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Nuclear Weapons and the
Early Cold War

1 fear that machines are ahead of morals by some centuries, and
when morals catch up perhaps there’ll be no reason for any of it. . ..
[W]e are only termites on a planet, and maybe when we bore too
deeply into the planet there’ll {be] a reckoning—who knows?

Harry S. Truman, 16 July 1945!

Atomic bombs are meant to frighten those with weak nerves.
Joseph Stalin, 17 September 19462

T is a rare thing to see practices that have persisted since the beginning of

recorded time :everse themselves. And yet that is what began to happen, we
can now see, on » August 19-'5, the date the world learned simultaneously of
the existence and the lethality of nuclear weapons. Prior to that moment,
improvements in weaponry had, with very few exceptions, increased the costs
of fighting wars without reducing the propensity to do so. From the invention
of axes and spear . through bows and arrows, gunpowder and guns, warships,
tanks, submarines, high explosives, and aerial bombardment, each advance in
technology seemed only to widen the devastation and expand the toll of killed
and injured: efficiency came to be measured in rubble and corpses.3

By the beginning of the twentieth century, weapons of war were themselves
contributing to the outbreak of wars. Without the naval arms rivalry of the pre-
1914 era—and particularly without Dreadnought and its successors—World War I
might never have happened.* \Vithout U-boats and their use by the Germans, the
United States might never hav entered that conflict. Without the mobility that
made possible a Blitzkrieg, with its alluring promise of a quick and cheap victory,
Hitler might never have carried World War H beyond its “phony” stage. Without
a carrier-based air forc., Japan could hardly have attacked Pearl Harbor in 1941.

It comes as something of a surprise, then, to realize that the most striking
innovation in the history of military technology has turned out to be a cause
of peace and not war. Over half a century has now passed since President
Truman’s second atomic bomb devastated Nagasaki, on 9 August 1945. In the
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wake of that event, the great powers turned out tens of thousands of nuclear
weapons, most of which they aimed provocatively at one another. And yet at
no point did those who controlled them see fit to use even a single such device
against anyone for any reason, despite the fact that the Cold War provided any
number of occasions that would earlier have justified resort to the most soph-
isticated armaments available. Even if this taboo on nuclear use should some-
day break down—a possibility the proliferation of nuclear technology will make
more and more likely over the years—the end of the Cold War has made it most
unlikely that a global conflagration, of the kind those who lived through the
Cold War so greatly feared, would be the result. The ancient principle that if
weapons are developed opportunities will be found to use them can, therefore,
no longer be taken for granted, and that is a shift of major proportions in the
long and lamentable history of warfare.

What caused the shift was the quantum jump in the level of violence nuclear
weapons could produce. Their distance from conventional arms—to resort to a
football metaphor—was roughly that between getting a new kind of shoe allow-
ing better traction in tackling the other team’s players, on the one hand, and,
on the other, developing a device capable of instantly destroying not only the
other team but also one’s own, to say nothing of the playing field, the specta-
tors, the stadium, the parking lot, and the television rights. It is no wonder
nuclear weapons, from the very beginning, gave rational people pause.S

But history has been full of irrational people: indeed, given the profound dif-
ferences historical, cultural, ideological and psychological backgrounds can
make in human behavior, one has to wonder whether there is any single stand-
ard for “rationality” in the first place. What seems most striking now about
nuclear weapons is not that they were developed or that people feared them. It
is rather that they forced, slowly but steadily, the emergence of a new kind of
rationality capable of transcending historical, cultural, ideological and psycho-

logical antagonisms of the kind that had always, in the past, given rise to great

power wars.

That new rationality grew out of the simple realization that as weapons
become more devastating they becor 1e less usable.¢ But that is a revolutionary
idea in the history of warfare, implying as it does a severance of the link between
advances in armaments and the purposes to which they are put. It helps to
account for why the ultimate instrument of war became, during the Cold War
at least, the ultimate inducement to peace.

