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STALIN AND THE BOMB

David Holloway

In his pathbreaking book, Sherwin argued that from its inception US policymakers
regarded the atomic bomb as an instrument of diplomacy. Until recently, however,
there was uncertainty about how Stalin regarded the advent of atomic power. Some
analysts maintained that it did not shape his thinking or his strategy, even though
he immediately embarked upon a determined effort to catch up with the United States.
Indeed we have known for quite some time that as soon as President Harry S Truman
intimated at the Potsdam Conference on July 20, 1945 that the United States
possessed a powerful new weapon, Stalin suspected that it was the atomic bomb. His
secret agents had been spying on the Manhattan Project for most of the war. After
Hiroshima, Stalin put the Soviet atomic project under the auspices of Lavrentii Beria,
the former head of the NKVD, the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs, or secret
police. His mandate was to get the Bomb as soon as possible. Beria was an able organ-
izer. He was also a ruthless bureaucrat and obedient servant of Stalin. ‘An order from
any Politburo member,’ writes David Holloway, ‘carried great authority, but an order
from Beria was a matter of life and death.’*

In his book, Stalin and the Bomb, Holloway analyzes Stalin’s thinking with great
subtlety and sophistication. Previously, Holloway had written extensively about the
Soviet Union and the strategic arms race. But with the appearance of new Soviet
archival materials, Holloway was able to write about Stalin’s plans and actions with
much greater precision and authority. As the extract that follows suggests, Stalin’s
attitudes about the Bomb were complex. He certainly believed that it constituted a
powerful new factor in international politics. The American monopoly of the Bomb
increased his desire to avoid war, but it did not necessarily make him more concilia-
tory. The Bomb, argues Holloway, both restrained and constrained Stalin, but also
made him more ornery and less cooperative.

Readers of this excerpt should ponder whether Stalin was right to think that the
Americans wanted to use the Bomb as a tool of coercive diplomacy. Did Stalin
shrewdly grasp that the Bomb was probably unusable in war, but a mighty club in
peace? Did he intuit correctly that concessions under pressure would only tempt the
Americans to use their leverage more frequently? Or did Stalin’s recalcitrance in 
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the face of American power and his penchant to engage in a ‘war of nerves’ reinforce
American predilections to think that he was a defiant, cynical, and aggressive adver-
sary intent on world domination? What options did Stalin have given his fears of
revived German power and his assumption of innate capitalist hostility? Were there
ways of breaking out of the security dilemma in which US efforts to prolong its
monopoly and Soviet efforts to acquire parallel capabilities perpetuated and magnified
fears of each other’s intentions?

* * *

Stalin believed at the end of World War II that postwar international relations
would resemble those of the interwar period. Germany and Japan would 
rise from defeat. World capitalism would run into crisis, and sharp contra-
dictions would emerge between the leading capitalist states. These contradic-
tions would lead inevitably to a new world war. Since the Soviet Union would 
be drawn into this war, as it had been drawn into World War II, it had to 
be prepared. Exactly when or how the war would start was not clear, but it
was clear that it would happen, probably after about twenty years, the interval
of time between World War I and World War II.

The atomic bomb did not alter Stalin’s conception of the postwar world.
The bomb was, nevertheless, a factor which had to be taken into account in
military strategy and foreign policy. War plans and military theory tell us
something about the way in which the Soviet Union hoped to counter the
United States atomic air offensive, and use its own nuclear weapons, in the
event of war. They do not, however, reveal how Stalin assessed the impact
of the atomic bomb on international relations. Stalin said very little about the
bomb between 1946 and 1953, and what he did say was intended to create a
particular impression. His statements have to be interpreted in the context of
Soviet foreign policy.

After Hiroshima Stalin saw no immediate danger of war. Atomic diplo-
macy seemed to him the greater threat – atomic bombs were “meant to
frighten those with weak nerves,” he told Alexander Werth in September 1946
– and he took steps to show that the Soviet Union would not be intimidated.
This remained the basic Soviet position as the Cold War took shape in 1947.
The Soviet leaders regarded the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan as
attempts to put pressure on the Soviet Union, and to weaken its influence in
Europe, but they did not see these developments as the prelude to war.

