hopes of scientific solidarity.39

For the majority of Soviet scientists the prospect of international sci-
entific solidarity could not replace the imperative of solidarity with the
party and the government. It was to be expected, of course, that public
pronouncements by Soviet scientists regarding atomic energy would sup-
port Moscow’s official policy. It was to be expected that whether Vavilov,
or Ioffe, or even Kapitsa was approached, their responses to Western col-
leagues would follow the general pattern of a Pravda editorial. These
fundamental political constraints of the Soviet system made any genuine
dialogue between Western and Soviet scientists utterly impossible—even
in theory—especially in as sensitive a matter as atomic energy. But now,
thanks to the declassification of Soviet documents, we know just how
the Soviet state put words in the mouths of its respected scientific com-
munity.

In July 1946 the Committee for Foreign Correspondence of the Fed-
eration of American Scientists circulated a letter that, reiterating all major
points on the “One World” agenda, called on all scientists to take the
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greater part of responsibility for the use of atomic energy, and advocated
international control and abolition of warfare. This letter asked all re-
cipients to answer four questions:

1. How do you react, how do your colleagues react, and how does your
government react to the American policy as regards atomic energy?

2. What steps are the scientists of your country taking to establish con-
trol over the use of atomic energy?

3. What steps should be taken in order to intensify establishment of such
form of international cooperation as student exchange, free exchange
of scientific information etc.?

4. What other steps can we mutually take to strengthen the unity of the
peoples of the world, which could prevent another war?

This letter was received by several Soviet scientists and, naturally, was
passed right along the bureaucratic ladder to Vavilov.

As was the standard operating procedure in such circumstances,  Vavi -
lov consulted with Kurchatov and together they approached Beria with
a recommendation that the letter should be left unanswered. Beria, in
turn, requested Molotov’s opinion on September 13, 1946, and Molotov
agreed a few days later, “We should not respond.”40 This would have
been the end of this particular effort to establish international scientific
cooperation in control of atomic energy, but for the fact that in late Sep-
tember a copy of this letter reached Andrei Zhdanov, who was in charge
of ideology in Stalin’s Politburo. Zhdanov seemingly authorized a re-
sponse—in any case, a draft response was prepared and returned to  Zhda -
nov on October 28, 1946.

This response, written “on behalf of a group of Soviet scientists” by the
Pravda commentator E. M. Zhukov, criticized American efforts to “im-
press others with their mightiness and even ‘all-mightiness’ in order to
blackmail other countries, put them under pressure and impose [U.S.]
will on them.” In words that almost verbatim repeated Stalin’s com-
plaints to Harry Hopkins about U.S. Lend-Lease pressure in 1945,
Zhukov stressed that the United States’ use of atomic monopoly and
“atomic diplomacy” to get its way in international politics reached “pre-
cisely opposite results.” The draft response suggested the use of the U.N.
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machinery to establish control over atomic energy, destroy existing
atomic stockpiles, and avert the threat of war. Even this letter was even-
tually torpedoed by Molotov for being too explicit about Soviet atomic
policy, and the Federation of American Scientists never received Zhukov’s
response.41

Zhukov’s letter was a standard propaganda piece, and the fact that the
Soviet scientists who were supposed to affix their signatures to it were not
involved in the writing process speaks to the strength of Soviet political
constraints. Approaches by Western scientists to Soviet colleagues, if they
were not left unanswered (as they usually were), could elicit only official
propaganda, with its inescapable emphasis on the attempted U.S. atomic
blackmail and intimidation, and Soviet fearlessness in the face of these
perceived American threats. By their emphasis on the U.N. machinery in
control of atomic energy, Soviet scientists or their Pravda ghostwriters ef-
fectively declined any participation in the kind of international scientific
front for peace envisioned by Western advocates of scientific solidarity.
We have seen how genuinely interested were enthusiasts like Bohr and
other Western scientists in international control; they appealed to policy
makers, though unsuccessfully— Roose velt, Churchill, Truman. In Mos -
cow voices of enthusiasm were never even heard. Even Kapitsa’s views,
at least as he presented them to Stalin, hardly entailed the idea of re-
nouncing national sovereignty. The Stalinist state was not the proper en-
vironment for proliferation of such idealist views.

Strategy and Tactics

These serious political constraints were felt all the more intensely
by Soviet experts at the UNAEC. Yet the mode of operation offered by
Hendrik Kramers—that of unofficial discussions among scientists in their
personal capacities—worked surprisingly well for the Scientific and Tech-
nical Committee. Skobeltsyn cooperated with his colleagues in discus-
sions of methods of international control. This work resulted in a report
that considered from various angles atomic energy and its uses, as well as
stages of production of atomic fuel. As for the key question of interna-
tional control, the authors of the report claimed that there wasn’t “any

THE BURIAL OF INTERNATIONAL CONTROL150



basis in the available scientific facts for supposing that effective control is
not technically feasible.”42