1

Nuclear weapons were developed in a traditional way, but in an untraditional
place. The way was traditional because scientific advances—particularly the dis-
covery of atomic fission in the late 1930s—coincided with an opportunity to use
them, which was the onset of World War I1: it was not the first time the prospect
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of a war had stimulated the development of technologies with which to fight it.
The place, though, was unexpected. Despite its impressive industrial capabili-
ties and deeply-rooted military traditions, the United States through most of its
history had hardly led the world in developing new war-fighting technologies.
Americans had tended to imitate rather than to originate weaponry, and during
the 1920s and 1930s they barely managed to maintain functional professional
forces at any level.” The army he commanded was still training with horses and
mules when in October 1941 the President of the United States authorized a
crash program, in collaboration with British and Canadian allies, to produce an
atomic bomb.?

Without Franklin D. Roosevelt’s particular combination of audacity, imagi-
nation, and chilling realism, evénts might have taken a different course: it is not
at all clear that a more conventional chief executive would have committed
immense resources to so unproven a technology at such a critical time. But
Roosevelt had decided, long before most of his countrymen, that Hitler’s
Germany threatened American security in the most fundamental way. To
counter that danger he was prepared, while remaining officially neutral, to
sanction a wide range of extraordinary measures, of which the decision to build
the bomb was only one.? Economics and geography left allies little choice but
to go along: the United States .alone possessed underused industrial facilities
allowing the necessary research, development, and production without signifi-
cant risk of enemy attack.1°

In a curious way, the strengths of democratic institutions contributed to this
outcome. An innovative mix of public and private educational funding had
made several American universities, by the 1930s, competitive with their
European counterparts in the rapidly-evolving field of nuclear physics.
Meanwhile the rise of anti-Semitism in Nazi Germany—a costly indulgence on
Hitler's part—quickly lost him, by way of emigration to those institutions,
many of Europe’s best physicists.!! The priorities of survival and ambition, of
science and morality, coincided for these individuals in the most compelling
manner, with an atomic bomb the ultimate result. Nor did the German scien-
tists who stayed behind do all they might have to provide their Fiihrer with an
equivalent instrument, perhaps for fear of what the combination of absolute
evil with absolute power might mean.!2

Having acquired this awesome weapon, the United States used it against
Japan for a simple and straightforward reason: to achieve victory as quickly, as
decisively, and as economically as possible. Had the atomic bomb been ready in
time, Germany might well have been the first target: neither the British nor the
Americans had shown inhibitions about flattening that country’s cities with
conventional weaponry.!3 Hiroshim: and Nagasaki were destroyed, the latter
probably unnecessarily, to shock the japanese into surrendering and thereby to
avoid the casualties—on both sides and whatever their extent—that might
occur in forcing Japan’s defeat by more orthodox means.'# “Let there be no mis-
take about it,” Truman later recalled. “I regarded the bomb as a military weapon
and never had any doubt that it should be used.”!$
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Military decisions rarely take place in geopolitical vacuums, though, and this
one was no exception. It did indeed occur to Truman and his advisers that
demonstrating the atomic bomb’s effectiveness would impress, perhaps even
intimidate the Soviet Union: given their already strained relationship with
Moscow, it would have been surprising if such thoughts had not surfaced.’s A
" few of the scientists who developed the bomb went even further: they favored
using it as a way of frightening their own government, the Russians, and the rest
of the world into a collective abhorrence of future war.!? But these justifications
were of secondary, not determining, importance in the summer of 194S. It has
never been easy to think calmly or systematically about how one is fighting a
war while one is fighting it. Nuclear weapons would eventually force warriors
and statesmen alike into such self-reflection; but World War Il was the last great
-conflict to be settled within the ancient paradigm that saw no gap between the
utility and destructiveness of weaponry.'® It that context, the decision to use
the atomic bomb made sense.