When the British government decided in February 1947 that it could no
longer supply aid to Greece and Turkey, Truman resolved to step into the
breach. In his address to Congress on March 12, 1947 he framed the issue in
a stark and dramatic way. “Totalitarian regimes imposed upon free peoples,
by direct or indirect aggression, undermine the foundations of international
peace and hence the security of the United States,” he declared. The United
States should “support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation
by armed minorities or by outside pressures.”1
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Six days later, Nikolai Novikov, who had returned from Washington to
Moscow to take part in a meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers,
discussed Truman’s speech with Molotov. The speech showed, said Novikov,
that the United States would support “reactionary regimes” in those countries
where they existed, and would try to undermine the progressive regimes of
Eastern Europe. Molotov replied with an ironical smile, Novikov writes 
in his memoirs. “The President is trying to intimidate us,” Molotov said, “to
turn us at a stroke into obedient little boys. But we don’t give a damn. At
the meeting of the Council [of Foreign Ministers] we will firmly pursue our
principled line.”2

Germany was the main topic at the Moscow meeting of the Council of
Foreign Ministers, which lasted for six weeks in March and April 1947. No
progress was made towards a peace settlement. General George Marshall, who
had replaced Byrnes as Secretary of State in January, was worried by this situ-
ation, and alarmed by the attitude of Stalin, whom he met on April 15. Stalin
described the talks on Germany so far as “only the first skirmishes and brushes
of reconnaissance forces on this question.” “It was necessary to be patient and
not to become depressed,” he added.3 Marshall took this to mean that Stalin
believed that Soviet interests were best served by political stalemate while the
economic situation in Western Europe worsened. On his return to Washington
Marshall asked George Kennan to work out a plan of action for Europe.4

Marshall first publicly mentioned the idea of large-scale economic assistance
for Europe on June 5, 1947. There was as yet no detailed plan, for American
aid was to be given in response to coordinated initiatives by the European
governments. The Soviet Union was not excluded from participation, though
neither Marshall nor Kennan believed that it would cooperate on terms accept-
able to the United States.5 Novikov cabled Moscow on June 9 that Marshall’s
proposal was a “perfectly clear outline for a West European bloc directed
against us.”6 In spite of such suspicions, Molotov went to Paris at the end of
June to discuss the plan with the British and French foreign ministers.7 The
Soviet Union was willing, he said, to cooperate in establishing what aid
Europe needed and how that aid might be obtained from the United States.8
It soon appeared, however, that Britain and France had no intention of agree-
ing to a plan that the Soviet Union would accept.9 Molotov accused the British
and the French of seeking to create a new organization that would infringe
upon the sovereignty of the European states: “it is now proposed to make the
possibility of any country’s obtaining American credits dependent on its obe-
dience to the above-mentioned organization and its ‘Steering Committee’.”10

He then withdrew from the conference.11

Molotov recalled towards the end of his life that he had come to his senses.
“At first we in the Foreign Ministry wanted to propose to all the socialist coun-
tries to take part,” he said,

but we quickly surmised that that would be wrong. They were
sucking us into their company, but in a subordinate role. We would
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have been dependent on them, but would clearly have got nothing,
while we would have undoubtedly been dependent. And even more
so the Czechs, Poles, they were in a difficult position . . .12

Fear that the countries of Eastern Europe would come under American hege-
mony lay behind Moscow’s rejection of the Marshall Plan. Moscow now
instructed the governments of Eastern Europe to reject the plan as well.13

In August 1947, after these developments, Novikov wrote a memorandum
at Molotov’s request.14 The Marshall Plan, he argued, was formulated as a
way of putting the Truman Doctrine into practice. It envisaged the formation
of an American–West European bloc directed against the Soviet Union and
the countries of Eastern Europe. After discussing the ways in which the
United States planned to attain this goal, Novikov concluded that

the adoption of all these measures would make it possible to create
a strategic ring around the USSR, passing in the west through West
Germany and the West European countries, in the north through a
network of bases on the northern islands of the Atlantic Ocean, and
also in Canada and Alaska, in the east through Japan and China, 
and in the south through the countries of the Middle East and the
Mediterranean.

Molotov described this memorandum as a “useful document.”15

The strategic situation had taken a turn for the worse. The United States
now had the initiative in Europe. Stalin decided to create a new organization
to coordinate the activities of the European communist parties.16 The founding
meeting of the Communist Information Bureau (the Cominform) was held 
in Szklarska Porȩba, a spa near Wrocl⁄aw, from September 22 to 29, 1947.
Delegates came from all the countries of Eastern Europe apart from Albania,
as well as from France and Italy, which had the two largest communist parties
in Western Europe.17

Zhdanov’s report on the international situation was one of the key postwar
statements of Soviet foreign policy. He echoed the Truman Doctrine by saying
that there were now two diametrically opposed camps in world politics: the
imperialist and anti-democratic camp, which was preparing a “new imperi-
alist war,” and the anti-imperialist camp, which was struggling “against the
threat of new wars and imperialist expansion.”18 American imperialism was
searching for markets for its goods and capital, and using economic aid to
extort concessions from other countries and to subjugate them; it was building
up its military power, stockpiling atomic bombs, and building bases around
the world.

