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The story of Leo Szilard has not been told in its full complexity. This is especially so of the
role imagination played in Szilard’s worldview. Szilard, like many other scientists in the midtwentieth century, worked on the Manhattan Project. Like these other wartime participants, the
work and relationships formed during this time greatly influenced his future work. Furthermore,
Szilard brought his regret for his role in the development of the atomic bomb into his arguments for
peace and scientist involvement in seeking peace through conversations with Russians. Many
authors have explained his involvement in the initiation of what became the Manhattan Project and
his involvement during the war and petitions on the use of the weapons in Japan. Most frequently
he played a supporting role to other scientist-actors of the time, aiding and extending their actions as
a part of a larger story in which Szilard did not play a central role. But the story of Szilard is
important as it tracks changes in American diplomacy and relations with both Russia and the larger
world. Through both his fiction and non-fiction, the stories Szilard presented are both serious and
humorous, a direct relation to how Szilard thought about the issues and approached them in daily
life. These stories also parallel his interests in science and his desires, or fears, for the potential uses
of this research. Szilard was extremely rational and held a large amount of faith in science and the
power of scientists and other intellectuals to direct policy. In Szilard’s eyes, if he did not speak out
about peace and how it might be achieved, he did not know who else would.
This dissertation opens with an outline of Szilard’s core beliefs. The following chapters then
expand and comment on these beliefs and provide specific examples. In the second chapter, I
explore how Szilard’s arguments changed when the Soviets completed in 1949 what he saw to be

inevitable, an atomic bomb and the start of the arms race. Chapter three details Szilard’s
perspectives on science and science education and how he thought American education should be
conducted in order to produce an educated citizenry. I also use fictional pieces to demonstrate
Szilard’s critique of society and fears of where a scientized society could lead. Continuing with the
use of fiction, chapter four focuses on Szilard’s satirical short story “The Voice of the Dolphins” to
explore his ideas of the future and his vision of an ideal world. I connect this to larger ideas of
future planning and the trajectory of his thinking throughout his life. A fifth and final, chapter
traces the history of Szilard’s “crusade,” and his creation of a lobby through the Council for a
Livable World, which ensured citizen involvement in effecting political change through
Congressional elections and still functions today.
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Introduction:
In 1947 Leo Szilard wrote a letter to the Premier of the Soviet Union, Joseph Stalin. This
letter was never sent to Stalin directly, but this was not for Szilard’s lack of trying. Approaching
Stalin directly was precisely why the letter was not able to be sent, it was viewed as Szilard
influencing a foreign government. However, the letter was subsequently published in the Bulletin of
the Atomic Scientists (BAS), and this act places the letter in a unique position between fact and
fiction. On one hand, Szilard used this letter to put forth his ideas on what he saw to be the main
issues facing the US and Soviet Union in their nuclear standoff. A reality that he wished to share
directly with Stalin. On the other hand, it gave suggestions for steps for Stalin to take to approach
the American people, who would listen even if their government did not. Steps, like a radio
broadcast, that he knew the Premier would not take and steps he knew would be unacceptable to
American citizens. Szilard knew early on that this letter would likely never be sent but wrote it
anyways, hoping that it may be published and thus have an audience. Then perhaps this letter
would find its way to the Soviet Union. Szilard’s “Letter to Stalin” underscores the necessity to
reexamine his written and spoken word through the lens of scientific creativity and imagination.
Szilard’s use of imagination allowed him to think outside of the box and beyond the
traditional strictures of foreign policy and diplomacy by expanding his role as a scientist. Using
imaginative scenarios and playing them out in his fiction and non-fiction, allowed Szilard to pose
questions and solve them in what he believed to be the most clear and rational way. Proceeding in
such a rational manner allowed Szilard to describe discrete steps leading to his desired outcome.
With this broader view of the possibilities that existed for the problems at hand, Szilard was able
to envision a world in which there was no race for larger and larger nuclear weapons and the world
was finally at peace. These scenarios played out in a manner akin to the scientific method,
highlighting the importance of Szilard’s training as a scientist in his worldview. Stating a question
or problem Szilard saw the world facing, he would propose a hypothetical set of steps to reach
what he hoped would be a compromise with the Russians. Or a halt in the arms race. Or even,
and this was his ultimate goal, a world at peace. Szilard’s method was not without its faults, and he
often ran up against people who did not agree with him or who thought his ideas too farfetched.
By tracing the role of imagination through Szilard’s work after the end of the Second
World War, I seek to underscore how it allowed him to think beyond what was probable and
instead focus on the best possible situation for a world with nuclear weapons. This imaginative
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thinking was central to the practice of science as Szilard saw it and it was informed by a deep study
of the humanities and world history. Both aspects Szilard pursued in his advocacy for a
revamping of the US educational system, while also serving to give Szilard the examples and
theory to craft his idealized world by creating a path for the US and the Soviet Union out of the
Cold War.
In his fiction, Szilard satirized the US-Soviet nuclear arms race by looking behind the
military confrontation to the science and politics at play in the two countries.1 In the face of this
tension, Szilard’s approach to the situation was very direct, and at times daring, throwing custom
to the wind. But it goes further than that. This was a response to what Szilard saw as the US and
Russia caught in a vicious circle. A cycle in which both nations did not think that peace could be
negotiated on the assumption that atomic energy was an isolated issue because it was too narrow a
basis.2 Szilard sought a grass roots public movement to promote peace and the end of war. He
believed that “If the issues which face the world today were freely discussed in such an
international group of private persons, after some initial faltering, the picture of a bold and
constructive solution of these issues might emerge, and public opinion might then rally to such a
solution.”3 However, he grew more obstinate with time, “Clearly, foreign policies which may
prolong the peace cannot furnish the solution to our problem.”4 The issues facing the world were
deeper than that. Furthermore, new policies need to be developed that do not harken back to
policies resulting from the First World War. Nuclear weapons and power radically changed
warfare and how nations interact with each other, and the policies developed needed to take these
changes into account.
Szilard envisioned a wider reaching control structure than the United States or Britain
alone could manage. Although these ideas might sound utopian, he argued that “maybe we shall
be willing to go out of our way for the sake of remaining alive.”5 Szilard continued that what was
needed was to find a situation in which the incentives to maintain peace far outweighed the need
to start a conflict in which nuclear weapons would be used. To establish such a situation, a world
community needed to be created in which world agencies were organized by a special organization
that coordinated them. This would result in a World Government, which in many ways is like
William Lanouette, Genius in the Shadows: A Biography of Leo Szilard, the Man Behind the Bomb (New York: Skyhorse
Publishing, 2013), 329.
2 Leo Szilard, “Calling for a Crusade,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 3, no. 4 (April/May 1947): 103.
3 Leo Szilard, “Letter to Stalin,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 3, no. 12 (December 1947): 376.
4 Szilard, “Calling for a Crusade,” 102.
5 Szilard, “Calling for a Crusade,” 106.
1
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what H. G. Wells presented in The World Set Free. Even though he read the text in the early 1930s,
these ideas stayed with him and often showed up in his writing. Szilard was deeply influenced by
The World Set Free and his ideals of a world with nuclear weapons emphasizes this. Whereas Szilard
feared war with nuclear weapons, Wells had used such a war to demonstrate “the failure of society
to reform itself in parallel with the developments in technology.”6
The story of Leo Szilard has not been told in its full complexity. The literature fails to
emphasize the seminal role of imagination in Szilard’s worldview. Much of the literature focuses
on his involvement in the initiation of what became the Manhattan Project and his war-time
activities and petitions on the use of the weapons in Japan. But what is rarely discussed is his part
of a larger trajectory as a scientist dedicated to his craft who feared what has and will happen if his
work gets into the wrong hands. Faced with what he believed to be his moral need to speak out
for the safe use and development of nuclear weapons, Szilard used imaginative ideas which he
translated into both fact and fiction.
The story of Szilard is fascinating it its own right, and tracks changes in American
diplomacy and relations with both Russia and the world more broadly. And in light of this, speaks
out for the abolishment of nuclear weapons and advocates for peace on a global scale. This quest
for peace is directly linked to his work during the war and the environment in which this
technology developed, but its evolution did not end with the war. Szilard continued to speak out
and argue for peace with the Russians and an end to the arms race. My choice in focusing on
Szilard is deliberate, because I believe his life and trajectory after the end of the Second World War
provides important insight into the course Szilard saw the US and Soviet Union on. Patrick David
Slaney argues,
Recognizing the personal stakes of scientists in matters such as scientific
internationalism allows us to link the growing discussions of cold war
internationalism with research focused on other time periods. Much of the
emerging literature on scientific internationalism in the cold war emphasizes the
strategic role that internationalism played in the pursuit of nuclear policy and on the
limits of sharing technical data within alliances. Rabinowitch’s understanding of
internationalism, however, with its hope that the personal relationships formed in
the pursuit of science could prove valuable in diffusing conflict, requires that we
consider internationalism from the personal perspective as well as from that of the
state.7
Peter J. Bowler, A History of the Future: Prophets of Progress from H. G. Wells to Isaac Asimov (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2017), 20.
7 Patrick David Slaney, “Eugene Rabinowitch, the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, and the Nature of Scientific
Internationalism in the Early Cold War,” Historical Studies in the Natural Sciences 42, no. 2 (2012): 117-118.
6
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In the same vein that Slaney contextualizes internationalism through Eugene Rabinowitch, a
contemporary of Szilard’s, I focus on Szilard to explore his unique perspective. Using Szilard, I
am able to show imagination allowed him to think beyond the normative roles of the scientist or
politician.
Szilard, like many other scientists in the mid-twentieth century, worked on the Manhattan
Project. And just like these other wartime participants, his scientific work and relationships
formed during this time greatly influenced his future work. But for Szilard it went beyond that. It
became an integral part of his autobiography. Szilard referred frequently to this time, using his
“Manhattan Story” to set the stage for what came next. Szilard used this story to not only
demonstrate his expertise in the field and bolster his position as a voice to be listened to.
Furthermore, I believe he also used this story to explain his role in the history and how his
opinions changed and evolved and the situation in which he was working changed and involved.
He hoped that those listening, if they did not already agree with his ideas, would deliberate and
come to shift their personal beliefs as well. This further demonstrates his foresight and larger
picture thinking. For him, the Einstein Letter, his work in Chicago, and petitions at the end of the
war were all intimately connected to the work he was doing after the war ended. Matt Price
underscores the importance of one such petition, the Franck Report, which Szilard contributed to
in 1945, when he explains,
But despite its ineffectiveness in preventing the use of the bomb, the Franck Report
stubbornly refused to fade into insignificance. In the months that followed
Hiroshima, the report became a kind of founding text for the “scientists’
movement,” a left-leaning technocratic movement that sought to reverse the
buildup of atomic arsenals in the United States and abroad and also promoted
peaceful uses of atomic energy. As that movement came to tell its own story
(whether in memoirs, in the columns of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, or in
researched histories), the Franck Report was increasingly highlighted as a moment
of both prescience and moral courage, as a document that epitomized the qualities
to which the movement most aspired.8
This importance held true for Szilard in particular as well. Szilard was greatly shaped by the
trajectory of the Franck Report and how he continued to advocate for the ideas in it. Price
continues, “So the politics they pursued was accompanied by an antipolitical rhetoric. It is thus not
surprising that the Franck Report was chosen as a central text of the scientists’ movement, for it
Matt Price, “Roots of Dissent: The Chicago Met Lab and the Origins of the Franck Report,” Isis 86, no. 2 (June
1995): 223.
8
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has the same characteristics. Indeed, when it became impossible to maintain this fiction of
neutrality and objectivity, the scientists’ movement started to fall apart.”9 And Szilard’s wartime
work continued to be connected in a saga that stretched over three decades.
Leo Szilard once said a favorite pastime of his was “baiting brass hats.” 10 This aligned
with his dislike of following orders from anyone, especially those in the military. However, it also
illustrated his determination to see his own vision for the future and how American politics and
foreign policy should be conducted realized. This view shaped his response to the use of atomic
bombs in Japan and his earlier actions against the steps the US government took to control the
atomic bomb and atomic power more broadly. After the war Szilard used his writing to come to
terms with the power of the atomic bomb and other nuclear weapons in a world that seemed
strangely like H.G. Wells had predicted earlier in the century. Szilard’s fiction also closely parallels
his work published in more science-centric venues so his presence in society as a scientist is never
lost within his story. These articles often give potential situations that could play out in the future
but deal with actual players and not made up characters, which allows Szilard to present a realistic
future in an enjoyable way. In the wake of the Second World War and the use of atomic weapons
in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the future of the human race and all life on earth seemed threatened.
The future of war and the society that shaped it took different forms depending on the political or
societal climate at the moment and the anxieties these differing situations brought with them.
Szilard’s writing focused on these very tensions between world powers and he sought to
demonstrate where he saw the world heading if peace was not seriously and immediately sought.
Szilard believed he was extremely rational and held a large amount of faith in science and
the power of scientists and other intellectuals to direct policy. In 1947, he quantified his views as
such:
As far as I can see, I am not particularly qualified to speak about the problem of
peace. I am a scientist and science, which has created the bomb and confronted the
world with a problem, has no solution to offer to this problem. Yet a scientist may
perhaps be permitted to speak on the problem of peace, not because he knows
more about it than other people do, but rather because no one seems to know very
much about it.11
In Szilard’s eyes, if he did not speak out about peace and how it might be achieved, he did not
know who else would. But this also can be used as a direct argument against the idea that
Price, “Roots of Dissent: The Chicago Met Lab and the Origins of the Franck Report,” 243.
“Leo Szilard Dies; A-Bomb Physicist,” New York Times, May 31, 1964, 77.
11 Szilard, “Calling for a Crusade,” 102.
9
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scientists cannot worry about how their research will be applied in society as they conduct their
experiments. Just because they should fear the repercussions of their research, does not mean
they should not play any role in the utilization of their research or how this affects global security.
In fact, it was precisely due to their role in the creation of a body of knowledge that Szilard would
argue they should be involved in how their research is used, if they wished to be. This further
allows scientists to play a role they were comfortable playing and could continue depicting
themselves as apolitical and merely bearers of knowledge while still portraying an expanded
scientific humanism.
Further complicating the narrative, when Szilard is mentioned, it is almost always in a
supporting role to other scientist-actors of the time, aiding and supporting their actions as a part
of a larger story. For example, Simone Turchetti uses Szilard as support for Enrico Fermi’s claims
to patent industry-relevant discoveries who in 1934 argued that if artificial radiation could be
harnessed, using it “for medical purposes was a sound commercial proposition.”12 But Szilard was
also a rival of Fermi as he patented several of his own discoveries, including the chain reaction,
although he failed to commercialize the process.13 Furthermore, although David H. Guston calls
Szilard out in “The Pumpkin or the Tiger? Michael Polanyi, Frederick Soddy, and Anticipating
Emerging Technologies” by explaining “This paper narrates the intertwining stories of [Michael]
Polanyi, [Frederick] Soddy and [Leo] Szilard, revealing how anticipation influenced governance in
the case of atomic weapons and how Polanyi’s claim in ‘‘The Republic of Science’’ of an
unpredictable and hence ungovernable science is faulty on multiple levels,” Szilard is hardly
mentioned throughout the rest of the text.14
This is true even in texts where Szilard plays a more central role. Even William
Lanouette’s biography of Szilard was criticized. Lawrence Badash found that “Most
disappointingly, there is virtually no analysis or interpretation of Szilard’s activities, scientific or
political, or an attempt to explain their significance. The author is best at…probing his
motivations.”15 Furthermore, accounts such as István Hargittai’s Martians of Science do a great job
exploring the world of Szilard and his connection to the other Hungarian émigrés. However, it is
Simone Turchetti, “The invisible businessman: Nuclear physics, patenting practices, and trading activities in the
1930s,” Historical Studies in the Physical and Biological Sciences 37, no. 1: 163.
13 Ibid., 166-167.
14 David H. Guston, “The Pumpkin or the Tiger? Michael Polanyi, Frederick Soddy, and Anticipating Emerging
Technologies,” Minerva 50 (2012): 363.
15 Lawrence Badash, “Reviewed Work(s): Genius in the Shadows: A Biography of Leo Szilard, the Man behind the
Bomb by William Lanouette and Bela Silard,” Isis 85, no. 1 (March 1994): 172.
12
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precisely this comparison and exploration of the five Martians that further emphasizes my
argument that Szilard has been traditionally treated as a part of history with other participants and
has not been thoroughly investigated for the unique role he played a scientist with moral
arguments for how his science was used and politicized. This limits Hargittai’s ability to explore
the nuances of Szilard’s arguments and how they evolved in the context of a changing political
climate.
Solely focusing on Szilard in a limited time frame allows me to focus on the role of
imagination and creativity in his individual works. I am then able to place these works in their
immediate context while exploring how this shaped Szilard’s worldview and contributes to a larger
understanding of Szilard’s exemplification as a scientist-activist. And while his Hungarian and
Jewish identity is certainty a part of this, it extends far past these two characteristics. Michael Bess
further builds on this Hungarian identity. In his chapter on Szilard, Michael Bess explores his
worldview starting with his childhood in Budapest.16 And although he puts Szilard’s thinking in
context with other world events and a broader sense of what the Russians were arguing for in
terms of a peace agreement, Bess’ analysis largely ignores Szilard’s scientific endeavors of the same
period. Bess sees Szilard’s science as completely separated from his activism. I argue against this
as Szilard the scientist did not and could not act in a vacuum sperate from Szilard the activist.
It is precisely because of Szilard’s scientific training and knowledge that he argued as he
did. In many ways, Szilard’s political argument was one large experiment. Other accounts like
David A. Grandy’s Leo Szilard: Science as a Mode of Being, aim “to capture the essence of his life and
vision rather than the fullness,” and although he does this with the argument that his is not a
biographical work, it lacks the fullness and further exploration of Szilard that focusing on his ideas
would lend and which I pursue.17 Just as Michael A. Day set aside Condon’s work in theoretical
physics, I too will try to separate Szilard from his own physics and molecular biology and instead
focus on the evolution of Szilard’s ideology.18 This is built on my argument that it was Szilard’s
imagination that shaped his worldview and provided the motivation for him to pursue it to
fruition. Part of this, as Thaddeus R. Miller and Mark W. Neff have argued, means focusing on
the social activities that take place inside the scientific community. They argue that these activities

