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directly on international control of atomic energy. At the same time, he
was urging America’s scientists to continue their work to build even
more powerful nuclear bombs.

At the London Conference, an uneasy Vyacheslav Molotov, the
Soviet foreign minister, twitted Byrnes about America’s nuclear
monopoly and tried uneasily to minimize its importance. Molotov’s
humor betrayed Soviet fears. On September 13, three days into the
conference, “Molotov asks JEB if he has an atomic bomb in his side
pocket. ‘You don’t know Southerners,’ Byrnes replied. ‘We carry our
artillery in our hip pocket. If you don’t cut out all this stalling and let
us get down to work I am going to pull an atomic bomb out of my hip
pocket and let you have it.”” In response to this veiled threat, according
to the informal notes, “Molotov laughed as did the interpreter.”
Byrnes’s barb emphasized American power. A few nights later, after a
stormy session during the day, Molotov commented once more, with
strained jocularity, that Byrnes had two advantages that the Soviet min-
ister could not match—eloquence and the atomic bomb. . . .

Did the bomb make a critical difference in shaping the early Cold
War? Roosevelt’s repeated decisions to bar the Soviets from the nuclear
project and Truman’s decision to use the bomb in combat without
explicitly informing the Soviet Union and inviting her to join in postwar
control of atomic energy undoubtedly contributed to the Cold War and
helped shape the form that it took. Yet, in view of the great strains in
the fragile wartime Soviet-American alliance, historians should not
regard America’s wartime policy on the bomb as #he cause, but only as
one of the causes, of the Cold War. The wartime policy on atomic
energy represented one of a number of missed opportunities at achiev-
ing limited agreements and at testing the prospects for Soviet-American
cooperation on a vital matter.

The atomic bomb, first as prospect and then as reality, did influ-
ence American policy. The bomb reduced the incentives for compro-
mise and even stiffened demands by the time of the Potsdam meeting in
July 1945 because the weapon gave the United States enhanced power.
Without the bomb, policy makers probably would have been more
conciliatory after V-J Day in dealing with the Soviet Union, especially
about Eastern Europe. The president certainly would have been unable
to try to use atomic diplomacy (implied threats) to push the Soviets out
of Eastern Europe. Rather, he might have speedily, though reluctantly,
agreed to the dominance of Soviet power and to the closed door in that
sector of the world. The bomb, as potential or actual weapon, did not
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alter the administration’s conception of an ideal world, but pqsscssion
of the weapon did strengthen the belief of policy makers in their capac-
ity to move toward establishing their goal: an “open door” wo.rld with
the Soviets acceding to American demands. This ideal world 1r‘1clud.ed
free elections, an open economic door, and the reduction of S()'Vl.Ct
influence in Eastern Europe. Without the bomb, the Truman adminis-
tration would not have surrendered these ultimate aims, but policy
makers would have had to rely primarily on economic power as a bar-
gaining card to secure concessions from the Soviet Umop. A‘nd eco-
nomic power, taken alone, would probably have seemed insufficient—
as the record of lend-lease and the Russian loan suggests.

The atomic bomb was the most important weapon in the Ameri-
can arsenal, but its promise proved to be disappointing for it did not
make America omnipotent. It did not allow her to shape the world she
desired, perhaps because in 1945-1946 neither policy rr.lakers nor most
citizens were willing to use the bomb as a weapon to “liberate” Eastern
Europe, a section of the world that was not then deemed worth war or
the risk of war.

Without the bomb, in summary, American policy after V-] Day
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 tgken
the form that it did, and an uneasy truce, with less fear and antagonism,
might have been possible.