The Soviet Union, the new democracies of Eastern Europe, and the working
class in the capitalist countries stood in the way of American expansion,
Zhdanov argued. Wicked and unbalanced politicians, like Churchill, were
proposing a preventive war against the Soviet Union, and calling for the use
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of the “temporary American monopoly on atomic weapons” against Soviet
people.19 But the overwhelming majority of Americans did not want war 
and the sacrifices it would entail. Monopoly capital was trying to overcome
the opposition to expansionism, but the warmongers knew that, because the
Soviet Union had won immense popularity during the war, long ideological
preparation would be needed before they could send their soldiers to fight
the Soviet Union.

The Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan, Zhdanov asserted, were part
of the policy of expansion aimed at bringing West European states under
American control and at “restoring the power of imperialism in the countries
of the new democracy and forcing them to reject close economic and political
collaboration with the Soviet Union.”20 The Truman Doctrine was an attempt
to intimidate the countries of Eastern and southeastern Europe; the Marshall
Plan aimed to lure them into a trap and shackle them with “assistance.”
Communists had to close ranks, and to lead all anti-Fascist freedom-loving
forces in the struggle against the American plans for enslaving Europe.

Although he pointed to imperialist preparations for war, Zhdanov insisted
that there was a huge distance between the desire to unleash a new world
war and the possibility of doing so. “The peoples of the world do not want
war,” he asserted.21 Imperialist agents were raising a ballyhoo about the
danger of war in order to frighten those who were unstable or had weak
nerves, and to obtain concessions by means of blackmail. The main danger
for the working class was in underestimating its own strength and exagger-
ating the strength of the enemy. The “Munich policy” of appeasement had
encouraged Hitler’s aggression, and concessions to the American imperialists
would have a similar effect.

Zhdanov’s report, which had been approved by Stalin, struck a more 
militant tone than previous Soviet statements.22 There were limits, however,
to the degree of confrontation that Stalin sought. His aim was to put pres-
sure on West European governments, not to bring the class war in individual
countries to the point of revolution.23 A wave of strikes swept France and
Italy in October and November 1947, but the communist parties, which had
recently been pushed out of coalition governments in those countries, had 
no success in turning these strikes against the Marshall Plan. In December
Stalin, apparently worried that disorder might lead to civil war, indicated to
the French and Italian communist leaders that they should restrain their
supporters, and draw back from confrontation.24

In organizing the Cominform, Stalin rejected the idea – which he had 
tolerated after the war – that communist parties could act independently, 
each pursuing its own path to socialism.25 He now took steps to consolidate
the Soviet position in Eastern Europe by replacing coalition governments,
whether genuine or bogus, with a communist monopoly of power. The 
most dramatic instance of this took place in Prague in February 1948 
when the communists, who already formed part of the government, seized
complete control.26
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The same impulse to exercise control brought about the rift with Yugo-
slavia. The Yugoslav communists, who had come to power by their own
efforts, had a self-assurance that other East European leaders lacked.27 When 
Stalin learned in January 1948 that Yugoslavia had promised to send a 
division to Albania to guard the border with Greece, he sent a message to
Belgrade warning that the “Anglo-Saxons” might use this as a pretext for
military intervention to “defend” Albania’s independence. A further message
followed, with a more threatening tone: it was “abnormal” that Yugoslavia
should take such a decision without consulting the Soviet Union or even
informing it.28

Stalin summoned a Yugoslav delegation to Moscow. He made clear his
opposition to insurrectionism, and declared that the revolution in Greece
should be folded up. He also made it clear that Moscow was determined to
control the foreign policies of its allies. At Soviet insistence, Molotov and
Edvard Kardelj, the Yugoslav Foreign Minister, signed an agreement on
consultation in foreign policy.29 This did not settle the rift, however. At
Szklarska Porȩba the Yugoslavs had supported Moscow’s view that commu-
nist parties had to act in concert. Now Yugoslavia found itself isolated in
asserting the very principle of party autonomy that it had helped to under-
mine. On June 28, 1948 the Cominform expelled Yugoslavia and called on
Yugoslav communists to overthrow Tito’s regime. Stalin mistakenly believed
that “healthy” (pro-Soviet) elements would replace Tito with someone more
pliable.30

By the end of 1947 the Cold War had begun in earnest. In Moscow’s view,
however, there was no immediate danger of war. Zhdanov had ruled out this
danger in his report to the Cominform meeting. The Central Committee did
not consider war to be imminent, Malenkov told Pietro Nenni on November
25, 1947. The United States was not in a position to start a war, he said, 
but was conducting a cold war, a war of nerves, with the aim of blackmail.
The Soviet Union would not be intimidated, and would persist with its 
policy. All the forces of peace had to be mobilized. When the United States
decided to start a war, said Malenkov, it would not declare it first, but would
foment it in Europe by using Greece, De Gaulle if he came to power in France,
De Gasperi in Italy, or Franco in Spain.31

Although postwar demobilization came to an end in 1947, Soviet military
policy did not betray any fear that war was imminent. In December 1947
Viacheslav Malyshev was appointed deputy chairman of the Council of
Ministers with special responsibility for military research, development, and
production.32 This suggests that some increase in military production 
and research and development was now planned, but there is no evidence 
of a build-up of forces in 1947 or 1948.33 The Soviet leaders continued to 
regard the atomic bomb, in the short term at least, as a political rather than
a military threat.

