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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

Craig, Campbell, and Sergey S Radchenko. The Atomic Bomb and the Origins of the Cold War, Yale University Press, 2008.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3420425.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 01:17:16.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

8.
 Y

al
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



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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