Michael Bess, Realism, Utopia, and the Mushroom Cloud: Four Activist Intellectuals and Their Strategies for Peace, 1945-1989
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993).
17 David A. Grandy, Leo Szilard: Science as a Mode of Being (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1996), xiii.
18 Michael A. Day, “E.U. Condon: Science, Religion, and the Politics of World Peace,” Physics in Perspective 10 (2008):
4–55.
16
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equally effect outcomes and are missing from the current understanding of the impact of scientific
research and policy outcomes.19 Szilard’s work in and with the scientific community extended
outward and greatly impacted his work dedicated to pursuing a world at peace.
Szilard’s individual pieces are intimately related and in fact often refer to each other with in
the storyline. Even as Colin Milburn argues for the inclusion of science fiction into the practice of
the history of science, he largely ignores one key aspect of the genre: scientists who write in
fiction. This exclusion underscores the very idea that he is trying to eliminate, that science fiction
exists to give scientists ideas to pursue in their research. Instead, Milburn sees
scientists’ relationship to science fiction texts in terms of “fan practice”—even in
cases where individual scientists or groups of scientists may not be fans at all—and
in this way reorient problems of influence and intellectual property, or philosophical
quandaries about “proper” relations, toward the processes of modification involved in
moving between science and fiction, this would then mean understanding science
fiction as among the quotidian activities of science—which is to say, science fiction
at the bench.20
Milburn concludes that the vector of changes goes both ways and science influences science
fiction just as science fiction influences science in process of “mutual modification.”21
Szilard’s worldview was presented in both his fictional works that were published in
popular journals, and his scientific works published in journals targeted to an academic or
scientific community, the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists in particular. By comparing these sources, I
can determine what he believed to be most important, in that these ideas remained consistent
throughout his works regardless of the piece’s fantastical nature. My work is principally historical,
and I use literature to demonstrate specific cultural or societal elements of the time in order to
create a more complete understanding of the time and place in which Szilard wrote. These literary
sources also contextualize and justify historical events and public sentiment surrounding such
events.
However, for Szilard, his creative thinking extended from reality and into fiction. Szilard
used his fiction to explore themes that were controversial or hard to imagine in the current
context. In these stories, Szilard also recontextualized and reemphasized ideas, theories and
arguments he made in other non-fiction articles and speeches. His stories Szilard are both serious
and humorous, a direct relation to how Szilard thought about the issues and approached them in
Thaddeus R. Miller and Mark W. Neff, “De-Facto Science Policy in the Making: How Scientists Shape Science
Policy and Why it Matters (or, Why STS and STP Scholars Should Socialize),” Minerva 51 (2013): 295.
20 Milburn, “Modifiable Futures: Science Fiction at the Bench,” Isis 101, no. 3 (September 2010): 561.
21 Ibid., 568.
19
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daily life. They also parallel his interests in science and his desires, or fears, for the potential use of
this research. Milburn places him in a list of “Legendary examples of science fiction shaping the
history of science” that also includes Wernher von Braun and Gerald Feinberg. And he continues,
“If this form of folk wisdom puts fiction writers in the untenable position of prophets and
clairvoyants, it likewise renders the task of professional science as the fulfillment of literary
dreams, diligently turning fantasies into realities. Neither seems very adequate as a springboard for
historiography.”22 Milburn goes on to explain that he “would like to suggest that our
understanding of how science fiction works at the bench would be greatly improved by seeing
scientists as cultural consumers like any cultural consumers, perhaps even in some cases as science
fiction fans like any science fiction fans, but having at their disposal the tools and the resources for
making science fiction and other cultural materials actually usable for science—and vice versa.”23
He further explains that “In many ways, the day-to-day activities of laboratory science resemble
some of these fan practices: sampling from and building on the work of others, taking what was
successful in one experiment and applying it elsewhere, proceeding through imitation, eclectic
opportunism, bricolage, and so forth.”24 But most importantly, Milburn points out, is the idea of
the speculative mod. Precisely what Szilard was doing in his fact and fiction, “This modified form of
science fiction appears frequently in scientific writing as a way of discussing possible futures and
extrapolations of current research.”25 But he goes even further to use his position in society as a
scientist to explore the world in a way that he believed to be more suitable for his audience.
I contribute to the scholarship by incorporating a scientist’s views on the development of
science and its threats to society in the shadow of a Third World War. However, I will not do this
by examining Szilard’s role in the scientific community but instead with other members of the
public. I understand that this is a complicated situation, and I hope to use Szilard’s nonfiction
essays and commentaries to separate out his actual intentions from mere fantasy used to highlight
the absurdity of the path society was taking. By using Szilard’s largest fictional story “The Voice
of the Dolphin,” I am able to explore his beliefs in the development of scientific research and
policy through his description of the fictional Biological Research Institute in Vienna where man’s
stupidity is contrasted to the dolphins’ intelligence in solving global issues and contributing to a
Milburn, “Modifiable Futures: Science Fiction at the Bench,” 561.
Ibid., 565.
24 See, e.g., Paul Feyerabend, Against Method, 3rd ed. (London: Verso, 1993); Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar,
Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1986). In Milburn,
“Modifiable Futures: Science Fiction at the Bench,” 565.
25 Ibid., 568.
22
23
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lasting peace between the US and Russia. Written at the end of his life in 1960, I use this story to
succinctly bring together the themes that connected his other pieces into one work.
My dissertation explores key instances where science and literature, fact and fiction, and
science and politics collide. These collisions are all present in the texts I explore and underscore
greater issues at stake in American society at the time. The threat of World War Three played out
in tensions in science and politics and how policy would be made that could cope with these
threats. My work begins in the wake of Szilard’s involvement in the Manhattan Project and his
objection to using the atomic bombs on Japan. This is a common trope in pieces that discuss the
end of the war and where Szilard commonly pops up in the current historiography. I build on this
story and connects it to the issues he argued for in his journal articles and short stories after the
war, regardless of if they were fact or fiction. It concludes with an analysis of how these ideas
were treated in public venues.
I draw on literary as well as historical texts to explore the issues Szilard found in the
trajectory of American society under the threat of World War III. When reading science fiction in
a historical context, many have argued for the use of science fiction in cultural discussion, and
science fiction serves a host of uses, most notably is its ability to serve as a social critique. This
interpretation is taken alongside an understanding of science fiction as prophecy or science fiction
merely as a topic of discussion, which although fruitful in some contexts does not allow for
historical analysis. The focus of literature in the history of science should be to demonstrate
specific cultural or societal elements of the time in order to create a more complete understanding
of a specific time and place. Furthermore, these literary sources can serve to explain and justify
historical events and public sentiment surrounding such events. Carl Abbott, Helen M.
Rozwadowski, and Patrick B. Sharp have conducted approaches similar to this in connecting
literary sources to historical understandings. Sharp for example uses the work of Charles Darwin
and other contemporary authors in Savage Perils: Racial Frontiers and Nuclear Apocalypse in American
Culture to show how these authors helped to promote ideas of racial superiority or hierarchies in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.26 Sharp builds his argument on works of popular literature
and how these ideals were portrayed to the public in an informal manner in the intervening years,
while also incorporating important cultural connections. This process will prove especially useful
in my own work.
Patrick B. Sharp, Savage Perils: Racial Frontiers and Nuclear Apocalypse in American Culture (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2007), 4.
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There is very little scholarship on the complete collection of stories in The Voice of the
Dolphins and Other Stories as a stand-alone text let alone the individual stories.27 Furthermore, this
scholarship pertains solely connected to Szilard himself. David Seed includes Szilard and in a
larger context of understanding representations of nuclear war in literature and film in his book
Under the Shadow: The Atomic Bomb and Cold War Narratives. However, Szilard is only discussed in
one chapter and he deserves more research and investigation in order to fully explore the
implications of his works and the understanding of the future he presented within them. Both Bill
Clemente, who refers to his work as science fiction which I argue against, and Ákos Farkas, who
focuses on Szilard’s work from the perspective of Hungarian history. They treat him more as a
novelty and do not contextualize the stories beyond Szilard’s other works. However, they each
understand Szilard’s stories as existing somewhere between pure fact and fiction.
There is a long history and precedence for historians of science to focus on the scientific
lives of its actors, be they human or non-human. Kai Bird and Martin J. Sherwin do this
successfully in their extensive biography of J. Robert Oppenheimer, American Prometheus: The
Triumph and Tragedy of J. Robert Oppenheimer, which focuses predominately on how his 1954 security
hearing impacted his career. This is still a very biographical approach to the history of science. By
expanding the scope to include a scientist’s critique of science and science policy, I hope to
demonstrate that this history of Leo Szilard is essential to understanding the culture and society of
Cold War America. Scientists in the post-World War Two era struggled with the changing
political environment and the role of scientists within this new environment as it effected their
scientific views and beliefs.28 The documents I focus on will also shed new light on the issues
concerning the threat of a Third World War with the Soviet Union and how this threat was
translated into views of the future and a potential new American way of life, and emphasizing the
concept of “fictional truths” as I do so.
I intend my dissertation to transcend the specific cases I discuss and demonstrate that
these are issues we are still dealing with today. There are of course limits to the powers of science
when it is included in discussions of regulation and policymaking; however, this does not mean
science and scientists should not play a role. I aim to make a valuable contribution to the
The Voice of the Dolphins and Other Stories is a collection of short stories that was published in 1961 and includes
several pieces that were previously published. These include the title story “The Voice of the Dolphins” (Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientists, 1960), and “My Trial as a War Criminal” (University of Chicago Law Review, 1949).
28 See: Jessica Wang, American Science in an Age of Anxiety: Scientists, Anticommunism, and the Cold War (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1999).
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discourse on science and technology, and the role scientists should play in policymaking.
Although I focus on just Szilard in my dissertation, I intend to use these case studies to
demonstrate how science affects the individual and society across various written formats and
communities of specialists just as much then as it does today.
I begin my discussion with an outline of Szilard’s core beliefs. By highlighting his ideals of
the power of the scientist, focus on control of atomic power through a world government, and
emphasizing the role of the citizens in democracy in the United States, I underscore the principles
under which Szilard would pursue peace in the coming decades. Szilard’s application of his ideas
of governance and citizen political involvement will be explored in detail in this chapter. Szilard
thought deeply about these ideas for a future world, applying and reapplying similar concepts as
the global political climate shifted with the evolution of the Cold War. However, he worried he
was the only one invested in this new worldview, “The main issue is whether we are willing to
assume our full share of responsibility in the creation of a world community.”29 These ideas would
stay with him until his death and his work on the atomic bomb and later, how to control this
knowledge.
In the second chapter I explore how Szilard’s arguments changed when the Soviets
accomplished what he saw to be inevitable. In 1949, the Soviets had an atomic weapon of their
own and the arms race was on. These were developments Szilard had discussed previously, but
now it was reality. I show how Szilard discussed his quest for compromise, and ultimately peace,
with the Soviets through his imaginative fact and fiction. Szilard’s “Letter to Stalin” serves as a
crossover between the fact and the fiction of the situation. In the third chapter I explore what
science and science education meant to Szilard, and where he saw room for improvement in the
American educational system. I use further fictional pieces to demonstrate Szilard’s critique of
society and fears of where a scientized society could lead if science went too far. Continuing to
use Szilard’s fiction, I use his “The Voice of the Dolphins” to explore his ideas into the future and
his ideal world. This builds on his core values of the power of the scientist, the need for world
government and importance of a well-educated and informed citizenry. This starts with Szilard’s
role with the Pugwash conferences, but I go further and connect this to larger ideas of future
planning and demonstrate how Szilard’s imaginative worldview played out. All while he mocked
his reader with the idea that if only people listened to the solutions he prescribed, this future could
have been avoided.
29
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In the fifth, and final, chapter, I explore the continued challenges in communication and
compromise with the Soviets Szilard faced. This chapter details Szilard’s “crusade” for the voice
of citizens in effecting change. This tracks the changes that occurred in Washington in the late
1950s and early 1960s with Szilard’s thinking. Focusing on Szilard’s correspondence with Nikita
Khrushchev and John F. Kennedy, I trace the founding of the Council for a Livable World and
Szilard’s more specialized Angels Project. Both capitalize on a well-informed citizenry by the
enlightened scientist to elect Senators aligned with the Council’s values.
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Chapter 1: Szilard’s Politics and the Politics of Szilard
The end of the Second World War brought with it many changes in technology that
decreased the size of the world and made the main concern, as General George C. Marshall
described it, “the peace of the entire world.”30 Leo Szilard like many others at the time worried
about how this peace could and should be maintained in a world with nuclear weapons. He
worried not only in the immediate situation, but also with the understanding that these weapons
would continue to shape global relations and policies into the future. There was a great sense of
both dread and optimism for this new source of power. Szilard’s work encapsulates both aspects.
Even as early as 1939, Szilard believed he had grasped what physicists could unleash on the
world with the harnessed power of the nucleus, but he did not know how this would affect
scientists such weaponized science was used or how scientists might react. 31 What he knew even
less about was how politicians and others in positions of power would comprehend this
technology and its applications and create appropriate policies. Looking back, Szilard wrote in
1947,
I did not foresee that scientists would be crowding into Washington to see
Congressmen and Senators, that they would be interviewed, photographed, made
into movie characters; that they would feel impelled to write and to talk on subjects
rather than their own, and, generally speaking, to make a circus of themselves.32
Szilard thoroughly enjoyed his time in Washington, so much so that despite still working at the
University of Chicago he established his headquarters there.
Szilard enjoyed this positive reception in Washington for several years, but by 1947 he was
likely bitter that this period was coming to an end. Bernard Feld, who worked with Szilard at the
then Metallurgical Laboratory (Met Lab) at the University of Chicago, explained that “Szilard
enjoyed the heady experience of lobbying in Washington; to senators and congressmen, he was a
Michael S. Sherry, Preparing for the Next War: America’s Plans for Postwar Defense, 1941-1945 (New Haven, Conn.: 1977),
200.
31 Lord Cherwell had worked with Szilard in Oxford in his lab in the 1930s, where he always seemed to have “a bee in
his bonnet about the awful international implications of these matters.” (“Leslie R. Groves,” Leo Szilard Papers, MSS
32, Special Collections and Archives, UC San Diego Library, 3) In referencing a specific conversation he had with
Szilard in May 1943 that Groves was concerned about, Cherwell recalled Szilard being concerned with a “topic which
has inflamed so many scientists’ minds,” and the ability for an arms race and its consequences to be avoided (Ibid, 2).
And although he made no hints at a solution at that time, prior to the war he “advocated some agreement between
scientists not to lend themselves to any application of nuclear chain reactions to lethal purposes.” (Ibid., 2) Cherwell
did make clear that Szilard “kept on harking back to his general anxiety about the future of the world,” emphasizing
his early concerns for life after the war in which nuclear weapons were a possibility (Ibid., 2). This was a conversation
that Cherwell did not take too seriously but believed to give an accurate account of it and Szilard’s tenor.
32 Leo Szilard, “The Physicist Invades Politics,” Saturday Review of Literature (May 3, 1947): 7.
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fascinating and exotic prophet of the new (and very-little-understood) nuclear era.”33 This
expectation of Szilard that the voices and opinions of scientists mattered caused a shift in
American politics. And that he assumed that he would continue to have his voice heard should
not be surprising. Paul Boyer notes, “The atomic-bomb project itself was a technological
achievement of staggering magnitude. In such a climate, it is hardly surprising that at least some
scientists became convinced that comparable wonders might be possible in the political realm.”34
But Szilard’s acceptance in Washington did not last and he would have to fight to have his voice
heard.
As Szilard’s reception in Washington cooled, his outlook became bleaker. By early 1947,
Szilard was clearly and publicly pessimistic about the future of humanity: He explained in an
interview that “To me it seems futile to hope that 140 million people of this country can be
smuggled through the gates of Paradise while most of them are looking the other way…Nothing
much can be achieved now or in the future until such a time as the people of this country
understand what is at stake…Maybe God will work a miracle—if we don’t make it too difficult for
him.”35 This change also tracked with the downturn in acceptance of scientists to speak out,
which Paul Boyer attributes to the conflict posed by the scientists as the Atomic Energy
Commission (AEC) was trying to promote a positive public image of atomic and nuclear science.
David E. Lilienthal expressed his complaints in his diary: “if the scientists had not (ironically)
underlined its bad side with such vigor, picturesqueness, and skill at a time when no one else knew
enough to weigh their arguments.”36 This is in direct opposition to Lilienthal’s opinions in
September 1945 when he told those present at an atomic energy conference at the University of
Chicago to make it clear “to the American people…that you fellows have other things
cooking…that may be just as bad or worse [than the atomic bomb]” and continued the following
day by warning that “unless the people are properly informed,…policy regarding the atomic bomb
will be neither sound nor enduring.”37 Despite Lilienthal’s belief that scientists were doing more
harm than good in their messages to the public, Szilard continued educating the public.
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35 Szilard, “The Physicist Invades Politics,” 33-34.
36 David E. Lilienthal quoted in: Boyer, By the Bomb’s Early Light: American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic
Age, 97.
37 David E. Lilienthal quoted in: Steven M. Neuse, David E. Lilienthal: The Journey of an American Liberal (Knoxville:
University of Tennessee Press, 1996), 168.
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The story of Szilard’s involvement with the Manhattan Project and the development of
nuclear weapons has been told numerous times. His name is often associated with Hungarian
scientists, political activism, or specific bodies such as the Met Lab or Emergency Committee of
Atomic Scientists.38 What has not been discussed is the evolution of Szilard’s thinking and the role
creativity and imagination played in the fashioning of his worldview through his fiction as well as
his non-fiction. By focusing on his fiction, Szilard is no longer siloed in slivers of history, but
instead his role is expanded and can be understood as transcending both science and politics.
Furthermore, Szilard’s fiction and non-fiction works allowed him new avenues to speak out. Prior
to the war, Szilard’s voice was heard and respected when he worked with Albert Einstein to bring
the pressing concern for a potential German atomic bomb to President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt. However, once the war ended and he had seen his ideas and research co-opted and
used against his wishes, Szilard’s opinions and concerns did not line up with those of the United
States’ government. So, Szilard spoke out.
Using science and his imagination tools, Szilard’s approach brought new concerns about
atomic power and technology to light and emphasized international concerns over the technology.
Science could no longer be a solely national concern and had a role in international policy and
diplomacy if nuclear weapons figured into another world war. Szilard believed war was inevitable
unless these new weapons were controlled. To accomplish weapons control and ultimately peace,
Szilard’s early interests in literature and science combined to create a worldview based on the
premise that anything could be possible. Szilard did not believe that solutions to peace or new
policy should be limited to what had been done before. Enduring peace had never been achieved,
therefore, the solution would have to be something never done before. This imaginative approach
that did not adhere to what should be done but instead what could be done was central to Szilard’s
worldview, and his fiction and non-fiction. Szilard’s “think outside of the box” approach
emphasized that scientists had a voice to be listened to and that the newly developed atomic bomb
could not, and would not, remain a secret. This necessitated a world government to control it as
well as citizen education and involvement. Szilard would build on these pillars as the Cold War
developed and his vision became more nuanced and concrete.
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Making His Voice Heard as a Scientist:
Szilard was in a unique position working in Chicago to promote the beliefs of scientists
concerning the use of the atomic bomb. Alice Kimball Smith described the mood in Los Alamos
as “The scientists now talked of little else but the effect of the bomb upon the postwar world,
seeing it chiefly in terms of the unprecedented power they had witnessed…As the days passed the
revulsion grew, bringing with it—even for those who believed that the end of the war justified the
bombing—an intensely personal experience of the reality of evil.”39 But Chicago was different,
and Szilard and James Franck were a part of this difference. Smith explains, “The young men at
the Met Lab were stimulated by Szilard, and a substantial group of their elders felt that any idea
that held James Franck’s disinterested loyalty could not be entirely wrong.”40 Furthermore, the
moral revulsion and desire to advocate for their scientific work extended to a need educate others.
As Smith described, “The determination to inform and educate was nowhere stronger than in
Chicago, where, rooted in the wartime formulation of ideas, it received added impetus from fear
that Midwest isolationism might revive to block international control.”41 This need for
international control was central to Szilard’s view of the post-war world, and that of the scientists’
movement based in Chicago more broadly.
The Chancellor of the University of Chicago, Robert Hutchins, was a proponent of world
government and supportive of the Chicago scientists to organize against the threat of the atomic
bomb.42 Even before the start of the Second World War, he stood by his faculty who were
accused of spreading communist ideology, believing that only public discussion and debate could
show the faults in the system.43 Soon after the bombing of Hiroshima, he shared his thoughts and
fears of the atomic bomb and need for a world government in a radio broadcast. Once the war
ended, he formed an Office of Inquiry into the Social Aspects of Atomic Energy on the campus,
“which brought together economists, sociologists, political scientists, religious leaders, and others
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whose insights might conceivably shed light on the topic.”44 He would go on to join the
Committee to Frame a World Constitution.
The major scientific work for the Chicago scientists also ended significantly sooner than at
other labs within the Manhattan Project and they were free to explore the implications of their
work. But we cannot assume that just because they had free time, these scientists would turn to
politics. Matt Price argues further that it also was not the presence of “extraordinary” participants
such as Szilard and Franck but instead “The imposition on the Met Lab of a class of managers, as
well as the subjection of academic scientists to the authority military and industrial officials, led to
conflicts whose expression and resolution crucial resources for the Franck Committee and the
paper it produced.”45 However, the June 1945 Franck Committee’s report is but one instance of
the Met Lab scientists speaking out. The discussion of the consequences of these Met Lab
scientists’ work did not start with the Franck Report and the debate to drop the bomb or not.
Prior to this, however, discussions were based on the morality of atomic bombs. Lawrence
Badash has emphasized “that this discussion…of atomic bombs and ethics, was almost equivalent
to the medieval debates about the number of angels that could fit on the head of a pin. It was
intellectually interesting, but not of practical importance.” 46 But as the war neared its end this
changed.
In this environment at the University of Chicago, Szilard was free to let his mind roam to
the potential of this weapon in the postwar world. At the core of Szilard’s thinking was the belief
that the bomb should never again be used in wartime secrecy conditions needed to end. To this
end, Szilard began advocating for a voice in the use of the work accomplished through the
Manhattan Project and the atomic bomb before the war ended. To further promote his ideas and
to demonstrate the support of others who shared his beliefs, Szilard also circulated his own
petitions in 1945 at the University of Chicago and encouraged others to circulate petitions of their
own at Oak Ridge and Los Alamos as well. But not all members of the Manhattan District
supported demonstration-type options. Many scientists had issues with the moral arguments
Szilard and others posed based on the immorality of war. This was beyond their concern as
scientists. However, for Szilard, the atomic bomb was a turning point and necessitated new ways
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of thinking and problem solving. Part of this new thinking emphasized the morality of the
weapon. Szilard maintained that like previous new weapons, “Any new weapon is regarded with
some fear as to its inevitable consequences, but, with further developments, new weapons become
everyday implements of war. Future generations will come to regard this latest device with less
and less regard.”47 Thus, concerns over the use and spread of the weapon had to be discussed
even before the bomb was used.
Szilard’s statement may not have influenced the use of the bombs against Japan, but he
and the other signatories had taken a stand against the actions of the US government. Although it
was signed by only sixty-seven scientists working in the Manhattan District, which even Szilard
refers to as “a substantial minority of scientists engaged at present in this work,” when 150
members of the eight sections of the project were surveyed, 85% preferred restricting the use of
the weapon in some way.48 These 150 scientists polled represented about two thirds of people
employed outside of the Argonne Lab and Patent Division. Szilard’s petition covered only the
moral issues involved. He chose this argument since the President would likely make his decision
on expediency and he wanted to present an alternate perspective. Szilard intimated as much in a
letter to potential signatories:
Such arguments could be considered only within the framework of a thorough
analysis of the situation which will face the United States after this war and it was
felt that no useful purpose would be served by considering arguments of expediency
in a short petition. However small the chance might be that our petition may
influence the course of events, I personally feel that it would be a matter of
importance in a large number of scientists who have worked in this field went
clearly and unmistakably on record as to their opposition on moral grounds to the
use of these bombs in the present phase of the war.49
The use of the bombs also meant the use of the research scientists had contributed to the weapons
during the war, and even earlier in some cases. Jon Agar argues that during the Manhattan Project,
scientist resistance to the use of the bomb was largely based on the abuse of science and not the
science itself; science they had in many cases dedicated their careers to. He elaborates on this
point when he continues, “Nevertheless, expressed in anti-nuclear debates were the seeds of a
critique of such use/abuse instrumentalism. While science was seen by some as a neutral tool that
was being abused rather than well used…A case could thence be made that, from Leo Szilard
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onwards, nuclear control or disarmament campaigns were one source of questions about the
neutrality of science.”50
Szilard believed that such campaigns were doubly important due to the fact that American
scientists were in a position to raise their own opinions unlike scientists in Germany. “The fact
that the people of the United States are unaware of the choice which faces us,” he wrote,
“increases our responsibility in this matter since those who have worked on ‘atomic power’
represent a sample of the population and they alone are in the position to form an opinion and
declare their stand.”51 Szilard highlighted the power of the scientist to speak out because he is
first, and foremost, a citizen of the United States. And an educated and informed one at that.
Although this circulated petition was not accepted, and many of his fellow scientists found it to be
unacceptable, Szilard did not stop his protests, nor did he hesitate to speak out after the war
ended.
Just as he had before US entered the war, Szilard wrote directly to the president as the war
neared its close. Szilard took this direct approach, with a letter of introduction from Albert
Einstein, Arthur Compton explained because Szilard was “Fearful lest more routine procedures
were ineffective.”52 At the same time, it serves as an example of Szilard’s deep belief in these
issues and his reluctance to follow traditional methods of speaking wisdom to power. It also likely
stemmed from his feeling of being compartmentalized and held to secrecy while participating in
the Manhattan Project. Compton continued to explain that Szilard was one of few people who
knew how big of an impact using the bombs against Japan would have on the lives of people
around the world. Szilard explained, “Once they were introduced as an instrument of war it would
be difficult to resist the temptation of putting them to such use…Thus a nation which sets the
precedent of using these newly liberated forces of nature for purposes of destruction may have to
bear the responsibility of opening the door to an era of devastation on an unimaginable scale.”53
This responsibility of the US to control the power of the threat of the bomb became central to
Szilard’s vision of peace. However, it would not be the US’s sole responsibility for long. The
Soviet Union would soon have a bomb of their own.
In the last of the petitions during the war, Szilard also promoted the idea of a
demonstration to the belligerent nations before it was used through the report of the Franck
Jon Agar, Science in the 20th Century and Beyond (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2012), 405.
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Committee. The Franck Report of 11 June 1945 emphasized the unnecessary killing of thousands
of civilians if it were to be used, but the report also discussed future concerns. For example, if the
US deployed this weapon it would affect future decisions to ban the use and development of such
weapons internationally. To get around these issues, the signatories argued there should be a
demonstration that would show the power of the new weapon without harming any humans or
potential future international agreements. Although compiled by the committee, the ideas
presented in the paper tracks with Szilard’s main concerns from working on the project and the
structure of research. Furthermore, the report underscored that Szilard’s arguments were same as
other scientists involved at the Met Lab “report-regarding the likelihood of an arms race, the
effectiveness of secrecy measures, and the usefulness of controls on raw materials.”54
The Franck Report was another failed attempt to communicate Met Lab concerns over the
use of the atomic bomb in Japan since the letter never reached him. On April 12, 1945 Roosevelt
died, and the bombs were subsequently dropped on orders given by the new President Harry
Truman. In direct response to the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki Szilard and other
colleagues at the University of Chicago spoke out against these actions of the US government
terming them “flagrant violations” of their “own moral standards,” and believed that the
government had acted against the opinion of the American people.55 And to make his own
motives clear, Szilard attempted to have the petition published in Science as early as August 18,
1945. However, at that time he was unable to publish it, although he pursued publication after the
secret classification had been lifted. Szilard found his inability to publish this petition and threats
of contract termination with the University of Chicago as a continuation of wartime secrecy and
coercion. But this did not mean he did not support cooperation with the US government, since
the government “is presumably striving to negotiate some international arrangement aimed at the
control of the manufacture of atomic bombs. This cooperation on our part might require restraint
in the public utterances of the scientists who have been connected with this development. Such
restraint, however, must be voluntary and cannot be successfully achieved by coercion.”56 He
believed this would change with civilian control of atomic power.
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Legislating Atomic Energy:
Soon after the two bombs were dropped on Japan the US government released a report
that outlined the science behind the atomic bombs, and with it, the secret was out, or so Szilard
believed. This report (now referred to as the Smyth Report) was made public for use by radio
commentators after 9:00 P. M. Saturday, August 11, 1945, and for the press the next day. It was
subsequently published by the U. S. Govt. Printing Office and the Princeton University Press
(under the title Atomic energy for military purposes; the official report on the development of the atomic bomb
under the auspices of the United States government, 1940-1945), the latter of which includes illustrations
and some expanded sections dealing with health precautions.57 The report focused largely on the
technology and science behind the bomb. However, what remained hidden from public
knowledge was the work that would take place from that point on to ensure American control and
dominance in the realm of nuclear weapons.
Despite his desire for openness once the war ended, Szilard was one of the few scientists
who warned against the printing of the Smyth Report. He explained, “By releasing the Smyth
report we have given the other countries essentially as much knowledge as we possessed ourselves
in the late fall of l942. Since it took us from then two and one-half years until we had the first
atomic bomb, we may say this: If knowledge were the only limiting factor, the Russians could have
an atomic bomb two and one-half years from now.”58 And the report in fact did highlight what
approaches to isotope separation to use. Of course secrets were also kept, and the report does not
bare all. In fact, Richard Rhodes states that General Leslie Groves’ intention in printing the report
“defined what might be public and what secret about the atomic bomb program, thereby
forestalling information leaks.”59 However, Gregg Herken is more critical and believes Groves
was trying to assert further control over the scientists. He argues that “Groves’ decision to release
the Smyth Report had little to do with either freedom or science. It was in order to “backfire”
critical and “reckless” statements by the atomic scientists about his leadership of the Manhattan
Project…While it did not “take the stage away from others” as the general had hoped, he would
use the controversy over secrecy engendered by the report to discredit individual scientists—who
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had, he subsequently claimed, pressured him into releasing the document.”60 This controversy set
the stage early on for continued tension between science, military, and policy.
Szilard’s statement prepared for the Special Committee on Atomic Energy of the Senate
presented December 8, 1945, clarified his beliefs at the end of the Second World War. Accepting
this as a baseline for his beliefs allows us to understand how the events in the years until his death
in 1964 shaped his worldview and understanding of a world with nuclear weapons. The document
builds on previous testimony and statements from other scientist participants to highlight the
peacetime applications of nuclear energy. Establishing a nuclear power industry that would
maintain the US’s pre-war electricity demands would only be limited by the production of
fissionable materials and the rate at which the US would be willing to expand its electrical power
infrastructure.61 Despite the focus on the peaceful generation of electricity over the next ten plus
years, Szilard did not hesitate to mention the issues surrounding the inspection of such power
installations “on the territory of various sovereign nations” or if after years of successful
inspections, a major power were to abrogate the arrangement, which was a favorite trope of his.62
Despite his forward thinking and inclination to make predictions, in this statement Szilard
kept himself rooted in reality. He removed himself from making predictions of Russian scientific
ability due to his poor track record in this arena and since “It is a natural tendency to overestimate
our own achievements both as individuals and as a nation but it would be unfortunate if by
underestimating what others can do, the people of this country were lulled into a false sense of
security.”63 Speaking in late 1945, Szilard believed it was possible to go forward with an
agreement, even if there is no method in place to enforce such an agreement. He believed that
“the first step must be an arrangement to rule out the manufacture of atomic bombs, coupled with
such methods of inspection as give us a reasonable assurance that secret violations will become
known to the world…and it is regrettable that the statement issued by the President and the Prime
Ministers of the United Kingdom and Canada, listed inspection as the last rather than the first
step.”64 It is important to note that in 1945 with only the US having produced bombs, it was
easier for Szilard to discuss an agreement in which no nation maintained an arsenal. But this still
60
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necessitated an agreement, because even in the case of an abrogation, any nation could then
assemble an arsenal in a period of time (assuming inspection had been effective, and no arsenal
was amassed prior to abrogation). This was especially true if electrical power plants had been
developed without the limiting measures to complicate conversion to separation capabilities.65
As far as science was concerned, Szilard believed that all scientists were working in a spirit
of collaboration, and collaboration did not lend itself to secrets of any kind. Szilard extended this
openness in communication beyond the practice of science, and into his worldview.
Communication was crucial to understanding how Szilard approached the issues that faced the
nuclear world. If an abrogation were to occur, scientists would shift their work towards that
which the government would direct in new government established labs and work as they had
during the Second World War.66 This does not mean they support the idea of “preparedness.”
Scientists would be more apt to fight an active “preventative” war. Preparedness on the other
hand, “means that we build up a stock pile of atomic bombs and then wait until some other
country builds up a stock pile of atomic bombs and when they catch up with us or when they
overtake us, we destroy each other’s cities within the first few hours of the war.”67 This system of
reasoning would make no sense to scientists. Secrecy had won the war for the US. Despite the
wartime secrets regarding nuclear chain reactions and the ability to harness this power in a weapon
having been released in the Smyth Report, scientists would again be able to maintain secrecy in the
future if necessary. However, maintaining secrecy must be a voluntary decision on the part of the
scientist. As he had learned during the war, Szilard explained “Compartmentalization of
information was very irritating to scientists and as a result of this many of them go much further in
their opposition to all secrecy than they otherwise might do.”68 Therefore, scientific integrity must
also be maintained, and scientists needed to be allowed to discuss their science with other
scientists, regardless of nationality. But as Jessica Wang explains, “Scientists had accepted security
restrictions as a short-term necessity during World War II. But as the Cold War became firmly
embedded in American political life, scientists began to find the security requirements of the war
virtually impossible to reverse in peacetime.”69 The difficulty of reversing this wartime secrecy
made Szilard’s worldview harder to achieve.
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The belief that there could have been spies in the Manhattan Project further complicated
discussions defending wartime secrecy and its continuation. However, Szilard made it clear in his
statement that he was working on the assumption that there were no traitors within the Manhattan
Project. Therefore, compartmentalization was bad, and secrecy could still be maintained without
creating a system of compartments for information. Even if there had been spies, Szilard still
believed the compartmentalization was harmful. If it weren’t for the British, who had no such
compartmentalization, the US could have gone the way of the Germans, finishing the war without
ever knowing that light uranium could be obtained in sufficient amounts to make atomic bombs.70
And even with the rules of compartmentalization, Szilard explained that the scientists still violated
them, and would violate them again. Scientists would rather violate the rules than slow down their
war work. He went on to explain how this would occur:
Men coming from different sites would drop into my office, [and we would go out
for a walk, assuming that there might be a microphone in the wall,] and they would
tell me things which I was not supposed to know, but which they felt I ought to
know. They usually told me that they did not expect me to conceal the fact that I
was in possession of this information, but they asked me not to reveal to the Army
that they had given me the information.71
Szilard believed that in relation to compartmentalization, “The question of secrecy is in
reality an entirely different issue and ought to be judged on its merits in the light of the
international situation to which we shall have to adjust ourselves.”72 Therefore, secrecy
could not be discussed until the US had adapted to the new global situation.
In his testimony, Szilard was able to complicate the American view of Russian capabilities
in constructing their own nuclear weapon. This was part of the world according to Szilard and it
attempted to emphasize the risks of underestimating the Russians. And underestimating them
would be the biggest threat to American security. With his analysis Szilard seemed to have an
influence on these discussions. For example, in conclusion Senator Millikin said to the Chairman:
“I may say that the witness’ testimony so far has reversed a number of tentative conclusions that I
had reached, and I hope if there is any rebuttal to what he said it will be brought before us
promptly, because it seems to me that he has struck right at the heart of a number of our
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problems.”73 But the Committee still needed to send the testimony to General Groves for his
expert opinion.
In the early post-war period, Szilard believed invited opportunities to speak were the best
venues for scientists to voice their opinions and concerns. However, when looking back on these
discussions after the war had ended in early December 1945, Szilard explained that scientists had
restrained themselves from speaking out in the wake of the use of bombs in Hiroshima and
Nagasaki since they assumed the US was in negotiations with other nations about the future of
such power and weapons. Therefore, they did not wish to interfere. It soon became clear that this
was not the case and “On the 9th of October [1945]…it transpired that the earlier request for
exercising discretion arose from a desire of having the May-Johnson Bill passed—I quote—
“without unnecessary discussions in Congress.””74 But the release of this information prompted
the release of a manifesto created by the Atomic Scientists of Chicago and so began the fight of
scientists against the May-Johnson Bill. This would be the first of many lobbies that he
spearheaded.75 76
Szilard believed it lucky that the issue surrounding continued development of nuclear
weapons had thus far not been a political one. Instead it was a discussion “between those who
have understood what atomic bombs mean and those who have not.”77 This meant it was not a
discussion between Democrats and Republicans or Progressives and Conservatives. Insuring the
future of the world with nuclear weapons was non-partisan and would impact every living thing.
In trying to get his message across to Congress and others, Szilard played on human emotion.
Szilard believed it crucial “to impress the senses as well as to impress the mind,” since for most
people “it makes all the difference in the world whether they read about the bombardment of a
city or whether they actually live through such a bombardment…The most important contribution
towards putting our foreign policy on a sound basis might therefore consist in a demonstration of
atomic bombs staged for Members of Congress, the President, and such others as may benefit
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from it.”78 This test of course never materialized, but it emphasized an import aspect of Szilard’s
worldview.
Just as he believed that imagination was crucial to envisioning a world without the bomb,
Szilard believed that statesmen in particular needed to use more imagination when thinking
through and creating policy for the atomic bomb, allowing politics, like science, to become “the
art of the impossible.”79 Incorporating more imagination would allow statesmen to approach
human relationships and associated inventions just as physicists approached inventions concerning
protons and neutrons. This he believed could be reached “when statesmen will be more afraid of
the atomic bomb than they are afraid of using their imagination, because imagination is the tool
which has to be used if the impossible is to be accomplished.”80 But Szilard’s was not a harsh
critique since he found there to be “nothing wrong with human nature,” just that “either the
statesmen display too little imagination or maybe the scientist[s] display too much of it.”81 His
criticism seemed to lie in the fact that “It might be better for the world if it were the other way
around.”82 But this could be Szilard harkening back to his regret for his involvement in the start
of the American atomic bomb project.
Szilard believed that the only war to understand the successful legislative ability of the Act,
the purpose for the proposed legislation must be clearly understood. In Szilard’s opinion, “The
May-Johnson Bill attempts to solve the difficult problem of setting up machinery which can be
used for both…making preparations for a preventative war and establishing cooperation with
other nations in order to avoid an armament race.”83 And in the case of the current draft of the
Bill, Szilard believed the Bill did not fulfill either use well. Szilard believed that the issues the
nation faced with atomic weapons, and atomic power more broadly, could not be solved with just
one congressional Act.84 Without a more comprehensive set of acts and compromises, bombs
would continue to be developed and more and more nations would develop bombs of their own.
This was because once the US army had enough bombs to attack the cities of an opposing nation,
“There are no more worthy targets for them after we have enough bombs to cover all the cities of
the “enemy.” Therefore, if we have plenty of bombs and our “enemy” has plenty of bombs we
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will derive no great advantage of having ten times as many bombs as they have.”85 This will only
lead to an arms race, which will also “more or less automatically” lead to a war that neither nation
desires.86 Furthermore, Szilard believed the US could not win an arms race; it could only avoid
losing one. Since 70 million people lived in metropolitan areas according to Szilard, he believed
that this necessitated relocating these people.87 But this would only lessen the devastation of an
enemy attack. Therefore, this problem needed to be solved on an international scale, and if it
could not be solved on such a scale, Szilard argued that it still need to be tried, reasoning, “If we
have tried it and failed we may be faced with a new situation.”88 This would then be a new
situation to attempt to solve, and hopefully find answers to.
According to Szilard, approaching nuclear weapons as a problem on an international scale
would necessitate international collaboration. This raised Szilard’s largest concern with the MayJohnson Bill, the independence of the Committee from the government. He worried that “In the
circumstances our relations with other nations might suffer because the members of the
Commission have a different idea about what our foreign policy ought to be that the President,”
due to the fact that the rules and regulations that the Commission came up with would give the
impression that the United States did not want to collaborate with other countries in regards to
atomic energy.89 And Szilard was not just postulating. Using examples from the work done
during the war, he stated, “I am not inventing something that might happen in the future so much
as I am thinking of similar events that have happened in the past.”90 And this is precisely what he
believed had happened with the working relationship of the US with Great Britain and Canada
when rules and regulations had made the work between the three countries “ineffective.”91
While Szilard found the May-Johnson Bill to be ineffective, he believed that the AchesonLilienthal Plan was more promising. Well received by most atomic scientists, Szilard believed the
Acheson-Lilienthal Report, published as A Report on the International Control of Atomic Energy in
March 1946, to be most important in removing atomic bombs as a cause of a potential war, even if
such agreement did not remove atomic bombs all together and it was the best possible situation

“Corrected typescript of untitled speech,” 1.
Ibid., 3.
87 This is an idea that will be explored in more detail in the following chapters.
88 “Corrected typescript of untitled speech,” 2.
89 Ibid., 3.
90 Ibid., 3.
91 Ibid., 4.
85
86

29

for the state of the current negotiations.92 But in Szilard’s mind, the report did not fully explain
the situation. Russia could not be made to give up her quest for atomic weapons. This would put
her in a weaker position with the United States, even if the US were to give up the weapons as
well. Szilard explained, “By agreeing to international prohibition of atomic weapons and the
operation of an effective inspection system Russia would not only agree to forego the only
weapon which she could bring the war to our own territory, but she would give up another
military advantage.”93 Thus, negotiations had to go further. Szilard reasoned that even this
trajectory would cause problems in ten to fifteen years’ time with the establishment of nuclear
power plants around the world.94 And “As long as considerations of relative military strength
remain the predominant considerations it will not be possible to resolve these difficulties.”95
Instead, as always, the focus must be on cooperation and incentives and therefore also peace.
The problem of peace as presented in the Acheson-Lilienthal Report necessitated further
discussion of the question of secrecy and what type of information must be kept secret and
underscored the issues Szilard had with the Atomic Energy Commission. Using recent examples
of previous situations, Szilard argued against the keeping of general information that did not relate
explicitly to a scientific or engineering aspect, but instead has political ramifications and therefore
necessary for the American the public to be aware of. Furthermore, “If we go on after the war
keeping information of such general type secret from the American people, we prevent the
American people from discussing intelligently questions of our foreign policy on the basis of
facts.”96 If the people were not educated in the issues, no progress would ever be able to be made.
Furthermore, Szilard also believed the AEC was not the correct group to fulfill the requirements
of development and safeguards as far the peaceful uses of atomic energy were concerned. As was
discussed at a meeting held October 20, 1949 with many distinguished scientists in attendance,
“there was strong sentiment expressed in favor of not holding back any longer with publicly
criticizing the Atomic Energy Commission.”97 However, Szilard did not wish his involvement to
go any further since it was likely to result in a public debate. Although it was not the debate itself
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which was the problem, it was how scientists’ statements made could be misinterpreted and
misrepresented to the public.
The basis of his fault with the AEC stemmed from the fact that Szilard believed that the
AEC had done nothing to promote the development and use of nuclear reactors. He explained,
“The truth is that, as far as the general development of the field of atomic energy is concerned, the
record of the Commission is bad. The most important area of this field is the development of
new methods for producing fissionable materials in general, and in particular, the development of
new type reactors.”98 Another strike against the commission was that plans to start programs to
promote peaceful uses of nuclear energy had not even been begun. This largely stemmed from
what Szilard believed to be the lack of recruitment of qualified scientists on behalf of the AEC.
On top of this, with only a few notable exceptions, “The Commission was not even able to hold
on to the best men who remained at work in this field at the time when it took over.”99 But now
the hearings that were conducted before the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy painted the
wrong picture and it was up to the scientific community to reveal the true state of performance
and propose ways in which performance could be improved in the future.
Despite his misgivings, Szilard did not find the AEC all bad. Szilard had high regard for
David Lilienthal, Chairman of the Commission, but there was no room for criticism on the part of
the public scientist who is knowledgeable in the field of atomic energy in the workings of the
Commission.100 Those who were familiar enough with the activities of the Commission were not
independent of the Commission and able to freely speak their mind, leaving the weight of
speaking up on only a few individuals. Szilard believed “It is important that as time goes on, the
number of those who are informed as well as independent, should considerably increase and that
they should vigorously exercise the right and duty to criticize, publicly if necessary,” and there
were only two main obstacles to this.101 One which he believed to be centered on an overreaction
to minor indiscretions which overshadowed the larger issue of lack of progress made by the
Commission. The second was a larger problem stemming from the government giving up its role
in recruitment and the traditional incentives of private industry not being sufficient to recruit
quality scientists to help nuclear reactor development.
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Reaching out to Senator Brien McMahon personally, Szilard further explored his critique
of the AEC and connected the critique to larger issues. The letter emphasized Szilard’s critique of
the actions (or lack thereof) of the Atomic Energy Commission was largely based on the lack of
development in atomic power and a failure to build, or even start building, reactors. He explained,
“This and other failures of the Commission are necessary consequences of the fact that the
Commission did not tackle the job of enlisting scientific talent.”102 But he didn’t believe the
Commission needed to be disbanded, only restructured with an eye to improving the performance.
But less than two weeks later, and after talking to McMahon in person, Szilard had changed his
mind. He thought that perhaps now, November 12, 1949, was not the time to discuss the
problems of the AEC publicly since it will likely do more harm than good, and explained “as yet
our top policy makers have not had sufficient opportunity to consider the issue, and even less to
adjust our foreign policy to the requirements of the realities with which we are faced.”103 These
larger issues are explored in an additional note. Although neither sent nor released, Szilard also
finally succinctly states his necessities for a Russian-American agreement in this series of
correspondence. He believed that
there can be no agreement on the control of atomic energy, unless all strategic
bombing is eliminated, general limitations are put on all armaments, and all
outstanding post-war issues are settled; that such an agreement must of necessity
provide for inspection of an all-embracing nature; that even though the varied
reasons which Russia had in the past for objecting to extensive inspection may be
removed, a general Russian disinclination against inspection will remain, and that
therefore inspection will be acceptable to Russia only if within the broad scope of
the agreement she is offered great incentives in other fields.104
This would become the core of his argument for years to come.
The Crusade Begins:
While Szilard and other scientists were preparing for the end of the war, they were able to
think beyond and plan for a world with the bomb. The US military on the other hand was not so
lucky. Gregg Herken contextualizes the end of the war, and beyond, when he explains,
Postwar American military planning was already well advanced when the atomic
bomb made its debut. But the advent of the bomb after most services had begun to
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finalize their plans for the postwar world, and the traditional conservativism of
many military leaders, meant that the revolutionary potential of this weapon would
not be fully appreciated—or integrated into American strategy—more than two
years after the destruction of Hiroshima.105
This further increased the time Szilard and other scientists had to dwell on these nuclear issues
while those making policy decisions caught up. Although the US still maintained its monopoly in
1946, early in his crusade for peace, Szilard explored how the danger of such arms race (and the
resulting war) could be avoided without making changes in how peace is currently constructed and
upheld in the United Nations. In his reasoning, Szilard relied on the assumption that the United
States and Russia were the two most important countries in which negotiations would take place
since “it appears very likely that such an arrangement would be acceptable to all other major
powers of the world and could be extended to them, or at least to all those nations whose
voluntary collaboration is necessary.”106 There was no way for nations to negotiate on the global
stage since there was no “universally accepted principles of law and justice to which the parties
could appeal…while the great powers may negotiate with each other and adjust their conflicts,
their negotiations often take place in the shadow of the military might which they can muster.
Under such conditions, the major powers are inevitably driven to power politics and as long as
such is the state of the world, the danger of war will exist.”107 And now with the existence of
atomic bombs, this problem was further exacerbated, and war was likely to occur merely because
nations had accumulated stockpiles of bombs.
In order for new policy surrounding nuclear weapons to be made, foreign relations needed
to change. And change did eventually come. By the summer of 1946, the power of the bomb to
serve as a deterrent was a large factor in US military planning. Herken argues that this further
represented a shift in America’s traditional values: “first by its emphasis upon preventing rather
than fighting and winning a war, and second in its explicit provision for the first use of nuclear
weapons against an enemy’s civilian population.”108 This provided the basis for Szilard’s inclusion
of the public in his worldview.
Szilard capitalized on the period immediately following the end of the war to attempt to
educate the public and include them in the discussions over nuclear weapons. As the war ended
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and the world grappled with what atomic bombs meant for their future, scientists “For a brief but
crucial interval…played a central role in molding the public’s earliest nuclear perceptions and
attitudes.”109 But for Szilard, this brief shining moment was not long enough, and he continued to
fight to have the public’s understanding front and center in his quest for peace. When President
Truman announced in the wake of Hiroshima that the US had gambled two million dollars and
won, Szilard “knew that [the scientists] had failed to get [their] message across.”110 But since that
time, he explained scientists “have made progress in the art of getting messages across to the
Government and to the public.”111 He believed in 1947 the men in charge of negotiations were
fully aware of, and understood, the facts involved in maintaining an arsenal of atomic weapons.
However, this did not make the situation any easier for those in positions of negotiating power.
Lack of information was just one problem. Now these men faced another: “the difficulty which
everyone must experience if he has to adjust his thinking to facts which are as new as the facts
connected with atomic energy.” Furthermore, “If these men should fail us now, it may also be
due to lack of public pressure exerted in the right direction. And public support or public pressure
will be lacking because the people of this country have not been told the whole story and have not
fully understood what they have been told.”112 And Szilard believed that at this time, the citizens
of the US were far from understanding the world they now found themselves in.
When approaching the public, Szilard emphasized the imagination that would be necessary
to make sure the threat of atomic bombs did not come to fruition. “In dealing with the threat of
the atomic bomb,” he wrote, “we are dealing with the unprecedented. Atomic bombs are the
product of human imagination applied to the behavior of inanimate matter and we may not be
able to cope adequately with the problem which their existence created unless we are willing to
apply our imagination in much the same way to human behavior and if necessary, to experiment in
the field of human relationships.”113 Thus, Szilard argued, if imagination could work in physics to
bring about nuclear weapons, imagination could work in politics to bring about their peaceful
control.
Szilard believed the global situation that was developing in the wake of the Second World
War necessitated a new approach and could no longer be a quest for merely prolonging peace.
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Instead, peace had to be the foremost goal and the only way to achieve peace was to eliminate war
and create a permanent peace. He outlined his ideas in “Calling for a Crusade,” published in two
similar forms in both the May 3, 1947, Saturday Review of Literature and April/May 1947 Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientists. Opening with a statement used in many speeches, Szilard explained,
As far as I can see, I am not particularly qualified to speak about the problem of
peace. I am a scientist and science, which has created the bomb and confronted the
world with a problem, has no solution to offer to this problem. Yet a scientist may
perhaps be permitted to speak on the problem of peace, not because he knows
more about it than other people do, but rather because no one seems to know very
much about it.114
The fact that many people do not understand the situation further complicates solving the
problem. And this was perhaps the bigger problem. Without the support of the public, nothing
much could be accomplished believing that “It is the people who will pay the price, and it must be
their decision to pay it, and they will have to discuss it before they will be able to decide.”115 What
Szilard proposed was being the masters of our own destiny and creating “a crusade - a crusade for
an organized world community.”116
The so-called crusade, Szilard believed, necessitated a public educated in the issues that
was willing to engage with politics, a key aspect of all Szilard’s theorizing. He observed,
The point I am trying to make is this – that nothing can be achieved until the
people understand what is at stake. They do not now understand it and it will not
be easy to make them understand it…to understand what is at stake is, of course,
not a clearly defined issue. The degree of understanding which is needed is for 10
or 15 per cent of the voters to understand enough to see that in 1948 or 1952 they
will have to disregard every other issue and vote on the single issue of peace
alone.117
And the atomic bomb was not a partisan issue because they were not precision weapons. They
did not discriminate between Republicans or Democrats. In the members of the Senate,
There was little difference between Republican and Democrat members of the
Senate as such, but there was all the difference between those few who had fully
grasped the significance of atomic energy and those many who did not. There was
perhaps some correlation with age in this respect with the older me finding it more
difficult to adjust to the situation than the younger ones.118