On November 6, 1947, in a speech to mark the thirtieth anniversary of the
October Revolution, Molotov claimed that
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a sort of new religion has become widespread among expansionist
circles in the USA: having no faith in their own internal forces, they
put their faith in the secret of the atomic bomb, although this secret
has long ceased to be a secret.34 [Emphasis added]

The timing of this remark was not dictated by any particular development 
in the atomic project; it was tied, rather, to the international situation
following the formation of the Cominform. It was a move in the war of nerves,
an attempt once again to disabuse the United States of the idea that it could
gain political advantage from the bomb.

The Truman administration did not take Molotov’s statement seriously and
felt secure in its monopoly.35 Moscow, however, seems to have believed that
the statement carried some credibility. The secret bulletin of the Central
Committee’s information bureau reported that it had been treated as a sensa-
tion by the Western press. “The majority of reactionary politicians and
journalists,” it continued,

realizing that the broad masses of the people will certainly believe
Comrade Molotov’s statement, and that the imperialist camp has 
lost thereby one of its most powerful means for blackmailing peo-
ple, try to prove that the Soviet Union, knowing the secret of the
atomic bomb, has not yet mastered the “technology of production”
in this area.36

The Berlin blockade of June 1948 was the first nuclear crisis of the Cold War.
With the growing division of Europe the German question had moved increas-
ingly to center stage. The Council of Foreign Ministers met in London in
November–December 1947 to make another attempt to devise a German
settlement. Once again Molotov pressed for reparations and for four-power
control of the Ruhr, and argued for an all-German government that could
negotiate a peace agreement with the Allies. Against the background of 
widespread strikes in Western Europe, however, Soviet proposals were
regarded with suspicion by the United States and Britain, which feared that
a unified Germany would fall prey to Soviet subversion.37 The London
meeting failed to produce agreement, and this failure reinforced the growing
Western belief that a separate West German state should be created. In
February 1948 delegates from the United States, Britain, and France, and later
from the Benelux countries as well, met in London to discuss the situation in
Germany. On March 6 they announced preliminary agreement on the forma-
tion of a West German government. Further discussions resulted on June 1
in the London Program on procedures and a timetable.38 This effectively
closed the door to a four-power settlement of the German problem.

The Soviet Union protested against these moves, arguing that they contra-
vened the Potsdam agreement on the formation of a unified, democratic
German state.39 On March 20, 1948 Marshal V.D. Sokolovskii, Commander-
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in-Chief of the Group of Soviet Occupation Forces in Germany and the Soviet
representative on the Allied Control Council, walked out of the council,
declaring that the actions of the Western powers made it impossible for the
council to continue its work.40 On June 18 the Western powers informed 
the Soviet Union that a new currency – the Deutsche Mark – was to replace
the Reichsmark in the western zones. Sokolovskii told the Western comman-
ders that this was illegal and would complete the division of Germany. In
retaliation, the Soviet Union introduced a new currency into all sectors of
Berlin, whereupon the Western powers, on June 23, extended their currency
reform to the western sectors of Berlin. On the following day the Soviet Union,
claiming unspecified “technical difficulties,” imposed a blockade of rail, road,
and water routes to Berlin.41

Stalin was engaged in what George Kennan called a “kind of squeeze
play.”42 He wanted to force the Western powers either to give up their moves
towards a separate West German state, or to relinquish West Berlin. At dinner
in his dacha on January 10, 1948, and again a month later in a meeting 
with Yugoslav and Bulgarian communist leaders, Stalin had “stressed that
Germany would remain divided: ‘The West will make Western Germany their
own, and we shall turn Eastern Germany into our own state.’”43 His main
aim was to prevent the establishment of a West German state, but he may
have regarded control over West Berlin as a more realistic goal by the summer
of 1948 – Khrushchev later commented that “when access to West Berlin was
cut off the purpose was more or less clear. We wanted to exert pressure on
the West to create a unified Berlin in a GDR [German Democratic Republic}
with closed borders.”44

Soviet policy had another, more general, purpose. Soviet leaders regarded
relations with the West as a war of nerves, and were determined to show that
they would not be intimidated. That was a recurrent theme in Soviet speeches,
and it had been the central message of Zhdanov’s report at the Cominform
meeting. The attitude is nicely illustrated by a remark of Zhdanov to Jacques
Duclos, one of the French delegates at the Cominform meeting. After the
Yugoslavs had criticized French communist policy at the end of the war,
Zhdanov said: “I think that Duclos agrees that we are not trying to say that
an insurrection was called for.” But, he asked, “is it useful to disclose your
own cards to the enemy? To say: I am unarmed. Then the enemy will say to
you: good, I will beat you. The law of the class struggle is such that only the
law of force counts.”45 Khrushchev suggested the same kind of attitude when
he described the blockade in his memoirs as “prodding the capitalist world
with the tip of a bayonet.”46 If the Western powers were able to set up a West
German state unopposed, they would see the Soviet Union as a weak oppo-
nent and be encouraged to pursue a more active policy. It was important for
the Soviet Union to take a stand. 47