Skobeltsyn’s participation made it appear that the Soviet experts would
approve the joint report, especially when he announced that he had no
objections to it. Skobeltsyn himself departed for Moscow on September
5. But on the following day his replacement, Aleksandrov, refused to ap-
prove the report, citing Gromyko’s busy schedule. In fact, Gromyko had
already read this report and even prepared his own analysis of its main
points, which he sent to Molotov, Beria, Vyshinskii, and Dekanozov as
early as September 2. In this analysis, while pointing out that the Amer-
icans might use the joint report to support their plan, it was also possi-
ble “considering the neutral character of the report of the Scientific and
Technical Committee, to use it in support of the correctness and sound-
ness of our proposal about the convention.”43

The joint report and Gromyko’s analysis were slowly digested in
Moscow over the following weeks, where bureaucrats—not scientists—
considered their intrinsic worth. Iakov Malik, who reviewed the report
for Dekanozov and Molotov, found fault with the report’s lack of depth.
The Americans did not give nearly enough information on their nuclear
program, and the report became “a popular exposition of elementary
and published information on the problem of atomic energy.”44 This
was, of course, disappointing, since the Soviet delegation saw exchange
of scientific information as the main task of the committee.45 On the
other hand, the authors of the report were uncertain in many of their
findings, recognizing that technical advances might make their analysis
obsolete.

Malik concluded that the Americans would use the report to support
their arguments in favor of strict international control—in particular, its
conclusion to the effect that control was technically feasible. But Malik
was optimistic because, after all, the report could also be turned on its
head: its uncertainties made it plausible to “argue for the impossibility of
implementation of effective control over atomic energy.” This meant that
the Soviet delegation, keeping in mind this escape route, did not have to
torpedo the technical report—which would in any case be “difficult” be-
cause, as Malik recognized, “the very process of production of any type
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of energy is unthinkable without implementation of technical control
over production of this energy.” Keeping these matters in mind, Malik
proposed to back the report with a reservation that “most conclusions of
the Committee’s report are hypothetical and conditional.”46

Dekanozov agreed with these recommendations on September 20 and
forwarded them to Molotov, who also signaled his approval. Six days
later Aleksandrov raised his hand in favor of the report. He read out
Malik’s reservation, but that did not prevent unanimous adoption of the
report.47 The sudden breakthrough was a welcome surprise for Baruch,
who thought that Soviet-orchestrated delays worked to weaken his po-
sition at the Atomic Energy Commission and wore out U.S. allies in the
matter of international control. In retrospect, it is clear that these delays
were the result of Soviet red tape. There was no intention, from the be-
ginning, to delay or much less torpedo the joint report of the Scientific
and Technical Committee. It was seen by the bureaucrat Gromyko and
the bureaucrat Malik as essentially inconsequential for the outcome of
the struggle at the UNAEC.

After adoption of the joint report of the Scientific and Technical
Committee, the UNAEC discussions shifted to Committee No. 2,
which was responsible for matters of atomic energy in all its phases, from
mining of ores to processing and production of uranium and plutonium
at separation plants and reactors. Beginning in October 1946 commit-
tee discussions proceeded on an informal basis, to facilitate exchange of
opinions among scientists and officials at the UNAEC. The tactic
seemed to be paying off at first. In one example, which suggested So-
viet willingness to cooperate with Committee No. 2, Aleksandrov vol-
unteered to talk about Soviet practices for control of raw radioactive
materials, noting that state possession of such materials simplified the
problem of control.48

Declassified Soviet documents reveal exactly what was behind this brief
manifestation of good faith and agreeable spirit on the part of the Soviet
negotiators. In a letter to Molotov, Aleksandrov claimed that he men-
tioned methods of control of raw materials in the Soviet Union in order
to receive “useful information” about uranium and thorium mining in
other member countries. This was done in accordance with Dekanozov’s
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instructions to Gromyko. Aleksandrov argued that such information was
in fact received from Canada, Brazil, and Australia.49 Whether this was
simply Aleksandrov’s way of avoiding the blame for undue “openness”
after his blunder in an interview in the aftermath of Bikini, or whether in-
deed the Soviet expert was carrying out the foreign ministry’s instruc-
tions to the letter, it is clear that the brief spell of cooperation at the AEC
in October 1946 was illusory and did not amount to Soviet willingness
to adopt any of the proposed U.S. control measures.

Despite this intransigent attitude, changes were in the making in the
Soviet position at the AEC. The new Soviet approach to the AEC began
to take shape in October 1946, and it originated with the delegation to
the commission, not with the Foreign Ministry bureaucrats. On Octo-
ber 12 Dmitrii Skobeltsyn, one of the Soviet experts at the commission,
suggested in a report to Molotov and Beria, among others, that the time
had come in negotiations with the Americans to shift from “passive de-
fense” to “active offense.” Skobeltsyn argued that the Soviet Union
could accept a system of control over atomic energy but only a system
that would be “fairly burdensome and constricting for America, with its
existing large-scale [atomic] industry, and at the same time would not tie
us down much for a considerably long period in the future.” In other
words, Skobeltsyn wanted a plan that would effectively control U.S.
atomic industry while leaving Soviet hands untied.