II

Postwar uses, though, were something else again: here the actions the United
States took failed to fit traditional patterns of great power behavior. To see this
point, assume counterfactually that a hypothetical Country X had gained exclu-
sive control over what seemed, at first glance, to be an “absolute” weapon.!?
Would one not expect X, as a matter of the highest national priority and at all
costs, to try to keep its rival Y and any other potential rivals from ever getting
the device? Would one not anticipate that X would use its monopoly, while it
existed, to pressure and if necessary coerce other nations into following its
wishes? Would one not predict that X would undertake the immediate mass
production of its new weapon, with a view to ensuring continuing superiority
even if monopoly were no longer possible? And would one not regard X as very
likely, if it should ever get into another military conflict at whatever level, to use
its new instrument of warfare to ensure victory as long as there was no realistic
prospect of retaliation by Y or anyone else? Abstraction suggests that all of these
things should have happened during the period int which the United States
enjoyed an effective nuclear monopoly. The fact that in reality none of them did
requires explanation.

Why did the United States not resort to preventive war to keep the Soviet
Union or anyone else from ever developing nuclear weapons? The Joint Chiefs
of Staff did briefly consider, immediately after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, how
military action might bring about a permanent atomic monopoly; but these
ideas went nowhere. One reason had to do with the nation’s image of itself:
Americans did not start wars. “It might be desirable to strike the first blow,”
Pentagon planner General George A. Lincoln acknowledged in September 1945,
but “it is not politically feasible under our system to do so or to state that we
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will do 50."2° Subsequently, there was occasional talk of initiating an attack on
the USSR for the purpose of knocking out its nuclear facilities, but always in the
context of what might happen after an effort at international control through
the United Nations had failed, or in a situation in which the Soviet Union had
already accumulated sufficient capabilities to allow an attack on the United
Jtates or its allies.?! As late as 1948, President Truman could still wonder
whether atomic weapons would be available for any kind of offensive military
operations “because the people of the United States might not at the time per-
mit their use for aggressive purposes.”22

Then there was a more practical difficulty: American officials were at no point
certain, prior to 1950, that they could actually win a preventive war against the
Soviet Union if they were to start one. The production of atomic weapons had
proceeded at what seems in retrospect a remarkably relaxed pace, so that at the
time he proclaimed the Truinan Doctrine in March 1947, the President under-
stood there to be only fourteen bombs in the American arsenal.23 When the
Berlin blockade began in the spring of 1948 only fifty unwieldy and unassem-
bled weapons were available, and just over thirty B-29s equipped to carry
them.2* It was not at all clear how many targets would have to be hit or where
they all were: the best intelligence on the USSR came from German aerial
photographs taken early in. World War 11, and in some instances from pre-war
and even pre-1917 maps.2> The Air Force itsélf concluded in 1949 that the
destruction of some seventy Soviet cities would not, “per se, bring about the
capitulation, destroy the roots of Communism, or critically weaken the power
of the Soviet leadership to dominate the people.” Meanwhile, “the capability of
Soviet armed forces to advance rapidly into selected areas of Western Europe,
the Middle East, and the Far East would not seriously be impaired.”26 And if one
could achiee victory, what then? “Conquering the Russians is one thing,”
Secretary of Defense James Forrestal pointed out, “and finding what to do with
them afterward is an entirely different problem.”2?

If preventive war was impossible, though, atomic diplomacy might not be.
Could the United States use the fact of exclusive possession to coerce the Soviet
Union and other potential adversaries into cooperation? During the summer of
1945 Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson had briefly advocated withholding
information about the bomb until the USSR transformed itself into a constitu-
tional democracy; and Secretary of State James F. Byrnes definitely expected the
American monopoly to induce the Russians into making diplomatic conces-
sions.2® President Truman himself appeared to endorse such unilateralism when
he warned, in his first radio address after Nagasaki, that “[t}he atomic bomb is
too dangerous to be loose in a lawless world,” hence the United States, Great
Britain, and Canada, “who have the secret of its production, do not intend to
reveal that secret until the means have been found to control the bomb so as to
protect ourselves and the rest of the world from the danger of total destruc-
tion.”?®

What is remarkable about these attitudes is not that they existed but how

‘quickly they were given up. Within weeks of Hiroshima American officials had







