The blockade confronted the Western powers with a serious dilemma: if
they acquiesced in it, they would suffer the political setback of giving up West
Berlin. If they made concessions on Germany, that would disrupt their plans
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for postwar Europe. If they tried to remove the blockade by force, they would
risk war. This does not mean that Stalin, in imposing the blockade, was willing
to start a war. Alexander George and Richard Smoke have argued plausibly
that the Berlin blockade was a “classical example of a low-risk, potentially
high-gain strategy,” because it could be controlled and reversed. “Soviet
leaders were not committed to persisting in the blockade,” they have written.
“They could at any time find a solution to the ‘technical difficulties’ and open
up ground access to West Berlin. Nor need the Soviets persist in the blockade
if the Western powers threatened to overreact to it in ways that raised the
danger of war.”48

Andrei Gromyko, who was Deputy Foreign Minister at the time, later
commented that “I believe that Stalin – of course nobody actually asked him
directly – embarked on that affair in the certain knowledge that the conflict
would not lead to nuclear war. He reckoned that the American administra-
tion was not run by frivolous people who would start a nuclear war over
such a situation.”49 Stalin wanted to apply pressure to achieve his goals, but
he did not want to precipitate war. Although his policy caused alarm in the
West – as it was intended to do – it is clear in retrospect that he behaved
cautiously, and in the end he was willing to forgo his goals in the interests
of avoiding war.50

The Western powers organized an airlift of supplies to the western sectors
of Berlin. Conceived at first as a temporary expedient, the airlift proved unex-
pectedly successful, and gradually the Western governments realized that
they would be able to support their position in the city without resorting to
arms. Now Stalin faced a choice between letting the airlift go ahead, thus
forfeiting his political goals, and stopping the airlift, thereby increasing the
risk of war. The Soviet Union had superior conventional forces in and around
Berlin, but Stalin did not send up fighters to shoot down the Western trans-
port aircraft, or to harass them; nor did he send up barrage balloons in the
air lanes, or jam the Western air traffic control systems – steps he could have
taken as part of a war of nerves.51

How was Stalin’s calculation of risk affected by the atomic bomb? He
certainly recognized that it was a powerful weapon. In January 1948 he had
waxed enthusiastic about the bomb: “That is a powerful thing, pow-er-ful!”
His expression as he said this, according to Milovan Djilas, was “full of admi-
ration.”52 Yet the American atomic monopoly did not deter him from imposing
the blockade in the first place. On July 15, however, the nuclear element in
the crisis was boosted when Truman decided to deploy two bomber wings –
sixty B-29s – to Britain. The bombers were officially described as going on a
routine training exercise, but press reports, inspired by the administration,
said that they were capable of carrying atomic bombs, and hinted that they
did so.53 The bombers were not in fact nuclear-capable, and no explicit threat
was made against the Soviet Union; nor was any hint dropped that a nuclear
attack might be made if the Soviet Union did not lift the blockade.54 The
transfer of the bombers nevertheless served as a reminder that the United
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States had the atomic bomb and the Soviet Union did not, and signified that
the United States regarded the bomb as an appropriate instrument of policy.
“Not coercion but deterrence was the vaguely conceived objective of the
move: deterring the Russians from escalating in response to the airlift,” writes
Avi Shlaim in his careful study of the crisis.55

Stalin did not to try to stop the airlift. Whether his caution was induced
by the implied threat of nuclear war is impossible to say with certainty. The
Soviet press made no mention of the B-29s. Soviet leaders, however, did not
need to be reminded about the American atomic monopoly. Only the month
before, the Soviet embassy in Washington had made a formal protest about
an article in Newsweek in which General George C. Kenney, Commander-in-
Chief of Strategic Air Command, had written of plans to attack Soviet cities
with atomic bombs.56 The transfer of the B-29s may not in itself have been
decisive;57 it may have been the general fear of war with the United States
that made Stalin cautious. But the bomb was, in Soviet eyes, a central element
in American military power, and the element most capable of inflicting
damage on the Soviet Union.