Skobeltsyn’s idea was to impose control on large atomic industry plans
while resisting interference in national research and development. The
United States would be disproportionately affected because it had the
most advanced atomic industry in the world, while the Soviet Union
would have a chance to catch up. It is important to take Skobeltsyn’s
proposal for what it was. It was not a radical departure from the Soviet
approach to the issue of international control. He did not suggest that
the Soviet Union accept any provisions of the Baruch plan, which would
reflect on the pace of the Soviet atomic project. The idea was to turn the
Baruch plan around in order to use it as a weapon against the U.S. atomic
monopoly. After all, he wrote, “we, in essence, have better grounds to 
demand establishment of control than America.” The main thrust of 
Skobeltsyn’s proposal was to regain moral authority, which the Soviet

THE BURIAL OF INTERNATIONAL CONTROL 153



Union had lost in part because of Moscow’s opposition to the idea of in-
spection and control.50

A copy of Skobeltsyn’s proposal made it to Aleksei Roshchin, who
liked the idea and recommended it to Dekanozov. Roshchin emphasized
that Skobeltsyn’s proposal would prove detrimental to U.S. interests—
indeed, that Washington could hardly accept it. Nevertheless, by seem-
ing to make concessions to the Baruch Plan, the Soviet Union would
win politically because the Americans would have to adopt a “defensive”
posture, “which would even further weaken their position on the ques-
tions of atomic diplomacy.”51 The point was to adopt different tactics at
the AEC with the same long-term strategy: creating moral and material
obstacles to the U.S. atomic program while leaving Soviet hands untied.

Although Roshchin, with Dekanozov’s permission, informed Molo-
tov of Skobeltsyn’s ideas, it took a long time before any of these ideas
translated into real policy. There was no evidence of changes in the So-
viet attitude toward the Baruch Plan when Molotov addressed the U.N.
General Assembly on October 29, 1946. The foreign minister con-
demned the Baruch Plan in the strongest terms, portrayed Baruch per-
sonally as a warmonger or a maniac, and restated the Soviet case for a
convention banning production and use of nuclear weapons.52 In the
AEC the illusions of progress gave way to disappointment. By late No-
vember the Soviet negotiator Semion Aleksandrov felt that the two sides
had “gone about as far as we can” in trying to reconcile directives given
out by the two governments. The task was futile and Aleksandrov looked
forward to a more general compromise higher up, which would make a
solution to the standoff possible.53

Then, on November 28, in another speech at the United Nations,
Molotov unexpectedly called for “serious control” of atomic energy and
proposed creation of “special inspection organs.” A few days later, on
December 4, he went even further and pointed out that once created, the
control commission should operate according to its own rules, outside
the veto framework: “It must be perfectly understood that the question
of the principle of unanimity, known to us, which is active in the Secu-
rity Council, has no relation to the work of the commission.”54 The rev-
olutionary edge of Molotov’s proposal was substantially blunted by his
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insistence on the subordination of the control commission to the Secu-
rity Council, where the veto did indeed apply. Here was an obvious Tro-
jan horse: the commission could carry out its work without the danger
of being “vetoed,” but only inasmuch as the great powers in the Secu-
rity Council unanimously agreed. Another string of Molotov’s proposal
was that it was conditional on U.S. acceptance of the Soviet-proposed
convention banning production and use of atomic weapons.

Despite these limitations, Molotov’s agreement to the establishment of
a commission for inspection and control amounted to a step in the di-
rection of the Baruch Plan, as was readily recognized by Baruch himself
in the AEC meeting on the following day. Baruch concluded that Molo-
tov’s remarks indicated that the USSR “no longer regards the original
United States proposals as unacceptable.”55 Such optimism was hardly
justified, given the limited nature of Molotov’s concessions. The spirit of
the Baruch Plan was of course still unacceptable to Moscow, and ac-
ceptance of some language from the American proposals was only a tac-
tic to win the sympathy of international public opinion. In this sense,
Molotov’s proposals contained the same ideas as Skobeltsyn’s October
report, even though there is no direct evidence of a link between the
two.

These tactical changes in the Soviet position took place just as Baruch
geared up to press his plan to a vote in the UNAEC despite Gromyko’s
objections. Baruch had been concerned for some time that procrastina-
tion in voting on the American proposals only resulted in the loss of con-
fidence in the United States by its supporters in the UNAEC.56 He was
desperate to have a vote before the year was out, with the planned rota-
tion of AEC membership, after which it would take several more months
before the U.S. delegation could win newcomers to its position. Valuable
momentum would be lost. On December 5, 1946, Baruch submitted to
the UNAEC a draft that repeated the substance of his earlier proposals,
including insistence on sanctions and exemption from veto in the Secu-
rity Council for those countries that had violated their obligations under
the agreement. On Gromyko’s insistence the UNAEC adjourned for
consideration of Baruch’s draft.