“Calling for a Crusade,” 2.
Leo Szilard quoted in: Gertrude Weiss Szilard, Toward a Livable World: Leo Szilard and the Crusade for Nuclear Arms
Control (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987), 90-91.
116 “Calling for a Crusade,” 7.
117 Ibid., 32.
118 Ibid., 33.
114
115

35

He further clarified, “From the vantage point of the physicist it is gradually becoming visible what
kind of war we might have to expect if we have a late rather than early war, and in our minds such
a war takes on more and more the aspects of a catastrophe for which there is no precedent in the
history of mankind.”119 And although it may have been easy to visualize how the cities would
handle such a war, it was harder to envision the war itself and what life would be like after such a
war. This was largely because Americans were using outdated thinking. Just like you could not
use the solutions of 1919 to solve the problems of 1947, Szilard believed it was detrimental to
think of future wars in terms of Nagasaki bombs, because as the technology developed, in ten or
fifteen years the bombs of the future would be able to use the movement of radioactive substances
against a nation’s enemies. This would be true even if bombs were detonated far away from the
city itself. In such a situation, “the buildings of our cities would remain undamaged, but the
people inside of the cities would not remain alive.”120
With these fears in mind, Szilard wished to completely eliminate war and establish a
permanent peace. Writing on behalf of “we physicists” as he often did, Szilard found it difficult to
get behind an idea of foreign policy that was based merely on the extension of the time in between
wars. This was not the way to maintain peace. True peace could not exist in a world in which war
was still an option, and if war were to remain an option, war would only get continue to get more
and more deadly.121 In his explanation, Szilard referred to the US and Russia, explaining that
“these two governments consider it their duty to put their nations into the position of winning
that war if war should come.”122 And as long as Russia pursued the development of the atomic
bomb, she would soon have a weapon to bring war to US territory. Szilard believed this threat on
US soil alone should be enough reason for the US to negotiate to eliminate nuclear weapons from
all nations’ military arsenals.
Szilard believed that a permanent peace could not be established without first establishing
a world government. He believed that most would agree with him on that claim, “But agreement
on this point does not indicate along what path that ultimate goal can be approached, and not only
approached but also reached in time to escape another world war.”123 In Szilard’s imagination, the
world government would be a collection of agencies with charters that would outline what their
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role was in sufficient detail, which would eliminate the need “for more or less arbitrary political
decisions later.”124 Since international groups already contained some of these agencies’ missions
as part of their work, existing agencies within the United Nations might be repurposed for a global
system. Creating a world government would also necessitate the shifting of markets and
production of goods for these markets. By moving goods and services around in this manner,
Szilard hoped that the peaks and valleys of the economy would also even themselves out. For
example, raw materials could be bought from a country in a depression while the goods made
from these materials could then be sold to them in a depression. Other agencies could help
monitor scarce or rare materials, while others could monitor the steps being taken leading to
disarmament.125 One such agency was an armed force that would maintain order in the global
community as it sought disarmament. In Szilard’s world, peace would need to be maintained by
an “armed force strong enough to be able to restrain from illegal action most of the nations but
not strong enough to coerce the United States or Russia.”126
Above all else, loyalty to the new world government had to be ensured. Without loyalty,
all these agencies would be useless. Therefore, as the agencies were developed and implemented,
their value “ought to be judged by asking how they would affect our lives, and by affecting our
lives, affect our loyalties.”127 He continued explaining that solely raising the standard of living
would also fail to maintain higher loyalties or ensure peaceful conditions. But by ensuring that the
agencies supported the individual and maintained her individual loyalty, loyalty to the world
government would be maintained. Furthermore, the American people would have to accept
responsibility for such a world government. Szilard believed “the very fact that the people of this
country have voluntarily assumed their share of responsibility would be regarded everywhere as a
token of our facing not towards war but towards peace.”128 But the agreement of the American
people would only be one step.
Despite the perks of establishing such a system of world government, Szilard clearly knew
its limitations. He knew keeping migration in check would be a large part of keeping the global
system balanced. And as such, Szilard believed that immigration laws should still be maintained A
central argument for his world government, increases standards of living, would also cause
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significant issues. For example, raising the international standard of living could not be achieved
in the next twenty years. Increasing the standard would be especially problematic in countries
such as China and India with high birth rates. In response, Szilard proposed implementing a
system of birth control that would overpower the limiting effects of starvation on a high birth
rate.129 Furthermore, because these nations are so large, simultaneous change would be near
impossible. Szilard posited a piecemeal system that would entail “starting with a small number of
local areas within those countries and by allowing “new fashion of prosperity” to spread out from
the edges of those areas gradually, across the territories of India and China.”130
Outside of the example of the United States, Szilard neglected to explain how already
established governments would work within the global government system. Hinting at the
maintenance of existing governments, while explaining how the global system would be financed,
he assumed that the US government would formulate a plan to make sure it maintained funds for
the global government.131 However, this might not translate to other nation states. Szilard relied
heavily on the support of the American people and believed that they needed to be consulted for
the system to be successful. And the main decision facing the American people was the decision
to take their full responsibility for establishing and maintaining the success of a world government.
All that this would entail is pledging 10% of the US budget to the world government, which was
approximately what was already being spent on the Army and the Navy. So, after five or so years
when peacetime conditions were established, the US would be spending no more money per year
than what was currently being spent. And “there is no reason why the total increase during this
long period should be larger than the public debt incurred within a few years during the war within
a much shorter period.”132 He also understood the potential aversion to such a system, “Some
might think that it is Utopian even to consider that the United States might assume the
responsibility involved in setting up a world community and would commit herself to
contributions up to ten per cent of her present national income.”133 He even goes so far as to be
sarcastic and explained “the hope of smuggling 140 million people of this country through the
gates of Paradise while most of them look the other way is a futile hope and that only a full
understanding of what is being attempted would have some chance of success, small though that
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chance may be.”134 But if the chance of success was small, then at least the risk the US would take
to demilitarize was also quite small. Szilard posited that “the outcome of the war (unless it came
within the next five years) would hardly be determined by the number of physically able troops
that are available, nor would it be determined by the number of skilled workers or the volume of
the heavy industry. It would more likely be determined by the quantity and quality of the
technological personnel at a very high level of training and perhaps also the number and spirit of
the scientists at the highest level.”135 Thus, great risks would not be necessary to take, just that
some risks applied to solving the problem the US was faced with, like many other problems.
Above all else it is important to note that Szilard placed the success, or failure, of such a
world community solely on the American people, not on the American government. Always
doubting the rationality of politicians and their politics, Szilard explained, “I am not saying, of
course, that it would not be wise for Russia to accept our proposals. I am merely saying that it
would not be reasonable to expect wisdom to manifest itself at the level of foreign policy.”136 He
elaborated, “The problem which faces the world cannot be solved on the level of foreign policies
which aim at prolonging the peace. Nor can this problem be solved by the Social and Economic
Council of the United Nations. The problem which faces the world can be solved only by the
American people if they understand their position and if they give their government a mandate to
take the leadership for the creation of a world community.”137 Within this system, the Social and
Economic Councils could only serve as a framework. But all of this assumed that the US would
dedicate herself to creating a world community, even if that meant amending the Constitution to
do it. With more than a touch of sarcasm, Szilard believed this easy enough to do since “The
Constitution was twice amended in this century over the issue of prohibition, and if we are willing
to go out of the way for the sake of being permitted to drink or for the sake of preventing others
from drinking, maybe we shall be willing to go out of our way for the sake of remaining alive.”138
Although true, this simplified the process of creating an amendment and having it passed.
Changes to the Constitution aside, the real question for Szilard was whether politicians in
the US were willing to overcome a tendency to place national values higher than universal
individual human values. Szilard explained that politicians needed to be “willing to base our
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national policy on those higher loyalties which exist in the hearts of the individuals who form the
population of the United States but which do not find expression in the formulation of our
national policy.”139 This underscores Szilard’s belief in the power of the citizens to effect change
and shape foreign policy. Citizens just like scientists had creative views that Szilard did not see
existing in Congress at the time. By inviting more, albeit educated, imaginative people into the
conversation on peace, a new path could be found. This was not about loans, gifts, or bribes, but
instead “a change of heart.”140 According to Szilard, the citizens of the US needed to assume
responsibility for their country’s actions on the global stage and in the world community. Even
with factoring in the fact that a lot of what will be spent in the first years of establishing this
government could be considered “gifts,” “There will be no need and no occasion, unless time
should go into reverse, for our asking or receiving repayment in goods.”141 Of course this does
not mean that each nation wouldn’t be asked to contribute in kind and pledge ten percent of their
national income to the world government. These contributions would be based on what resources
the nation has and what the needs are of other nations. Over the course of the coming decade or
two, “more and more of them will be able to take on their share of the burden, and twenty years
from now the productive capacity of Russia may very well be drawn upon in the early phases of
the industrialization of China and India.”142 Supporting fellow nations had other bonuses as well,
since
No sane person can believe that we are solely concerned about winning the next
war if we are spending a substantial fraction of our national income for the welfare
of those countries who would most likely be our enemies in case of war. In such
circumstances we might even maintain a considerable military establishment and
continue to spend billions of dollars for defense and yet find that other nations
consider such action on our part as foolish and extravagant behavior rather than a
threat to their security.143
In this case, maintaining the militarization pace that the US was achieving would be ridiculous.
But this plan did not extend that far into the future. Szilard reasoned that the elections of 1948 or
maybe 1952 were “As far as thought can reach.”144 The “world shall certainly not be ready for that
transition [between world community and world government] before a strong majority of the
people of the United States have reached a consensus on some one method for creating and
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maintaining employments within the United States at a high level.”145 Szilard knew his solution
was Utopian. But he believed that less severe solutions would not be any easier or more adequate
in the long run.
The article, “Calling for a Crusade,” and the ideas Szilard presented in it evolved and took
new forms as he presented it in the early months of 1947. Most of these changes made the points
clearer and more succinct, but they also included more of Szilard’s personality. For example,
Szilard opened a speech that paralleled the article he gave in Cincinnati with a bold claim: “I am
suspected of being a member of a conspiracy which produced the atomic bomb. Mass murderers
have always commanded the attention of the public, and atomic scientists are no exception to this
rule.”146 Szilard also gave more colorful explanations for the relationship between the US and
Russia. However hard it may be to reach an agreement, Szilard believed that there were only two
other options: waging a preventative war against Russia or going back to square one to where the
relationship was before Yalta. Going back to the start would be hard. Szilard reasoned this
complexity with a Hungarian proverb; “he who has buttoned his coat the wrong way must
unbutton it in order to set it right.”147 And his reasoning behind this? Szilard gave a potential
reason for the development of the relationship between the US and Russia. He explained,
“Perhaps there was no particular cause other than the fact that these two countries have lost their
common enemy before they had reached an agreement on a post-war settlement.”148
Conclusion:
Szilard fully admitted that he was not particularly qualified to speak about the problem of
peace because he was just a scientist. But he reminded his readers that it was in fact science that
had created the bomb and given a new problem for the world to face. Therefore, scientists
needed to speak out. But they were facing resistance in Washington. This included Bernard
Baruch who in 1946 wrote Vannevar Bush explaining, “I would drop the scientists because as I
told them, I knew all I wanted to know. It went boom and it killed millions of people and I
thought it was an ethical and political problem and I would proceed on that theory.”149 Despite
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this, in Szilard’s opinion, if he did not continue to speak out about peace and how it might be
achieved, he did not know who else would. Szilard’s training as a scientist also gave him a unique
perspective to develop solutions to the problems he saw facing the postwar world.
With his beliefs in the power of science, the need for a world government, and the power
of the individual citizen as a basis, Szilard used his written works to “guide the world through an
uneasy period of nuclear stalemate, to propose rules for learning to live with the bomb, and to
sketch a way out of perilous situation and toward peace.” A peace he found both necessary and
realistic, and for a situation much of the public was not fully aware of. The point Szilard made
throughout his work emphasized “that nothing much can be achieved now or in the future until
such a time as the people of this country understand what is at stake. As far as the bomb is
concerned, the people have not been told the whole story, nor have they fully understood what
they have been told.“150 Although some argued this required a miracle, Szilard countered, taking a
quote from Enrico Fermi, that a miracle is just an event that has a probability of less than ten
percent and “This is just Fermi’s way of saying that there is a general tendency to underestimate
the probability of unlikely events.”151
These scenarios of course all led to more questions and more potential situations that
would have to be pursued in preventing the next major war; a nuclear war. What was more
important was the type of information Szilard was using in constructing these arguments and how
he was constructing them. He was able to pull from both his scientific knowledge and his
knowledge of world history and the balance of power on the global stage to construct possible
situations in which the US could find itself in the coming decades before anyone else was pursuing
these ideas. However, he was not using the style typically used. In speaking wisdom to power,
Szilard did the talking himself and did not hesitate to speak his mind, even if it ran counter to the
path the US was charting in relations with Russia. And even if his methods were outlandish and
out of line with traditional diplomatic practices, he wanted peace sought at all costs. In a world in
which atomic energy was applied to land and air travel, to life saving treatments, and beyond, is
was not reasonable for Szilard to think about the radical changes that atomic energy could have on
peace and other related policies?
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Chapter 2: Communicating with the Enemy: Szilard on US-Soviet Relations