David Holloway

FEAR AND COMPETITION: THE SOVIET
RESPONSE TO AMERICA’S ATOMIC
MONOPOLY

Soviet leaders learned during the Second World War that America'n and
British scientists, backed by their governments, were busily deve-zloplng an
atomic bomb. Joseph Stalin thereupon ordered a Soviet project. The
American atomic bombings of Japan gave greater urgency to this work, for,
argues David Holloway, the Soviets now read the atomic bomb as a threat.
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Like many other scholars, Holloway notes that Anglo-American warti

secrecy and resolve not to consult with the Soviets on the bomb/’s develIme
ment doomed any chances, however small, for international control of :)I‘:
bomb and f?r avoiding a nuclear-arms race. He further suggests th L
Mo§coyv positioned forces in Eastern Europe not only as a safgeiuard fat
Soviet interests there, but also as a counterweight to superior Americ i
pmger E(I;a:_l c«:luld punish Soviet cities with atomic bombs. -y
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"l,s a"l:/thorship of the book from which this essay is selected, he has edite;
e Warsaw Pact (1984) and The Reagan Strategic Defense Initiative (1 985).

V1ctory over Germany brought the Soviet Union political gains that
must have been inconceivable in the carly months of the war. Stalin
now had a say in the political arrangements of Eastern Europe, and
Soviet security was thereby enhanced.  Stalin’s policy in Ea’stcrn
Eur?pc, howev.er, soon brought him into conflict with his allies
Strains were evident at the Potsdam Conference in July and Augusé
194.5. "ljhls was the last meeting of the allied leaders to try to resolve
their .dlﬂcrcnccs about the post-war settlement. It was also the first
occasion on which the atomic bomb cast its shadow over relations
between the Soviet Union and the Western powers.

The Amcricans and the British had pondered for some time what
to tell Stal}n about the atomic bomb. Neither Roosevelt nor Churchill
had been impressed by the advice of the great Danish physicist Niels
Bohr that they should inform Stalin before the bomb was tested and t
to get agreement on international control. The first atomic bomb tc?t,
took place on 16 July while the Potsdam Conference was in progress
On 24 July President Truman approached Stalin after the formal scssior;
had broken up and “casually mentioned” to him that “we had a new
weapon of unusual destructive force.” Truman wrote later that Stalin
rcplxcq Fhat “}‘16 was glad to hear of it and hoped we would make ‘good
use ot. it against the Japanese’ > Truman and Churchill (who was
watching intently from nearby) were convinced that Stalin had not
g‘r’asp:‘d vghaf th;n President was referring to. They were mistaken, how-

er, for Stalin knew of jec Sovi
ork on the bom exty Eﬁclg/ia;hattan Project and had initiated Soviet
' thn' guclcar fission was discovered in Berlin in December 1938
Soviet physicists were as quick as their counterparts in other countric;
tq see that one of its potential applications was the creation of a bomb
with unprecedented destructive force. In 1939 Igor Tamm, a leading
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theoretical physicist, remarked to a group of students, “Do you know
what this new discovery means? It means a bomb can be built that will
destroy a city out to a radius of maybe ten kilometers.”

The discovery of nuclear fission at once stimulated new directions
of research in the Soviet Union. Leningrad was the leading centre for
this work. Here the prime mover was Igor Kurchatov, who headed the
nuclear laboratory at the Leningrad Physicotechnical Institute and was
later to be scientific director of the atomic project. He coordinated the
research not only of his own laboratory, but also of scientists working
at the Radium Institute and at the Institute of Physical Chemistry. The
Radium Institute was directed by V. G. Khlopin, a radiochemist who
later developed the industrial processes for producing plutonium. The
director of the Institute of Physical Chemistry was N. N. Semenov,
who had done important work on chain reactions for which he later
received a Nobel Prize.

Nuclear physics in the 1930s was the very model of an interna-
tional scientific community. The dramatic progress of rescarch was
built on discoveries by scientists in several different countries. Although
they had no centre of nuclear research to compare with Paris, Cam-
bridge or Copenhagen, Soviet physicists followed international progress
avidly and made some significant contributions to it. Now their work
on nuclear fission paralleled that done elsewhere. In April 1939 two of
Kurchatov’s junior colleagues established that each fissioned nucleus
emitted between two and four neutrons, thus indicating that a chain
reaction might be possible. Two physicists at Semenov’s institute inves-
tigated the conditions under which a chain reaction would take place in
uranium, and concluded early in 1940 that an experimental attempt to
achieve a chain reaction could now be undertaken. In the same year
two other physicists, working under Kurchatov’s close direction, discov-
ered the spontancous fission of uranium (i.e., fission without bom-
bardment by neutrons). Inspired by these results, Kurchatov and his
colleagues wrote to the Presidium of the Academy of Sciences, urging
an expansion of work on nuclear fission.