On the following day Gromyko submitted to Molotov two memo-
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randums summarizing Baruch’s proposals and suggesting a Soviet re-
sponse. Gromyko argued that Soviet agreement to the establishment of
the control and inspection commission had to be conditional on the U.S.
acceptance of the convention on the prohibition and use of atomic
weapons. Gromyko predicted that the Americans would continue to re-
sist the idea of the convention because it would “bestow on them obli-
gations that they are trying by all means to avoid, noting their monopoly
position in the sphere of atomic weapons production.” But the United
States was weak on this point, Gromyko noted, in the “moral-political
sense.” It would be difficult for Washington to avoid the blame for using
atomic weapons “as a means of political pressure on other countries, first
and foremost on the Soviet Union.”

Next, Gromyko considered likely U.S. insistence on the “stage-by-
stage” thesis—that is, that the United States would offer nuclear know-
how to other countries only when enforceable safeguards had been
established. Gromyko thought that the Soviet agreement to a control
commission would undercut this American proposition because estab-
lishment of such a commission could be interpreted as realization of the
U.S. demands for enforceable inspection and control. In any case, Gro -
myko argued, “their position on this question is therefore becoming
much more vulnerable than before.” It is remarkable how strongly
Gromyko emphasized moral grounds in his proposal for new tactics at
the UNAEC. His thinking paralleled Baruch’s at about the same time:
what mattered was not what was accomplished at the commission or
whether nuclear armaments had been brought under control but to what
extent one’s opponent had been morally discredited in the eyes of the in-
ternational public opinion. This was atomic diplomacy par excellence,
and it showed Gromyko as a good player, albeit a little slow, for a month
earlier these proposals might have been disoriented the UNAEC to a
much greater degree; now, though, in early December, the vote on the
U.S. proposals was inescapably on the agenda.57

In a subsequent memorandum to Vyshinskii, Gromyko proposed
yielding to the United States on one further point: control and inspec-
tion of mining facilities. He pointed out that though it would naturally
be in the Soviet interest to leave mining outside the commission’s reach,
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control and inspection of processing plants only—at this point exclu-
sively U.S. facilities—was indefensible. Gromyko believed that “in the
event if we resist control over raw materials, the Americans will use our
position to wreck control of production (plants).” The key was to allow
the newly established international authority to control these plants, and
not on a “stage-by-stage” basis, as Baruch had insisted, but immediately
after the conclusion of the treaty.58

Was this anything more than a tactical move on the Kremlin’s part?
Hardly, because as Gromyko made clear time and again, he remained
completely opposed to the main tenet of the Baruch Plan: sanctions for
violators, not subject to great-power veto in the Security Council. In his
communications to Molotov on December 6 Gromyko insisted that
Baruch’s proposal to exempt the AEC from the veto was “utterly unac-
ceptable.” Sanctions were out of the question unless approved by a de-
cision of the Security Council with all great powers concurring. This
would naturally make any international control and inspection authority
entirely toothless, and that was exactly what Moscow wanted. The dif-
ference between Gromyko’s previous instructions and his new proposals
was that of tactics, not of strategy.

Between December 5, when Baruch put forward his draft to the AEC,
and the end of that month the commission met several times in formal
sessions, and delegations worked behind the scenes to make Baruch’s
recommendations more acceptable to the Soviets. Gromyko, though,
avoided detailed judgments on the merits of the American proposals in
public meetings. Instead, he repeatedly called for a delay in order to
“study” Baruch’s draft. In fact, as we have seen, Gromyko had studied
the draft in great detail and submitted his counterproposal to Molotov
on December 6, but it took several more weeks before he received con-
crete instructions from Moscow as to what line to take in the AEC ses-
sions. Gromyko’s instructions arrived on December 27, 1946 — so late
that the Soviet delegates had virtually no time to influence UNAEC de-
bate in the desired direction ahead of the December 31 deadline for the
commission’s report; Baruch, meanwhile, was pressing as hard as he
could for an early vote.

These instructions fell short, both in letter and spirit, of what Sko-
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beltsyn and Gromyko had recommended in their reports. Although So-
viet support for the idea of “control” was reaffirmed in general terms,
Gromyko was told to insist on the conclusion of the convention on the
prohibition of production and use of atomic weapons as an immediate
prerequisite to any discussions of control and inspection. Thus the Soviet
delegation returned to where it had been in June 1946. Without separat -
ing Baruch’s proposals into the conditionally acceptable and the unac-
ceptable, as Gromyko had tried to do, the Foreign Ministry’s instructions
dismissed the whole plan as “essentially unacceptable.” Still, Gromyko
was advised not to reject it outright “for tactical considerations,” but to
propose looking at the plan point-by-point. Gromyko was told: “Such a
tactic is more flexible and may produce better results than simply reject-
ing the American draft. It must be clear that, by turning down our pro-
posals, our partners will put themselves into an unprofitable situation,
and will have to take the odium of a split upon themselves, if they dare
to do so.”59

Gromyko’s instructions thus not only came too late to make any real
difference but, for all the talk of flexibility, did not go nearly as far as
Gromyko and Skobeltsyn had deemed possible in undermining Baruch’s
moral ground at the UNAEC. There is no better explanation for this pa-
thetic performance than the entrenched conservatism and red tape of the
Soviet Foreign Ministry, which in the end failed utterly in the tactical
game of scoring points with the international public opinion against the
United States, even in the absence of any intention on the Soviet part to
go along with the Baruch Plan. As matters stood, when Gromyko made
his long-overdue remarks at the 30 December UNAEC session—or,
rather, when he essentially parroted word for word his instructions from
Moscow—he failed to make any impression at all. Baruch called for a
vote, and other delegations, except for Poland, rose in support. When the
vote was taken the AEC report, based mainly on the U.S. proposals, was
approved by ten votes to none, with the Soviet Union and Poland ab-
staining.