On the evening of August 2 Stalin, wearing his uniform as Generalissimus,
received the American, British, and French ambassadors in the Kremlin.58

He took an affable tone, perhaps because he still believed that the blockade
would be effective. The “restrictive measures,” he explained, were designed
to prevent the economy in the Soviet zone of occupation from being upset
by the introduction of the currency reform into the western sectors of Berlin.
Because the Western powers were breaking Germany into two states, Berlin
was no longer the capital of Germany. The Western powers had to realize
that they had lost their legal right to be in Berlin, but this did not mean, 
he said, that the Soviet Union wanted to force their troops out of the city. 
The blockade could be lifted if two conditions were met: if the currency in
the western sectors of Berlin were replaced by the currency used in the 
Soviet zone; and if an assurance were given that the London Program for the
creation of a West German state would not be implemented until the repre-
sentatives of the four countries had met and agreed on all the basic questions
affecting Germany.59

This meeting did not break the stalemate; nor did a further meeting between
Stalin and the ambassadors. Disagreement continued over the currency and
the London Program. Talks dragged on. On September 4 Sokolovskii informed
the other military governors that the Soviet Union would start air maneu-
vers in two days’ time, and that these would extend into the air corridors 
and over Berlin. Nothing came of this threat to interfere with the airlift, 
but Sokolovskii’s statement suggests that thought was given in Moscow to
escalating the crisis.60 Moscow tried to create an atmosphere of pressure and
tension in Berlin, but it did not interfere directly with the airlift.

In January 1949 Stalin hinted in an interview that the Soviet position had
shifted.61 Informal soundings by the Truman administration led to negotia-
tions, which resulted in a four-power agreement, on May 5, 1949, to end the
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blockade. Stalin had not prevented the creation of a separate West German
state: the Federal Republic of Germany was established on September 1, 1949.
Nor had he succeeded in dislodging the Western powers from Berlin. He 
did not, however, abandon the Soviet claim that the Western powers no 
longer had a legal right to be in Berlin; that issue remained, to be revived at
a later time.

Stalin showed in the Berlin crisis that he was willing to put pressure on
the West and to raise the level of tension. He showed also that he was aware
that pressure and tension should not exceed certain limits. Molotov later
emphasized the importance of limits in Stalin’s policy:

Well, what does the “Cold War” mean? Aggravated relations . . . They,
of course, became hardened against us, and we had to secure what
had been conquered. To make our own socialist Germany out of part
of Germany, while Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, Yugoslavia –
they were in a fluid state, we had to introduce order everywhere. To
squeeze the capitalist orders. That’s the Cold War. Of course you have
to know the limits. I think that in that respect Stalin kept very sharply
within the limits.62

But if Stalin knew the limits to which he could go without provoking war,
his pressure on the West helped to solidify the division of Europe into two
blocs. Tension was an essential element in the “war of nerves,” which was
how Soviet leaders characterized their relationship with the West. But tension
enhanced the cohesion of the West. With the formation of NATO in April
1949, the United States was committed to a military as well as an economic
presence in Europe. By this time the Soviet Union had imposed tight con-
trol on the countries of Eastern Europe, with the important exception of
Yugoslavia. The division of the continent had now congealed.

The Berlin blockade was the first nuclear crisis, and it gave new impetus
to the nuclear competition between the United States and the Soviet Union.
The atomic bomb came to occupy a central role in United States military
strategy, while the deployment of B-29s to Britain signified an American
nuclear commitment to the defense of Western Europe.63 For the Soviet Union
the Berlin blockade was not a nuclear crisis to the same degree. There were,
however, several signs in 1948 that the American atomic threat was being
taken more seriously. The National Air Defense Forces were established as a
separate service, and the first Instruction on the atomic bomb was issued 
by the Ministry of the Armed Forces.64 It is not clear whether these were 
a response to the Berlin crisis or – more probably – to the general trend of
American military policy. But the crisis, at the very least, made these steps
more urgent by its effect on United States policy.65

Stalin’s communications with the Chinese communists in the spring and
summer of 1949 throw interesting light on his attitude to nuclear weapons.
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In March or April Ivan Kovalev, Stalin’s personal emissary to Mao Zedong,
received information from a Chinese communist agent about “supersecret”
American plans that had been found in Chiang Kai-shek’s headquarters.
These plans purported to describe the “Asian option” for a third world war,
according to which the United States was to conclude a military alliance with
Japan and Nationalist China. The United States would then land a 3-million-
man army in China, the Japanese would revive the Imperial Army, and the
Kuomintang would mobilize millions of Chinese soldiers. This general offen-
sive was to be preceded by a sudden nuclear strike against more than one
hundred targets in Manchuria, the Soviet Maritime Province, and Siberia.
Once the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and the Soviet forces in
the Far East had been defeated, the United States would organize an offensive
in the general direction of the Urals.66

Kovalev was skeptical about this information – and it appears that the plans
were a fabrication – but he passed the document on to Stalin nonetheless.
When he dispatched further information of a similar kind to Moscow,
“Comrade Filippov” (as Stalin was known in these communications) sent an
answer, some time after late May 1949:

War is not advantageous to the imperialists. Their crisis has begun,
they are not ready to fight. They frighten [us] with the atomic bomb,
but we are not afraid of it.