Having established his beliefs on the United States’ relationship with the Soviet Union and
on issues concerning nuclear power more broadly, Leo Szilard could expand his thinking and start
thinking more deeply about what the future might hold. Since the Soviets did not yet have an
atomic bomb of their own when the Second World War ended, Szilard was left to speculate on
what the future held. This speculation had begun even before the war ended. He explored what
he saw to be the implications of using the bomb militarily in “Atomic Bombs and the Postwar
Position of the United States in the World.” First written as a letter in March 1945 to send to
FDR, this piece went through several iterations, but the letter did not reach FDR before his death.
In the note accompanying excerpts of the text, Szilard stated that he believed this memo to be
“the first document which discussed the implications of the atomic bomb with respect to our
future relations with Russia and the question of international control of atomic energy. It also
contained the suggestion of denaturing fissionable materials for the purpose of making more
difficult their use for the manufacture of bombs.”152 But perhaps more importantly, the document
detailed the core of Szilard’s thinking for the years to come, both in how he saw development
progressing on the world stage, but also how he would continue to talk about the issues until his
death in 1964.
Szilard did not abandon the letter and continued to edit it throughout that spring. The
letter parallels his statements made in the hearings before the Special Committee on Atomic
Energy of the Senate about the future power of these types of weapons and the likelihood that
Russia could develop her own atomic weapons in December 1945. It also detailed future
applications and advancements for the bomb, which historian Gregg Herken called “remarkably
prescient.”153 Szilard’s letter painted a picture of a number of smaller atomic bombs strategically
placed throughout a city ensuring that it is completely destroyed in place of the use of one larger
bomb.154 He further emphasized that this would be possible at very low efficiency rates, which
was reminiscent of carpet-bombing techniques employed in the Second World War. But as the
efficiency increased, naturally so would the destruction. Looking ahead even further, all this
planting of bombs and orchestrating a grid of destruction would be rendered irrelevant if rocket
technology improved after the war. In that case, the US could be attacked from nearly anywhere.
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Regardless cities would continue to be the main targets, because with the destruction of US cities
comes the destruction of the ability to manufacture and rebuild in the case of an attack.
Atomic bombs had changed the way war would be fought, and therefore how it will be
prevented. Szilard argued, therefore, that the US could not stay ahead by merely accumulating
more fissionable materials and developing larger and more powerful weapons. This idea of
continually outpacing your enemy by developing weapons was based on military planning with
conventional weapons. In a world with nuclear weapons it takes relatively little to produce a
debilitating attack and Szilard reminded his audience that the US was not alone in this new world.
He reasoned,
From now on the destructive power which can be accumulated by other countries
as well as the United States can easily reach the level at which all the cities of the
“enemy” can be destroyed in one sudden attack. The expenditure in money and
material which is necessary to reach this level is so small that any of the major
powers can easily afford it provided they adopt “modern” production methods.155
Therefore, merely accumulating material and weapons did not necessarily mean greater strength if
another nation struck first, rendering counterattacks impossible.
In typical Szilard fashion, the discussion of this problem was just a straw man used to set
up the space for him to explore his solution to this problem that he had posed and to poke holes
in how others were dealing with it. Above all else, Szilard believed the atomic power system
needed to be controlled. By controlling the methods for purifying uranium, the production of
bombs would be controlled without suppressing the development of atomic power.156 Although a
simplified process here, Szilard continued to expound on these ideas and fight against for the next
twenty or so years. Despite the fact there might not even be a satisfactory solution to the problem
the world found itself in. However, if goals of developing atomic power were abandoned, “it
would seem that a system of controls could be set up without encountering too great
difficulties.”157 But Szilard seemed to quickly push this path aside and instead expanded on
controlling nuclear weapons. This was the center of his global plan to one-day reach a world with
true, lasting peace. In helping to maintain control, the focus needed to be on the people involved.
In this case civilian scientists already participating in the work could be employed who would
report on any discrepancies or secret violations in their own country. In order to ensure that
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people would come forward, informers would have immunity if their role in exposing illegal
activity were revealed.158
The Soviet Union’s August 1949 test of its own atomic bomb sharpened Szilard’s view of
nuclear weapons control. How did Szilard see peace working in a world in which the US no
longer had a monopoly over nuclear weapons and hydrogen bombs were public knowledge?
Szilard believed that world government was the only path to a “durable peace” and this could not
include the stockpiling of atomic bombs.159 And if a global form of government could not be
established in time, the least the world needed was an agreement that atomic weapons would not
be stockpiled, or manufactured, and violations would be announced. Thus, inspection would have
to play a role in such a solution. But establishing an agreement was the first step. Szilard
presented a simplified but concise depiction of the status of negotiations in the early Cold War
period and explained “a start has to be made somewhere, sometime, it might as well be made right
here and now.”160 And any start allows for a beginning of discussions resulting in the ideal, final
agreement.
Throughout his works, Szilard emphasized the role of trust. Could the US trust Russia to
keep an agreement? Could Russia trust the US to do the same? Each nation could be trusted if
the settlement was “self-perpetuating” and ensured continuing incentives for each nation to
maintain adherence to the statutes.161 Unlike other commentators in that era, Szilard did not see
the Soviet Union and the United States as inherently opposed to each other. He believed that at
the root of the tension was a desire for the same thing: peace. And if both nations wanted the
same thing there was a solution to be found. But like in many solutions, this would necessitate
some compromise on behalf of both nations. Szilard explored these issues in both fiction and
non-fiction, but it is in his short stories that the relationship between trust and peace are explored
most fully and where his imagination and his unique world view is emphasized.
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Szilard Reaches Out to Stalin:
Szilard expanded the concept of his crusade and letter to Roosevelt in his 1947 article
“Letter to Stalin.” A radiobroadcast from the time gives Szilard’s “Letter” further contemporary
context. ABC radio network’s Quincy Howe began his evening broadcast “Frontiers of Science”
broadcast on November 25, 1947 by explaining that “As the Big Four Foreign Ministers sit down
together in London to make a last stab at writing a peace treaty for Germany, one of the foremost
atomic scientists has addressed an open letter—over their heads—to Premier Stalin.”162 At the
time of the broadcast, the latest issue of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists (BAS) was just released.
Howe continued to emphasize the importance of the piece on two points: “First, the lay-man
cannot be reminded too often how much the atomic scientists fear the atomic bomb. Second, the
proposal that Dr. Szilard makes—visionary as it must appear to the laymen—puts the scientist in a
new role.”163 And it goes even further than just participating in politics but argued for a whole
new way of thinking. In his “Letter to the Editor” accompanying the piece Szilard connects this
piece to others he has written. These are ideas he expanded on in “Calling for a Crusade” in early
1947 and his reliance on the opinion of the American people to shape US international nuclear
policy. The situation had changed in the intervening two years and added “that today it no longer
seems likely that popular support or popular pressure for a bold and constructive solution will be
forthcoming unless the people would have reason to believe that they could expect the Russian
government to be cooperative.”164
Szilard found a receptive publisher and audience with the BAS for many of his pieces,
regardless of where they fell on the spectrum of imagination. The BAS was founded by Eugene
Rabinowitch and Hyman Goldsmith in 1945. Patrick David Slaney explains that these two men
founded the journal as “part of an emergency action by scientists to shape the postwar order into
one in which nuclear war could not occur.”165 Furthermore, in producing the journal, “It
contained articles on schemes for international control, such as inspection regimes, and eventually
all aspects of the relationship among science, federal policy, and diplomacy. Formally, the BAS
was a materialization of the public sphere and sometimes an exaggerated one at that: it published
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Szilard’s open “Letter to Stalin” as well as a wide variety of scientists, social critics, and
intellectuals.”166 This support was crucial to the ability of Szilard to promote his ideas and placed
him in a broader discussion about the state of current affairs at that time.
Szilard had found a kindred spirit in Rabinowitch, who would continue to support Szilard
by allowing many of his pieces to be published in the BAS. Audra Wolfe characterizes
Rabinowitch as “a Russian-born physicist with a penchant for poetry and bowties,” but like Szilard
he “staunchly advocated for scientific internationalism as a tool for fighting Communism.”167 In
light of this, Rabinowitch “hoped that the Bulletin might serve, faute de mieux, as a site of
international contact that would allow his vision of the scientific life to contribute to peace and
stability in the shadow of the atomic bomb.”168 Slaney further describes, that like Szilard,
“Rabinowitch did not accept the view that the scientists’ role in international contact was limited
to working out the details of disarmament plans, and he similarly refused to concede that nuclear
diplomacy was something to be left to experts.”169 However, the anticommunism of the era
challenged this. Openness was also challenged by the United States Postal Service who
Rabinowitch revealed in a 1951 editorial “had been ordered not to send copies of the Bulletin to
addresses on the other side of the Iron Curtain by an official from the Department of Commerce’s
Office of International Trade.”170 Furthermore, “Rabinowitch found the mailing ban
unreasonable because of its ineffectiveness: even if the BAS were a technical publication (which it
was not), officials from the Russian embassy could obtain copies at any number of newsstands or
bookstores in the United States or, for that matter, Western Europe. Actions like the mailing ban
created self-deception and absurdity rather than security precisely because Americans had not
resorted to the extremes of social and political regimentation employed in the USSR.171
Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, Rabinowitch, like Szilard, believed that “the
friendships and camaraderie developed among scientists in the pursuit of knowledge created the
opportunity for international rapprochement and lessened the chance of nuclear war. Since the
control of knowledge was not ultimately possible (because nature was accessible to everyone),
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security lay in open communication that would generate international friendship and shared
respect.”172 Rabinowitch sought to keep communication open between the two nations in the
BAS even as anticommunism threatened such a mission.
Rabinowitch would often pen pieces to accompany his articles, lending his direct support
to Szilard’s ideas, as far-fetched as they might appear. Following “Letter to Stalin” is a comment
written by Rabinowitch, titled “Working for a Miracle.” Rabinowitch’s piece explored how
Szilard’s “Letter to Stalin” reflected on the community of atomic scientists more broadly and how
they felt about the situation with the Soviets. He argued that many scientists in the field believe
that containment is not a feasible option because it will never fully rid the world of war.
Furthermore, he explained that these scientists knew “that if we were permitted to drift into such a
conflict, the Soviet Union, despite a vastly inferior industrial power, would have the advantages of
lesser vulnerability, easier dispersal, better psychological preparation for total war and habitual
regimentation of national life.”173 In the face of these tensions and facts, Rabinowitch explained
that Szilard was just trying to find a way out of a seemingly impossible situation, one in which
neither country could win. He continued that the letter was crucial to his thinking because “Mr.
Szilard sees the American people and the Soviet leadership as the main forces on the world scene;
if these two make up their minds that war is inevitable, nothing will be able to prevent it, since the
Russian people has no voice of its own, and the American government is only an agent of the
people.”174 Szilard’s view thus varied greatly from the typical Soviet course of action, and that of
the United States as well.
Since Szilard was speaking directly to the leader of the Soviet Union and asking for him to
appeal to the American public, Szilard’s “letter” could be viewed as naïve, or pro-Soviet. The
letter could even be seen as Szilard siding with Stalin and the Soviet cause. So why even attempt
publishing the letter if it is so unlikely to work, Rabinowitch asked. He reasoned that Szilard
began preaching his ideas early in the escalation of tensions with the Soviet Union and there were
few reasons Szilard should be dismissed as a “foolish prophet.”175 So if Szilard thought that the
chance of peace surviving is so small and any course of action to ensure its maintenance must be
pursued then he may very well be right. And if this is in fact a miracle, Rabinowitch begged the
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disbeliever to find a better miracle that would work. However, as Rabinowitch emphasized,
Those who have followed the educational and political activities of the atomic
scientists, know that the reason why a majority of them feel keenly the necessity of a
comprehensive settlement with the Soviet Union and are skeptical about the longrange value of a policy of “containment” is not ideological sympathy or political
nearsightedness, but the sober reflection that in the age of atomic and
bacteriological warfare, no “containment” can be a lasting guarantee of the
incapacity of a nation with the dimensions and industrial and scientific potential of
the Soviet Union, to challenge the rest of the world.176
Above all else, Rabinowitch concluded that Szilard should not be discounted. Yes, his ideas might
rely on “miracles,” but
Recent developments give little reason to dismiss Mr. Szilard as a foolish prophet.
He apparently thinks—and he may be right—that by now, the chances of
preserving the peace have become so small, that every approach which may
conceivably break the deadlock, is worth trying. Not being content like many
others, with waiting for a miracle, he feels that he must do something to bring it
about. Many will think that the kind of miracle Mr. Szilard is trying to conjure up is
the least likely to materialize; it is up to them to analyze what “miracles” have a
better chance of happening, and go to work to increase their probability.177
Just like Szilard, Rabinowitch was advocating a new approach to the problems nuclear weapons
posed to humanity.
Focusing on the deterioration of the relationship between the Soviet Union and the United
States, Szilard’s “Letter to Stalin” demonstrated the types of ideas he would have liked to share
with Stalin if he was able to and asks for permission from the government to do so under the
Logan Act of 1799. The letter was published alongside a comment to the editor written by Szilard
and a copy of a memorandum Szilard sent to Secretary of State James Francis Byrnes in 1945
before the Alamogordo bomb test, which was discussed in the previous chapter. Szilard’s 1945
memorandum originally intended for Roosevelt was also reprinted in this issue of the BAS. As far
as reception went, Szilard had anticipated an unfavorable response to his “Letter to Stalin” but
“was astonished that it turned out to be rather favorable.”178 Several correspondents anticipated
this as well, but hoped that despite the potential discouragement, he would continue to speak out.
Understanding that the communication to influence foreign governments was illegal,
Szilard made sure that he would be in the right sending such a letter to Stalin and reached out to
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relevant sources of confirmation. He explained,
If it were in every respect proper for me to do so, I would write a letter to Mr. Stalin
embodying the thoughts contained in the enclosed article and would seek some way
of transmitting such a letter to him through the good offices of some prominent
person who is known to him. It would be my hope that if my letter were
transmitted to Mr. Stalin in such a manner he would perceive the genuine anguish
which prompted my writing it and that he might therefore give consideration to its
contents.179
Furthermore, he emphasized that this was his preferred method of dissemination instead of having
it published. Writing to Stalin directly was important to Szilard because the American public’s
view “of our policy—makers which incidentally is shared by the majority of the American people,
as stated in my “Letter”—is irrelevant, for Mr. Stalin will base his actions on his own views rather
than on ours.”180 In speaking directly to Stalin, and having Stalin respond directly to the American
public in return, Szilard hoped that Americans would realize that Russians just wanted peace.
Szilard explained that “By the time you have filled in the details, you will have given the American
people more than merely a picture of a possible post-war world; you will have presented them
with something that will amount to an offer for a post-war settlement.”181
Writing directly to Stalin also highlighted Szilard’s belief that there was a lack of
communication on all levels between the two nations. This was a letter he wished to send to Stalin
and Szilard’s correspondence underscores his desire to remain on the right side of the law as far as
communicating with foreign powers was concerned. But it is also a type of fiction, in which he
was able to use his imagination. He explained,
The difficulties of formulating an adequate solution to the post-war issues which
would be acceptable to both Russia and the United States, as well as the rest of the
world, are greatly increased by the absence of any interchange of thought between
Americans and Russians who are not encumbered by the responsibility of
representing the views of their Governments…The difficulties which stand in the
way of achieving this or even a reasonable substitute thereof are obvious. But in
view of their special responsibility it is perhaps not unnatural that atomic scientists
should wish to assist in the implementation of some significant endeavor aimed at
the permanent establishment of peace.182
Beyond being natural for atomic scientists to step in to facilitate discussion, Szilard believed it a
necessary component. Furthermore, individual scientists could form relationships with other
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scientists. Szilard reminded his reader that governments could not have friendships with other
governments, but individuals could. And these friendships must be cultivated, and loyalties
shifted. Thus, it was up to individuals to help shape the future of the Cold War and ensure peace
with Russians, starting one by one.
Szilard pitched these ideas in the terms that they were beliefs held by other atomic
scientists and that these worries had been clear to these scientists during the war. Szilard seemed
to place importance on the fact that these scientists “had time to adjust our thinking to the
implications of the bomb.”183 Szilard was still very concerned about the belief held by many
Americans that a war with Russia was inevitable. This concern shaped his approach to Stalin. It
was not focused on developing a policy that would create peace, but instead focused on the ability
of Stalin to reassure the American people with his own statements of peace. “Here in America
more and more men will say to me in private conversation that war with Russia is inevitable.
These are men who are capable of thinking independently and are not guided by whatever
editorials they may read in their newspapers. To me their attitude is a symptom of grave danger
because, once the American people close their minds on this subject war, in fact, will have become
inevitable.”184 He states that “Having presented a number of suggestions outlining in detail—
perhaps in too great detail—a course which you might wish to adopt, I feel that I ought to go one
step further at the risk that what I am going to say may seem out of proportion with the main
theme of this “Letter.””185
As critical as Szilard was of the Russians, he was just as critical of the Americans. Szilard
believed that the Russian government was following “a line of reasoning which is unacceptable to
the large majority of the American public.”186 But he also made his issues with his own
government clear. “In this “Letter” I am trying to cope with a difficulty of communications which
might be insurmountable. We in America have a crude and oversimplified picture of how political
decisions come about in Russia. You in Russia may have a similar picture concerning America.”187
It was therefore important to clear up these assumptions and stereotypes that each nation held
against the other, and even themselves. Although not a huge fan of American politicians in
general, Szilard believed that they were in a difficult situation but were “generally believed that
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they are men of good will, who can be expected to change the present course the very moment
they see a satisfactory way out of the present impasse.”188 In the end, Szilard’s one true goal was
to do all he could do to avert a future crisis.
Szilard clarified his intentions in a “Letter to the Editor” accompanying the printed piece.
But in drafts of the letter he is even more explicit. Ever emphasizing the importance of the
American people in the decision-making process, Szilard wrote “that if and when [Stalin] has a
case—and at present there is no case before us—he can take it to the highest authority in
America—the American people.”189 Furthermore, critiquing the US government’s path to
agreement, Szilard explained that he did not “believe that the problem which faces the world today
can be solved at the level of foreign policy in the narrow sense of the term by the Administration;
nor do I believe that it is within the power of the Administration to offer to the world a
satisfactory solution of this problem without the full support of the American people for a bold
and constructive solution.”190 This is precisely the problem he explored in his previously
published “Calling for a Crusade.”
Exemplifying Szilard’s alternative approach to politics in his pieces, “Letter to Stalin”
outlined the ways in which Stalin could appeal to the American people through “interconnected
steps” and an opening up of communication pathways between the Soviet Union and the United
States. The ultimate goal of the piece was to come to a “settlement that would enable Russia and
the United States to live in peace with each other.”191 He ensured his reader that the opinions he
expressed in the letter were shared by the majority of his fellow politically involved atomic
scientists, but the decision to write and publish it were his own. Further emphasizing the role of
the citizen, in the postscript Szilard posed the idea for a gathering of private individuals in nations
around the world to discuss issues concerning the welfare of the United States and other nations
to try to come to terms and find a solution for the issues at stake on the international stage. This
would prevent politicians and other government policy makers from being restrained from
agreeing to do something they might regret in the future. If there were enough discussions
generated, ideas would be available to the government that would be educated and well informed
that they could choose from in order to make official policy concerning the Soviet Union. He
directly appealed to his reader when he wrote, “As I see it, Russia wants peace—as does the
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United States—not only for the next five or ten years, she wants peace for good. And if I am
correct on this point then peace can yet be saved; it can be saved by you, yourself.”192 However, if
the American people remained ill-informed and uninvolved, there would be bad consequences for
the development of a positive relationship between the US and Soviet Union. He characterized
this as such:
what I mean to say is that if the present trend continues for six months, a fateful
change might take root in the minds of the American people and the situation
would then be beyond remedy. Thereafter it would be merely a question of time-a
few short years, perhaps-until the peace would be at the mercy of some Yugoslav
general in the Balkans or some American admiral in the Mediterranean who may
willfully or through bungling create an incident that will inevitably result in war.193
And if such an event were to occur, it would be beyond the two nations to stop it.
Further promoting his quest to find peace with the Soviet Union, Szilard explored the idea
of peace with the Russians in fiction as well. Written and published around the same time, in “My
Trial as a War Criminal” (1947) Szilard faced trial for his involvement with the Manhattan Project
and the use of the first atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In this short piece, Szilard had
fellow characters quote his other writing, “Calling for a Crusade” and “Letter to Stalin,” a
common practice for him in his fictional pieces. Like the Nuremberg Trials, Szilard was in fact the
man on trial as a war criminal and he included autobiographical details to support this. William
Lanouette explains that this story “was Szilard’s bitter reaction when the justice department
censured his efforts to start arms-control discussions with Soviet scientists and to urge US-Soviet
peace talks in an open letter to Stalin.”194 Szilard made this stance clear in this piece and others.
Szilard’s trial takes place in a version of the world in which Russia has invaded the US after
World War Three. The Russians initiated World War Three as retaliation for the US using atomic
bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As the victors, the Soviets stage Nuremberg-esque trials for
the American scientists. Through the trials the Russians sought to persecute those who played a
role in enabling the development of nuclear weapons in the Second World War. Like in his other
pieces, Szilard explained these weapons had changed the face of war forever, and the Russians
“took the line that prior to the Third World War it was not customary to drop atomic bombs on
towns and cities, and that such a “violation of the customs of war” was a war crime which could
not be justified on the ground that the government which committed it hoped that by doing so it
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would bring war to a speedier conclusion.”195
As serious as the issues Szilard was confronting were, as it was a work of fiction, “My Trial
as a War Criminal” was also quite playful at times as well even as it explored Szilard’s fears in the
post-war world. He joked about how long it will take to learn Russian, so he could speak the
language without offending anyone if he had to move to Russia. And in the story when he is
asked to go to Russia to be put on trial he thinks to himself, “After having been raised in Hungary,
I had lived in Germany and England before I settled in the United States, and that is as much
migration as is good for any man.”196 He is charged “with having tried to induce the United States
government to take up the development of atomic energy in a meeting held on October 21, 1939,
i.e., at a time when the war in Europe was still an imperialist war, since Germany had not attacked
Russia until 1941. [Szilard] was also charged with having contributed to the war crime of dropping
an atomic bomb on Hiroshima.”197 Among the other men tried was President Truman, who was
tried for the crime of ordering the bomb be used on Hiroshima. It is this part of the short story
that is most telling. As the men are placed on trial Szilard details their crimes. These are the
crimes that he believed they had committed in the course of the war and its aftermath. However,
the bombing of Nagasaki is not mentioned at all through this story and he largely avoids
discussion of the ethical implications of these actions. There is a mocking tone throughout as to
the legitimacy of his trial and the others. Underscoring the absurdity of being placed on trial,
Szilard explained in the story that “In spite of the seriousness of my own situation, I found it
difficult sometimes to refrain from joining in on the laughter which frequently interrupted the
proceedings.”198
Despite all that Szilard explained and the details he gave about this trial, none of the men
were ever convicted. Due to a failed vaccine for a bacterial infection the Russians developed, they
instead sought help from the US Public Health Service after their own people around the
manufacturer were contaminated. All though the circumstances were not entirely known, Szilard
concluded “The terms of the postwar settlement which had been reached within two weeks of the
Omsk riots were in every respect very favorable to the United States and also put an end to all war
crime trials,”199 perhaps because the US learned their lesson from World War Three and there no
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longer needed to be other wars. The Soviets’ use of a pathogen that infects Americans, but also
infects them too after the antidote, illustrates the failure of science to protect humans from human
stupidity and the threat of destruction in war even if well prepared.
Over the years Szilard continued to develop these ideals in his other fictional works. Like
he discussed in “Calling for a Crusade,” “The Diary of Dr. Davis” (1950) explored how the
American president could negotiate and develop a compromise with Stalin and the Soviet Union
to decrease tensions between the major powers. Written as a series of diary entries from a man
who has been hospitalized after suffering brain trauma, the character of Dr. Davis relates made up
conversations he has in the wake of Wendell Willkie winning the primary in 1948.200 These
conversations discuss how, as the potential future president of the US, Willkie could make amends
with Stalin and bring the US and Russia into economic agreement. This was despite Dr. Davis not
having any knowledge of what was going on in the world outside his hospital at the time.
Like “My Trial as a War Criminal,” the premise of “The Diary of Dr. Davis” centers on an
alternate history. The story is contrary to the actual events at the Philadelphia Convention in 1948
at which Thomas E. Dewey actually won the nomination and whom Szilard assumed, like many
other people, would defeat the incumbent Harry Truman and then be elected to the presidency in
November. But with Willkie as the fictional president elect, Szilard was able to emphasize his
desires for the President to believe in a world community, one that could break down national
barriers and conflicts. Szilard’s version of history also aligns with Willkie’s work earlier in the
1940s, building on Willkie’s talks with Allied heads of state and his running for president in 1940
and 1944. But Willkie was dead in the real 1948 when Szilard was creating the world in which the
character Dr. Davis could project Szilard’s ideas. So, when Dr. Davis was found unconscious after
the primary, Willkie could never have helped ameliorate tensions between the US and Russia, and
this is precisely where the fiction in the story lies. Szilard tells the story as if Willkie were still able
to help shape the course of events.
Although the story itself was not set in the future, Szilard presented the entries in that way
with a foreword from the “publisher” dated May 1, 1980. The “publisher” made clear that this
man was not exceptionally intelligent and explained that “there is reason to believe that he did no
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more than to record the commonsense views of his more enlightened contemporaries. His
somewhat clumsy style does not make the Diary easy reading, but the student of political ideas
may be rewarded by a deeper understanding of modern political thought, which can be acquired
only through the study of forerunners.”201 In this sense, Szilard emphasized the linear trajectory of
his ideas. They were not something fantastic or imaginative, they were thoughts he shared with
others in 1948.
“The Diary of Dr. Davis” promoted ideas Szilard first discussed in his non-fiction article
“Calling for a Crusade” in 1947. In the story, Dr. Davis discussed Willkie’s meetings with Stalin in
which they discuss an alliance between the US and Russia. This was built on the premise that the
US would attempt to win any war with Russia and that this war was inevitable. Willkie explained,
“we should have known that this situation would arise after the war. You cannot have a balance
of power if there are only two important military powers left over.”202 In order for there to be
peace between the two powers, the peace agreement would have to be one that either power could
break whenever they wished, and which would be renewed on a yearly basis. This would ensure
that the agreement was a “good one,” and one that neither country would want to break.203
Throughout all of his discussions with Stalin, Willkie was “trying to map the road all the way from
the present chaos to the establishment of a World Government,”204 which was the exact same
thing Szilard was trying to do in his other stories and more factual pieces.
As with some of his other stories this has an autobiographical touch, and this remains true
in both characters, Dr. Davis and Willkie. Szilard is Dr. Davis, stunned by the primary decision
and trying to discuss policy with Stalin, which further connects policy making with the scientist.
And with Willkie dead at the time of his writing, Szilard could use him as a mouthpiece for his
own ideas, postulating how Willkie might have acted if he were still alive. Willkie therefore
becomes a figure of Szilard’s imagination as he works him into contemporary events. Therefore,
Szilard as Willkie could argue for incentives, and not punishment, as the only way to accomplish
this. A world community could not be organized “on the basis of fear of punishment alone.”205
But in dealing with Russia and coming to agreement, the situation in Germany also needed to be
dealt with. Willkie’s plan was to move the eastern boarder of Germany slowly, mile by mile, into
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Poland every year, so that after twenty years Germany would again have her pre-WWII borders.206
Like in other cases, the US would foot the bill for this to happen and Poland would receive half a
billion dollars each year. Congress would of course have to be dealt with and convinced that this
was the best plan of action. This further emphasized that Szilard was focused on the generation of
ideas and left the follow through to someone else.
In this story, and other articles, Szilard focused on the economics of the post-war world.
In reality, to support Russia economically, an international agency would be established that would
collect a sort of income tax from the wealthy nations, which the agency would in turn dole out to
needy countries to ensure the economic advancement of Europe in the wake of the devastation of
World War Two. In the case of Russia, this would involve financing the consumer goods industry.
Russia, and other countries receiving help, would have no obligation to pay any of this money
back, they were merely required to start paying the tax to the agency themselves when they were
able to. As he explained in “Calling for a Crusade,” Szilard likened this to how negotiations
thousands of years in the past would involve marrying children off between the two nations or
taking hostages. In the fictional story, the situation plays out in a similar manner. In his
conversation with Dr. Davis, Stalin begs the questions, “Is this what you want? Do you want to
trap us?” while Willkie’s former secretary Sidney responds, “Hostages, Mr. Stalin, the President
tells me you have liked the idea of hostages.”207 In both the scenarios Szilard described, the US
and Russia end up being the other’s hostage, because each nation would be dependent on the
other for its own economic success.
Szilard’s plan also emphasized the peaceful nature of the relationship between the US and
Russia. In “Calling for a Crusade,” Szilard explained,
No sane person can believe that we are solely concerned about winning the next
war if we are spending a substantial fraction of our national income for the welfare
of those countries who would most likely be our enemies in case of war. In such
circumstances we might even maintain a considerable military establishment and
continue to spend billions of dollars for defense and yet find that other nations
consider such action on our part as foolish and extravagant behavior rather than a
threat to their security.208
He admitted that this may sound very utopian to some, but it is one of the easier methods to reach
peace that exists at the moment. Szilard concluded “The Diary of Dr. Davis” by stating, “Once a
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settlement is reached, why should she want to invade any country in Europe, upset everything, and
risk ultimate defeat? We have to build an organized world community…There is no other answer
to your question.”209
As these stories show, Szilard presented the post-WWII era with great irony, and yet was
still able to create a livable and believable world in his stories. Lanouette explains that “With a
knowing and mysterious air, Leo Szilard was so farsighted and so certain about where this planet
was headed that he gave us all a glimpse into the future, at least for a while.”210 But Szilard’s
perspective goes further than this, the imagining of the future of the world and humanity was
central to Szilard’s arguments and the solutions he posed. And he kept warning his
contemporaries of this potential future if decisions were not made to immediately change the
direction society was progressing in.
Evolution of an Idea – the Soviets Get the Bomb:
When Szilard wrote “Letter to Stalin” the Soviets did not yet have their own atomic bomb
and a world without the Cold War was still a valid vision of the future. Through his “Letter to
Stalin” and other early post-war pieces, Szilard was free to explore his ideas in order to prevent an
arms race and to ameliorate the relationship between the US and Soviet Union. However, on
September 23, 1949 president Harry S. Truman made the announcement that there was sound
evidence that the Soviets had successfully tested their own atomic weapon. With the testing of
the first soviet atomic bomb the arms race was on. Simone Turchetti explains that “This
announcement not only increased fears about the role of spying activities but also coincided with a
reevaluation of secrecy policy in the field of atomic energy.”211 Charles Thorpe continues by
explaining that “President Truman saw the USSR as an implacable enemy who respected only
military strength, and hopes for arms control had already been dashed by the failure of the Baruch
Plan at the United Nations.”212 The world in which both the US and Soviet Union had the bomb
was stuck in a vicious cycle, Szilard argued. And it was not an isolated issue.
The bomb affected all aspects of life including health and economics, and education and
news, making it hard to combat without massive changes. There were of course agencies that
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already existed to help combat some of the issues that the world faced Szilard explained.
However, change could not be done on a piecemeal basis agency by agency, the American people
needed to take control of the situation and understand it in order for the plan to work. He
continued his explanation by stating, “The main issue is whether we are willing to assume our full
share of responsibility in the creation of a world community.”213 This was where the public
opinion concerning Szilard’s ideas played a crucial role. It was the average citizen Szilard must
appeal to first before change can be enacted on a larger scale at first on a national basis in the US
and then as a world community internationally.
Foremost in his thoughts about was America’s relationship with her allies in Western
Europe. Szilard believed that with the detonation of the first Russian bomb, the time was not far
off when Russia would also have bombers fast enough or rockets equipped with bombs to attack
Western Europe as well. And there was little the US could do about it, Szilard argued. He
believed this so deeply that Szilard underscored the point in his (heavily edited) copy of the
printed article. The US would thusly find itself in “a situation which we did not envisage when the
Atlantic Pact was concluded,” nor could it have been forecast.214 The point that the nations of
Western Europe might be safer if the pact was still in place was a point Szilard didn’t wish to
discuss. Instead, he continued “The neutralization of all those nations which are at present caught
between the strategic aspirations of America and Russia would remove the chief area of conflict in
Russian-American relations.”215 But this of course did not eliminate the threat of war coming to
US soil. And the only thing that would eliminate such a threat was, according to Szilard, some sort
of international control of atomic energy of which inspection would play a central role. This
would mean eliminating the Iron Curtain, arguably Russia’s strongest strategic defense. But with
the neutralization of Western Europe, the US would no longer be able to establish bases there.
This meant that the US would not be able to use conventional weapons to attack Russia and only
bombers could bring atomic weapons to her. Therefore, the conditions of the past four years
would need to end because the disadvantage between the ease of starting a war would be over and
both nations would be in similar situations.
Of particular interest to Szilard in Europe was West Germany. Writing in 1949, Szilard
explained that despite the fact that there now seemed to be outrage on the part of the general
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public and that there seemed “to be a general feeling that somehow we ought to try to stop the
arms race right now, that the crying need of the hour [was] a stand-still agreement on armaments
which will give us a breathing spell,” this would not solve the problems Szilard saw with the US’s
foreign policy in particular.216 And this was likely to come to a head in Germany. Germany and
the rest of Western Europe were now very vulnerable that Russia had atomic bombs too. This
part of the continent could no longer be protected with conventional forces that “could
successfully resist a Russian attack until an American expeditionary force could come to its
assistance.”217 But continuing to arm West Germany and the rest of Western Europe is not the
way to protect the European cities susceptible to Russian atomic bombs.
Szilard attempted to tackle the new situation as quickly as he could. Situated in the BAS
issue released after the announcement of the first Russian bomb test, Szilard’s article “Shall We
Face the Facts” opened with Wendell Willkie’s idea to negotiate postwar issues before the war had
ended. But this was another counterfactual. This did not happen, and the policies and agreements
are still being worked through to attain a lasting peace to this day. In the article Szilard wrote that
he believed the price was being paid for not following Willkie’s advice and how events had
evolved since the end of the war. For instance, Szilard found great fault with the Atlantic Pact and
believed it was “totally inadequate to cope with the problem which now confronts the world.”218
Furthermore, the US in the past four years had been following what Szilard called a “neither war
nor peace” policy, which would only lead to an inevitably horrible war.219 A war that would get
progressively worse the longer it was held off.
In fact, Szilard believed any form of foreign policy to be inadequate to solve the problem
of peace. He believed that the focus of foreign policy was too narrow in its goal to merely prolong
the peace between wars. Szilard reasoned within this framework that if war would only get worse
the longer the time between the next war, what was needed was a lasting peace. But it was too late
to completely ditch foreign policy since it was “foreign policy [that] got us into this mess, and
foreign policy will have to get us out. We have to have a truce in order to have a chance to bid for
peace.”220 This would entail switching the policy concerning the Soviet Union from one of
“containment” to one of “contentment.” Szilard believed that the US and Russia were stuck in
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cycle like that of ancient Athens and Sparta leading up to the Peloponnesian War. The problem,
just as it was in Athens and Sparta, was that “the growing power of Russia threatens America’s
security, and the growing power of America threatens Russia’s security.”221 In this article, Szilard
outlined a policy that broke with this vicious cycle. Szilard’s policy required “a move that will
make our strategic position more difficult in case of war, but at the same time it will greatly
increase our chances of avoiding war.”222 If no new policy was sought, Szilard argued that the
fates of the US and Russia would be those of Athens and Sparta.
Szilard’s main concern though seems to be the state of the Atlantic Pact and if the US
could continue to protect her allies now that Russia has the bomb. Szilard believed the only way
Western Europe could protect itself would be to declare their neutrality. However, there would be
the understanding that if Russia violated a nation’s neutrality then, and only then, would the US
intervene. This would mean “America could renounce any intention which she may now have of
preparing those nations in peacetime as bases for possible future military operations against
Russia.”223 By neutralizing those nations caught between the US and Russia, Szilard believed that
the main area of conflict in the Cold War would be removed. But allowing the arms race to
continue would mean that new devices would be developed that could bring the war directly to the
US or Russia without needing bases in Western Europe.
Thus, Szilard argued, the necessity for inspection and control of materials was crucial. But
inspection was not a policy that either side would easily agree to. Szilard emphasized that so long
as the US pushed for UN control it was not in Russia’s best interests to agree to such a policy.
And it would continue to be against her best interests as long as the majority of UN members
were US allies.224 Szilard mentioned abrogation in this and other pieces quite frequently.
Although it is easy to think that this is just a loophole in case the international situation changed, it
is important to note that he did this largely as “a reminder that no agreement between nations has
much value unless it remains in the interests of the contracting parties to continue the
agreement.”225
The Russian bomb brought with it new realities and a continuation of misperceptions in
the US-Russian relationship and negotiations. Among others, Szilard found it ironic that “on the
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one hand, we tend to underestimate Russia’s military power, and on the other hand, we tend to
overestimate Russia’s political power.”226 But even in the face of these misperceptions why,
Szilard asked, did the US oppose measures to decrease her military arsenal despite there being no
active war? Coming back to the American backing of Western Europe as the downfall of
negotiations, he believed this to be largely due to the arming of Western Europe against another,
future Russian attack. He explained, “Had we agreed to a substantial general reduction of
armaments equally affecting all parties, we would have left Western Europe at the mercy of
Russia’s enormous reserve manpower. Then, in case of a Russian attack against Western Europe,
it would have taken us a long time effectively to enter the war, and in the meantime Russian
infantry could have overrun Western Europe.”227 The Russian bomb changed that; the potential
future war was no longer about an initial attack of conventional weapons. In this new situation,
“We might then be prepared to neutralize Western Europe and to enter into an agreement with
Russia that will end the arms race by eliminating atomic bombs from national armaments, put
limitations on the conventional types of arms, and provide for a substantial reduction of
armaments in general.”228 And while that would again leave Western Europe at the mercy of
Russia, these nations would be under just as much threat as Mexico is from the US.
In such a situation the US would not waste money on creating an arms arsenal that was
likely to become outdated. Szilard explained “our ability to win a war would be determined by the
level of our arms production during the war rather than by the level of our stockpile of arms at its
start. Modern weapons become obsolete very fast. Keeping a large stockpile of them in
peacetime is a useless drain on any nation’s economy.”229 Szilard reasoned that by shifting our
thinking, we could shift easily to this new sort of policy. Furthermore, by creating a majority in
the United Nations who were not allies with the US or Russia, and eliminating the majority
favoring the US, but are instead independent, an inspection agency controlled by the UN could
become more acceptable to Russia. This was ultimately only a truce, and not a true peace
settlement. The only way to truly achieve peace was to establish a world government. Again,
using his favorite comparison, Szilard explained that “The Peloponnesian War occurred fifteen
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years after Sparta and Athens concluded a peace treaty that was to last for thirty. Russia and
America will fare no better if they conclude a truce and mistake it for peace.”230
Szilard’s frustration with the global situation mounted as 1949 progressed. Written shortly
after “America, Russia, and the Bomb,” “Can we have international control of atomic energy?”
was originally a speech given before the Rochester Institute of International Affairs, December 10,
1949 and was then reprinted in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists the following January. Szilard’s
frustrations started to grow stronger in this piece. Although Szilard placed the origination of