The submission of the first AEC report to the Security Council marked
the end of one spectacular chapter of atomic diplomacy. One defining
feature of this chapter was that it played out in the immediate postwar
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years, at a time when wartime allies, the Soviet Union and the United
States, were already beyond comradeship-in-arms but not yet at each
other’s throats. Cooperation was at least theoretically possible, despite
deepening fears and shattered hopes on both sides of the descending
Iron Curtain. Stalin had in mind such cooperation with the United
States, which would assure “equality” in great-power relations while al-
lowing him to solidify Soviet spheres of influence and rebuild strength
after the devastating experience of the Second World War. He did not ex-
pect and did not plan for another war, convinced that Washington was
in no position to invade the Soviet Union in the foreseeable future. The
arrival of the atomic bomb changed nothing in this estimation.

One factor that did change, however, with the unleashing of the
bomb at Hiroshima, was the balance of psychological power. Irrespec-
tive of how effective nuclear weapons could be on the battlefield (here
Stalin clearly downplayed their significance), the bomb upset the notion
of great-power equality, allowing Washington (in Stalin’s imagination)
to resort to implicit, and sometimes not so implicit, atomic blackmail.
The result was the toughening of Stalin’s foreign policy; he put on a
brave appearance and became less inclined to compromise with the
United States.

It is interesting to contrast the underlying motivations of Stalin’s pol-
icy with the contemporary perception of this policy in the United States.
Perhaps no other single policy document exercised greater influence on
Washington’s approach to the Soviets than George Kennan’s so-called
Long Telegram of February 22, 1946. In this masterfully worded analy-
sis Kennan, at the time the chargé d’affairs in Moscow, argued: “Soviet
power, unlike that of Hitlerite Germany, is neither schematic nor adven-
turistic. It does not work by fixed plans. It does not take unnecessary
risks. Impervious to the logic of reason, it is highly sensitive to the logic
of force. For this reason it can easily withdraw—and usually does when
strong resistance is encountered at any point. Thus, if the adversary has
sufficient force and makes clear his readiness to use it, he rarely has to do
so.”60 Push Stalin, Kennan seemed to say, and he will back down. The
reality was much more complicated. While careful not to trigger an early
war with the United States, Stalin interpreted the logic of force differently
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than did Kennan. His interpretation seemed to be: withdraw in the face
of pressure, and you will invite more pressure.

How, then, can one explain Soviet participation in the U.N. Atomic
Energy Commission? On the one hand, it was never more than a cover-
up for the Soviet atomic project. Stalin talked of prohibition of atomic
weapons just as Kurchatov and his team worked around the clock to pro-
duce such a weapon. On the other hand, the UNAEC offered Stalin an
opportunity to redress what he perceived as intensifying atomic blackmail
on the part of the United States. The commission was a forum where
the Soviet delegates could talk loudly about world peace and point a dis-
crediting finger in the Americans’ direction. After all, a continuing U.S.
atomic monopoly was a good reason to complain of Washington’s dou-
ble standards and duplicity. Another Soviet hope was to extract valuable
information about atomic weapons from the commission. In other
words, Soviet participation in the UNAEC in no way signaled Stalin’s
willingness to embrace international control of atomic energy, except to
the extent that the U.S. would unilaterally abandon its monopoly on the
bomb. As a hardened realist, Stalin could not count on that happening.

The Gromyko Plan, presented to the UNAEC on June 19, 1946, re-
flected Soviet assessment of the commission as serving no practical pur-
pose except for the dual aim of anti-U.S. propaganda and information
gathering. This translated into an intransigent Soviet position at the
AEC, resulting in a lack of progress in negotiations for a number of
months. Realizing the difficulties of defending the original Soviet plan 
at the commission, Skobeltsyn and later Gromyko suggested tactical
changes in Soviet policy, which in form would move Moscow closer to
the Baruch Plan, but in substance simply restated the basic Soviet posi-
tion: not to allow international control or inspection outside the Secu-
rity Council framework, where the USSR exercised veto power. This basic
Soviet strategy was evident to contemporary U.S. observers. As John
Davis of the American embassy in Moscow argued in one report in No-
vember 1946, “It is evident that the USSR will not voluntarily cooper-
ate in any effective international scheme for inspection and control of
atomic energy. If under pressure it consented as a matter of tactics to pro
forma inspection and control, it would still employ every ruse and strat-
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agem to prevent such inspection and control from fulfilling the purposes
for which they were designed.”61 What we know today of Stalin’s foreign
policy priorities and Soviet behavior on the international scene, and the
disclosure of documents on the gigantic scale of the Soviet atomic proj-
ect in 1945 – 46, tend to confirm Davis’s conclusions. Soviet participa-
tion in the early efforts to control atomic energy was simply a part of
Stalin’s survival strategy until he, too, had the bomb.
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CONCLUSION