In June 1940 the Academy set up a Uranium Commission, with
Khlopin as chairman, to direct research on the “uranium problem.”
This commission was a clear sign of the Academy’s interest in nuclear
fission. Work was now to proceed on a broad front: exploration for
uranium deposits (lack of uranium was an important constraint on carly
Soviet work); the production of heavy water; rapid construction of
cyclotrons; studies of isotope separation; measurement of the nuclear
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constants. But Kurchatov was disappointed with the scale of this effort.
In August he and a colleague sent the Academy Presidium a plan of
research, proposing that an experimental reactor be built. They drew
attention to the military and economic importance of nuclear ener
and urged the Academy to approach the government for additional
funds in view of the exceptional significance the uranium problem had
for the defence of the country.

In November, at a conference on nuclear physics in Moscow,
Kurchatov received a reply to his proposal. Speaking after a paper by
Kurchatov, Khlopin, the head of the Uranium Commission, declared
that some young physicists, in particular Kurchatov’s students, were so
captivated by the uranium problem that they forgot about current
needs. Nuclear energy, he said, was still a distant prospect, still a beau-
tiful dream; it would be wrong to draw creative minds and national
resources into unreal schemes. Khlopin thus made it clear that the
Uranium Commission would not act on Kurchatov’s proposal.

Work on nuclear fission continued, though not at the pace or on
the scale that Kurchatov desired. He made a further attempt to put his
case before the authorities. Semenov wrote on his behalf to the gov-
ernment about the possibility of creating a bomb, the destructive power
of which would be incomparably greater than that of any existing
explosive. This letter, written at the end of 1940 or carly in 1941,
clicited no response before the German invasion brought nuclear
research in the Soviet Union to a halt.

Early in 1942 the possibility of an atomic bomb became a serious
issue for the Soviet leadership, as a result of information obtained about
British, American and German work on the bomb. In April M. G. Per-
vukhin, Deputy Premier and People’s Commissar (i.e., Minister) of the
Chemical Industry, was sent for by Molotov, who gave him a thick file
containing secret reports about the foreign work. Soviet sources do not
say what was in the file, but it may have contained Klaus Fuch’s earliest
reports on British work; it appears also that the Soviet Union had by
this time received information about German interest in the bomb.
Molotov told Pervukhin that he was giving him the papers on Stalin’s
instruction, and that he was to read them and advise what should be
done. Pervukhin recommended that the papers be shown to physicists
who would be able to make a precise evaluation of their significance.
He himself was given responsibility for the uranium problem.

Information came also from an unexpected source. In May 1942
G. N. Flyorov, one of Kurchatov’s former students, wrote to Stalin that
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“it is essential not to lose any time in building the uranium bomb.”
Flyorov, now a lieutenant in the Air Force, was serving at the front in
Voronezh, where he had visited the University library to look at the
physics journals. He was anxious to see if there had been any response
to the discovery, which he had helped to make, of spontancous fission.
A note about this had been published in the American journal Physical
Review. On looking through the journals, however, he found no reac-
tion to this discovery; moreover, he saw that little of importance was
being published about nuclear fission, and that the big names in the
field had vanished from the journals. He concluded, rightly, that
research was now secret and that the Americans must be working on an
atomic bomb. Hence the letter to Stalin.

In the course of 1942 Soviet leaders held consultations with
prominent scientists about the development of an atomic bomb. In one
meeting Stalin made clear his anger that it was a young licutenant at the
front, and not the members of the Academy, who had drawn the possi-
bility of such a bomb to his attention. He was worried about the cost
of developing a bomb, for he was advised by two of the scientists that it
would cost as much as the whole war effort. He decided, nevertheless,
to initiate a small-scale project. Kurchatov, who had abandoned nuclear
research on the outbreak of war, was chosen as scientific director. He
finally began work in February or March 1943.