negotiation to eliminate atomic bombs from military arsenals with Truman and believed that there
was no evidence that he ever neglected that stance. Now that Russia had detonated her first
weapon, this could no longer be the case. Communication at home in the United States was just
as bad. As Szilard saw it, the issue was no longer about making sure that politicians as well as the
public were educated but making sure the politicians heard the concerns of their constituents.
This came through in his discussion of the meeting of representatives at Lake Success. With some
sarcasm Szilard explained that “while our representatives at Lake Success keep on playing their
gramophone records whenever the subject of atomic energy comes up, the public has begun to
grope for some solution that might lead to a satisfactory agreement.”231 Szilard’s frustrations with
Washington mounting, he added the representative-voter relationship to his Cold War narrative.
Plaguing all communication was that there was ultimately too much uncertainty in
establishing control of nuclear weapons. So much uncertainty that Szilard reasoned that “On
questions of this sort, it is difficult to speak with any degree of assurance. There may be doubt
either way, and I am content here having raised the question, to leave it unanswered.”232 Szilard
faulted decisions made from the end of World War One in America’s hesitation to seek peace. He
argued that had the US and the world sought collective security at the end of that war, collective
action would have been enacted in Japan and Italy, all while Germany was “watching on the
sidelines” seeing these countries get away with their acts.233 But now that this thesis was widely
accepted about the First World War, it did not hold true for the current global situation.
Szilard believed that the issues between the United States and Russia came down to two
key points. For the US it was the union of Germany and for Russia it was its position of power on
the European continent. With these two conditions satisfied, an agreement could be established
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that “would provide for the elimination of atomic bombs from national armaments, for general
disarmament, and for inspection of sufficient scope to make the provisions relating to
disarmament effective.”234 Elaborating on the gaps in US foreign policy, Szilard used an anecdote
to explain his point that “the key to the control of atomic bombs does not lie in the narrow area of
atomic energy on which the spotlights of public discussion are focused, but rather in the dark
fields of our over-all foreign policy which are only scantily illuminated by occasional comments.”235
Again, Szilard mentions the security Russia gets from the Iron Curtain and how this is key to her
strategic defense, and if we continue to rearm Western Europe, she will continue this defense and
refuse to negotiate when it comes to inspection of her nuclear facilities. Therefore, the US could
not continue the path of rearmament of Western Europe while also seeking disarmament
negotiations with Russia. Therefore, it was either one or the other and this was “clearly…not a
choice to be lightly made.”236 But how can peace be secured in such an agreement? With
forethought, Szilard explained, “Security based on military strength is not the only way to achieve
security, nor does military strength necessarily provide security. And as time goes on and distances
shrink, fewer and fewer nations will be able to attain security based on military strength.”237
To be clear, what Szilard was proposing was NOT a standstill agreement coupled with
inspection. In fact, he found this solution to be more difficult to obtain since as it is not a political
settlement, it would “not yield many of the advantages of general disarmament.”238 Szilard
reasoned it out thusly: “acceptance of inspection by Russia has, as its necessary condition, the
removal of distrust which only a political settlement can bring about. The distrust has to be
removed first; inspection can be agreed afterward.”239 Szilard’s main concern with the fear of
inspection was that it was based on the wrong reasons. Secrecy was necessary during the war, but
now that the war was over and the secret out, let alone with Russia herself also having the bomb,
secrecy was no longer necessary. He explained, “Secrecy tends to persist long after the reasons
which brought it into existence have ceased to be operative. You start off with secrecy for the
sake of security and you end up with secrecy for the sake of secrecy.”240 Naturally, no matter the
final outcome of the agreement, both Russia and the US would have the choice to abrogate if they
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felt necessary. Szilard believed that this would actually make the agreement stronger, “Paradoxical
though it may seem, it might very well be true that the danger that the agreement will in fact be
abrogated less if Russia and America have the legal right to abrogate it.”241
Szilard rarely discussed the other conflicts going on in the post-war world, but when he did
it was to underscore his point with the Russian-American conflict. This was likely due to the fact
that he believed this to be the central kink that needed to be worked out in order for the United
Nations to function, allowing it to “come into its own.”242 This was centered on the idea of the
UN having been “erected on the premise that the great powers would act in agreement with each
other. When that premise holds true, the United Nations will be able to function as it was meant
to function.”243 And settling the conflicts within Europe was key in Szilard’s eyes to settling the
Russian-American conflict. And although nuclear disarmament negotiations had failed once
before, “allowing them to fail a second time might be disastrous.”244 Although he was referring to
the situation of Germany, Szilard’s description can also be applied to his view on the global
nuclear situation that “thus poses a problem which is probably incapable of a solution within the
framework of established precedent. Something new, something imaginative, may have to be
adopted.”245
Szilard believed that the increasing military might of both the US and Russia was
contributing to a general mindset of the American people that a preventative war was possible
based on military preparedness with a vast nuclear arsenal. However, this did not mean that the
American people wanted to go to war. Instead, “Their concept of preventative war…is rather that
we should rearm ourselves, reconstruct Germany, make Western Europe impregnable, and then a
show-down with Russia and go to war if Russia cannot satisfy our legitimate need for security.”246
But what Russia would do to satisfy US needs were not discussed. This likely extended to Russia’s
preparedness for a preventative war as well. And US actions in Formosa has only succeeded in
giving “Russia an opportunity to embroil us in war without being the aggressor and operating
under the framework of the United Nations…For if the Chinese attack Formosa in the near future
while our pledge to defend Formosa still stands, we are bound to defend Formosa. And if we do
[so] and use Japan as a base for our defensive operations, the Russian-Chinese alliance will bring
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Russia into the war.”247 Within this framework, Szilard was left to believe that war could come any
day.
… And then the Hydrogen Bomb:
With the Soviet atomic bomb came discussion of the future of nuclear weapons: the
hydrogen bomb. A popular radio broadcast of the time, The University of Chicago Roundtable
discussion was subsequently published in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists with Hans Bethe,
Harrison Brown, and Frederick Seitz. The transcript also included former Chairman of the AEC
David Lilienthal’s attacks and Szilard’s reply to these attacks. The reason the question of the Hbomb was finally being discussed was because now the Russians had their own atomic bomb, and
the US no longer had a monopoly on nuclear weapons. The Russians were now in the same
position and now the US had reason to be concerned. This is all connected because an H-bomb
necessitates an “ordinary atomic bomb” to ignite the hydrogen.248 But it was also due to the
political climate in 1950 and the situation these scientists now found themselves in. Since 1939 or
1940, viewpoints had shifted and there was no longer a “high degree of unanimity of viewpoint
about working on the atomic bomb.”249 Also, the arms budget had been slashed by 10, while the
Russians had maintained a wartime level of funding and development.
Szilard made his views very clear in this roundtable discussion, as did the other men present.
Throughout the discussion, Szilard made it clear, perhaps obviously, that atomic bombs were not
the solution and would never be the solution. Responding while participating in a round table, “I
do not believe that atomic armaments give us security. I think that atomic bombs give us
insecurity.”250 By this time, Szilard believed that only an agreement would work, and disarmament
alone could not. But with an agreement, complete disarmament could be achieved down to
machine guns. Szilard emphasized when responding to the other men, “It is a mistake, I believe,
to talk about the cost of the weapon. If we are building H-bombs and if the arms race is on, what
cost us most is not making H-bombs but rather the defense measures which we shall be forced to
take.”251 And since coastal cities would be vulnerable and hard to defend, the only option would
be to disperse the population. At what cost? It was hard to say, but if a cost had to be predicted,
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Szilard believed that within a few years the US would be up to at least 40 billion dollars, including
25 for general defense and 15 per year for relocation of the coastal population. This of course
assumed there would be no inflation. Furthermore, “It certainly would mean planned movement.
It would mean controls much stricter than we ever had during wartime. It would be not a New
Deal, but a Super, Super New Deal.”252 But there were more unpredictable consequences. Due to
the unknown possibilities of meteorological influences in the use of H-bombs and how
radioactivity will spread, Szilard said, “we leaped before we thought when we decided to make Hbombs.”253 The matter was complicated by the variety of positions scientists could hold in
disarmament or development. However, Seitz believed that despite how an individual scientist felt
about the H-bomb, “all scientists feel that our primary goal should be peace and that any
reactivation of military affairs which occurs now should be carried out as a tool to achieve peace
through negotiation.”254 Above everything, scientists just wanted peace.
Bethe chimed in that it seemed ridiculous to go on the offensive with hydrogen bomb
development without first having the defenses to defend against a Russian H-bomb, if such a
bomb was in fact possible. However, destruction of cities and other infrastructure is not the only
threat from H-bombs, there is also radioactivity. And radioactivity is harder to prepare for.
Furthermore, an H-bomb could be adapted to produce more radioactivity than such a bomb
would normally emit, which when released into the air could affect the whole planet. If America
or Russia attained such a weapon, Szilard reasoned that this would make either nation invincible,
which attached practical importance to this “fantastic possibility.”255 And although it was then
likely that neither nation would follow through with such a threat to detonate an H-bomb, the
other nation would likely not risk provoking such an action. Brown summarized that humanity
was thus “faced with the ironical conclusion in this respect that it becomes easier to kill all people
in the world than just a part of them.”256
In his response, David E. Lilienthal did not look favorably on the mission of these men on
the panel. He called the group of scientists the “oracles of annihilation” and the “cult of doom.”
He believed that they only succeeded in spreading a feeling of “hopelessness and helplessness,”
which was the exact opposite of what the American people needed since “These are the emotions
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that play right into the hands of destructive Communist forces.”257 Szilard responded to this
criticism by emphasizing that Lilienthal did not say what the men had discussed was incorrect, but
instead relied on the discomfort the fear caused. Szilard believed that this was necessary to
underscore the costs associated with developing the H-bomb. And these costs were not just
money. The American people deserved to know all of this, even if might induce fear. And while
he did not wish to scare people, some people might be scared because of finding out the truth.
The public knowing the truth was paramount.
The hydrogen bomb also meant a continuation in the development of new delivery
systems. Dealing with the “predictable future,” “How to live with the Bomb and survive - The
possibility of a Pax Russo-Americana in the Long-Range Rocket Stage of the so-called Atomic
Stalemate” published in the February 1960 issue of the BAS, was more hypothetical and uses
fewer concrete examples and the introduction emphasizes this. Rabinowitz, the editor, reminded
the reader that in this piece and others, “Szilard has thus clearly established his capacity to think
years ahead of his contemporaries in a rapidly changing world, and this entitles him to attentive
consideration, however bizarre some of the ideas expressed in the following article may appear at
first.”258 One of the ideas that Rabinowitz included was the notion that hydrogen bombs could be
used as a means of destruction of property rather than elimination of population. However,
Rabinowitz admitted that he tended to disagree with Szilard about what solution is more probable:
“termination of power policies (on which the Editor is inclined to place his hopes) or adoption of
a security system.”259
In an early draft, which Szilard circulated to friends and colleagues for feedback, he
explored the evolving relationship of the US and the Soviet Union. The rough drafts included
interesting points that were later removed. Removed for length and cohesion of argument, these
points are important in underscoring Szilard’s imaginative and unconventional approach to the
problems of the Cold War. For example, in a section removed from later drafts, Szilard explained
the precarious situation the US and Russia found themselves in. Since the bombs were first used
the situation had evolved and “Thus, at least since 1954, the American Government had a strong
incentive for discussing with Russia in earnest ways and means for getting rid of the bombs. It is
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obvious that if these discussions were moving forward at all, the arms race was going ahead much
faster.”260 But getting rid of the bomb would not solve the problem the technology had advanced
too far and to eliminate bombs would make the situation more instable, rather than more stable.
With a touch of sarcasm, Szilard described the ability of the US to intercept Russian
bombers or to counterattack as the US preserving “its capacity for retaliation.”261 In which case,
the bombers take off and wait for further instructions. And soon Szilard believed, this stalemate
would reach the second stage in which each side would have solid-fuel, long-range rockets in their
arsenals allowing both the US and Russia to launch hydrogen bombs at the other.262 This would
eliminate the need for bases in foreign, allied nations. Perhaps more importantly since these
rockets would be less vulnerable to an attack, “neither side will need to fear that a sudden attack
on her bases might appreciably diminish her ability to strike a counter-blow. Consequently, the
stalemate will cease to be inherently unstable.”263 But Szilard hoped that in this more stable stage
each side would then be willing to limit the number of hydrogen bombs in their arsenals and
eliminate all “dirty” bombs.
Szilard agreed with others, like scientific advisor Jerome Wiesner and Colonel Richard S.
Leghorn, and believed the future would hold the possibility of a period of mutually assured
destruction provided by long-range rockets with hydrogen warheads, instead of an arms race or
disarmament. This was what Szilard called the atomic stalemate. In this type of world, which the
US now found itself in, Szilard admitted clearly for the first time that disarmament would not
work, and peace was not about just getting rid of the bomb. This declaration, and the piece,
signaled a shift in Szilard’s thinking. He was no longer looking at the future as a malleable entity
that he could shape if only those in power would listen to him and heed his warnings. Now he
was approaching the future as a known quantity. He KNEW there is a nuclear stalemate and arms
race. He KNEW long-range rockets would be designed and equipped with hydrogen bombs.
And he KNEW war between the US and Russia will erupt if conflict flares. This was why he was
asking questions such as what will it take to live with the bomb? And what will it take to survive if
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war develops? This was a shift that signaled a transition and was important to underscore for the
evolution of Szilard’s thinking.
Furthermore, this new stage of stalemate would necessitate new military strategy.
Szilard explained,
The architects of this military policy were not primarily concerned with the danger
that America may be invaded by a Russian army; but with America’s ability to live
up to her commitments to protect certain areas of the world against invasion. This
she is supposed to do by using small atomic weapons. Given enough time, peoples
of the world may begin to understand what destruction would be in store for them
if they were “protected” by American intervention with atomic weapons.264
Thinking about America’s position on the global stage also meant understanding the two World
Wars in a different light. He continued later on in the piece to explain that
In this century, the United States entered the war twice, not to [make] the world
safe for democracy, or establish the Four Freedoms in the world, as some might
choose to believe, but mainly to prevent a German victory, since this victory would
have produced a major shift in the power balance and threatened America’s
security.265
Szilard admitted that “This assumption is based on hope, rather than on any reasoned prediction”
and was mainly because Szilard hoped the period would not last that long.266 But the survival of
the human race would be a miracle, or some other equally unlikely occurrence. Regardless, he
reasoned that “No matter what the probability of Man’s survival may appear to be at this point,
there is a margin of hope, and all we can do at present is to concentrate on this margin, be it large
or small.”267
Szilard believed that a lasting agreement, including inspections, between the US and Russia
needed to be based on “mutual trust” and encompass a sense of morality. This trust could be
facilitated by “by a deliberate effort on the part of their Governments, and might call for the
creation of intergovernmental research institutions on a rather large scale.”268 Furthermore, and
underscoring Szilard’s belief in the inherent differences in politicians and scientists,
The word “trust” denotes relationship between human beings. Governments
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cannot be expected to trust each other, and they rarely do. But scientists are human
beings, and, moreover, they are drawn to each other by passionate interest in their
work. As long as America’s and Russia’s interests were in conflict, Russian and
American scientists found themselves in a conflict of loyalties. But as we move into
the second stage of the atomic stalemate, America’s and Russia’s interests begin
more and more to coincide, and scientists, Russians as well as Americans, will be
quick to perceive that in this stalemate, the common, over-riding interest of
America and Russia is to make the stalemate stable.269
Stability would be impossible to achieve if each nation refused to alter their mindset. Using his
often-chosen example, like in Ancient Greece, the Cold War developed in a power conflict that
emphasized “What is good for them is bad for us—what is bad for them is good for us” and thus
nothing could be negotiated as each nation amassed weapons in fear of a potential future war.270
Thus, with atomic bombs in the US arsenal, the government would be likely to use them in
retaliation for a Russian military intervention because “the American government, much like the
governments of all the other great powers, is guided on all really vital issues by considerations of
expediency rather than by moral considerations.”271 This ran counter to the desires of the
American people. Szilard expanded on this idea of the morality of the US government, and other
governments in general, when he reminded his readers that despite it being “customary to speak of
governments as if they were human beings, and to attribute to them the virtues and vices of
human beings” they were not human individuals, but a group, which effected the decisions they
will make.272 This had both negatives and positives since
Man’s conscience may play a major role in shaping historical events, and it may play
a part in shaping what may be called the national goals also. This does not mean,
however, that moral considerations can effectively counteract the reasoned
arguments of expediency on which governmental decisions are frequently based.
On the other hand, emotions, which frequently lead to a shortcut between the
passions and the actions of an individual, do not affect governmental decisions to
anywhere near the same degree.273
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Where do We Go From Here? A Conclusion?
The ever-present threat of the Soviet Union shaped the early Cold War years. But what is
interesting is to see how even in the early sixties, the foreign policy approach that the United States
took concerning the Soviet Union had shifted little with the introduction of new weapons. Szilard
believed that this led to faulty predictions and begged the US to reevaluate how they approached
policy with the Soviet Union. The US had been wrong on nearly every major incident since the
Bolshevik Revolution; for example, political scientist Fred Warner Neal explained,
We didn’t anticipate the revolution; when it occurred, we didn’t think it would
succeed; when it was successful, we thought socialism was going to be abandoned;
when it wasn’t, we thought we wouldn’t have to recognize the new Soviet state;
when we did, we acted as if it was like the Western democracies and then as if it was
like the Nazis; when the Germans invaded, we thought the Russians could only last
six weeks; when they survived the war, we thought they couldn’t recover from it;
when they recovered quickly, we thought they didn’t have the know-how to build
missiles, and so on.274
Naturally there was more at play than this series of missteps suggests. However, it does
underscore the inability of the US to accurately predict the actions of Soviet leaders. If nothing
else, this inaccuracy emphasizes the need to reevaluate how the US approached the Soviet Union
through policy decisions and Szilard provides one such lens.
Szilard consistently questioned the actions of those who were involved in the policymaking process. Was compromise the true answer to relieving tensions between the United States
and the Soviet Union? Should not there also be a better understanding of the two nations
perspectives included? This necessitated new approaches to maintaining relations with the Soviet
Union through foreign policy. Szilard maintained an understanding between the Soviets and the
Americans was crucial to creating a lasting peace between the two nations, and as of 1960 this had
not happened yet. He explained in his interview with Lewis Strauss, this was crucial in
determining where both countries saw their future trajectory heading. He elaborated,
And rather than discussing first steps, we should reach a meeting of the minds, with
the Russians, on where we are going. Once we agree on that, then we can know
what a good first step is. The stopping of bomb tests is a good first step only if we
think in terms of early formal agreements in the disarmament. If this is not what
will happen—but if we fail to find a modus vivendi—then it is wholly uninteresting
to stop this thing.275
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Szilard would pursue this idea for a “meeting of the minds” in the following years.
It is important to note despite all that had transpired since the end of the Second World
War, Szilard in 1960 was not fully against the testing of nuclear weapons. Nuclear fallout had been
much hyped, but it was not the true threat: nuclear war was. Peaceful uses for nuclear energy
needed to be sought. Underground tests could continue since there would be no threat of fallout
and radiation for uninvolved people. Furthermore, this would be the easier treaty to agree to with
the Russians and would be “As good an agreement as the other,” in reference to a treaty requiring
disarmament or cessation of testing.276 This harkened back to his fear of secrecy and its tendency
to undermine treaties and force abrogation.
Szilard believed that the threat posed by fallout was not as great as the general population
believed it to be. More worrisome was that people seemed to be more concerned about the threat
from fallout than preventing the potential for more fallout from continued testing. He explained
to Strauss in their CBS interview that he “never understood why people are [not] more excited
about what will happen in case of war, as a result of radiation,” as opposed to the risks of
continued testing, which he believed to be nowhere the potential threat.277 “In case of war. Oh,
yes, the tests don’t come anywhere near it. I don’t get excited about radiation due to tests. And I
think this is really an artificial excitement which came about as a result of a political movement
aimed at stopping the tests.”278 This was all part of his argument that disarmament alone cannot
lead to the end of war and world peace. Regarding testing, Szilard believed “that our government
should attempt to do the right thing, and not attempt to do the popular thing.”279 He connected
this to his experiences in London in 1933 regarding the attempts to ban bomber planes. And at
the conference the argument was also used that in banning this weapon, it would limit Great
Britain’s military power and strength, the same argument being used against the disarmament of
nuclear weapons. And seemingly contradicting himself, Szilard continues that perhaps such a
move would be a military disadvantage. And perhaps it would be, but Szilard also asked, what if
“it would also save our lives?”280 If the US were to merely issue a statement saying they would use
nuclear weapons in a potential future war, ideally the Russians would follow suit, and even though
it was not a signed agreement or treaty “it would reduce the temptation” to use these weapons in
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battle.281 And this, like any of his other ideas, Szilard argued should at least be considered and
thought out. Because in the end, that was still was the situation was lacking.
In the years following his 1960 interview with Strauss, Szilard would put his ideas about
the state of America into action. A key aspect of this would be the education of the American
people. Only a well-educated population could effectively use their power to vote in change into
Washington. However, before American citizens could be effective, the system of education
would have to change.
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Chapter 3: Szilard and Science in a Post-war World
“I’m all in favor of the democratic principle that one idiot is as good as one genius, but I draw the line when someone
takes the next step and concludes that two idiots are better than one genius.”282
After the end of the war Szilard, like other scientists, shifted his work away from fields
where scientific work could be weaponized and towards fields that were more beneficial to society.
In an interview conducted with Edward Teller in 1960, the two men discussed how the Manhattan
Project came to be and their views on the development and eventual use of the atomic bomb.
Although the language is stilted and clumsy at times due to the quality of the transcript, this
discussion between two Hungarians, who despite their similar early life took different paths after
the war had ended, is useful in understanding Szilard’s perspective on the role of the scientist in
the government and policy decisions. It also places his perspective in conversation with another
Manhattan Project scientist and the best-known post-war champion of nuclear arms development.
In this interview Szilard referenced Werner Heisenberg and his belief that if only German
scientists had approached American scientists about their desire NOT to develop an atomic bomb,
there would have been no atomic bomb during the Second World War. Szilard agreed with this
point; however, he continued to link it to his own personal beliefs concerning the use of the bomb
and its ties to government policy. Szilard explained,
If the Germans could have convinced us, at this moment, that they’re not going to
work on the bomb, that fact is that I would not have worked on the bomb. I
doubt that a number of others—I think would have taken the same position—
there would have been no bomb. I think that I am master of my own decision. I
cannot shift the responsibility to the government—and saying I’m doing whatever
I can, as fast as I can, and the while the government will make good use of it. I
don’t believe in the wisdom of governments—and if it’s my action, I am fully
responsible for it. I have to try to guess what the government will do with it, and
use my own judgment.283
Of course, this was easy for Szilard to say in retrospect from the year 1960. But his point
underscored his belief of the role that the citizen should play in his government. Regardless of the
actions of the US government, he was still responsible for how the government used his scientific
ideas and work. And he didn’t want his ideas to be used in that way again.284
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Szilard disapproval with the way the US government handled the scientific work during the
war and after is reiterated in Szilard and Teller’s concluding thoughts. Teller attempted to praise
Szilard for the work he did in promoting the development of an American atomic bomb since it
looked possible that the Germans were too. However, Szilard’s response is telling and he replied
that his work on the Manhattan Project was “based on a false premise” and assumption that the
race was against the Germans and would be used only against them if it was to be used at all.285
The only way this could have possibly been the right thing for him to do, Szilard argued, was if the
use of the bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki would prevent future wars instead of destroying
humanity. Furthermore, he linked Teller’s work in creating the hydrogen bomb to this same
praiseworthy goal. He believed that if war were to be abolished Teller would be responsible along
with Klaus Fuchs, since “without [Teller], there would have been no hydrogen bomb in
America—and without Klaus Fuchs, there might not have been a hydrogen bomb in Russia—and
hydrogen bombs are necessary if war is to be abolished.”286 He claimed to have made this
statement in order to shock his audience, but it remains an emphasis of Szilard’s understanding of
international relations and disarmament.
He also saw a change in the way science was conducted in the years following the end of
the Second World War. Szilard was interested, and concerned, about the continuation of wartime
uranium research and development after the war came to its eventual end. In the draft of a letter
dated June 7, 1945 he expressed his concerns to W. Bartky and J. C. Stearns. Szilard believed that
the pace of work during the war could not continue without enticement to industry styled research
and development.287 He based this conclusion on his interpretation of few men showing interest
in the development aspects during the war. But development work was necessary and would be of
national interest and importance for the next ten years. He followed up this draft with another,
dated four days later, which further underscored the importance of the development of reactors in
an arms race. Szilard reasoned “In an armament race the nation which has the better breeder can
question what the US would have done if it were Germany who had been in possession of the two bombs at the end
of the Second World War and had used them against two US cities. As for an alternative to using the bombs, Szilard
believed that the war could have been ended using political means rather than military. But unlike at the time, with
hindsight Szilard believed that the way to demonstrate the bomb to the Japanese would be to alert them that they had
a very destructive bomb and that it would be used on Hiroshima and to encourage them that it would be in their best
interest to evacuate that city. And even if the bombs could not have been demonstrated since there were only two of
them available, they were still used in utter haste. From: “Doctor Szilard and Doctor Bethe Discussion,” Leo Szilard
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be expected to out-produce the other nations within six to ten years. The development of breeders
and. other related structures is therefore the most important phase of the future work from the
national point of view.”288 The physics had been done during the war, now it was time to work on
the engineering aspects of uranium. This would require a new path, disregarding the conventional
methods and instead applying “imagination and ingenuity.”289 Szilard had a plan for how to wed
the positive aspects of both university and industry-based research with government funding.
However, this was not the point. What was important in Szilard’s plan was that science had
changed. The practice and funding had evolved during the war and just as policy needed to
change and evolve, so did the science. And changes in science meant changes to science education
were necessary. Only a well-educated and well-informed public would be able to effect change on
a national and international level. This was just as important to him as the policy issues were but
have not received the attention they deserve. Education was central to understanding the basis for
Szilard’s ideology. He wrote about these ideas in non-fiction when he could. These were ideas he
also explored in his fiction as needed.
Framing the Role of the Scientist:
In the wake of the Second World War the role of the scientist in politics was a tenuous
one and was further complicated by the types of problems scientists were brought in to solve.
Warfare has been a major subject of applied science, especially since World War One, and with the
development of new and more deadly weapons came changes quicker than could be adapted to in
terms of human institutions. This only escalated in the years following the Second World War.
Jessica Wang explains that as scientists were working to establish a role for themselves in politics
and the public eye, there were also “growing political constraints, as the binding of science to the
state, the consolidation of wartime ties between science and the military, the realignment toward
cold war priorities, and the political repression of scientists also define the postwar era for
American science.” These growing constraints naturally led to clashes between the scientists and
the policy concerns of the US and Soviet Union as the cold war escalated. Wang continues to
explain that “the state responded with totalitarian modes of action that terminated the Manhattan
Project generation’s lively effort to bring scientists into public life. Yet, the growing political and
cultural authority of science in the nuclear age meant that science itself came to be a potentially
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totalitarian force.” The tension between the scientific and political communities meant that
“Simultaneously dominant and dominated, science and scientists occupied an uneasy, ambivalent
cultural space during the cold war.”290 Scientists such as Szilard had a thin line to walk in light of
this.
Politicians had concerns about the role of the scientist as well. A review in the Bulletin of
the Atomic Scientists (BAS) critiqued how these tensions played out in 1959 series of articles in
Western World. Mary M. Simpson explained how both scientists and politicians had failed to get
along and find a way to coexist with each other.291 As the political participant in the discussion,
Senator Kenneth B. Keating of New York reasoned “It is not surprising that in this situation,
politicians should have become alarmed and accepted the eager support of the scientists, the latter
responsible for the problems. They are the ones who understand how the new weapons
work…why then should not the scientists deal with the monsters they have created?”292 Senator
Keating, who had thirteen years’ experience as a congressman in both the House of
Representatives and Senate from 1946 to 1958, did not argue against any involvement of scientists
in politics, but instead believed scientists needed to reside in more traditional, advisory positions.293
Scientists had had great success, Keating believed, in winning support for the McMahon Act and
promoting nuclear developments through the Atomic Energy Commission, all while helping to
educate the general public of the implications of nuclear energy in both war and peace. But where
they failed, he explained, “Scientists have overestimated the influence of reason in human affairs.
Notably, scientists tend to consider the elimination of future war as a problem of logic, rather than
of passions, power and truly conflicting human aims and interests. It was not their fault.”294 This
was just how scientists were trained. “Success in their chosen field—some scientists feel—entitles
them to be trusted with this most necessary task of changing the world. By using the tools of
reason, they have released and channeled the forces of nature into paths predetermined, surprising,
and powerful. Should they now not by the same means be able to guide human society and the
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family of nations toward the common goals of freedom, peace, and happiness? If scientists
cannot accomplish this, nobody can.”295 But how should they help?
This was the constant problem with the role of scientists in politics and policy decisions
and one that Szilard encountered almost consistently. Scientists’ input was important, but how
could this new role be incorporated into US governance when there was no prior precedence set
for their involvement was more difficult to integrate. Keating contended that politics was one of
the most difficult and specialized fields humans could pursue, especially international politics. The
politician confronts a unique situation and must make a decision balancing the best long-term
outcome while still being practical at the present time and make sure it is a policy his fellow
politicians will also support.296 Keating criticized the very methods of Szilard, and other scientists
who rushed to Washington D.C., used in order to promote the banning of the atomic bomb and
cessation of any further developments. He went on to explain that such scientists even started
their own journal for this specific purpose, the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, a journal that
published many of Szilard’s own pieces. But despite what they might think, Keating explained, the
scientists were not the philosopher-kings of Plato, even though they might have brought this
mantle upon themselves. As is true in any democracy, “Power must never be delivered into the
hands of any group of experts.”297 While Keating reasoned the experts were the scientists, Szilard
would turn the argument on its head and say the politicians were not the sole group that should be
in power either.
While Keating did not provide an answer for how the role of the scientist will evolve in
practice, he provided an interesting contrast to the development of the role of the scientist that
Szilard proposed. Keating explained that “In the political field, there is no objective criterion by which
the action of a scientist can be judged right or wrong…The problem of the participation of the scientist in
political matters is therefore a difficult one and it can only have one satisfactory solution: a clear-cut
division between science and politics.”298 And Keating believed the only way to achieve this was to have
the scientists practice self-restraint and only be available when their presence was requested and
only in the manner that their advice is requested. Any other attempt at involvement would be
outside their expertise or competence. But this also implied, as Keating suggested, that the
education of the people and their representatives in democratic governments needed to change in
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order to better educate them in the new developments in science. Keating emphasized that
“Modern man cannot and must not remain a mere consumer or a helpless victim of the products
of science. He must become their master through greater understanding, and because it is urgent
for his survival that he does so.”299 Until this was accomplished, the scientist would continue to
feel it was his duty to educate the people and their representatives in government in order to shape
policy. Keating’s perspective underscores the situation with which Szilard was dealing with and
trying to ameliorate. As scientists entered the public sphere and worked with the government in
policymaking positions, their roles evolved, creating a tension that Szilard and others characterized
as whether scientists should be “on tap, or on top” in the US government.300 The postwar era
raised questions about whether and how a scientist might speak to those in positions of power and
what those in power expected from scientists. Szilard fell on the side that emphasized the
scientists’ perspective, while ignoring many of the traditions and accepted practices in politics.
Unlike Keating’s view, Szilard did not believe he and other scientists should remain at politician’s
beck and call.
Accompanying Keating’s piece was another short piece by the scientist Dr. Pascual Jordan,
who believed there was no easy answer to the problem that faced science and politics. Jordan
further believed that the tension between science and politics was a uniquely “Western”
problem.301 He framed this new situation like Szilard might by explaining that the present
situation called “for the voluntary but serious participation of all sections of the population,
imbued with a sense of responsibility, in everything that affects the common weal.”302 But should
the scientist be separated from such democracy since his role as a scientist to uphold the truth and
maintain objectivity would suffer if he had to take a side in politics? Jordan maintained that this
was an unreasonable argument to make because it meant that the scientist occupied “an
exceptional and separate position in the democratic community” and the same could then be said
for other groups such as doctors.303 Therefore, this meant that every person, regardless of his or
her profession, should stay out of politics. Even civil servants, since they too need to remain
objective in their work. He concluded, “Democracy cannot exist as a conglomeration of groups of
experts (including political experts.) It is true that a modern democracy requires a great many
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experts, but its cohesion also requires the cement of sound common sense, which cannot be the
monopoly of experts.”304 This meant that the scientists, just like any other citizen, must play their
role as citizen of a democracy.
If scientists were to effectively participate in politics, then there must be support for their
involvement in politics and expectations set that were in line with those of any other citizen. Like
Szilard, Jordan explained, many people “demand that, while still engaged in his research, the
scientist should already be considering how to prevent the future misuse of its results is equally
irrelevant to the facts of the situation. We cannot expect miracles from scientists; and the scientist
would be misjudging his own position in the modern world if he were to regard himself as
destined to be a political miracle-man.” But Jordan continued that the opposite was also true and
“If the scientist were to approach the great and difficult problems that have arisen in the presentday world with the conviction that he had to introduce entirely new methods into politics, he
would merely help to increase the difficulties.”305 This only underscored how important it was to
make sure responsibility in democracy was shared by everyone, not just politicians or scientists. In
the same vein that Szilard was arguing at this point, Jordan reasoned “There can be no doubt,
however, that the special dangers of the current situation make the need for the scientist’s
participation in democratic life greater than ever before. In this connection the public demand for
the scientist to face his responsibility can and must be recognized as well.”306 But this
confrontation did not mean going to the lengths that Szilard proposed in his work. Scientists did
not need to create new policy that could replace that which was already in place. Instead, the
situation necessitated cooperation on behalf of both politicians and scientists since the problems
could only be solved with both of their expertise.
The atomic bomb and importance of science in national security had changed the role of
the scientist in the service of his country and humanity. Physicist and fellow Metallurgical
Laboratory member Arthur Compton explained this evolving role while referencing obliquely to
the Manhattan Project,
The scientist is now considered a national asset. The quiet of his life as a scholar is
upset. The voice of duty compels him to go where he can best serve his country.
He moves his family to an isolated mesa, or perhaps for him yet more trying, to a
hectic metropolis. But what is more, he finds himself an object of public concern.
Not only are his actions but his private thoughts may affect the lives of millions.
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Rather than honor, he finds suspicion. From motives high and low, every corner
of his life is investigated and opened mercilessly to public gaze.307
It is the scientist as an object of public concern that is most relevant to Szilard, as it was this public
standing that he attempted to exploit in promoting his ideas. Because scientists were more
prominent in the public spotlight, he wished to use this position to espouse not just scientific
ideas, but the implications of these scientific ideas and the ramifications for policy and diplomacy.
Compton continued,
A new level of human understanding is needed. The reward for using the atom’s
power toward man’s welfare is great and sure. The punishment for its misuse
would seem to be death and the destruction of the civilization that has been
growing for a thousand years. These are the alternatives to atomic power, as the
steel of Daedalus, presents to mankind. We are forced to grow to greater
manhood.308
He too emphasized the need to grow and advance humanity’s thinking to handle the physical and
implied power that nuclear weapons bring with them.
Compton also described a different sort of responsibility for the scientist. He recounted a
conversation he had with General Leslie Groves about Groves’ belief that scientists had no
discipline and did not know how to take or give orders. Compton explained, that Groves was
right but continued,
But a scientist, if he is a responsible man, has a different kind of discipline. It is not
possible for anyone to tell a scientist what he must do, for his proper course of
action is determined by the facts he finds for himself. Then he needs a different
kind of discipline. He needs to be able to make himself do what he sees should be
done without having anyone tell him to do it.309
This was exactly what Szilard thought scientists should do in the face of the government’s desire
to develop larger and more destructive nuclear weapons. Furthermore, the scientists also should
feel able to carry part of the burden for developing and using the weapons in the Second World
War. Part of this underscored the importance that the scientists needed to serve as an
intermediary.
Changing Fields, Changing Education:
Szilard described his switch to biology after the end of the Second World War as being due
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to a combination of his “inclinations and force of circumstance.”310 He prefaced this by explaining
that he had contemplated switching fields in 1933, but the new and exciting developments
prompted him to stay in nuclear physics. When he switched, the excitement seemed to be in
biology. His switch was also coupled with a change in the practice of physics itself. He explained
later in life that “The interesting portions of physics have moved to higher energies where you
have to have a Committee and Planning and getting the Machine and getting the Money for the
Machine and the Committee deciding which Experiment should be done first- you know. This is
not the kind of physics I enjoy.”311 He preferred the type in which one could think up an
experiment one day and conduct it the next. Also, by the end of his life he explained, “I really find
the mysteries of biology more intriguing than the mysteries of physics.”312 Szilard thrived in this
new field, despite entering late in life. Jon Agar goes so far to credit emigres like Szilard with
helping to establish the field of molecular biology. He explained, “Molecular biology was largely
an American creation – arguably indeed a Californian creation – but it depended on the import of
European, largely German, ideas and practices…Historian Donald Fleming argues that the
reformulation of biology as a molecular science was made possible by the fresh, outsider vision
provided by émigrés, especially émigré physicists, and four men in particular; Erwin Schrödinger,
Leo Szilard, Max Delbrück and Salvador Luria.”313 He further credits Szilard with his influence in
understanding protein synthesis through cybernetic terms by discussing the matter with Monod.314
Szilard was very critical of the process of science. He believed that the bureaucracy of
universities or funding slowed down the process of science. In reference to the Manhattan Project
in particular, he explained, “After ideas are all down, then you can organize it; but if you organize
it too early you have to go to so many meetings you have no time to produce an idea.”315 In this
case, the slow formation of the project helped lead to ample time to generate ideas. But he was
critical of science funding in general, especially if the public was involved. For example,
The money spent for research is often wasted, because money can be spent for
research only if it is spent under an arrangement that will recognize first that
scientists are human beings, and secondly what kind of human beings they are.
“Science is My Racket,” Leo Szilard Papers, MSS 32, Special Collections & Archives, UC San Diego Library, 7.
in the original. “Science and Technology. “Thinking ahead with...Leo Szilard”,” Leo Szilard Papers,
MSS 32, Special Collections & Archives, UC San Diego Library, 3.
312 Robert Colborn, “Leo Szilard,” in The Way of the Scientist: Interviews from the World of Science and Technology, ed. By the
Editors of International Science and Technology (New York: Simon and Schuster,1967), 26.
313 Jon Agar, Science in the 20th Century and Beyond (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2012), 253.
314 Ibid., 393-394.
315 “Science and Technology. “Thinking ahead with...Leo Szilard’,” 3.
310