The Cold War arose from the growing confrontation between
the Soviet Union and the United States during World War II, and then
the decision by both new superpowers during the immediate aftermath
of the war not to pursue substantial international cooperation. The ob-
stacles to such cooperation were so intrinsic to American and Soviet for-
eign policies that some kind of rivalry was, at least at the outset, virtually
inevitable. Conceivably, this initial hostility could have reversed itself: the
two nations might have begun the serious work of developing a serious
postwar security order, one that would avoid the fatal mistakes of the
League of Nations. But the novel fears engendered by the atomic bomb
made even this impossible.

The rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union that even-
tually transformed into the Cold War grew to maturity during the Sec-
ond World War. It was during their brief wartime alliance, especially
during the last year of it, that the wide differences between American
and Russian conceptions of the postwar world became increasingly ap-
parent, and that the absence of normal diplomacy between the two
emerging superpowers foretold harsh confrontation.

On the American side, the clash was not regarded as inevitable. Pres-
ident  Roose velt, together with some of his main advisers, wanted to find
some way to cooperate with the Soviet Union, along with other major
powers, for the purposes of building a new kind of international order



after the war. He initially hoped that this order would be characterized
by American political and economic institutions, though he later stressed
the idea of the “four policemen”—the United States, the Soviet Union,
Britain, and China—providing a kind of global collective security.  Roose -
velt was never entirely clear about how such a regime would work, but
what he did understand was that it had to involve the close collaboration
of all the major powers—that it had to avoid the disastrous situation ob-
taining after World War I in which major states like Germany and the
USSR were excluded from the League and hence free to pursue policies
that the League could do nothing about. Yet  Roose velt did not seem to
face up to the difficulties inherent in including the Soviet Union within
this order. Like almost all American politicians, he was untrained in the
practice of international power politics. The political tradition in Amer-
ica had, up until the Second World War, been almost exclusively con-
cerned with domestic affairs and in particular the struggle to reform
American capitalism by democratic means.1 This struggle generated a
brand of politics fundamentally hierarchical in nature, whereby the Amer-
ican government contended with competing interests in a realm in which
it held unchallenged political authority. The New Deal,  Roose velt’s en-
compassing political experience before the Second World War, repre-
sented a kind of pinnacle of this brand of politics. Compromises, deals,
and confrontations of a political rather than a violent nature among var-
ious interest groups and economic entities all constitutionally subordinate
to the authority of the American state—this was politics as American lead-
ers understood the term.

British Prime Minister Winston Churchill sought to guide  Roose velt
toward a foreign policy view that better understood the unique nature of
international politics and that might also serve the interests of the British
Empire. A deep feature of Churchill’s strategy was his belief that Soviet
power after the war would constitute a threat in and of itself to Anglo-
American interests, and that therefore the United States and Great
Britain should act to contain the USSR even as they were allied with it
in the war against Nazi Germany.  Roose velt, perhaps unaware of the in-
creasing contradictions in his wartime foreign policy, went along with
Churchill’s demands, acceding to British wishes to delay opening the
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second front and to the Hyde Park plan to share atomic technology bi-
laterally rather than with the world. Gradually,  Roose velt drifted in late
1944 and early 1945 toward a more anti-Soviet position.

But  Roose velt, and then his successor, Harry S. Truman, did not con-
front the fact that they could not pursue a policy of collaborating with
the British to contain Soviet power while at the same time seeking a gen-
uinely new international order that would include cooperation with the
U.S.S.R. As many American officials, including Henry Stimson, warned,
to realize a genuine international order, not a useless shell of one like the
League of Nations, the United States was going to have to secure genuine
Soviet participation. This meant, at the very least, persuading the USSR
to abandon the Security Council veto and, in a more general sense, to
sign on to some larger plan of political and economic integration that
would prevent the two new superpowers from easily turning back to
power politics. The Security Council veto was indeed central to this effort,
because with the veto in place the world’s great powers would not be sub-
ject to United Nations sanctions, which meant that any of them could
commit aggression without being subject to reprisal by the international
“community.” As long as Stalin refused to bend on this issue, cooperation
between the two states was going to be fruitless.

Truman, along with James Byrnes, seemed to believe that simply by
operating from a position of strength the United States could compel
Soviet cooperation, but such strategies cannot work in a realm of inter-
national politics. Unless the Americans were willing to wage war to
 compel Soviet compliance, they would have to offer the Russians in-
ducements.

The United States would have to have undertaken radical steps to pro-
vide Russia with the assurance that it could not be threatened by the
other Security Council powers, all capitalist allies of America, if they were
not restrained by the veto. It would have to have restructured the Secu-
rity Council to assuage Soviet fears, and to have disarmed itself and its
major allies substantially. Certainly, as we shall discuss further, it would
have to have taken profoundly risky steps to transfer its atomic bombs to
a genuine international authority. During the war,  Roose velt and Truman
never came anywhere close to considering such steps, much less imple-
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menting them. They sometimes appeared to believe that a bit of arm-
twisting might bring Russia around.

