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Nuclear Arms: The Keystone of a Larger Cold War
 Foreign Policy
America has long flexed its muscles by fighting for democracy against totalitarianism and World War II was no exception.  But after the war, American leaders realized that totalitarianism was far from defeated, and in fact had assumed the even more ominous shape of communism.  During the war, America had followed the saying, “The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” toward the USSR, but upon its conclusion it viewed the Soviet Union as its most dangerous threat.  The U.S. perceived the Soviet Union as another totalitarian regime antithetical to freedom and democracy and bent on world domination.  The foreign policy that emerged in the mid twentieth century reflected the growing fear of communism and was to become the cornerstone of America’s foreign policy until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the elimination of Communism as a serious danger.  In 1945 Secretary of War, Henry Stimson, sent a memorandum to President Truman in which he asserted “To put the matter concisely, I consider the problem of our satisfactory relations with Russia as not merely connected with but as virtually dominated by the problem of the atomic bomb.”
  While to a large extent (especially in 1945) this was accurate, as will be presented below, this is a simplistic belief of the tension between Russia and the U.S.  Through an analysis of particular events and ideology between 1945-1961, it can be seen that while nuclear weapons were central to the Cold War, they were only one aspect of a much larger problem in the relationship of the two countries.
The most well known aspect of the Cold War was the nuclear arms race that resulted between the two superpowers.  Even before the first bomb was dropped on Hiroshima (August 5, 1945) the Frank Committee predicted this action would have devastating consequences for U.S.-Soviet relations.  It was the belief of the Frank Committee that if the A-Bomb was dropped and no international nuclear control agency was established it would “mean a flying start of an unlimited armaments race.”
  Along the same lines, Stimson in his memorandum, mentioned earlier, believed discussions with the Soviets to “control and limit the use of the atomic bomb as an instrument of war”
 were essential for both countries.  As can be seen, the importance of nuclear weapons was at the forefront of U.S. thinking in regards to Russia from an early stage.   
After WWII, the world had changed dramatically, leaving two great superpowers that were to fight each other for influence in other countries.  Germany became the first test for economic and political influence.  The discussions over Germany began at the Potsdam conference in July 1945 where spheres of influence and reparations were discussed by the great powers.  There were two aspects that were at the heart of a U.S. desire to rebuild Germany.  The first was, as Stimson put it “world recovery depended on a strong, industrialized Europe.  That required at its heart, as it had for a century, a healthy Germany.”
  The idea that Germany was at the “heart” of a reinvigorated European economy was central to the U.S.’s belief that to thrive economically it needed a strong trading partner in Western Europe.  This economic reason is tied to the second fundamental reason pointed out by Niebuhr, in that Germany was pivotal if “Europe was to be saved from communism.”
  The American government feared that communism would be able to spread over the newly liberated countries, and Germany was the test case.  To further their own goals in Germany and more broadly in Western Europe the U.S. initiated the Marshall Plan which was to give massive amounts of money to these countries in the hopes of creating a trading partner in Western Europe tied to America’s capitalist system.
The Soviets on the other hand feared a Germany that was economically dominated by capitalism that could infiltrate other countries in Europe.  Also, Russia was terrified of a militarized Germany that the U.S. could use in World War III and feared that Germany itself could pick up where it left off in WWII.  In 1946 Soviet Ambassador Nikolai Novikov asserted that the U.S. was trying to limit “the international role of the USSR” in regards to Germany, and “accompanying this policy with completely inadequate measures for the demilitarization of Germany”
   Important to note is that the tension over Germany is not a nuclear one.  While the U.S. had shown its nuclear supremacy with Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it appears that tension over Germany would have occurred regardless of the nuclear threat.  Both countries saw Germany as central to thwarting the goals of the other, and at no point did nuclear confrontations arise over Germany, which was one of the major sore spots during the Cold War. 

Two documents that radically changed the course of foreign relations in the US towards Russia were the Truman Doctrine and NSC-68.  The Truman Doctrine, presented before Congress in 1947, in essence asked for financial assistance for both Greece and Turkey to prevent communist takeover of these two countries.  Truman asserted that a primary objective of the U.S. was to create the conditions “in which we and other nations will be able to work out a way of life free from coercion.”
  As later explained in this speech, the fear was that if Greece fell, other countries would follow, creating a domino effect of communist countries lessening the power of the U.S. in the world.  A new policy had been set forth in which the U.S. would intervene in countries half-way around the world to frustrate communist expansion.  During this speech the U.S. still had a monopoly on atomic weapons, but in August 1949 this all changed when Russia successfully detonated an atomic bomb.
  Thus, in 1950, when NSC-68 was written the nuclear world had dramatically changed, in which the monopoly had been broken and the U.S. had to fear possible Soviet retaliation.  Acknowledging the changing world NSC-68 emphasized that with “the development of increasing terrifying weapons of mass destruction, every individual faces the ever-present possibility of annihilation.”
  Further, it went on to comment that “possession of atomic weapons at each of the opposite poles of power” existed, which further led to an inevitable escalation of the Cold War
.  The presence of these destructive weapons with the capability to destroy the world many times over increased the fear of war on both sides, and put a premium on avoiding total war while still gaining influence around the world.  Here, as in many other cases, nuclear weapons were important but not driving the antagonism.  At stake in both these documents is the domino theory, and communist infiltration into countries around the world.  Further, atomic weapons may have changed potential strategies, but not the actual issues surrounding the antagonistic relations between these two countries.