311Capitalization

83

Since the arrangements under which the funds are spent do not recognize the
human element involved, most of the public support of science does less good.316
Just like in his arguments for scientist involvement in policy decisions, here too Szilard
emphasized the role of scientists being human just like any other US citizen.
Szilard’s critique went further than just the funding and use of science. Moving away from
militarized science meant not just how science was conducted in practice, but in how students of
this new era could, and should, be taught. Although he never ended up teaching during his career,
Szilard still had strong views on the state of education in the United States.317 Szilard believed that
education after World War One to when he was writing in 1946 could be described in extremes,
with the US and Hungary on opposite ends and Germany falling somewhere in the middle of the
two countries when placed on a spectrum. In this characterization, the US college system
prepared a physics student “for solving problems which have been formulated rather than for
formulating problems which have remained unrecognized.”318 This style lent itself to
experimental, rather than theoretical, physics.
Education was not just the quality and quantity of science that students were to learn,
scientists also had to be original. According to Szilard, “The most important quality in a scientist
is originality. How do you teach originality?”319 Originality could arguably be tied to the study of
fields outside of science itself. Receiving an education was not the only reason a student went to
school. Szilard believed there are three purposes to attending school. “First of all, it can teach
skills. Secondly, it can convey understanding of our world by transmitting knowledge, and thirdly,
it can endow those who are not immune to it with such wisdom as can be derived from the study
of the humanities—i.e., history and literature.”320 In the US, skills and knowledge seemed to be
important, but Szilard was unsure about the value of wisdom. This was evident he believed, in the
enrollment of humanities courses. Obviously, students could see that there was no market for this
wisdom as well, and “From the viewpoint of the student, wisdom is a luxury, but from the point
of view of the nation, it is an urgent necessity.”321 This, Szilard believed, was the tragedy of the
time. But this was not a problem of the college system. Szilard believed that implementing a
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reading list full of the classics for high school students could solve the humanities problem.
Szilard found freshmen entering college to be uneducated in the liberal arts. In a 1954
memorandum, he proposed colleges unite to create a reading list that high school students would
be required to read from if they wished to receive scholarships at these places of higher education.
He tentatively suggested “A. English and American History and literature which would include
current literature. B. The history of Greece and Greek literature…Possibly Roman history.”322
The actual subjects included would require much more discussion, but he emphasized his belief in
the humanities, especially that of Greek origin, as the foundation for scientific knowledge.
Szilard wasn’t working in a vacuum, these were issues others in academia were grappling
with. Although talking about engineering and engineers in particular, Matthew H. Wisnioski
emphasizes the necessity of the humanities in a scientist’s understanding. He explains, “What
engineers know is also formed by malleable assumptions about how society works, how it worked
in the past, and how it will or will not change as a result of their interventions. How they know,
moreover, comes not simply through cultural osmosis, on the job acculturation, or from the
various familial relations, private organizations, and media that contribute to an individual’s worldview; rather, since the turn of the twentieth century, to a significant degree engineers’ social
knowledge has been designed.”323 John L. Rudolph in particular focuses on the “origins and
intents” of scientist involvement in shaping pre-college curriculum.324 Although not a major
concern in the beginning of the 1950s, “The technological race with the Soviets soon provided all
the incentive necessary to prompt a reconsideration of American educational policy. Reports out
of the Soviet Union describing their centralized, highly efficient system of scientific and
professional training, combined with the scientific manpower shortages in American government
research labs and industry, pushed science education, at all levels, toward the top of the federal
agenda by the middle of the decade.”325 Szilard’s understanding of the situation tracked with this
thinking. He believed that the state of education needed to improve, but that the humanities and
the classics were just as important in the studies of future scientists. Although not a direct
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participant in the restructuring of the American science curriculum, Szilard had plenty of his own
ideas that he was willing to share to any available audience.
Sputnik only further emphasized the need for an educational restructuring on the national
stage. Rudolph explains “The Russian satellite landed a hard blow to the American psyche and
presented an unprecedented technological threat to a stunned nation…Sputnik was a catalyst for
numerous changes in American society in the late 1950s. In the field of education, it provided the
symbolic threat that led to a wholesale public embrace of the scientific techniques and models.”326
This helped to catalyze a struggling movement on the part of concerned scientists, a movement
that Szilard was already participating in. Rudolph continues,
After witnessing the remarkable contributions scientists had made during World
War II, the federal government worked to incorporate scientific expertise
permanently into the national security arsenal. But even as they were drawn in,
scientists struggled to set the terms of their service…The public’s understanding of
science was seen as crucial to this effort. Yet as the military significance of science
became magnified during the Cold War, there seemed to be a corresponding
magnification in public misunderstanding of what scientists did. It was this
misunderstanding that their educational efforts were designed to correct…Another
key element of curriculum reform included bringing what many scientists viewed as
the antiquated content of existing school science into line with modern scientific
knowledge.327
However, Szilard never seemed to reach out to other concerned scientists to effect real change.
Szilard directly linked his conception of science education through the study of the
humanities to the necessity for an educated public to participate in democracy. He built on the
work he started with the Federation of Atomic Scientists right after the war ended when “FAS
scientists began their campaign with faith in the role a well-informed public could play in a
democracy.”328 Although Megan Barnhart Sethi uses her study of the FAS to “deepen our
understanding of scientists’ postwar activism by using this spectrum of information-educationindoctrination to examine the Federation’s changing motivations and public communication
strategies.” She goes on to explain “Among its formal list of aims, the FAS aspired, “To counter
misinformation with scientific fact and, especially, to disseminate those facts necessary for
intelligent conclusions concerning the social implications of new knowledge in science,” which is
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crucial to understanding Szilard’s rationale.329
This group and Szilard in particular were clearly influenced by the ideas of John Dewey.330
In Sethi’s characterization of Dewey you can see the links between Dewey’s thinking and Szilard’s.
She explains, “Dewey’s vision of the public was clearly different from that of many other
intellectuals of the interwar period; although he shared their concerns over the future of American
democracy, he believed the answer lay not in managing or exploiting the irrationality of the masses
but in cultivating rational participation in public life.”331 She continues that “Many natural
scientists who embraced activism through the FAS shared Dewey’s belief that American
democracy could withstand all challenges through a renewed commitment to public education. In
the aftermath of World War II, the question of how best to reach the public would pose a
particular dilemma for natural scientists in the FAS and its affiliated organizations, as they
attempted to educate the American public about the dangers inherent in atomic energy and the
need to control this newfound power.”332
Jessica Wang also underscores Dewey’s role in the shaping of scientists’ opinion. She
explains “But where other intellectuals despaired and suggested that Americans abandon an
obsolete faith in the public in favor of objective, scientific, expert-directed decision making,
Dewey maintained a sincere and deeply held hope in the possibilities of public life.” Szilard’s
values also aligned with those of Dewey as Wang explains, Dewey’s
vision encompassed more than a narrow, technocratic rationality; it sought to meld
reason with a sense of profound moral commitment as a way to reinvigorate
American democracy…Instead, experts needed to express their expertness not
through “framing and executing policies,” but through “discovering and making
known the facts upon which the former depend.” They needed to become a part of
associational life and actively encourage and participate in the forms of
communicative action Dewey believed were critical for overcoming the atomization
caused by modem society and restoring the public to its proper place within
American politics.333
Wang goes on to explain that “According to this conception of the scientist’s political role,
scientists’ specialized knowledge granted no special privileges, but neither did scientists lose their
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responsibilities as citizens in taking up the obligations of their profession. With this emphasis on
citizenship, they defined themselves as part of a larger public, within which they participated as
equals, but to which they offered their expertise for the purposes of information, consideration,
and criticism.”334 Szilard attempted to capitalize on his role as an expert to educate and inform the
American people. If he was successful, the public would be influential in shaping policy and
creating a lasting peace.
When Science Goes Too Far:
When searching for new scientific “problems,” Szilard believed scientists many times went
too far. This theme is central to understanding Szilard’s work. Scientists did the work for
themselves but were also encouraged to make life easier for humanity. But life did not always
need to be easier, and some of the fixes removed the humanity from humans’ everyday lives. As
Szilard learned through his participation on the Manhattan Project and the use of his ideas, not all
science was good science. Nor was all science done for the right reasons or at least the reasons
those developing the technology had in mind. There was a bad side of science and science can go
too far, especially when done exclusively for the sake of progress. This was exactly what Szilard
believed was wrong with the management of the Manhattan Project. Not only were the scientist
participants restricted in communication, they were also restricted in the influence they could hold
over their ideas. Furthermore, Szilard thought beyond the bomb and nuclear war; the whole of
society is impacted from even mundane intrusions of science on daily life.
Szilard understood scientific progress to be more accidental than planned or even
predicted. He explained as much in an interview and argued against the idea that science was
always developing and progressing, and that this is the point of science. He countered this by
saying, “Yes, but you see I don’t have much faith in progress, in science running down every
avenue, progress usually, in science, comes from something completely unexpected—from an
avenue which was not visible—some young man sees something somewhere and draws a
conclusion.”335 Systematic research does not necessarily allow for the situation to present itself for
new discoveries to lead to progress in a given field. The chance is pure accident. But of course,
chance can be encouraged by putting oneself in a position to be surprised and find something new
Wang, “Scientists and the Problem of the Public in Cold War America, 1945-1960,” 332.
“CBS Reports - Disarmament: An interview with a Professor Szilard,” Leo Szilard Papers, MSS 32, Special
Collections & Archives, UC San Diego Library, 39.
334
335

88

or different. Scientists could be encouraged to pursue new paths of inquiry with a broader
educational basis, one that emphasized creativity.
It should come as no surprise that Szilard explored the risks of science gone too far in his
fiction. Although the story contains policy ideas and discussed similar political events in other
pieces, in “The Mark Gable Foundation” Szilard weds science to progress in a politically stable
government. Written in 1948, Szilard demonstrated through rampant progression of dental
science, that not all science was good science and science could go too far. Good science was
conducted with the understanding of how it would be used and could transform society. The
story also served to exaggerate how Szilard’s own recent research could be taken too far, just like
that of the nuclear chain reaction and atomic bomb, a pain he was still feeling in 1948.336 But it
also connected to his own current biological work. In a correspondence regarding his research
with the Office of Naval Research, he calls out his fictional Mark Gable Foundation by name. In
the letter he explained “Many thanks for your very kind letter of June 12th [1952]. Since you left,
considerable progress was made in England in the direction of the “Mark Gable Foundation”.
Thirty-nine cows were inseminated with bull sperm that had been kept frozen for a while, and
thirty pregnancies were obtained. This means we are practically “in business”.”337 The overuse of
artificial insemination is just one of the rampant technologies Szilard finds fault in his created
future.
Through the main character, a scientist, Szilard explored the increasing rate of progress in
science when the man “withdraws from life” after developing the technology. Upon waking up in
2050, the man is confronted with all the problems his development of “withdrawal from life” had
caused in the subsequent ninety years. Laws had to be rewritten and the Catholic Church had to
deal with the increasing numbers of Catholics who used the process to avoid getting a divorce.
Furthermore, cancer patients were withdrawn in order to await a cure, and unemployed workers
who wished to await an upturn in the economy withdrew so they could again find work. Upon
waking up the man was quite taken aback with the speed at which science, and society, had
evolved in his suspended state.
In the story, the scientist is faced with many new changes to the American society that he
had once known. Most surprisingly, upon waking up he learned that teeth had been made
Written in 1948 and soon after his split with physics and the Manhattan Project, these concerns about the use of
scientific research and ideas of progress would be quite fresh in his mind.
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obsolete because “They’re not hygienic.”338 Ford had developed chewing plates, plates that
plugged into the kitchen table and chewed the food for their user. It is explained in the story that
this was all in the name of progress. Since “Once people have chewing plates, what use do they
have for teeth? If you think of all the time people used to spend at the dentist’s, and for no good
purpose, at that, you’ll have to admit we have made progress.”339 The dentists were then absorbed
into the chewing plate industry where their expertise could be used. This cooption of the dentists’
expertise satirized the process of the industrialization of science in the post war world. Progress
that Szilard believed had gone too far and was unnecessary. But science had also been
commercialized in other ways. For example, it was the fad to use a sperm donor to procreate,
even if happily married. There were magazines, movies, and TV stations full of pictures and
profiles to facilitate picking the right donor. Of course, as with any technology there were trends
and fashions in the most desirable donor, the most popular belonging to a man named Mark
Gable. As of the year 2050, sperm donation and artificial insemination was so desirable that only
fifteen percent of children are born from the seed of a woman’s husband.
Although he withdrew in 1960 with the belief that he was more advanced than others and
thought he had no reason to fear waking up three hundred years in the future, he realized it would
not be good to go much beyond the already passed ninety years. So when the scientist was given
the option to remain in 2050 instead of withdrawing again to awaken in 2260, he decided to stay
awake. His reasoning was twofold and underscored the threat rapidly developing science posed to
society. He had realized that society in 2050 was sufficiently advanced for his liking and his
intellect might best be put to work preventing the rampant use of science. To facilitate this, the
scientist wished to work with Mark Gable to establish a foundation to help retard the development
of science. Mark Gable had earned plenty of money from donating his prized seed when he was
in college and now it could be put to good use. Szilard let his own opinions be voiced through the
main character. The two men would start a foundation that would aid in this endeavor in two
ways. The scientist/Szilard explained, “First of all, the best scientists would be removed from
their laboratories and kept busy on committees passing on applications for funds. Secondly, the
scientific workers in need of funds would concentrate on problems which were considered
promising and were pretty certain to lead to publishable results.”340 But if Mark Gable was
effective in retarding the growth of science, 2260 could be livable and only then would the
Szilard, “The Mark Gable Foundation” in The Voice of the Dolphins and Other Stories, 125.
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scientist be withdrawn from life for the second time, if not he would stay in the twenty-first
century.
Only at the very end does the scientist begin to regret his decision to be withdrawn for the
first time in 1960. And ironically, his biggest fear seemed to be the fact that teeth are no longer in
fashion when he thinks to himself, “All my life I have been scared of dentists and dental
extractions.” The scientist continued that despite his intellect and presumed foresight in 1960, he
“suddenly became aware of the painful fact that it was not within the power of science to return
me to the twentieth century.”341 Through the story and its main character, Szilard challenges the
traditional lack of responsibility science has for its actions. However, Szilard does not delve into
this question in “The Mark Gable Foundation.” In this piece he lets his reader draw their own
conclusions.
In 1961, Szilard again returned to the theme of withdrawal from life in order to explore
where humanity might find itself in the future. Trying to create distance from the contemporary
political situation, Szilard neatly, although not that eloquently, wrapped up all his ideas into a brief
story through conversation entitled “Mined Cities.” The piece was accompanied in the Bulletin of
the Atomic Scientists with an editorial note stating:
Short of general and virtually complete disarmament, accompanied by adequate
measures of inspection, both America and Russia may be expected to want to
maintain an “invulnerable second strike capability,” as an insurance against being
attacked with bombs. “The Mined Cities” analyzes what this would involve. In
spite of its fictional form, the article is technically correct. The form permits the
author to be more enlightening by being more entertaining.342
And entertainment was just what Szilard was striving for if what he was discussing was not
accepted as fact.
Grasping onto a bit of reality despite the fictional context, many of Szilard’s stories
included references to his own life, and his triumphs and difficulties. However, “The Mined
Cities” was more autobiographical than most and he made several references to his own work
throughout the story in order to explain the course of events. In it, he showed how policy could
go too far and create something idiotic when put into practice in reality. Furthermore, he mocked
his own actions and how he came to publish his work as fiction when his character Dr. Jones
questioned who came up with these ideas. For example, Jones explained that as far as the idea for
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the mined cities went, “Szilard had proposed it in an article published in in 1961, but the idea may
not have been original with him. His proposal was presented in the form of fiction and it was not
taken seriously… He may have tried and found that no magazine would print it in serious
form.”343
In the story, Dr. Jones had been “asleep” for eighteen years awaiting a cure for his
pancreatic cancer. The story took place on the day he awoke to begin cancer treatment. In the
intervening years, much had changed in global politics, most notably between the US and Russia.
The US and Russia implemented a system of mined cities, building on the system Szilard described
in “The Mark Gable Foundation.” Twelve cities in each country had hydrogen bomb hidden in a
sister city in the other nation that was manned by their own men. If a city was bombed, the sister
city would also be attacked. These twenty-four cities mined with one hydrogen bomb each
contain the only nuclear weapons left in the world, which insured both nuclear weapons control
and curbed further development. With such a system in place, it was almost guaranteed that
neither side would attack, unless they too wanted to be attacked in retaliation. Furthermore,
neither could attack because each nation agreed only to attack if attacked first.
Szilard used this story to explain through satire the theory of Mutually Assured
Destruction. Szilard believed “The bombs which we have retained do not function as a deterrent
and we are retaining them merely as an insurance against the possibility that we might be attacked
with bombs the Soviet Union might have secretly retained. We have renounced the first strike,
but we are holding on to the second strike.”344 In sum, the US was keeping bombs in order that it
could retaliate and as an insurance against a Russian attack. An attack that they both ensured
would not happen but still expected. And yet, as this plan was explained to Dr. Jones, it was not
even foolproof! Through Dr. Davis, Szilard explained “Still if the President can no longer rely on
the bomb to go off when he gives the order, then the bomb ceases to function as a deterrent. We
can no longer threaten to drop the bomb, in case of Russian aggression; now we cannot threaten
to blow up their cities-as long as they don’t start blowing up our cities.”345 This was a ridiculous
plan and Szilard emphasized this by the amount of space he devotes to the discussion of the
implementation of the plan.
Despite the ridiculousness of the plan as Szilard described it, the premise was simple: the
plan was not just dangerous for the enemy, but the aggressor would also suffer when their own
“Mined Cities,” 7.
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city was targeted. Through manning the bombs with foreign forces, Szilard further underscored
the complicity of the workers in deploying the bombs. Szilard emphasized that this would mean
first and foremost suicide for the crews of the mined weapons. Believing that a future world war
would be suicide, Szilard went further and made the use of these mined bombs suicide for the
crews involved. When the bomb was detonated on order of their own government, those crews
die along with the enemy. Since mined bombs in Russia were manned by Americans and vice
versa, he elaborated, “And that is a very good thing because, it gives Russia reasonable assurance
that no American crew would blow up a Russian city, except in retaliation against the blowing up
of an American city. This holds, of course, in the reverse, also.”346 Another key point in Szilard’s
worldview was the role that inspection would play in an agreement between Russia and the US.
As for inspection, and including more sarcasm, Szilard has a character explain, “They are called
plain-clothes inspectors. They would sue you for slander if you called them spies. Spying has
become a respected and lucrative profession.”347
But was the discussion all for naught? Szilard concluded his story by informing the reader
that “Incidentally, the whole sequence of events that I have just told you had been up to this point
correctly predicted by Szilard in “The Voice of the Dolphins.” This is pure coincidence, of course,
for nobody can correctly foretell the events of the future; few people can even correctly tell the
events of the past.”348 But as his doctor explained to him, why would Dr. Jones want to concern
himself with the past when he had so much future to plan and live for, and did not need to
concern himself with death? An ambiguous ending for sure.
Conclusion:

Szilard’s scientific ideas are central to understanding the way he viewed the world around
him. Throughout his written works, it is difficult at times to separate the science from the policy,
or the policy from the science. This was largely because he saw scientific thinking closely wedded
to daily life through study of the humanities. Both were crucial parts of a well-rounded education
and he believed that they were missing in the current high school and college education systems.
And by better improving the American education system better educated citizens could make
better informed decisions about the issues facing the world they lived in. This would become a
central issue in his creation of his Lobby and Council for a Livable World.
“Mined Cities,” 4.
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Furthermore, his experiences working on the Manhattan Project thoroughly shaped his
opinions as the Second World War ended. But this direct connection was not always present in
his actions. Later in his life, Szilard did not look back on the Einstein letter as an achievement.
He believed that it “was just inevitable.” He continued, “we had no other course. We knew, at
the time—this was in the summer of ‘39…that we were just a few months away from a World
War.”349 This led him to believe that he and the other physicists had no choice but to pursue the
bomb. But Szilard believed that the day that the chain reaction was achieved was a “black day in
the history of mankind,” and Hiroshima would not soon be forgotten.350 However, for the first
time, Szilard was optimistic that “just because a bomb exists—there is a possibility of abolishing
war…and there is a fair chance that this will happen.”351 His optimism was justified in his eyes
because the only alternative would be the use of more weapons and the end of life on earth. But
the bomb should never have been used on Japan. He explained, “the bomb was made because
they thought the Germans would make it—and our only defense against German bombs would be
to have bombs of our own. But in 1945, at the time when the issue of Japan came up, the war had
been won against Germany. At that point, there was not a ghost of a chance that Japan might win
the war—and the Japanese knew that they wouldn’t win that war—at that point, the problem of
[bringing] the war to an end [was] a matter of negotiations.”352 But the bombs needed to be used
if an unconditional surrender was to be achieved. And the US was not willing to negotiate peace,
and Szilard believed that Japan would not have surrendered unconditionally.
Despite the bleak subject matter, Szilard’s world was not a world of doom and destruction
employed to incite fear in the minds of his reader in order to encourage further nuclear weapons
development. However, this was a tactic often used by the government to elicit support for their
continued testing and policies with the Soviet Union. As Joseph Masco explains,
The intent of these public spectacles nuclear detonations, city evacuations, and duck
and cover drills was not defense in the classic sense of avoiding violence or
destruction but rather a psychological reprogramming of the U. S. public for life in
a nuclear age. The central project of the early nuclear state was to link U. S.
institutions-military, industrial, legislative, and academic for the production of the
bomb, while calibrating public perceptions of the nuclear danger to enable that
project…The scripting of disaster in the imagination has profound social effects: it
defines the conditions of insecurity, renders other threats invisible, and articulates
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the terms of both value and loss.353
However difficult the US government found implementing such programs to be in practice, it was
politically useful in order to maintain a citizenry that was not apathetic. Szilard, on the other hand,
tried to argue against this very image by reshaping the imagery. Instead, Szilard’s imagery
maintained that man had already gone too far. Science had gone too far. Now was the time to
stop and think about what kind of future we wanted, the bomb and further excesses of science
would only bring about more problems. Science could not fix all the problems that existed in a
modern society. In fact, science did not need to fix all these problems, but there was still hope
that humanity would survive.
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Chapter 4: Szilard and his Think Tank
“For a number of years now we have had an opportunity to observe how we as a nation respond to the action of the
Russians and how the Russians respond to our responses and to me it seems that war is inevitable unless it is
possible somehow to alter the pattern or behavior which America and Russia are exhibiting at present.”354
The social context in which Leo Szilard was working was especially important to
understanding Szilard’s works, because this is what he was writing in direct response to in his
pieces. In his written pieces Szilard stuck to the important facts, as he believed they stood when
he was writing, and postulated how the policy situations could develop in a rational manner, often
transcending into the realm of the imagination. He used both his fiction and non-fiction to
explore how scientists could practice their responsibility to society for what they have created and
how policy between the East and West might be enacted to make sure responsible decisions could
continue to be made now and into the future. His fiction focused on these very tensions between
world powers and demonstrated where he felt the world was headed if peace were not seriously
and immediately sought. The future war and the society that shaped it took different forms
depending on the political or societal climate now and the anxieties these differing situations
brought with them.
Through his fictional and factual works, Szilard was able to create a world that challenged
society’s expectations and the actions of US leaders. By challenging the role of the politician, he
also sought to challenge the traditional role of the scientist. The stories Szilard presented are both
serious and humorous, a direct reflection of how he thought about the issues and approached
them in daily life. These stories also parallel his interests in science and his desires, or fears, for
the potential use of this research. Szilard was extremely rational and held a large amount of faith
in science and the power of scientists and other intellectuals to direct policy. Science played a very
large role in Szilard’s life, and to him scientific integrity “meant seeking the political and social
implications of your work at each step.”355 Such thinking guided his daily life when he traced the
implications of policy through the end of the twentieth century. For example, he explained
“Certain nations, if they acquire substantial atomic capabilities, might make the threat of “murder
and suicide” an integral part of their national policy, either for the purpose of protecting what they
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possess or for the purpose of acquiring what they covet.”356 This was rational. What was not
rational, according to Szilard, was proceeding to carry out the threat if the bluff were called.
Ultimately, rationality for Szilard meant the maintenance of a peaceful life on earth for all nations.
In Szilard’s 1960 fictional story “The Voice of the Dolphins,” set sometime after 1988,
scientists at Vienna’s Biological Research Center worked in tandem with a tank of dolphins to help
solve the world’s scientific and political problems. Due to this new working relationship, the
scientists needed to develop a way of understanding the dolphins in order to come up with new
ideas for their scientific work. Szilard used this complicated relationship to highlight the
incommensurability of scientific and political rhetoric. Through his Research Center and the
dolphins, Szilard argued directly against the belief in politics that scientists should be on tap and
not on top, which is crucial to understanding how he frames this and other previous stories.
Instead scientists deserved to have a role in generating policy because they were the ones with the
background in the technology and the scientific understanding necessary to truly understand how
the problem would develop.
“The Voice of the Dolphins” combined fact and fiction to create representations of
contemporary ideas projected into the future but treated as truth as Szilard was writing. By
framing his story in this way Szilard attempted to create an idealized world in which science was
not only respected for what it could do for mankind. The story also emphasized that scientists
themselves have something important to add to policy discussions and that spending their time
trying to learn a whole new rhetoric in order to have their ideas heard, as he believed was the case
between science and politics, was a waste of time. While also serving to integrate and condense
almost two decades of his critical and fictional writings, “The Voice of the Dolphins” became the
zenith of Szilard’s critique and imagining of the future. As he presented the satire at Pugwash, it
also served to highlight the connections he saw between the practice and responsibility of
scientists to take responsibility for their work.
Pugwash and Szilard:
The series of Pugwash Conferences provided an important forum for Szilard’s ideas and those of
others. The first Pugwash meeting took place in July 1957, over a decade after the bombs were
“On the possibility of a Pax Russo-Americana in a stable atomic stalemate. Outline and rough draft, 1958,” Leo
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dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and after more than a decade of nuclear weapons
development and stockpiling. But the recent introduction of the hydrogen bomb into US and
Soviet arsenals and testing programs, made the need for international discussion as pressing as
ever. Pugwash was started to create an arena for scientists from the East and West to discuss the
issues the world faced and would continue to face as nuclear weapons development continued.
Unlike like other highly structured conferences, it was a conference convened and run seemingly at
the whim of the participants. As a more relaxed and unscheduled meeting, they also served as a
sort of laboratory for participants to work through their ideas and experiment to see how they
could bring a peaceful end to the Cold War. They also provided a venue for “The Voice of the
Dolphins.” Pugwash was guided by
the legendary predilection of scientists to remain free of organisational rigidity so
that they can be responsive to new situations as they arise. During the first
conferences, there was neither prearrangement of the programmes nor previous
distribution of all papers. In fact, many papers were presented on an ad hoc basis.
At the second conference, the agenda was changed from day to day as new ideas
and topics developed.357
And yet, this informal and diverse gathering was able to release a concise statement on the first
meeting’s accomplishments. However, universal statements of agreement were rare at the
subsequent meetings.
This Statement very closely paralleled Szilard’s approach to peace. As the press release
Statement from the first meeting emphasized, although the meeting originated in the 1955 RussellEinstein Appeal, two years later the dangers posed by the accumulation of nuclear weapons still
existed.358 Perhaps the dangers were even more pronounced, “In fact, the stockpiles of nuclear
weapons have increased, new nations have joined the ranks of those producing weapons, or trying
to produce them, whilst serious misgivings have been expressed as to whether the continued
testing of such weapons may not result in damage to the population.”359 The Statement released
emphasized that in order to maintain peace, there needed to be mutual understanding, which
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would then lead to a cessation of the arms race. This was where Szilard disagreed and why he
didn’t sign the statement.360 Conference participant Joseph Rotblat later explained this refusal as a
larger characteristic of Szilard when he wrote, “[Szilard], the most stimulating of the participants,
was also the most individualistic, and for these reasons he often abstained from conference
statements, although substantially helping in their preparation.”361 This dissatisfaction with the
results of the meeting ended up in Szilard refusing to sign the statement and instead in promoting
a more intense series of meetings, which he wanted hold every six months. More meetings would
make the conference more structured than the established Continuing Committee’s charge to “call
further meetings, should they appear desirable.”362 He believed that although a communiqué must
be released, it should in no way demonstrate a consensus of those in attendance. Instead, it
should discuss topics covered and different points of view shared, which was the intention of the
conference, not trying to reach a consensus.363 Szilard found that the issues at hand necessitated in
depth discussion and planning. In fact, this was where many believed the value lay for the
Pugwash meetings. Rotblat explained that this honest discussion through “confrontation of ideas,
of prejudices, and of causes of mistrust, was in itself very valuable, as it gave an opportunity for
better understanding of motivation of others and, in some cases, removed misunderstandings and
dispelled fears.”364
Also correlating to Szilard’s view on the role of the scientist, the released Pugwash
Statement from the first conference emphasized the responsibility of scientists and their unique
position. Rotblat further explained that “The special role played by science in modern society, and
the special opportunities and competence of scientists, put on them the duty to help mankind to
avert the dangers which have arisen from the progress of science and technology, and to assist in
the creation of a secure world, in which the beneficial applications of science can be fully
developed.”365 Furthermore, it was due to scientific objectivity that the participants brought to the
discussions at the conference that meant highly controversial issues could be covered candidly and
Szilard joked with Russian scientist Topchiev that time did not need to be wasted drafting a statement for the first
Pugwash meeting. He already had one prepared. One so short he did not need to have it written down and could be
summed up in two sentences: “We do not believe in capitalism,” which the American scientists would sign and “We
do not believe in communism,” which would be signed by the Russian delegation. Topchiev gave Szilard a broad grin.
Szilard further used this anecdote to explain how he understood the Russians’ values at the time. (“Can We Get off
the Road to War?” 5-6.)
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honestly. The importance of the scientific mind was underscored in other areas as well. Through
the Statement the scientists gathered explained:
If the achievements of science are rationally employed, they could enormously
increase the well-being of all men…With humanity basing much of its technological
progress on the manipulation of nuclear forces, it is of paramount importance that
war be made permanently and universally impossible…The developments of
science and technology tend to break down barriers between nations and, in effect,
to unify mankind…Science has a well-proven tradition of international cooperation.
We hope that this cooperation can be strengthened and extended into other fields
of human endeavor.366
Those present the next year built on this sentiment when they explained, “In a period of
technological and scientific advance of unprecedented speed, we believe that scientists have a
special responsibility and a special competence to promote informed opinion. With this aim in
mind, the materials of this Conference will be made available to interested governments.”367 But
the fact that this had to be stated in a statement itself was problematic for Szilard. Yet distaste for
a conference statement did not stop him from printing his own statement.
Szilard believed that the emphasis on ending testing was weak and safeguards to maintain
peace still needed to be worked out.368 He explained at the second Pugwash meeting held in the
Spring of 1958 that
As you may know, I am not one of those who believe that the stopping of bomb
tests, or even the stopping of the manufacture of bombs, will accomplish very
much, and therefore I have never suggested that bomb tests be stopped. I believe,
rather, that if disarmament is the answer to the problem created by the bomb, - and
I am not certain that it is - then nothing short of eliminating the stockpiles of
bombs, as well as eliminating the means suitable for their delivery, may be regarded
as an adequate measure.369
In his remarks on the conference he continued,
In the past 12 years most of us were aware of the fact that we have gotten the world
into a mess by producing the bomb. Most of us thought that the way out of this
situation must lie in turning the clock back by getting rid of the bomb. Perhaps the
time has now come to ask whether we were right, and whether it might not be
easier to get out of the present situation not by attempting to turn the clock back -which might be impossible -- but by turning the clock as fast as we can -foreward.370
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Furthermore, Szilard argued, ideally, tests would only be continued if it was possible to develop a
clean bomb. He continued, even if the current testing were to be maintained, the US government
should never cast doubt on the Russian’s intentions for cessation. This had caused far too many
problems already.
Szilard believed there was more to be done. Szilard transitioned from these broader claims
to his own specific points in his memorandum on the Pugwash meeting. Szilard’s statement from
Pugwash mirrored his discussion of the trajectory of the Manhattan Project and post-war world
presented elsewhere, emphasizing that one cannot talk about the future without the past and the
past becomes especially important to ensure there is a future. He began with his oft-repeated
anecdote of 1939 and coming to the realization that a chain reaction could lead to bombs.
He believed that scientists had the freedom to question because of their training in science. They
just needed to free themselves from “the shackles of precedent.”371 First and foremost, Szilard
disagreed with the meeting’s “preoccupation” on drafting a public statement.372
The international nature of the meeting was a key factor in the discussions at the
conference. Because the gathering was international, the group of scientists emphasized by their
presence alone that the escalation of tensions and the arms race was a problem for all of humanity
and not just the United States or Russia. Looking back on the importance of the conference,
fellow member Rotblat summed up Pugwash as “During the Cold War, Pugwash’s main task was
to halt the arms race and to prevent the outbreak of a nuclear war…Our subsequent main
objective has been the elimination of nuclear weapons. But we have also realized that this is only
part of the story: To ensure the survival of the human species, we have to abolish war
altogether.”373 Szilard elaborated using his own personal background to explain the importance, “I
was not without compassion for Hungary, the country where I was born, and where I spent my
childhood. But I was concerned at this moment, for the survival of the whole civilized world and
Hungary was a very small part of the civilized world.”374 He believed that the atomic bomb has
not only posed unprecedented danger to humanity, but also put humanity in a unique position to
organize a stable peace. Combined with the idea that the discussion that was taking place was not
adequate according to Szilard more people needed to be involved in discussions. And these voices
should encompass the breadth of the American people. But the reality was that “The voices heard
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in the public discussion are mostly the voices of statesmen, who of necessity must also be
politicians, since it is their job not only to devise policies but also to persuade others to accept
these policies.”375 This ran counter to the way that scientists approached problems and tried to
convince others of their solutions. He elaborated that “When a statesman says something, what
we primarily ask ourselves is not: is it true what he says, but rather for what purpose does he say
it?”376 Expanding on this differentiation between scientists and politicians, Szilard used James
Byrnes as an example,
As I was sitting across Mr. Byrnes at the Luncheon table the thought crossed my
mind how much better off the world would be had Mr. Byrnes been born in
Hungary and become a physicist and had I been born in America and become a
Statesman. Perhaps there might be no bombs in [existence] in that case, and if they
did [exist] I could act as a spokesman for [blank] with a greater chance to be
heard.377
While perhaps poking fun at Byrnes’s intelligence, Szilard was also underscoring what he believed
to be his own strengths in diplomacy.
Throughout his statement, Szilard made continued use of the word experiment, reminding
the reader that these are, after all, men of science conducting an experiment albeit not one done in
a laboratory. They must be free to “experiment with ideas” and understand that “each meeting
might also be regarded as an experiment that should enable us to make the next meeting more
effective.”378 This experiment largely concerned how to live with the bomb, and how to eventually
rid the world of it. This thought experiment was getting more complicated as time went on. Since
both Russia and the US had amassed large stockpiles, “those who are still pressing for getting rid
of the bombs are now told that it is too late; several years ago they were told it was too early,” but
Szilard believed this did not mean that it was an impossible situation as men like Secretary of State
Dulles had made it out to be.379
Subsequent conferences continued to hash, and re-hash these problems and ideas while
serving as a platform for Szilard to discuss his ideas as well. And in 1962 these ideas were echoed
in the Pugwash Statement for the tenth conference: “We scientists from thirty-five countries,
assembled at the Tenth Pugwash Conference on Science and World Affairs, are united by an
awareness that the scientific revolution has created a radically new situation for humanity,
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endowing man with an unprecedented capacity for creation and destruction.”380 One can hear
Szilard’s concerns echoed in their desire to end war for the economic concerns that the arms race
has caused, and will continue to cause. The Statement further emphasized the importance of
informal conversations between scientists and continued, “The experience of our Conferences
leads us to believe that scientists have a special contribution to make to the solution of these
problems. Informal discussions between scientists contribute to the understanding of different
points of view.”381 But all these ideas and plans would be useless without action. And that is
above all what Pugwash argued for when in conjunction with East-West participation.
Eugene Rabinowitch, a participant in the Pugwash conferences from early on, championed
their cause, while Szilard was never quite content with what they produced. Leonard E. Schwartz
explained Rabinowitch
asserted that the environment provided by Pugwash had been conducive to
encouraging recognition by East and West of the other’s legitimate security
requirements. Specifically, Rabinowitch maintained that Pugwash had assisted in
bringing about a compromise in the deadlock on disarmament between the United
States and the Soviet Union, with the latter changing its position from one of all or
no disarmament to one closer to the U.S. view which advocated controls with a
minimum deterrent.382
Disagreeing with Rabinowitch in this case, and others, Szilard “maintained that any hope of
finding out what arrangements would be acceptable to the Soviet Union was ephemeral, and that
the Pugwash Conferences had not been successful in this respect.” “Indeed,” Schwartz continued,
“one finds a wide variety of views between Szilard and Rabinowitch as to whether the Americans
and the Russians actually get through to each other.”383
Despite his dissatisfaction, Szilard continued to participate in the conferences, and did so
until he died in 1964. His death took place just before the thirteenth conference in Karlovy Vary,
Czechoslovakia on “Disarmament & Peaceful Collaboration among Nations.” Over the following
years, “The Conference showed that in spite of different approaches to particular problems, there
was a common agreement on the nature and magnitude of the grave dangers of our present
situation, and a common desire to contribute to their removal by bringing about lasting peace
through political settlements, and ultimately through far-reaching disarmament.”384 At Quebec in
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1958 this meant that “Most of the discussions of the Conference were grouped under three main
headings: the dangers of the present situation; means of diminishing the immediate dangers; and
means of relaxing tension.”385 The continuation of Pugwash meetings also presented an
opportunity for Szilard to present his longest story, “The Voice of the Dolphins.”
Szilard Fictionalizes His Ideas:
Szilard became frustrated that he was unable to gain appreciation for his ideas as
nonfiction. Szilard then found another way to illustrate what he believed a world guided by
science would be like, stating “If they can’t take it straight, they will get it in fiction.”386 He
continued to turn to fiction to present his ideas when he believed people were not fully accepting
the gravity of the situation or just plain ignoring it. This naturally allowed him some creative
license, while also serving to complicate the points he was trying to make. Although he attempted
to blaze his own trail to those in power, fiction in some ways further complicated approaching
politicians by creating a middleman. Szilard was not directly speaking to those in power, but
through written word. The most elaborate and detailed of these fictions, “The Voice of the
Dolphins,” is also the most complicated. In the story, Szilard uses a tank of dolphins and the
scientists who take care of them to explore Cold War tensions. Thus, this story was more
specifically an allegory, and through the story gave Szilard a way to explore complicated
relationships in the Cold War.
This tension is most evident in the working relationship of the Russian and American
scientists at Vienna’s Biological Research Center. Together, they work to develop Amruss, a
mutant algae strain from which protein could be isolated in order to feed the world’s growing
population. The necessity of America and Russia to work together to help solve world problems
is highlighted by the very name Amruss, a combination of the two countries’ names. If Amruss
can work, so can America and Russia. The ability of the Americans and Russians to work together
and to be able to compromise was central in Szilard’s ideology. Amruss was also used by Szilard
to trace the role America could play on the global stage by influencing policy by influencing
scientific development and using science to solve global problems. This is especially evident in the
discussion of China. Szilard explained, “It is anyone’s guess whether China would have succeeded
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in solving her population problem had it not been for the replacement of much of her rice diet by
a diet of Amruss.”387 But it also suppressed female fertility, which Szilard was interested in
through the study of birth control.388 Szilard believed that “the pill” would be widely accepted and
should considered a basic human right.389 Further connections between science and religion can
be found throughout the text, which allowed him to explore a lot of more complicated and socially
imbedded issues that were all a part of social critique at the time.
Not only critiquing science, Szilard also used the allegory to mock the way information was
disseminated. For example, the Institute’s first investment with the money made from Amruss
was to purchase television stations across the world in order to broadcast their own shows without
advertisements. This emphasized the power of the Institute and also their ability to fund
themselves and not support the work or materials of others, which was, as Szilard discussed
elsewhere, for the best. As he discussed previous in “The Mark Gabel Foundation,” this section
of the story emphasized that dissemination of ideas was preferable to progress for progress’s sake.
Furthermore, through this creation of a TV station within the text, Szilard was able to underscore
the goals of the Institute, which were in turn his goals as well. In the text, Szilard explained “The
function of The Voice of the Dolphins, as this program was called, was to clarify what the real issues
were,”390 and so the book became the manifestation of the fictional television programming and a
realistic attempt for Szilard to educate the public and inform them as to what he believes are the
most pressing issues. Perhaps even talking about his book when referencing the television show,
Szilard explained “Because the task of The Voice was to clarify rather than to persuade, The Voice
did not provide political leadership, but by clarifying what the issues were in the field of politics
The Voice made it possible for intellectual leadership to arise in this field.”391 This also explained
what his goal was in the full body of his work, both in fact and in fiction.
Szilard focused frequently on the generation of ideas, and often got bored of the work that
went into seeing a plan succeed. He was not trying to make policy; he wished to give others the
ideas in order to put the ideas into action, just like in a lot of his own scientific work. But the
fictional institute was not only able to conduct scientific work, the dolphins also worked in
conjunction with the UN. In the text, Szilard described commissions set up throughout South
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America, similar to the one established in Bolivia in 1950, building on the use of historical fact to
conjecture about the future. The small amounts of money these agencies did end up spending was
worthwhile Szilard reasoned since they existed for “bribing the members of the government in
office to do what was in the public interest, rather than to yield to the pressures of private
interest.”392 This focus underscored Szilard’s emphasis on the people in policymaking and the
process of the government. It ran parallel to ideas in his other non-fiction article, “The Council
and the Lobby,” written in 1962, concerning the role of the public in lobbying but also his theory
of Das Bund and the idea that the leaders of a country should be the most educated and most
intelligent.
Although not a master storyteller, Szilard incorporated enough sarcasm and irony in his
stories to ensure that the fictive qualities of the story are emphasized, despite many of the ideas
having happened in the past or be continuations of events already in motion at the time of
Szilard’s writing. For example, Szilard explained “By 1965 America and Russia were capable of
destroying each other to any desired degree.” Yet he continued, “It was generally taken for
granted that the large bombs and long-range rockets would play no role in any of the foreseeable
conflicts. They were kept as an insurance for the sole purpose of retaliating if Russia were to
attack America with such bombs.”393 In fact, the entire basis of having nuclear weapons according
to Szilard was that atomic bombs forced conventional warfare and that this naturally led to policy
that the US should outlaw all use of atomic weapons in warfare.394
He also returns in “The Voice of the Dolphins” with his oft discussed plan to develop a
list of cities that would be bombed in case of escalation to war, which uses more lobby discussion
with the development of the twelve cities that could be bombed. This was the two-cities-for-one
policy, which he believed would result in a controlled chain of ultimate destruction. But through
fictional discussion between the two nations, Szilard was also able to highlight Russian suspicions.
The Russians believed that due to the speed at which the United States developed their list of
cities and their populations was created in order for this policy to be carried out was too fast. This
naturally meant that American scientists obviously had spies and created this list in advance of the
Russians telling the Americans.
This deception highlighted the stereotypes that Americans had come to use in shaping
their understanding of the Soviet Union and when developing policy. Szilard explained ironically
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that “American and British statesmen had so often said that the Russians were unpredictable that
finally the Russians themselves came to believe it.”395 And yet the Russians were the reasonable
country and would still use only bomb one American city for each Russian city bombed. Szilard
underscored this unpredictability by explaining that with the decreasing scale of military
preparedness and declining military spending, Russia had more money to invest in her people and
“her per capita consumption of meats and fats rapidly approached that of the America; as a result,
deaths from coronary attacks rose very markedly and were approaching the American figures.”396
Szilard emphasized the importance of the perspective, and influence, of the American
people in shaping US policy. This played out in his fiction as well as reality. Szilard gives evidence
of this step by explaining that this activism by Americans was the most effective and powerful
lobby that ever happened in Washington D.C. because the citizens were involved and upset that
their city was chosen for the list and could be bombed. Because of this strategy, most of course
favored the US bombing only one city in Russia for each American city bombed. Like many of his
ideas, the planning of the list of twelve cities is all detailed and planned out. For example, there
would be lists and warnings before the cities were to be bombed. This can be understood as an
aspect of Szilard’s scientific thinking, but more importantly it highlighted a method in which
banalization of the threat makes it seem even more important and life threatening.
The banalization of the threat of the Cold War can also be seen in his discussion of the
future 1984 election as Szilard imagined it. It was in 1984 when civil defense finally became a
major issue with the voters, but they were still split between supporting a bill for shelter
construction or drills in cities larger than 100,000 each year. The bill for drills passed, but of
course caused many problems and was implemented in a way that hurt local economies and was
regarded by city dwellers as “a major nuisance.”397 But this could all be ameliorated by moving to
Arizona or New Mexico, as he discussed previously, and living in armored houses with “machine
guns mounted in the windows” and air-conditioned shelters.398 Again, making this seem normal
emphasized how abnormal it actually was.
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Lessons from the Dolphins:
The integration of a variety of key Szilard ideas from both fictional and non-fictional
pieces allows the reader of “The Voice of the Dolphins” to understand this work as the final
working out of Szilard’s belief system. Despite the fictionalized elements of his work, Szilard still
stuck to what he believed to be the important facts and postulated how the policy situations could
develop in a realistic manner based on past trends. Szilard employed fiction to explore how
scientists could practice their responsibility to society for what the scientists have created and how
policy might be enacted to make sure responsible decisions could continue to be made without
abandoning his scientific training in this experiment of fiction. In the current state of affairs of
1960 when Szilard was writing, he believed the scientists’ views and concerns were not being
heard when they disagreed with those of the US government, even though, especially where the
bomb was concerned, they were the experts and could give valuable information.
Szilard made it clear from the very beginning of the story that politicians and other
statesmen were not the ones that should be making decisions in order to ensure global peace, or at
least the only ones making the decisions. In fact, if peace was in fact to be reached, it would not
involve politicians’ decisions. He explained, “the escape [from an all-out atomic war] was due
more to fortuitous circumstances than to the wisdom of the policies of statesmen.”399 He
continued to explain that the potential for problems resulting from the creation of the Atomic
bomb was clear from at least 1946, but what was not clear was “that the solution of this problem
would involve political and technical considerations of an inseparable fashion.” This underscores
his central concern on the atomic bomb that scientists and politicians must work together in order
to capitalize on each individual’s own strengths. That is, if politicians even had strengths that were
worth working with.
Frustrated with how his ideas had been received poorly both by politicians and the general
public, Szilard turned to mockery. In “The Voice of the Dolphins” Szilard explained,
Of course, scientists could not possibly be on top in Washington, where policy, if it
is made at all, is made by those who operate, rather than by those who are engaged in
policy planning. But what those who coined this slogan, and those who parroted it,
apparently meant was that scientists must not concern themselves with devising and
proposing policies; they ought to limit themselves to answering such technical
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questions as they may be asked. Thus, it may well be that the scientists gave the
wrong answers because they were asked the wrong questions.400
Jon Agar gives context for Szilard’s growing frustration. He explains,
Before 1958, many prominent interventions had been led by scientists. Examples
include the Chicago scientists’ opposition to the use of the Bomb before Hiroshima,
the foundation of the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, the Russell-Einstein manifesto of
1955, the first Pugwash conference of 1957 and the petition organized by Linus
Pauling in 1957-8, signed 11,038 scientists from forty-nine countries, including
thirty-seven Nobel laureates. Scientists were not so prominent after 1958.401
But this was only the beginning of Szilard’s critique of the issues surrounding the relationship of
science and politics, which was arguably negative at this point in his career after being excluded for
a decade and a half.
Szilard drew further distinctions between scientists and politicians and how they approach
their work. He explained,
A politician is a man who thinks he is in possession of the truth and knows what
needs to be done; thus his only problem is to persuade people to do what need to be
done. Scientists rarely think that they are in full possession of the truth, and a
scientist’s aim in a discussion with his colleagues is not to persuade but to clarify.402
This was a thread that was consistent throughout the short story and surfaced whenever the
decision-making process or policymaking process was discussed. It was also here that Szilard saw
how the two types of people differed the most, in their methods of problem solving. As Szilard
saw it,
Political issues were often complex, but they were rarely anywhere as deep as the
scientific problems which had been solved in the first half of the century. These
scientific problems had been solved with amazing rapidity because they had been
constantly exposed to discussion among scientists, and thus it appeared reasonable to
expect that the solution of political problems could be greatly speeded up also if they
were subjected to the same kind of discussion.403
Not only did this underline what Szilard saw as a key difference between the two groups’ work
flow, it also underscored the need for more open conversations and discussions concerning the
atomic bomb.
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Beyond the tensions between the US and the Soviet Unions, Szilard believed there were
more problems to be solved in the American political system. Szilard explained in “The Voice of
the Dolphins” that the American two-party system was established in such a way that favored
minority rule due to voter emotional reactions to certain issues on the ballot.404 But the dolphins
would be no help in this matter. As smart as the dolphins were and their ability to master math
and various sciences, they “found it difficult to comprehend America’s social and political
system.”405 This of course was a personal belief; however, it was a further complaint by Szilard as
to how policy was made in the United States and how it could be bogged down. This mentality
was better suited to advisory boards, which he clearly believed would allow these individuals to
have less of an impact. Which would actually be preferable to their effecting any change. For
example, in regards to the board he created in this story, Szilard explained that even though all
decisions of the board were binding and thus had great power, all decisions had to be passed
unanimously. For example, “It is quite evident—in retrospect—that membership on the Advisory
Board [of the American Research Foundation] had never been offered by the foundation to any
Cabinet officer or member of the Senate who pursued, or supported, a constructive foreign
policy.”406 Thus, Szilard continued, “it seems that no resolution ever passed the Advisory
Board…While this must have been rather frustrating to its members, there is no record of
anyone’s ever having resigned.”407 Furthermore, “From its inception the foundation meant to
influence the course of political events in America and that the dolphins knew that no politician
would be able to resist the offer of a membership on the Advisory Board.”408
Founding the Board in this manner was also a cultural critique of science as well. The
practice and instruction of science, he believed, had changed in the wake of the Second World
War, so this was a critique of academia as well. As Sarah Perrault explains in Communicating Popular
Science, “post-academic science” science in industry and other applications is not beholden to
scientific norms and morals.409 Discussing this as she does with “Science: The endless Frontier” as
a social contract further complicates the role science played in the post-war world.410 Science was
focused on marketable solutions and not theory or improving society. However, this view ignores
Szilard, “The Voice of the Dolphins” in The Voice of the Dolphins and Other Stories, 68.
Ibid., 70.
406 Ibid., 69.
407 Ibid., 69.
408 Ibid., 72.
409 Sarah Tinker Perrault, Communicating Popular Science: From Deficit to Democracy (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013),
44.
410 Ibid., 36.
404
405