The material conditions for an attack, for unleashing war, do not
exist.

The way matters stand now, America is less ready to attack than
the USSR to repulse an attack. That is how matters stand if one
analyses them from the point of view of normal people – objective
people.

But in history there are abnormal people. The US Secretary of
Defense Forrestal [who committed suicide on May 22, 1949] suffered
from hallucinations.

We are ready to repulse an attack.67

Stalin gave a similar assessment when a high-level delegation of Chinese
communists visited Moscow in July and August 1949. He told Liu Shaoqi,
the Politburo member who headed the delegation, that “the Soviet Union 
is now strong enough not to be frightened by the nuclear blackmail of 
the USA.”68 “A third world war was improbable,” he said, according to the
recollections of the Chinese interpreter,

if only because no one had the strength to start it. The revolutionary
forces were growing, the peoples were more powerful than before
the war. If the imperialists wanted to start a world war, preparations
for it would take at least twenty years. If the peoples did not want
a war, there would be no war. How long the peace would last
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depended on how hard we worked for it and how events would
develop. We wanted to devote ourselves to building. Peace was most
important. The thing to do was to safeguard peace for as long as
possible. But who could be sure no madmen appeared on the scene?69

Stalin presented a confident face to the Chinese communists, whom he was
eager to impress with Soviet strength; so eager indeed that Liu Shaoqi 
was shown a film that was said to be of a Soviet nuclear test. This was weeks
before the first Soviet atomic bomb test took place.70 Stalin told Liu that the
Soviet Union would soon have weapons that were even more formidable.71

Stalin gave two main reasons for his confidence that war was not immi-
nent. The first was that the United States was unlikely to attack because the
Soviet Union was ready to repulse an attack. This judgment corresponded
with Soviet and American assessments of the military balance in the summer
of 1949.72 The second reason was that people were not willing to fight another
war, and that imperialist governments would find it difficult to make them
fight.73 Popular attitudes in the West had assumed an important place in
Stalin’s foreign policy. The peace movement had started in France in 1948,
and the first World Congress of “Fighters for Peace” was held in Paris in 
April 1949.74 The peace movement was a means for fostering popular oppo-
sition to Western policies: it called for a ban on nuclear weapons, and opposed
NATO and German rearmament. It was closely controlled by the communist
movement, and its positions were carefully coordinated with Soviet foreign
policy.75

Stalin, for his part, was anxious to avoid war with the United States. “Stalin
assessed the correlation of forces in the world soberly enough,” Kovalev said,
“and strove to avoid any complications that might lead to a new world war.”76

The Chinese communists had asked the Soviet Union to provide air and naval
support for an attack on Taiwan. When Liu arrived in Moscow Stalin
explained to him that the Soviet Union was not ready for war. He empha-
sized that the Soviet economy had suffered colossal damage during World
War II, and that the country had been laid waste from its western borders to
the Volga. Soviet military support for an attack on Taiwan, he said, would
mean a collision with the American Air Force and Navy, and would create a
pretext for unleashing a new world war. “If we, as leaders, do this,” said
Stalin, “the Russian people will not understand us. More than that. It could
dismiss us. For underestimating its wartime and postwar misfortunes and
efforts. For thoughtlessness . . .”77

“Of course,” Kovalev comments, “these arguments of Stalin’s about the
Russian people smack of the demagogy so characteristic of this leader.”78

Certainly there was a demagogic element in Stalin’s remark that the Russian
people “could dismiss us.” But this remark is particularly interesting because
it recalls the toast Stalin made to the Russian people in May 1945, when he
referred to the desperate situation in 1941–2 and the retreat of the Red Army.
“Another people,” he said, “could have said to the government: you have not
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justified our expectations, go away, and we will install another government
which will conclude peace with Germany and guarantee us a quiet life.”79

That toast was demagogic too, but it was the closest Stalin ever came to
acknowledging how close the Soviet regime was to collapse in 1941–2. The
fear that the state would collapse in the event of war remained with Stalin,
according to Khrushchev.80 Stalin’s comment that the Russian people “could
dismiss us” provides an echo of that fear, a recognition that war might mean
the end of the Soviet regime. It stands in sharp contrast to the confidence he
tried to project to the Chinese leaders and to the world at large.

The first Soviet atomic bomb test took place on August 29, 1949, but the world
learned of it only three and a half weeks later, from the United States. 
On September 23 President Truman announced that the United States had
“evidence that within recent weeks an atomic explosion occurred in the
USSR.”81

The question of war and peace now cast a darker shadow than it had done
in the previous four years. In 1949 and 1950 Stalin began a major military
build-up: Soviet forces in Germany were increased; the East European armies
were strengthened; a new naval shipbuilding program was launched; and
Stalin put pressure on aircraft designers to develop an intercontinental
turbojet bomber.82 These programs would strengthen the Soviet ability to
attack Western Europe in the short term but, even with the intense pressure
that Stalin now applied, it would be some years before the new naval and
bomber programs came to fruition.