The next major event to occur that had an impact on U.S.-Soviet relations during this period was the Korean War.  This was the only real war during the period 1945-1961 and had the possibility of including the use of nuclear weapons.  In 1950 the Korean War officially began, and in a press conference a reporter asked Truman “Will [the war] include the [use of the] atomic bomb?”  Truman responded “That includes every weapon we have.”
  Truman was stating that if necessary the atomic bomb would be used, knowing full well that the Soviets were supporting the North Koreans, and could thus endanger a nuclear war.  However, like the rest of the Cold War, this never occurred and only conventional arms were used.  Here again, what is at stake is the fear of a communist takeover of Korea with the underlying fear of an escalated war that would have involved nuclear weapons.  Thus, the reason for intervening in Korea had nothing to do with nuclear weapons, but once engaged, the reality of what could occur was present in everyone’s mind.

In 1954 Secretary of State John Dulles explained his theory of massive retaliation.  He believed that the best defense was to have a deterrent policy (i.e. nuclear weapons) as opposed to paying for numerous ground forces that would be vulnerable to attack.   In summing up his position Dulles emphasized “Local defenses must be reinforced by the further deterrent of massive retaliatory power.”
  Following this belief, Eisenhower also thought it wise to reduce military spending.  To accomplish this he increased the nuclear arsenal.  By doing so he would not have to pay for large ground troops to be stationed around the world and could rely on the nuclear deterrence in regard to the Soviet Union.  During the period of 1953 to 1955 the United States nuclear stockpile doubled.
  Furthermore, the Taiwan Straight Crisis occurred in 1955, where Eisenhower was even quoted as saying the U.S. would consider using nuclear weapons because he “saw no reason why they shouldn’t be used just exactly as you would use a bullet or anything else”.  At the core of each of these ideologies is the fact that nuclear weapons were central to how the military was prepared to react.  However, each side realized that if nuclear weapons were actually used, the result could be the elimination of a world to control altogether.

In 1957 the Russians successful launched Sputnik, an unmanned satellite, which was to greatly affect the foreign relations between the two nations.  This terrified the U.S. because it seemed that the Soviets were technologically more advanced than the U.S., which could be catastrophic if the Cold War ever became hot.  Equally important was the fact that the Soviets were able to use this same launching power for their Inter Continental Ballistic Missiles (ICBM’s) “to targets within a 4000-mile radius.”
  Senator John Kennedy (using Sputnick and this general fear of American inferiority), masterfully played this up in emphasizing the “missile gap” repeatedly and declared “we are facing a gap on which we are gambling with our survival and this year’s defense budget is our last real chance to do something about it.”
  Kennedy used American fears to strengthen the military spending that was already grossly excessive.  In this case, nuclear weapons aided the political rhetoric, making it more serious and ominous.  

The effects on the citizens of both countries, realizing the possibility always existed of a third world war in which nuclear weapons could be used, aptly demonstrates why politicians, policymakers, and military people alike used this fear to achieve their personal goals.  In 1964 a movie entitled “Fail Safe,” depicted the horrors of nuclear confrontation and vividly showed the effect on the U.S. population.  In one encounter, an ordinary citizen tells a famous professor of Political Science that “in a nuclear war, there are no survivors” and continues by exclaiming that it is absurd to try and calculate the deaths that would occur because it would already be too many.
  The passion and fear behind this citizen’s statement contrasts with the military and political advisors who seem not to look at this issue from a humanistic perspective.  This fear was also related in the public proclamation of 1957, published by the National Committee for a Sane Nuclear policy (SANE) in which the authors expressed citizens’ concerns over the Nuclear-Arms race.  The sentiment is articulated in the opening lines that read: “A deep uneasiness exists inside Americans...we are facing a danger unlike any danger that has ever existed.”
  At the heart of citizens’ concern during the Cold War was the fear of nuclear war.  While communism was also feared, Americans realized that this could not have the same effect on them as an all-out nuclear exchange between the U.S. and Russia.  Thus, the nuclear aspect of the war was central to how the layperson related to the developments that were occurring during this time period.  
The ever-present possibility of human annihilation during the Cold War period can be solely attributed to the possession of nuclear weapons in each country.  However, the causes behind the antagonism between Russia and the U.S. that shaped foreign policy cannot simply be attributed to nuclear weapons.  While there are many factors that influenced the growing tension, the greatest contributing factor was the U.S.’s growing fear of communist infiltration, and Russia’s fear of the spread of capitalism.  The many events provided above demonstrate that the foreign relations between these two great powers were quite complex and involved many factors.  Although nuclear weapons played a large part in the antagonistic relations, they were not the sole cause.  The ideas presented above are summed up perfectly by Barton Bernstein who asserted:

Without the bomb…American policy would have been more cautious, less demanding, less optimistic.  Such restraint would not have prevented the breakdown of the Soviet-American alliance, but probably the cold war would not have taken the form it did, and an uneasy truce, with less fear and antagonism, might have been possible.
 

Bernstein understood that there were many other factors that would have existed had nuclear weapons not been an issue, and the animosity would still have remained, but would have taken a less dramatic form.  Thus, while nuclear weapons were the keystone and possibly the most important part of the Cold War, as they made nuclear annihilation possible, they still were only one aspect of a much larger and complicated U.S.-Soviet relations. 
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