The decision to build an atomic bomb was taken when the war
with Germany still hung in the balance. (The counteroffensive at Stal-
ingrad, planned in September and October 1942, had the code name
Uran, which though normally translated as Uranus, is also the Russian
for uranium. This may indicate that the atomic bomb was preying on
Stalin’s mind at the time.) There were many who thought the effort a
pointless waste of resources which could be used to meet more pressing
needs. Stalin can hardly have thought that a Soviet bomb could be
built in time to affect the outcome of the war. Soviet physicists had
estimated in 1942 that the development of a uranium bomb would take
between ten and twenty years. Perhaps Stalin had it in mind that after
the war the Soviet Union would have to face a nuclear-armed Germany,
for at this early period he may have had only minimum war aims, which
did not necessarily include the destruction of the Nazi state. Perhaps he
foresaw that even with the defeat of Germany the Soviet Union would
come into conflict with Britain and the United States; after all, they
were conducting their atomic projects in great secrecy, without
informing the Soviet Union. More probably, the decision should be
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seen as a hedge against uncertainty. Given that Germany, Britain and
thg U{lltcd States were interested in the atomic bomb, was i,t not as wel]
to initiate a Soviet project, even though the circumstances in which the
new weapon might be used could not be foreseen?
~ Kurchatov drew up a plan of research with three main goals: to
a§hlcve a chain reaction in an experimental reactor using natural L.u-a-
num; to develop methods of isotope separation; to study the design of
both the U-235 and the plutonium bombs. He built up his team
slowly, drawing largely on those with whom he had worked before. B
the end of 1943 he had fifty people working in his new 1aborator};' by
the end of 1944 he had one hundred scientists, This was a tiny et’for)t’
compared with the Manhattan Project. As the country was liberated
ot'hcr 'mstitutcs were drawn into the project, and in 1945 some Germar;
scientists and technicians were brought to the Soviet Union to take
part. In‘thc spring of 1945 Kurchatov ordered work to begin on the
design of an industrial reactor for producing plutonium. By the time of
the .Potsdam Conference the Soviet Union had a serious atomic bomb
project under way.

In spite of this, however, the American success in building the
F)omb came as a blow for the Soviet Union. Alexander Werth, who was
in Moscow at the time, wrote that the news of Hiroshima: had “an
acutely depressing effect on everybody.” The atomic bomb was seen as
a threat to Russia, and “some Russian pessimists . . . dismally remarked
that Russia’s desperately hard victory over Germany was now ‘as good

as w:.astcd.’ ” In December 1945 the British Ambassador wrote to the
Forelgn Secretary:

the German invasion caught them still unready and swept them to what
!oc?ked like the brink of defeat. Then came the turn of the tide and with
it h.rst the hope and then a growing belief that the immense benison of
national security was at last within their reach. As the Red Army
moved westwards belief became confidence and the final defear of Ger-
many made confidence conviction . . . Then plump came the Atomic
Bomb. At a blow the balance which had now seemed set and steady
was rudely shaken. Russia was balked by the west when evervthiné

se‘emcd to bc erhm her grasp. The three hundred divisions were shorn
of much of their value,

:‘\mbassador Harriman reported to Washington in much the same
erms.

The small Soviet project laid the basis for the all-out effort that
Wwas now launched. Stalin’s immediate reaction to Truman’s casual

e S
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remark was to tell Kurchatov to speed up his work. In the middle of
August, shortly after his return from Potsdam, Stalin summoned B. L.
Vannikov, the People’s Commissar of Munitions, and his deputies to
the Kremlin. There they were joined by Kurchatov. “A single demand
of you, comrades,” said Stalin. “Provide us with atomic weapons in the
shortest possible time. You know that Hiroshima has shaken the whole
world. The balance has been destroyed. Provide the bomb—it will
remove a great danger from us.” Kurchatov and his colleagues were
asked how long it would take to build the atomic bomb if they received
all-round support. Five years, they replied. In the event, the first
Soviet test took place four years to the month after that August meet-
ing with Stalin.