In the meantime the situation was dangerous. Stalin “was afraid that the
capitalist countries would attack the Soviet Union,” writes Khrushchev, who
moved from Kiev to take over the Moscow Party organization in December
1949.

Most of all, America. America had a powerful air force and, most
important, America had atomic bombs, while we had only just devel-
oped the mechanism and had a negligible number of finished bombs.
Under Stalin we had no means of delivery. We had no long-range
bombers capable of reaching the United States, nor did we have long-
range rockets. All we had was short-range rockets. This situation
weighed heavily on Stalin. He understood that he had to be careful
not to be dragged into a war.83

Khrushchev’s memoirs, even allowing for their characteristic hyperbole,
suggest that Stalin’s view of the strategic situation was far from sanguine.
Khrushchev was in a good position to know what Stalin’s view was, since
after his move to Moscow he was, along with Malenkov, Beria, and Bulganin,
one of the leaders closest to Stalin. His account suggests that behind the confi-
dent statements of Soviet policy lay a sense of military inferiority, and anxiety
about the possibility of war.
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How different would Soviet foreign policy have been if the atomic bomb had
not existed? Did the bomb deter the Soviet Union from doing things it would
otherwise have done – for example, from invading Western Europe, or escal-
ating the Berlin crisis? Did it compel the Soviet Union to do things it would
not otherwise have done? How important a factor was it in Stalin’s foreign
policy?

There is little evidence to suggest that the United States was able to use
the bomb to compel the Soviet Union to do things it did not want to do.
Atomic diplomacy played no part in the withdrawal of Soviet forces from
Iran in 1946, the example of compellence (to use the political science term)
most frequently cited in the postwar period. There is more evidence for the
deterrent effect of the atomic bomb, especially during the Berlin crisis, but
even in this instance the case is not conclusive. There is no convincing
evidence to show that the atomic bomb deterred a Soviet invasion of Western
Europe in the first four years after the war. The United States did not 
have enough atomic bombs in the early postwar years to be able to prevent
the Soviet Union from occupying Western Europe; and the Soviet leaders 
were aware of this. There is no evidence to show that Stalin intended to invade
Western Europe, except in the event of a major war; and his overall policy
suggests that he was anxious to avoid such a war, and not merely because
the United States possessed the atomic bomb.

Stalin’s policy on the bomb was guided by two principles: the concept of
the “war of nerves,” and the idea of “limits.” The first of these principles
sprang from the assumption that the United States would use the atomic
bomb to intimidate the Soviet Union, to wring concessions from it, in order
to impose its own conception of the postwar order. Stalin had concluded after
Hiroshima that atomic diplomacy rather than war was the immediate danger,
and this assumption underpinned his policy until 1949. It was crucial there-
fore to show that the Soviet Union was tough, that it could not be frightened.
This sometimes involved putting pressure on the West and raising inter-
national tension. Even if the Western powers did not yield, they would be
forced to understand, as Byrnes had done in 1945, that the Soviet leaders
were “stubborn, obstinate, and they don’t scare.” Stalin’s conduct of the “war
of nerves” had the great drawback of reinforcing the conviction of the Western
powers that the Soviet Union was an aggressive expansionist power, and that
they needed to defend themselves by forming NATO and building up their
armed forces. This effect was not the result of a tactical miscalculation on the
part of the Soviet leaders, but a consequence of the way in which they
conceived of the nature of their relationship with the West.

The second principle – the concept of limits – acted as a brake on the war
of nerves. Stalin did not want war with the West; he did not believe that the
Soviet Union was ready for war. If the Soviet Union pursued a conciliatory
and accommodating policy towards the West, it would appear weak, and its
weakness would invite pressure and an aggressive Western policy. That was
why he thought it necessary to conduct the war of nerves. But in the war of
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nerves it was crucial not to go too far, for fear of precipitating a real war.
Hence the importance of limits. Soviet awareness of limits was evident in the
Berlin crisis of 1948.

The bomb did not come into play only when discrete threats – explicit or
implicit – were made by the United States. By symbolizing American might
and Soviet backwardness, it cast a pervasive shadow over Soviet relations
with the United States. It helped to shape the Soviet view of the nature of
the relationship and of the appropriate policies to pursue. It was a crucial
element in the war of nerves. It enhanced the American ability to strike the
Soviet Union, and thereby affected the limits that restrained Soviet action. 
At the same time the bomb, by conjuring up the danger of intimidation,
strengthened the incentive to appear tough and unyielding. Thus the bomb
had a dual effect. It probably made the Soviet Union more restrained in its
use of force, for fear of precipitating war. It also made the Soviet Union less
cooperative and less willing to compromise, for fear of seeming weak.
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