Even if the United States had actively pursued each of these policies,
however, it is unlikely that Stalin would have reciprocated. The Soviet
political tradition that reached its most extreme form in Stalinism fos-
tered an attitude toward international politics that was as far from that of
the Americans as is possible to imagine. Violent power politics, where
physical as well as political survival was constantly at stake, was some-
thing that all Soviet leaders, above all Stalin, had known their entire lives.
Stalin had risen to the top of a chaotic political scene in Russia by en-
gaging in the most brutal, eventually even genocidal, form of peacetime
politics history has ever known. What is more, after June 1941 the Soviet
Union faced, for at least two years, the real and immediate prospect of
conquest at the hands of Nazi Germany, a regime that had declared its
willingness to enslave the USSR and had shown during its 1941 offensive
that it meant what it said. To compare the political mentalities of  Roose -
velt, or even more to the point, Truman, with that of Stalin during the
period, say, of 1932– 45 is to engage in futility. Stalin’s political history
partook of a kind of survivalism that no American leader could possibly
comprehend.

Furthermore, Stalinism followed a long-standing Russian tradition of
distrustful international diplomacy. Russian statesmen had long distrusted
the West, often with good reason, believing that Western treaties and
agreements were always and without exception ploys to fool the guileless.
This attitude was not exactly foreign to Stalin, especially after the 1941
disaster, and it was intensified by a Marxist-Leninist ideology that cast
the USSR as a lone socialist nation besieged by a capitalist world bent on
destroying it. In sum, it would be hard to devise a state less likely to be
amenable to international cooperation than the USSR of 1945. George
Kennan was not far off when he told James Byrnes in 1946 that “noth-
ing short of complete disarmament, delivery of our air and naval forces
to Russia and resignation of powers of government to American com-
munists” could persuade the Soviet Union to trust the United States,
and even then Stalin would still “smell a trap and would continue to har-
bor the most baleful misgivings.”2
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By the end of the Second World War, therefore, the United States and
the Soviet Union were primed to confront each other. The Potsdam Dec-
laration and the rapid bombardment of Nagasaki indicated that the Tru-
man administration was content to follow  Roose velt’s policy of favoring
international order in a general sense without taking the riskier steps to
achieve it, believing perhaps that the specter of preponderant American
power would cause Stalin to relent. Never did Truman order his aides to
draw up a plan for serious collaboration with the USSR during this pe-
riod, and never did he or Byrnes propose anything of the sort during
meetings with the Russians in late 1945. The Soviet Union’s continuing
insistence on the veto, its brazen Machtpolitik in Eastern Europe, and its
vituperative diplomacy in the London and Moscow meetings demon-
strated as clearly as possible that Stalin had committed to the game of
power politics that he assumed was unavoidable after wartime victory.
Indeed, Stalin was probably literally unable to conceive of alternative pos-
sibilities. As he famously told Milovan Djilas, he expected that the world
would recover from the Second World War in fifteen or twenty years,
“and then we’ll have another go at it.”3

Conflict between the two states in the early aftermath of the war was
in the cards. The United States was interested in international cooper-
ation but unwilling to take the steps necessary to achieve it; the Soviet
Union was uninterested in cooperation in the first place and resigned
to postwar rivalry. The two nations stood for socioeconomic systems
that were historically and ideologically incompatible. Neither Stalin,
nor eventually Truman, was personally committed to a permanent form
of international order. It was a dismal moment for those who hoped
that this time, the recent world war might indeed be the war to end all
wars.

But this makes the outbreak of the Cold War sound inevitable. Surely
the two superpowers were not predetermined to become hardened and
bitter enemies; surely they could have moved gradually toward a com-
promise peace, laying a possible foundation for evolutionary international
cooperation—the slow development of trust-building institutions, in-
cremental economic integration, modification of the Security Council?
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Perhaps a permanent peace was not obtainable in 1945. But could it not
have been gradually sought?

It is here that the atomic bomb takes center stage in the history of the
origins of the Cold War. Three consequences deriving from the atomic
bomb forced the hands of American and Soviet leaders toward a rapid
and irreversible confrontation, toward the recognition that gradual ame-
lioration of their differences was impossible.

First was the Soviet Union’s decision to commit itself, as national prob-
lem number one, to building a bomb. Stalin naturally believed that the si-
lence emanating from the United States and Great Britain about their secret
project indicated that they meant to wield their atomic monopoly against
the USSR, and that  Roose velt’s and Truman’s increasing hostility, and fi-
nally the bombardment of Japan in August, reflected this intention. But
even if the United States had informed Stalin of the bomb, as many Amer-
icans close to the White House advocated, even if  Roose velt and Truman
had said nothing about Poland, and even if   Truman had declined to use the
bomb on Japan—as unlikely as any of these outcomes was—the USSR
would still have pursued its own weapon with single-minded tenacity. Stalin
believed in military power. It is difficult to conceive of anything short of
war that would have persuaded him to give up pursuit of the bomb.

