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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
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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,
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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-
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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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