Compared with his failure to heed the warnings of a German
attack in 1941, Stalin’s decision about the atomic bomb in 1942
showed considerable foresight. The last thing he can have wanted to
hear then was that Germany, Britain and the United States were work-
ing in great secrecy to develop a weapon of unprecedented destructive
force. In spite of the critical war situation, he took the precautionary
step of setting up a small-scale project. The Soviet leaders were never-
theless shaken by the American success in building a bomb. When
Molotov heard what Truman had said at Potsdam, he saw it as an
attempt to gain concessions from the Soviet Union. The Soviet leaders
regarded the use of the bomb in Japan as part of an effort to put pres-
sure on them, as a demonstration that the United States was willing to
use nuclear weapons. Soviet security now seemed to be at risk from a
new threat.

If Niels Bohr’s advice had been heeded, and Stalin had been told
officially about the bomb, his post-war policy might have been just the
same. But Western secrecy contributed to Soviet suspicion and spurred
the Soviet Union to develop its own bomb. As [the scholar] Margaret
Gowing has written, “If Russia had been formally consulted about the
bomb during the war . . . it might have made no difference. The fact
that she was not, guaranteed that the attempts made just after the war
to establish international control, which might have failed anyway, were
doomed. . ..”

On 8 August 1945, two days after Hiroshima, the Politburo initi-
ated work on a new Five Year Plan, which was formally adopted in
March 1946. The Soviet leaders had to make decisions about the plan
in the context of the new weapons programs. The then Minister of
Finance has written in his memoirs that finding the financial resources
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for the plan proved more difficult than anticipated because the drop in
defence spending was not as great as expected, and because “significant
resources” were required for the development of military technology.
By the summer of 1946 the basic institutional framework had
been created for developing nuclear weapons, long-range rockets, radar
and jet propulsion. Special bodies were set up in the Party, the gov-
ernment, the secret police and the Armed Forces to direct these pro-
grams. In 1945 Scientific-Technical Councils were created for atomic
bomb and rocket development. These consisted of scientists, engineers
and industrial managers, and discussed the major technical and industrial
problems connected with the programs. B. L. Vannikov headed the
atomic council, with Pervukhin and Kurchatov as his deputies. The
rocket council was chaired by D. F. Ustinov, the present Minister of
Defence, who was then the People’s Commissar of Armament. A spe-
cial department of government, also headed by Vannikov, was set up to
manage the nuclear program. The secret police had a department for
atomic energy; half of all research for nuclear weapons development
was done in prison institutes, while most of the construction and min-
ing was done by prison labour. Overall control of the nuclear program
lay in the hands of [Lavrenti P.] Beria, the chief of the secret police.

The object of these arrangements was to exercise tight central
control over the new weapons programs, and to ensure that they had
first claim on resources. Soon after the Potsdam Conference Kurchatov
became a regular visitor to the Kremlin. One of the industrial managers
remarked to him that “It’s casy for you to solve problems: you meet
Stalin every day.” Kurchatov replied that problems were indeed solved
quickly in meetings with Stalin. (The Soviet authors who recount this
exchange comment that Kurchatov kept to himself the thought that
dealing with Stalin almost every day was more difficult than walking a
tightrope across an abyss; and it can have been no easier to deal with
Beria, who is never mentioned now in Soviet accounts of their earl
nuclear program, but with whom Kurchatov must have had frequent
contact.) Policy was developed in meetings between the Party leaders
and those directly in charge of the programs. In April 1947, for exam-
ple, Stalin summoned scientists, industrial managers and military men to
the Kremlin for a series of meetings to decide on an overall plan for
rocket development. Stalin’s personal interest ensured that these pro-
grams had the highest priority; the best scientists, engineers, workers
and managers were assigned to them. Each decision was backed by
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Union test-fired the R-2, a development of the R-1, but with a range of
600 km, about twice that of the earlier rocket. By this time work had
begun on the SS-3, which was deployed in the mid-1950s.