Second, and deriving from that decision by Stalin, was the American
discovery and public revelation of Soviet atomic espionage in 1945 and
1946. This had the crucial effect of making open cooperation with the
Soviet Union on atomic matters a recipe for political suicide for Truman,
or indeed any American president. It also, in a deeper sense, informed
him that the Soviet Union would probably be less willing to bow to tacit
American pressure to agree to an international order organized on Amer-
ican terms. Why should it, when as far as Truman knew, the atomic spies
could have given Stalin so many important secrets that the USSR was on
the verge of building its own bomb? Indeed, why should the Soviet
Union care about cooperation at all now? Perhaps this explained why
they were so intransigent! Espionage put Truman in the position, should
he continue to advocate serious cooperation with the Soviet Union, not
only of courting headlines that screamed of Democratic Party treason
but also of having to negotiate not from preponderant strength but
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rather on the assumption that Russia might have the bomb itself soon
too. The chances of Truman’s going ahead with either course of action,
not to mention both, approached zero.

Finally, and most important of all, the novel aspects of atomic weapons
created new and much greater obstacles to the achievement of a genuine
international order.  Roose velt and Truman had not thought much about
what serious international cooperation would require. Niels Bohr, Henry
Stimson, and others clearly had. They knew that the only way to achieve
an enduring international order was to take war-making weaponry out of
the hands of sovereign nations and give it to a genuinely international
agency. As long as sovereign nations possessed major military power and
international bodies did not, these nations would be able to threaten
other states and the international agency would be powerless to stop
them. Just as with the veto, no state would accept such a situation if it
could do something about it. Was there any clearer lesson from the fail-
ure of   Versailles?4

This dilemma has always confounded those who would seek a perma-
nent peace. As the authors of the Joint Chiefs study in early 1946 un-
derstood, however, atomic technology made it an even more difficult
problem to solve. In an atomic world, the authors argued, an interna-
tional atomic regime of “ninety-nine percent effectiveness is no guaran-
tee.” This was so because a nation’s illicit possession of even a few atomic
bombs—“one percent” evasion—was certain to undermine international
trust. Before the advent of atomic weaponry, nations determined to es-
tablish true international order could destroy their weaponry or transfer
it gradually to an international agency. Nations suspicious that others
were moving too slowly would have much less to fear, because war-mak-
ing weapons in a nonnuclear age are not, individually, decisive. A nation
might try to keep some tanks or ships for itself, but unless it could hide
an entire fleet of ships or division of tanks, these weapons could not give
it the ability to suddenly surprise its disarmed neighbors, overcome the
international agency, and win a decisive victory. A nation using them to
try to do so would be overcome by the international force.

In the atomic age, the stakes of abrogation become much higher. A
state that secretly built a few ships or tanks could not easily threaten in-
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ternational peace, but a state that built a few atomic weapons could. A
state that secretly built a few atomic weapons could defy the international
agency, immediately, by embarking upon conquest and threatening to
attack the agency, or other states, with its nuclear weapons. Images of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki would guarantee that this state would be taken
seriously—that other states and the international agency would think
twice before confronting it. Unlike tanks or ships, atomic bombs could
be used quickly and decisively for this purpose, and unlike them as well,
a serious arsenal could be built secretly. It is a problem that resonates to
the present day.

For this reason, international atomic control requires a qualitatively
different level of international action if nations are to be persuaded to
place their trust in it. All nations would have to transfer all of their tech-
nological and physical means of building atomic weaponry to a power-
ful international agency, and this agency would have to convince all states
that it had the power permanently to prevent any nation from secretly
building another bomb. Unless all states could be sure that such a process
was foolproof, they would face the danger that a nation might cheat and
gain preponderant power.

States that are capable of building atomic weapons but choose to turn
their resources over to the international agency would therefore have an
overwhelming interest to prevent such abrogation, which could be
achieved only via the subjection of all states to deep scrutiny by the in-
ternational atomic agency. What nation in such circumstances would re-
linquish every possible means of building an atomic bomb without being
absolutely sure that a rival could not secretly cheat and build its own ar-
senal? These nations would demand a thorough inspection and verifica-
tion regime and would insist that the international agency be granted
expansive power to interfere in the internal affairs of any state in order to
prevent it from cheating. For international control to work in the atomic
age, in other words, the international agency would have to become like
a state itself.

The United States already had the bomb. The Soviet Union was work-
ing on its own. To alleviate each state’s fears of the other, international
control would have to entail surrender to an international agency by each
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side of everything it possessed that might be used to build an atomic
bomb and the acceptance of intrusive, statelike control by that agency as
well. In effect, as the survey authors noted, each state would have to sur-
render its sovereignty to the agency. The chances of the United States,
not to mention the Soviet Union, accepting such an arrangement were
zero. And since both sides knew this—the USSR all along, the United
States eventually—they came to realize as well that piecemeal evolution
toward international cooperation was pointless. In the atomic age, there
is no middle ground: the choice is either sovereignty or international
government. The Soviet Union and the United States chose the former.
The Cold War was on.
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