On 29 August 1949 the Soviet Union tested its first atomic
bomb. (This was a plutonium bomb; the first test of a U-235 bomb
took place in 1951.) The United States detected the first Soviet test
and made it public, to the apparent consternation of the Soviet gov-
ernment, which had made no announcement. News of the test caused a
shock in Washington where, despite some accurate forecasts, it was
generally believed that the Soviet Union would not have an atomic
bomb until the carly 1950s. This shock contributed to the decision
announced by President Truman on 31 January 1950 to speed up work
on thermonuclear weapons.  Such bombs have a yield many times
greater than the atomic bombs used in Japan, and the decision to
develop them marked a major new stage in nuclear arms competition.

The Soviet atomic bomb test of August 1949 helped to speed up
American work on thermonuclear weapons, and American policy in
turn stimulated Soviet weapons research and development. Soviet work
on the thermonuclear bomb began in 1948 when Kurchatov set up a
theoretical group (which included Andrei Sakharov) under Igor Tamm,
after reports of a superbomb had been received from the West. Soviet
interest in thermonuclear weapons may have been aroused by Klaus
Fuchs, who told his Soviet contact about studies of these weapons at
Los Alamos. He could have told the Soviet Union that in the spring of
1946 discussion had taken place about two possible types of thermonu-
clear bombs: one in which a relatively small amount of thermonuclear
fuel is ignited by a relatively large fission explosion (later known as a
boosted fission weapon) and the other in which a relatively small fission
explosion ignites a very large mass of thermonuclear fuel (the super-
bomb). Fuch’s account of these early discussions of the superbomb
would have been misleading rather than helptul to Soviet scientists in a
scientific sense, because the early ideas were later shown not to work.
But it is possible that Fuch’s reports stimulated Soviet work on these
weapons.

By the time of the first atomic bomb test, Tamm’s group had con-
cl}lded that thermonuclear weapons were possible, and two months
after the test—that is, about 1 November 1949—Kurchatov began to
wgrk on the development of a thermonuclear bomb as a matter of pri-
ority. The first thermonuclear bomb test took place almost four years

—
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later, on 12 August 1953. Soviet writers tend to stress the role of
American actions in stimulating Soviet nuclear weapons development.
It is therefore interesting that they do not mention as providing any im-
petus to Soviet efforts Truman’s announcement on 31 January 1950 of
his decision to accelerate development of the superbomb. But one of
Kurchatov’s biographers does stress that the American test of October
1952 led to an intensification of Soviet work; after the test “Kurchatov
and those taking part in the creation of the terrible new weapon increase
the tempo of work. Alongside the design work, experiments are con-
ducted to investigate different variants.” This implies that besides
working on the “Joe-4” bomb, Soviet scientists now worked to develop
a superbomb. The American test stimulated Soviet research, and analy-
sis of the fallout from the American test would have helped Soviet sci-
entists to discover the mechanism behind the very high yield of the ex-
plosion. The first Soviet superbomb was tested in November 1955. . . .

From August 1945 Stalin faced a dual problem: to build a Soviet
bomb as quickly as possible, and to deprive the United States of any
military or political advantage from its atomic monopoly. The first part
of this problem was solved by launching the new research and devel-
opment programs. The second was tackled by providing a counter-
weight to American air power. Soviet forces in Eastern Europe were
the main element in this policy. American bombers could threaten So-
viet cities and industrial centres, but Soviet forces could not strike the
United States. Consequently the Soviet Army was deployed in Eastern
Europe not only to safeguard Soviet interests there, but also to strike
Western Europe in the event of war. (Soviet forces were certainly not
strong enough for Stalin to contemplate an invasion out of the blue.)
Conventional weapons were modernized and air defences strengthened.

Stalin took pains to play down the significance of nuclear
weapons. In September 1946, for example, he said that “I do not con-
sider the atomic bomb as serious a force as some politicians are inclined
to do. Atomic bombs are meant to frighten those with weak nerves,
but they cannot decide the fate of wars since atomic bombs are quite
insufficient for that.” The effort the Soviet Union was making to de-
velop the atomic bomb makes it clear that Stalin did in fact attribute
great importance to nuclear weapons. Such statements were designed
to weaken any American attempt to use its atomic monopoly to put
pressure on the Soviet Union, and also to prevent Soviet troops, who
would have to fight without nuclear weapons, from being intimidated
by the threat of nuclear war.