110

the creativity that Szilard found central to the work of the scientist. “The creative scientist has
much in common with the artist and the poet. Logical thinking and an analytical ability are
necessary attributes of a scientist but they are far from sufficient for creative work. Those insights
in science which have led to a breakthrough operate on the level of the subconscious. Science
would run dry if all scientists were crank turners and if none of them were dreamers.”411
Szilard grew more obstinate and outspoken about his ideas with time. But he remained
rooted in an early belief that “Clearly, foreign policies which may prolong the peace cannot furnish
the solution to our problem.”412 The issues facing the world were deeper than just achieving
peace; it was not solely about peace, but about ridding the world of weapons that could one day
upset the careful balance of peace. Furthermore, politicians needed to develop new policies that
did not harken back to policies resulting from the First World War, the last time policies of this
sort had to be negotiated. Nuclear weapons and power had radically changed warfare and how
nations interacted with each other since then, and the policies developed needed to take these
changes into account. New policies needed to be developed that addressed new technologies and
systems of power instead of those of the prewar era.
Just as in his other stories, the truth served as the basis for his “The Voice of the
Dolphins.” But Szilard allowed himself room for embellishment. His technique enabled him to
explore ideas about the future in ways that ran counter to the accepted narrative, what I call
“fictional truths.” For example, Szilard maintained that the President’s Scientific Advisory
Committee (PSAC) did have one good idea, here his story turns toward the fictional. In Szilard’s
future timeline, PSAC established the Biological Research Institute in Vienna as a joint venture
between American and Russian scientists, and would have “no relevance to the national defense,
or to any politically controversial issues.”413 While sarcastic, “The Voice of the Dolphins” also
paralleled Szilard’s own switch after the war from the field of nuclear physics to molecular biology,
a field he believed would have more peaceful applications and would keep him away from any
research that would benefit the development of more nuclear weapons.
Constructing the story in this manner does not lead to a counterfactual or a situation like
that presented in science fiction. In his writing, Szilard used the scientific method, collecting
relevant data in order to create a hypothesis he can work with. With a problem in mind, he would
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work through this thought experiment to determine the steps needed to reach the desired
outcome. So he had to talk about things in the future since that’s what his ideas concerned, but
they were really potential facts; facts that could come true if peace was not effectively sought.
Therefore, even the fictional aspects in the story could be considered rooted in reality, or at least a
hypothetical reality. And Szilard allowed the evolution of the Cold War in the world of the “The
Voice of the Dolphins” to parallel his own beliefs and concerns for world peace, which served as
his hypothesis in his experiment of the future.
“The Voice of the Dolphins” and Szilard’s other stories show how thin the line was
between make-believe and reality, that it was relatively easy to switch between the two and, at
times, conflate them. For example, and further complicating the notion of scientific truth and
fiction in “The Voice of the Dolphins,” Szilard used the short story to think through his ideas, but
then removed all mention of dolphins when he presented it as a possible future to his colleagues at
the 1960 Pugwash Conference held in Moscow. In this updated version, he emphasized that his
story was a forecast of the future, rooted in a scientific understanding of the political climate; the
Pugwash paper presented a future with no dolphins and therefore more scientific credibility. It is
also a crucial point in understanding Szilard’s work as not merely fiction, but as representation of
truth in a fictional guise, or what I call a “fictional truth.” But it also emphasizes his scientific
training and an adherence to scientific methods. In “The Voice of the Dolphins,” Szilard
constructed a working hypothesis out of known values in order to create a body of knowledge in
order to work through other problems.
Despite the fictional elements in the story, by keeping a foundation of facts he constructs
an argument that disarmament and peace are achievable. He uses Sputnik – an event in very
recent memory for his 1960 audience – as a turning point for his fictional scientists and politicians.
By doing so, he shows that this worldview is not that far from reality. Before the launch of the
satellite “few statesmen were aware of the technical considerations, and prior to Sputnik, only a
few scientists were aware of the political considerations.”414 But even with the switch in mentality
and the creation of the President’s Science Advisory Committee, in reality and in the story,
nothing seemed to change and no solution was put forward because the system itself did not
change. That was, he argued, because the system did not allow for a true ability for the scientists
and politicians to work together; scientists were still expected to be “on tap” and not “on top.”
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Szilard continued to critique the practice of science and its communication. It is at this
point in the story when his satirization of the dolphins comes into play. He explained that when
the Institutes’ first paper was released, the Institute does not promote molecular biology but
instead communication with dolphins. This intelligence of the dolphins, the Institute reasoned,
could be superior to that of humans. Furthermore, if any previous attempts to communicate with
dolphins had failed it was not due to the dolphins’ intelligence but because they lacked the
motivation to communicate with humans. Once the motivation problem was solved, it was
discovered that the intelligence of the dolphins surpassed even that of the scientists they worked
with, and it was, similar to the lives of fellow scientists, due to “their submerged mode of life” that
the dolphins, just like politicians, “were ignorant of facts, and thus they had not been able to put
their intelligence to good use in the past.”415
Szilard discussed the faults inherent in think tanks alongside a history of US foreign
relations from 1960 to 1985, through the period after when the atomic stalemate “threatens to
blow itself up,”416 until disarmament is agreed up in 1988. Szilard wrote the story as a historical
piece written after 1998 and explains how the world narrowly escaped nuclear war between 1960
and 1985. Although in the story Szilard positions humans working in tandem with dolphins, his
biographer explains that the “book is not about the intelligence of the dolphin but about the
stupidity of man,”417 and this is Szilard’s central complaint against how think tanks had been
utilized in Cold War America. The men at the institute knew that dolphins have brains
comparable in organization and complexity to humans, and they sought to understand the
intellectual capacity and the language of the dolphins instead of studying the microbiology they
were expected to study.418 “In time, however, [the dolphins] began to suggest to the staff
experiments in the biological field, and soon thereafter it became apparent that the staff of the
Institute might be relegated to performing experiments thought up by the dolphins.”419
Using the story as a platform, Szilard was able to outline his goals, and critiques in order to
forecast a potential future where science has been allowed to shape policy and influence US
interactions on the global stage as science continues to play an increasing role in daily life and is
applied to solve a variety of problems. However, the main focus of the piece is not the
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communication with the dolphins, but instead where Szilard saw the world headed if the current
path is maintained. Even with the help of the dolphins the threat of nuclear war is ever present,
and nothing is certain. Szilard presented the post-Second World War era with irony, and yet was
still able to create a livable and believable fictional world. But what he lacked in style he made up
for in sarcasm, inserting comments throughout his work. And he kept warning his
contemporaries of this potential future if decisions were not made to immediately change the
direction society was progressing in. For example, in 1955, with the date Wells set for the
beginning of war, Szilard wrote to the editor of the New York Times “It seems that all of these
predictions—even the dates—may prove to be correct; for it would appear that 1956 is the year
most likely to see the advent of atomic war.”420 These were ideas he had been writing about and
advocating for since the end of WWII and would continue to do so until he died in 1964.
Szilard’s ideas buck the political agenda of the time that assumed the US was in the right,
and thus the Soviet was wrong. According to Szilard the US was not necessarily the good guy in
the Cold War. For example, when Russia sent the US a list of twelve cities they would bomb one
at a time in the case of instigation, the US retorted that they would return the favor and bomb two
Russian cities for every US city. In this scenario Szilard paints Russia as the reasonable party, who
“would tolerate America’s demolishing one Russian city, in return for Russia’s having demolished
one American city. But for each additional city that America might demolish, Russia would
demolish one and just one additional city.”421 Furthermore,
All over the world Communists and Russian sympathizers proclaimed that wars,
which initially merely meant the killing of soldiers, but in the end came to mean the
wholesale killing of civilians—men, women, and children—as well as soldiers, were
now a thing of the past, thanks to Russia’s decision to forgo, abrogate and abolish
war. They said, over and over again, that Russia was the only truly Christian nation,
since she alone, among the Great Powers, was upholding the Sixth
Commandment.422
In trying to encourage agreement in policy between the Russians and the Americans, the dolphins
at the Institute held an informal conference and made sure to invite “scientists who advised their
governments on policy planning, but no one was invited whose responsibility was to make policy
decisions.”423 Having invited China as well, Szilard insinuated that these three nations are the
Leo Szilard, “Action to Prevent War: Sponsorship of Qualified Group to Formulate Agreements Proposed,” New
York Times, February 6, 1955, Letters to the Times, E8.
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major powers in the late 1980s. But also, that if the US and Russians, and other nations, were able
to unite on issues other than nuclear weapons, there are other options for scientific work and
collaboration between the two nations.
Despite the useful research and partnerships that came out of the Vienna Institute, it did
not last forever. After the Vienna Institute disbanded, a similar institute was established in
Munich to solely support German science. Although, no other institute was ever built on the
same international principles in order to encourage work by scientists in different countries.
However, this institute did not fare as well as the original. It had been noted that scientists at the
institute “appeared to live beyond their means” and in the court hearings that resulted from an
employee being sued for divorce by his wife, it was found that the “husband derived about an
equal amount of income as a consultant to industrial corporations.”424 Furthermore, the scientists
never learned the language of the dolphins and came to believe that it could never be learned.
Further causing complications, when scientists of the Vienna Institute returned to the United
States, the Senate Committee on Internal Security got involved and subpoenaed the men. “A
minor stir was created when all of these men refused to testify, but since they were not suspected
of being Communists there was no attempt to cite them for contempt.”425 Although projected
into the future, this was a contemporary concern for Szilard.
In the end, he explained that his task was “to appraise the contribution that the dolphins
made toward the establishment of lasting peace, and the dolphins faded out of the picture soon
after general disarmament had been attained.”426 But he turned this all on its on its head when he
suggested that the dolphins might not have existed and the scientists might not have actually been
able to communicate with them. Therefore, the dolphins were not actually responsible for the
discoveries and agreements, but instead the working partnerships that the Soviet and American
had formed. Although people still doubted the influence the dolphins could have on human
affairs, Szilard concluded “America being a free country, anyone can think and say, or course, what
he pleases. It is difficult to see, however, how the Vienna Institute could have accomplished as
much as it did if it hadn’t been able to draw on considerably more than the knowledge and
wisdom of the Russian and American scientists who composed its staff.”427 But despite this, he
noted that something else had to exist in order for the Russians and Americans to work together.
Szilard, “The Voice of the Dolphins” in The Voice of the Dolphins and Other Stories, 99.
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Through his fictional and factual works, Szilard attempted to create a world that
challenged society’s expectations and the actions of US leaders. But while his plan wasn’t always
clear, and his own methods lead us to question how effective he thought he could be in
influencing policy and how policy was made. Despite “The Voice of the Dolphins” fictional
storyline, Szilard constructed a future in a way that does not abandon his scientific training and
uses the available information to construct a hypothesis that supports a potential path for the
future to follow. Although sticking to his hypothesis throughout the text, Szilard was unable to
give us a plausible experiment to test his hypothesis, other than to let his ideas run their course in
reality, a choice many did not think was possible. Even though ‘The Voice of the Dolphins” was a
story critiquing the relationship between science and policy, in this story Szilard did not share
which solution was better; he only assumed that the reader knew there was a better one, and that
he had his own potential paths. He never gave a clear answer as to what the alternative was or
how discussions should be conducted in order to ensure both sides were being heard. Only in
other pieces did he describe a system in which the public played a larger role in policy decisions
through lobbies and monetary support, or a government in which education and intelligence is
favored.428 However, we are left to grapple with, in the absence of dolphins, how peace with
Russia could actually have been accomplished. He noted it was not only about scientists working
together in order to establish procedures that would ensure peace, but also about scientists uniting
against politicians who have failed to make policy that appropriately links the science to its
applications on the global stage. This cooperation would not work with what was present at the
time of Szilard’s writing.
Conclusion:
The postwar era raised questions about how scientists might speak to policymakers and
what those in power should expect from scientists. Szilard used “The Voice of the Dolphins” to
critique the methods by which scientists were used by the government to help solve international
problems, which Szilard saw as policy makers wanting the scientists to be on tap and not on top.
The scientists, despite their expertise, were not brought in to share this expertise, instead he
argued, the scientists were forced to learn the political rhetoric and conform their ideas to this,
Covered in “The Council and the Lobby” and “Are we on the Road to War?,” Szilard’s crusade and political lobby
will be discussed in the next chapter.
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sharing only what they thought wanted to be heard. He did not adhere to this model because he
felt that his ideas had long be cast aside and used to fulfill a political agenda that encouraged
increasing the US military and focusing on applied science, especially when applied to developing
larger and more powerful weapons. When he left physics, he tried to break with this mentality,
but instead faced it head on in the politicians’ court.
Furthermore, his work addressed the ability of science to solve real-world problems after
the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the unfortunate circumstance of taking
science too far if promoted and funded by the wrong people. One of Szilard’s main concerns was
that there were other options for dealing with Japan instead of using bombs, believing that “Had
we [in fact] done that and demonstrated the power of a single bomb to demolish a city we could
have avoided making the bomb a symbol of mass murder.”429 When unable to gain wide
appreciation for his ideas when presented as nonfiction, Szilard fictionalized his concerns into
short stories, which he also hoped would make his ideas more palatable for a wider audience,
which he hoped would encourage more people to act and make their voice heard. Szilard wrote
to highlight a concern for international political problems in light of a world with nuclear weapons
if peace were not seriously and immediately sought. Szilard’s fiction and non-fiction pieces
illustrate the tensions present in the early Cold War era. Examining his work allows us to explore
how scientists developed and communicated their ideas about science and politics to a variety of
audiences.
In communicating his ideas to his audiences, Szilard sought to educate and prompt
discussion. There are multiple ways to educate the public, but their involvement was essential to
the best-case scenario in which citizens could affect policy changes through their power to vote.
Science and reason can run amuck, a situation can be too well reasoned and formulated so that it
becomes clinical. Sometimes the simplest path is the best. And in many cases in his stories,
Szilard’s logic is centered on making fun of the logic, which can be seen best in the projects the
dolphins encourage at Vienna’s Biological Research Center.
Szilard’s approach was not based on compromise, but instead understanding.
Understanding was crucial in the case of the Soviet Union and the United States during this period
due to its ability to dispel fear that developed in the wake of the arms race and escalating tensions
as nuclear war seemed more and more likely throughout the Cold War.430 Misunderstanding
429
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underscores fear, especially fear of the unknown. Furthermore, by the 1960s as Szilard’s pieces
become more and more outspoken and targeted US policy directly. It was clear that Szilard
believed that negotiations had failed, and compromise had a long way to go before it could be
achieved. This was largely because US policy was based on an old understanding of international
relations that did not take nuclear weapons into account or the status of the Soviet Union at the
end of the Second World War. The concept of world government was not compromise. In order
to come together, there has to be understanding and unity in beliefs so there is unity in action as
well. The Vienna Biological Research Center highlights this necessity and shows that collaboration
between the Soviets and Americans is possible. And in fact, scientists might have a leg up on this.
By bringing politicians together with scientists, collaboration can also be achieved. This allows
both groups to build on individual strengths and create a constructive future together.
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Chapter 5: Lobbying for a Worldview
“I personally find myself in rebellion against the fate that history seems to have in store for us, and I suspect that
some of you may be equally rebellious.”431
In the political imagination, a scientist wanting to bridge the gap between science and
politics to speak reason to power and address policy, instead of giving pure scientific truths, upset
the status quo. Szilard saw the science behind the atomic bomb as central to policy decisions
surrounding its use and further development. Szilard never stuck to the common processes, even
when it came to his own scientific work, and he strove for efficiency in all matters and was quite
blunt in presenting his ideas. Szilard saw the militarized and politicized system of the post-war era
as wrong and sought to fix it in what he believed to be the most straightforward manner. For
Szilard, the political system needed a major overhaul to make it more effective at addressing issues
in science, technology, and politics. Like he had written in his college years, Szilard presented
“Das Bund,” a system in which society was organized around and run by scientifically minded
individuals. Szilard saw this group achieving something verging on a utopia in which society ruled
by an intellectual elite would engage the public in a “life of service,” but unlike in religion, “the
ruling opinion” could evolve and adapt to the culture that it was in as the situation changed and
knowledge evolved. This new political institution would also not resemble “scientific academies.”
Since academies usually replenish themselves by “inside elections” that “preserve the ruling
opinion” by selecting candidates for their “political” views this was not desired.432
But what was it that scientists knew? And why did Szilard believe his to be a better way to
approach knowledge and solving problems? Szilard believed scientists were better equipped to
handle the situation the world faced in the wake of the Second World War since they had training
in reasoning and rationality. Furthermore, they understood the science behind the nuclear
weapons. What Szilard was predicting, however, was not a technocracy. A technocracy would be
complicated since it would still necessitate a hierarchy of ruling. This would be the case even if the
type of person in power has changed and politicians are no longer the sole deciders of policy and
the future of the United States. This would further necessitate a new social order in which the
scientist would hold himself as the equal of other citizens, and not aloof like he perceived the
“How did it all begin? Council and Lobby for Abolishing War,” Leo Szilard Papers, MSS 32, Special Collections &
Archives, UC San Diego Library, 4.
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politicians to be.
When John F. Kennedy won the presidency in November 1960, Szilard saw an amenable
opening and opportunity to positively influence future American policy. Szilard reached out to
Kennedy and tried to set up meetings before he was inaugurated. However, Kennedy’s schedule
became too busy. Although they never met to discuss Szilard’s ideas, Szilard remained a supporter
of Kennedy and saw his appointments as steps in the right direction. The changing of the guard
with this new president was central to Szilard’s relief, and he believed that “No one knows better
than they do that America cannot be made secure by trying to keep ahead in the arms race, but
they find it difficult to keep their attention focused on the central issues when peripheral issues
take up much of their time and attention and when they get little encouragement from the
Congress.” However, despite the number of capable men in Congress and the Senate in particular
“Many of them are deeply concerned about the general trend towards war and have considerable
insight into what needs to be done but, more often than not, they give in private conversation a
lucid analysis of the problems with which we are faced and then, at some point or other, they say
“Of course, I couldn’t say this in public.””433 This led Szilard to believe that more “that the sweet
voice of reason alone could not do the job, that campaign contributions alone could
not do the job, but the combination of the sweet voice of reason and substantial campaign
contributions might very well do the job.”434 To get the job done, Szilard launched a nation-wide
campus speaking tour in which he argued for the union of American citizens under the goal to rid
the world of nuclear war.
This speaking tour built on nearly two decades of advocating for a world without nuclear
weapons and the end of war for good. It also built on his experience with other lobbies and
petitions to the US government, while underscoring what he had learned in his interactions with
official over the course of these years. Through the Council for a Livable World, Szilard saw the
fictions he had created come to life. Furthermore, by advocating for the creation of a lobby to
influence policy through Congressional votes, Szilard was able to combine his desire for a
scientifically minded elite to help guide American citizens to elect leaders whose ideals aligned with
their own. It also allowed him to partner with others with ideas and world view to better promote
his ideas and reach a larger audience, which in turn had more impact on policy decisions in
Washington despite being a scientist with no political experience.
“Council for a Livable World - General Materials - 1,” Leo Szilard Papers, MSS 32, Special Collections & Archives,
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Szilard Finds Support in the White House and Kremlin:
Trust played a large part in US and Soviet relations. But as Szilard reasoned with a Russian
colleague,
If you mean that you expect the American people to trust your government, then
there is something I must say to you. The American people do not trust their own
government; how can you expect them to trust someone else’s government.435
Thus, trust could not be the only reason that the relationship between the US and the Soviet
Union was not better. There needed to be better communication between the two nations on a
more personal level. Szilard strove to facilitate this by communicating with the leaders directly,
connecting the two through his own correspondence, and creating opportunities for Soviet and
American scientists and politicians to come together with the blessing of their nation to discuss
the issues facing the world. But first, Szilard needed to be closer to the action in Washington. As
he explained to Kennedy,
Recently I moved to Washington in order to discover if I might be of some use in
connection with the problem that the bomb poses to the world. Because I found
nobody who appeared to know how the peace may be secured in a disarmed world,
I decided to concentrate on this issue. I was in the process of preparing a
memorandum which analyzes what may and what may not be possible in this regard
when I was stopped in my tracks by the invasion of Cuba by Cuban exiles.436
The setback made Szilard even more adamant to pursue an end to the arms race.
Kennedy was a supporter of Szilard, even before he was President. He expressed his
appreciation in a letter dated May 27, 1960, when he emphasized the need for “inventive ideas and
a clear vision of the goal.” He continued, “Your article [Has the Time Come to Abrogate War?]
and your other writings in the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists are making important contributions in
supplying new ideas and better vision...This country owes many debts to you, not only for your
scientific achievements but for the great responsibility and imagination you have brought to the
problem of securing peace.”437 Kennedy continued to support Szilard and when he was running
for President, Kennedy asked Szilard to help produce verbiage for his campaign through the
Writers Bureau. Szilard appreciated this gesture but explained,
By temperament I am more inclined to ponder what Senator Kennedy ought to
think than what he ought to say. If, after November 7, you should get around to
“Can We Get off the Road to War?,” 3.
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organizing a Thinkers Bureau rather than a Writers Bureau, would you then let me
know?438
Although Szilard may not have been concerned what Kennedy spoke about publicly, he was
very concerned about what he might say to Nikkita Khrushchev.
From the very beginning of Kennedy’s presidency Szilard was concerned about the
communication between the new US president and the leader of the Soviet Union. This was
emphasized by their meeting early in Kennedy’s presidency. Taking place in June 1961, Szilard
believed “The Vienna meeting has shown that Kennedy and Khrushchev have serious difficulties
in communicating with each other and unless someone is able to get across to Kennedy how to
talk to Khrushchev, or to Khrushchev how to talk to Kennedy, this failure of communications is
likely to persist.”439 Since he had been corresponding with Khrushchev since at least 1958, he felt
he could help in facilitation. He let Kennedy know this as soon as he was elected and continued
to express his concerns through Kennedy’s presidency. Szilard’s correspondence with both
Kennedy and Khrushchev continued through Kennedy’s death, with Szilard often sending them
similar letters, while also offering to communicate between the two leaders. He explained to
Kennedy in November 1963, “I am writing a similar letter to Chairman Khrushchev and if I
should receive favorable responses to both letters then I would transmit to you the test of
Chairman Khrushchev’s reply and I would transmit to him the text of your reply. Otherwise I
would hold the responses in confidence.”440 Although Szilard left it up to Kennedy if he would
like to contact Khrushchev personally.
Szilard continued communicating with Kennedy and by the end of his presidency had
become comfortable sharing what was on his mind. Szilard felt comfortable enough to share with
Kennedy that “I am taking the liberty of writing to you because I have come to believe that if your
Administration were to adopt the right approach towards the Soviet Union on the issue of general
disarmament it would meet with a favorable response and that progress could then be made
towards political settlements as well as towards far-reaching disarmament.”441 Szilard believed he
could help facilitate conversations that would allow Soviet and American influencers in
Washington to work through their differing views on disarmament and lasting peace. However,
the two never met to discuss the situation the US found itself in.
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While he was corresponding with Senator Kennedy, Szilard was also writing to
Khrushchev in hopes that the two could meet. So determined was Szilard that he even proposed
sailing from New York with Khrushchev aboard the Baltika to the next port of call. He
continued, “I know, of course, that, in the circumstances of the present strained relations
between Russia and America, I would not endear myself to my fellow Americans by sailing on
the Baltika, but it would be very foolish for a man whose days are numbered to be deterred by
such a consideration.” 442 He could be ready to leave with just 24 hours’ notice.
Szilard wanted to communicate with Khrushchev face-to-face because he believed he had
a like mind in Khrushchev and talking would be more productive. In a September 1959 letter to
Khrushchev Szilard explained,
In the postwar years, (more perhaps than at any previous period of time) foreign
policy in America was largely made by those who were actually operating, rather
than by those who were supposed to be engaged in “policy planning”. However,
the attention of those who operate is mostly focused on the day to day problems
and they have no time and little inclination to think about the long term
implications of the policies which they pursue. This may perhaps explain why
American foreign policy has been pursuing unattainable objectives in the postwar
years.443
He continued to share these clarifying points with the Soviet Premier through his correspondence,
believing he could help in facilitating conversation not only between American and Soviet
scientists, but their country’s leaders as well.
In 1960, Szilard and Khrushchev finally met in person, increased the familiarity and
camaraderie Szilard believed he had with the Soviet Premier. Szilard and Khrushchev met on
October 5, 1960, and although only scheduled for a brief 15-minute meeting, the two men talk for
several hours with a translator. So influenced was he by this meeting, a year later, Szilard was still
writing Khrushchev and harkening back to their meeting.444 The two men also exchanged gifts.
Szilard gifted Khrushchev a Schick Injecto razor that he promised replacement blades for as long
as there was no war between the US and Soviet Union. In February of the following year he
followed up this promise transmitting new cartridges to him through Soviet Scientist Topchiev.445
Szilard felt that his ideas were well received by Khrushchev as far as communication
between scientists went. In support of this, Khrushchev demonstrated his willingness to work
“Khrushchev, Nikita S.,” Leo Szilard Papers, MSS 32, Special Collections & Archives, UC San Diego Library, 45.
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with American scientists by organizing an informal conversation through the Academy of Sciences
of the USSR following the sixth Pugwash meeting being held in Moscow November 1960.446 He
expressed this familiarity to Khrushchev as well in September 1960. Letting Khrushchev know he
had let Vice President Nixon know about the informal meeting between American and Soviet
scientists, he further explained “I should have no difficulty similarly to inform Senator Kennedy,
particularly since I am personally acquainted with some of his close advisers.”447 Szilard hoped this
would be the being of great working relationship and continued conversation throughout the
coming years, with JFK’s approval of course.
Further highlighting the bond the two men had, Szilard told the anecdote of his meeting
with the Soviet Premier often as did Khrushchev. When Szilard arrived in Moscow for the sixth
Pugwash meeting, he learned that Khrushchev had shared with the Russian scientists present a
report of the meeting in New York. In his report, Khrushchev agreed with Szilard’s concept of
internal inspection, and was quoted as saying “the Soviet Union would give serious consideration
to the possibility of creating conditions where, in a disarmed state, the world could rely on Soviet
citizens reporting violations of a disarmament agreement to the International Control
Commission.”448 With this mutual understanding, discussions were able to take place. But great
strides would still need to be made in the Soviet Union to encourage citizens there to report
against their country.
Khrushchev was happy to help as much as he could in bringing the two countries together
as Szilard described in their correspondence. In pitching his idea of informal negotiations between
American and Soviet scientists, Szilard explained to Khrushchev that “The solution of this
problem will require imagination and resourcefulness, and these are more likely to be displayed in
informal conversations between men who have no direct governmental responsibility, than in
intergovernmental negotiations.”449 Khrushchev applauded Szilard’s plan to bring Soviet and
American scientists together and believed that “In my opinion the more frequently and broadly
representatives of science, culture and public of various countries will meet with each other to
discuss urgent international problems and the more concern they will display for the fate of
peace, the greater will be [the] guarantee that peoples’ struggle for complete and universal
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disarmament, for final removal of war from human life and for peaceful co-existence will be
crowned with success.”450
Szilard also wrote to Khrushchev concerning a potential fictional future the world faced
that was presented in a book many Americans including his colleagues, were concerned about.
Interestingly, although Szilard rarely referenced books he read, he used fiction to describe the
tension and fear in America at the time, and by including the bibliographic information seemed to
suggest that Khrushchev read it. Szilard explained that the book explored through fiction
the possibility that an accidental or unauthorized attack by a local
commander might lead to an all-out atomic war between America and Russia which
neither country wants. How an unauthorized attack by an American commanding
officer might start such a war has been vividly described in an American
book that has been fairly widely read (‘Red Alert’ by Peter Bryant...) Because this
book was written three years ago, it is rather out of date. Still, it correctly describes
just how difficult it is to devise safeguards against an unauthorized attack, as well
as an accidental attack, and, at the same time, to keep the base from which the
bombs may be launched protected against attack. This will become
even more difficult as America begins to rely for her defence and submarines
capable of launching rockets.451
In the face of such a situation Szilard had a solution to propose to Khrushchev, “I myself can
think, however, only of one simple measure which could be initiated at this time either by the
President of the United States or by yourself.”452 This was the emergency line installed between
White House and the Kremlin. This phone line would allow for immediate contact should an
unplanned attack take place on behalf of either side.
The election of Kennedy also aligned with the establishment of Szilard’s Council and
Lobby. Despite the positive influence of people in President Kennedy’s inner circle, Szilard still
found himself “in rebellion against the fate that history seems to have in store for us and it appears
that there are many others who are equally rebellious.”453 Luckily, he had people on his side in this
rebellion. These are people he would build on to start his Council for a Livable World and the
Angels Project. The Council and the Lobby were Szilard’s imagination put into action and allowed
him to personally take steps towards the future he had been imagining and describing. Szilard had
dreamt of a world in which nuclear weapons meant the end of all wars for almost two decades and
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had spoken out for this world for most of those decades. Through the Council and the Lobby
Szilard was able to make quantifiable steps towards achieving his goal of peace by aligning with
likeminded individuals. Together, they believed that by influencing the people of congress, the
administration could also be influenced and negotiations towards peace could commence with the
Russians. All this entailed was a significant percentage of the American people aligning themselves
with scientists, like Szilard, who advocated for reduction in arms and de-escalation of the arms
race with Russia. All that needed to be done was to take the first step.
Organizing Society for Action:
In “Meat: The Art of the Possible,” written roughly ten years after the end of the Second
World War and as a response to the US’s involvement in Korea, Szilard explored the issues
involved in the Soviets, Americans, and other nations attempting to reach a political agreement
and why they may not actually be acceptable for the nations involved.454 He believed that a
political agreement “would secure military and political security and economic prosperity for the
nations involved”455 This was largely due to the lack of understanding the American people had
concerning their nation’s international relations. It was also a problem that could be solved with a
better educational system. The American population suffered from what Szilard described as
“induced megalomania,” due America’s status as the first nuclear power.456 He initially wrote that
this encouraged a “general feeling that we were an extremely powerful nation, who can threaten
massive retaliation and by doing so, restrain Russia and her allies from intervening in conflicts
which are close to their territory and far away from ours.”457 This was an imagined power just as
much as it was a real power, and served to encourage the US to intervene in South Korea believing
that China would not intervene as well due to our threat of massive retaliation. But how long
The piece also explored more international policy concerns and not just the quest for peace that necessitated the
approval of the American. For peace to be maintained the government’s vested interests in trade and production will
need to be abolished, because tariffs would also need to be abolished. This Szilard believed would allow economic
prosperity of all nations through international trade, which would of course mean that “some industries would
disappear, and management, labor, and stockholders would suffer damage.” (“Meat: The Art of the Possible,” Leo
Szilard Papers, MSS 32, Special Collections & Archives, UC San Diego Library, 5) Which could be compensated for
since by opening trade, foreign aid could also be reduced. He made clear that this approach is unprecedented and
how this situation underscores the hypocrisy in politics. Szilard used this as another example of how the US conducts
international relations based on the necessity of a potential future war, since this system would require the opening of
borders and unfettered trade with other nations that could not be maintained during war.
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could the threat of massive retaliation last? Szilard believed that once the Soviets had the same
power the US had, this threat would only amount to “murder and suicide.” This meant the threat
would no longer be effective and the days of the US’s ability to rely on induced megalomania were
numbered and relied on the leg up the US military had concerning airborne troops.458
Instead of focusing on what could be done militarily, he shifted the focus of the piece to
emphasize the role the US could play in interacting with its citizens. Because the American people
have been led to believe that massive retaliation is a secure threat and deterrence when it comes to
the Soviets, it would be hard for the majority of Americans to accept the new balance of power.
Szilard encouraged the government to stage practice evacuations of the largest American cities,
such as New York City or Los Angeles, to bring this point home. Creating, as it were, a sort of
fictional nuclear attack. This physical representation of the threat the Soviet Union could pose on
Americans, he explained, “would go a long way towards making people understand the position
they are in.”459 Although he edited it out, he believed that “the day will come when the American
people will no longer believe that it is within their power to impose American policy, no matter
how righteous it seems, in territories which are far away from our shores and lie, so to speak, in
the back yards of China or Russia.”460 With this understanding he made clear the belief that the
American people, if they knew what their government was doing, would not support American
actions overseas and the need to help educate the American people so they able to actively
participate politically. Furthermore, with their active participation discussions would lead to a
negotiation that would still ultimately give the American people the security and prosperity they
desire. The government could help with this, as he explained in the later draft, by staging practice
evacuations. And furthermore, peace can only be obtained if the government has the support of
its citizens, and in this case, peace would seem to many to be the better option in the face of the
potential inconveniences.
Szilard took these ideas and expanded on them, eventually working it into his lobby and
movement for political change. Given as a lecture in several cities and converted into an article, in
“Are we on the Road to War?” (April 1962) Szilard explored how the American people could try
to influence the actions of their government and that of the Soviet Union on the international
stage. In fact, Szilard begged for this action in a world in which war seemed to be inevitable.
However, this would only be what he called a “dedicated minority,” and must unite on a set of
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predetermined political objectives.461 This would allow for what Szilard called a market for
wisdom to develop in Washington D.C. In fact, this lecture series came out of a Life article the
previous year that also discussed this movement. After the article was published people wrote
from colleges and universities asking Szilard to speak to their students. He declined them all.
That was until he was asked to speak on these issues while receiving an honorary degree from
Brandeis University. The article paralleling the speech outlined many potential paths to peace.
Including the idea that if bombs were to be used in future war, they should only be used on the
instigating countries own side of pre-war boundaries. But he favored disarmament. However, this
would not be a simple fix to the problem because tensions between the Soviet Union and the
United States would still exist.
This was the article that detailed the creation of what would become the Council for a
Livable World. This council is still active today and carries on the same founding principles that
Szilard established in the 1960s. As outlined in the article, the council would be led by
approximately fifteen prominent scientists, who would work in tandem with a panel of political
advisors to establish two objectives:
To the first set belong those objectives which cannot be attained at the present time
through political action because it would take further inquiry, and perhaps even real
research to know in concrete terms, what needs to be done. To the second set
belong those objectives which can be pursued through political action because it is
clear what needs to be done.462
Szilard made it clear that this would not just be an organization based on membership and similar
ideas, but on action which would create a movement based on lobbying and political research,
corresponding to each part of his two previously stated objectives. Through the Council he hoped
to give citizens a platform to speak out for themselves.
Szilard further clarified his ideas in “The Council and the Lobby.” He saw President
Kennedy’s election as a changing of the guards for the better as he brought with him “a number of
able men.”463 These men held views covering a wide swath of the public opinion spectrum, he
continued, however, despite their concern for a potential full scale arms race and war with the
Soviet Union, they have yet to be able to reach a consensus as to how this crisis could be averted.
This was where the Council would come in to aid in the decision-making process, by bringing in
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“individual scientists, scholars and other public-spirited citizens who are knowledgeable as well as
articulate and who will discuss with them these issues.”464 The Council would also be available to
meet with members of Congress, which the Lobby would in return use their funds to promote
their future campaigns.
Of course, this was not nearly enough, Szilard argued, to effect real change in Washington
and on foreign policy. The number of congressmen who support such plans and seek to enact
such policy must be increased. Szilard elaborated,
To this end the Lobby will have to find, at the grass-roots level, men who have
insight into the relevant issues and who, if they were to receive the nomination of
their party, would have a fair chance of being elected. It is the task of the Lobby to
persuade such men to seek the nomination of their party and to help them to get it,
largely by assuring them in advance of substantial financial backing.465
Members of the Movement who would contribute the funds for these campaigns through the
Council, allowing for tabulation before the candidates received their money, would facilitate this.
By following such a scheme, Szilard believed that “This procedure will enable the Lobby to keep
tab on the flow of campaign contributions and guide the Lobby in making, from time to time,
further recommendations on contributions.”466
Szilard projected that when the Movement reached 20,000 members, they would be able to
make substantial influence on the elections because they would have enough contributions to
donate upwards of 4 million dollars each year. This would go far since he estimates that on
average candidates running for Senate in larger states require $250,000 for a campaign and
$100,000 in smaller states. But as István Hargittai explains, “Szilard considered it an efficient
investment with good returns to spend the money on senators, especially in less populous western
states.”467 On the other hand, Representatives would only require $10,000 to $20,000, depending
on the size of the district, but Szilard believed Representatives did not have as great an influence.
Furthermore, the candidates supported must be electable in order for the Movement to remain
relevant. That was unless there were more than the necessary funds to support the winningest
candidates. If there was money to spare, candidates who were unlikely to win might still be
funded because
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A candidate who runs for election and wants to get elected may not be able to wage
an effective educational campaign. But a candidate who is reconciled to the fact
that he is not going to be elected, has a unique opportunity to educate the public,
because he need not pull his punches; if there is a fight going on people will sit up
and listen.468
These so-called “peace candidates” could serve in this case as an important function for the
education of the public.
Of, the success of the movement necessitated enough interested citizens to support the
Council’s actions. Szilard explained in his concluding thoughts that the Council hoped to gather
25,000 supporters in order for the lobby to be established based on the pledge of 2 percent of
their annual income. This would ideally develop to the point of 150,000 members, representing
$20 million a year in campaign contributions.469 This would above all else be an experiment. He
asked his audience for their help in sharing the article and reporting back to Szilard with numbers
talked to and potential supporters’ addresses. Szilard concluded that the plan he had outlined was
the best of all possible situations and looked at it in the grand scheme of things. He argued that
when talking about relationships between national governments the best relationship is
coexistence, as “there is no such thing as “friendship” between governments.”470 However, there
can of course be friendship between individuals of nations; and this needs to be encouraged when
at all possible. “When men born in one country will look upon another country not as a potential
enemy but as a potential place of residence, then there will be a shift in their pattern of loyalties,
and there may also be, in time, a corresponding change in the behavior pattern of the national
governments.”471 These were lessons that could also be drawn from his articles concerning
changes and exchanges in the education system of the United States and others.
With the positive response that Szilard felt that he had received from the talks he gave at
Harvard Law School, Swarthmore College, Western Reserve College, and The University of
Chicago, he was ready to grow the movement even more.472 At these first universities, he spoke to
packed auditoriums and was happy with the number of signatures he received both after the talk
and at sessions the following day. This was even though at Chicago the talk was given in the
middle of Finals Week! He revised the speech and delivered it in early 1962 at UC Berkeley,
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Stanford, Reed College, and Lake Forest College. As the news spread and Szilard heard back from
Americans across the country most respondents were supportive, although not all wished to join
Szilard and the Council for a Livable World. One correspondent Bob Marshak, for instance,
expressed interest in joining with other similar groups instead of creating a brand-new council. He
explained,
I have read over the material which you have sent me, and, needless to say, I am
very sympathetic to many of the points which you make. Nevertheless, I feel that
as of now there is no point joining your “Movement” when I already belong to a
movement, the Federation of American Scientists. Why can you not feed in your
highly original and provocative ideas into an existing organization of scientists of
good will and somehow influence, and be influenced, by this larger group?473
Others shared similar opinions with the groups Peace Research Institute and Turns Towards
Peace.474
Along with these students, in early 1962 news of Szilard’s newest project spread. Quickly
the Council and the Lobby became a reality in June of that year with people already prominent in
the world of peace activism and participated with other groups, but who saw this as a unique
opportunity to effect change. These influential members numbered among them former science
advisers, George Kistiakowsky and Jerome Wiesner. The majority of whose work in the White
House had involved discussing military matters with policy makers. They had both gone on to be
actively involved in public debates, such issues as anti-ballistic missile defenses and strategic arms
control.475 Szilard described the first board as “composed of scientists, scholars and men wellversed in practical politics. It includes William Doering, Director of the Division of Science, Yale
University; Morton Grodzins, Professor of Political Science, University of Chicago; and James G.
Patton, President of the National Farmers Union.”476 Through the Council and the Lobby they
sought to achieve “What Leo has referred to as the “sweet voice of reason’ would be dedicated to
those members of the Legislative and Executive Branches of the Government who have the
insight and may want to be encouraged by a knowledge that there is a vigorous and determined
minority devoted to these issues.”477
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The Council and the Lobby for Abolishing War (CLW) was officially established June
1962 in Washington to support those already in Congress whose ideals aligned with those of the
group but looked further into the future towards the 1964 election. The Council contextualized its
foundation in the midst of the international crises of Laos, the Bay of Pigs, and the Berlin crisis,
followed by the Cuban Missile crisis after the founding of the group.478 Activism concerning the
Vietnam War seemed to become a guiding issue only with the inauguration of President Lyndon
B. Johnson in 1965.479 Szilard and other concerned scientists who then formed the Board of
Directors of the two groups did this in order to further promote their ideas and work towards
world peace. As far as the 1962 election was concerned, only those with the nomination of their
party could be supported due to limited resources early in the group’s tenure. However, going
forward since “Independent candidates for the House or for the Senate who do not have the
nomination of their party may be fulfilling an important function by raising the level of the
political discussion, and they may contribute through their campaign, to the political education of
the public on the issue of our drifting into war,” these candidates would hopefully be supported in
coming elections.480 If the Lobby was successful in 1962 and had some success and could
continue accepting fund, the Lobby could support candidates Szilard described as “peace
candidates” and others “whose main aim is political education of the public, rather than the
winning of an election.”481 Furthermore, aside from funding election campaigns, the group would
also facilitate meetings in Washington with “scientists, scholars and other public-spirited citizen,
who will assist members of the Administration and of the Congress in clarifying their minds on
politically attainable objectives aimed at avoiding war.”482 An idea he had promoted in the years
early after the end of the Second World War.
The first year gave Szilard hope for the future of the Council. The following year, Szilard
declared “On the basis of the experience gained so far, I am inclined to believe that the Council
could become the most effective public-interest lobby that ever-hit Washington by the time the
number of its supporters reaches 10,000.” This was based on the previous election’s success. In
that election
the Council recommended to those who sought its advice to concentrate their
campaign contributions on three senatorial candidates. Checks were made
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out directly to the candidate and sent to the Council for transmission. The Council
transmitted over $20,000 to George McGovern, formerly Director of the Food-forPeace Program, who was running for the Senate in South Dakota. He was elected
with a margin of a few hundred votes, the first Democratic Senator in
South Dakota in 26 years. To the other two Senatorial candidates, the Council
transmitted over $10, 000 and over $4,000 respectively, and both of them were
elected.483
Furthermore, Republican Senator Mark Hatfield of Oregon, who received funding for a successful
campaign in 1966, explained “To me, the Council’s greatest contribution has been its
concentration on the election of Senators, of both parties, who are sincerely seeking an honorable
peace and sorely needed domestic reforms.”484 But the Council also organized meetings with
Senators and their aides, which they called “Congressional Seminars.” These meetings started in
1963 with the first discussion of the problems of ICBMs and continued to be held when members
of Senate expressed interest.485
Szilard often relied on elements of fiction to get his point across, but when it came to the
Council and the Lobby, Szilard did not turn to fiction, the imaginative plans he had discussed over
the previous decades were now reality. Through articles and speeches, he approached the public
and cultivated relationships with likeminded intellectuals to lead a group of citizens towards
effecting the change they wanted to see in the world. Finally, Szilard’s ideas seemed like they had
traction. He was aligned with people who agreed with him and had public support. And it worked.
The Council still exists today.
Szilard’s Ideas in Action:
The politics of these new weapons were just beginning, and like with the development of
the weapons themselves, Szilard wished to stay on the forefront of the policymaking by
encouraging working relationships between policymakers in Washington and scientists or other
educated intellectuals. Szilard believed educated people affected what happened in the long term
because they were the types of people who speak out and make their voices heard both in
speeches and the written word. These values could then set the values of the whole community,
Because there will be a fight, we can win something that has roots and permanence.
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Because there will be a fight the American people will look and listen. And when
the people of this country at last understand their own position in the world, they
might be willing to do what is necessary. Obliviously the odds are heavily against us
but we may have one chance in ten of reaching safely the haven of permanent
peace; and maybe God will work a miracle—if we don’t make it too difficult for
Him.486
At times, it did seem like only a miracle would help, but this was still a large enough chance for
Szilard to keep pushing his ideas and plans.
Szilard did not establish the Council on his prestige alone, but had several influential
supporters. One such man was MIT professor of electrical engineering Jerome Wiesner, who at
the end of 1957 had just helped to complete the Gaither Report as its technical director and was
recently appointed to the President’s Scientific Advisory Committee (PSAC).487 In response to
Szilard’s call for a follow-up Pugwash meeting he explained, “I have slowly come to believe that
the only course of action which has any chance of achieving success in the weapons control field is
one which ultimately puts all weapons in the hands of a central international government,
consequently, I am not very anxious to spend much time on such topics as test limitations, etc.
important though they are. Given a choice, I would prefer to spend the time trying to understand
means for achieving this long term goal.” Wiesner continued to orient his thinking and explained,
As you know, I am basically a technologist, and I have spent much of my life
working on problems which others have regarded as extremely difficult or
impossible of solution. What little success I have had has come from getting a clear
picture of the ultimate objective and then searching among the physical phenomena
for radical ways to a solution. I have come to believe that a solution to a difficult
and worked over problem is seldom found in a trivial change from the status quo.
If this were not so, someone would long since have found an answer to the
problem in hand.488
Their correspondence continued, with Wiesner providing a White House connection. In June
1960 about his correspondence with Khrushchev and he continued keeping Wiesner informed of
the conversation since with Wiesner, he has the ear of the President and can discuss what Szilard
is discussing with Khrushchev.489 Already a member of PSAC, when Wiesner became Kennedy’s
special assistant for science and technology and chair of PSAC Wiesner in January 1961 continued
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to help Szilard connect with those in positions of power in the US government. Although not
always in agreement, Wiesner was well respected by Kennedy, who described him as “a good
friend and trusted advisor…one of those rare individuals…who can work effectively to relate the
complexities and the opportunities of science to the needs of a nation, to its culture, its security, its
influence and its humanity.”490
Still in existence today, the CLW was built on the idea that if educated citizens banded
together under the same cause, they could lobby for change in Washington. In promotional
materials, the CLW explained:
The purposes of this corporation are exclusively charitable and educational. In
furtherance of those purposes, the Council will undertake, among other projects, a
continuing analysis of the conditions which give rise to the danger of world war,
and the identification of those acts, policies and structures which reduce the
likelihood of armed conflict and may lead to a [livable] world.491
The educational aspect applied to both politicians and citizens who were or were not members of
the movement. For example, Szilard wanted “Friends of the Council” groups established in major
cities across the country. Although these would be assisted and aligned with the Council and the
Lobby, after being set up they would
be on their own and may decide for themselves with what other organizations in
their community they wish to cooperate. As time goes on, such local groups might
play an increasingly important political role. In cooperation with other local
organizations they may give effective support to desirable Congressional candidates
and they may help to clarify the relevant issues by discussing them with the editors
and columnists of their local newspapers and other opinion-makers in their
community.492
Furthermore, these smaller groups could
set up seminars for those members of the movement who wish to clarify in their
own minds the relevant issues in order to be able to present their views more
effectively in Washington. Such knowledgeable and articulate members of the
movement can take turns, each one staying one or two weeks in Washington, and
when the Council is fully operating, there might be as many as five to ten such
members available in Washington at any one time.493
The main action of the Council would be to influence the administration. But Szilard

Quoted in: Walter A. Rosenblith, “Chronology” in Jerry Wiesner: Scientist, Statesman, Humanist (Cambridge:
Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 2004), 527.
491 “Council to Abolish War - General materials,” 40.
492 Ibid., 113.
493 Ibid., 113.
490

135

believed that this would be challenging since Senators would first need to be influenced.
Influential Senators could then approach the President. If members of Congress were not in
control of the nation’s foreign policy, what was the purpose of aligning members of Congress with
the Council and the Lobby? In the case of legislation that goes against what the Council and the
Lobby stand for, “Here the Council may serve as an alerting and liaison agency among its friends
and supporters in opposition to provisions in pending legislation which may otherwise achieve
enactment for lack of any organized opposition.”494 But more importantly, was the Council’s role
in strengthening legislation that they support. Such legislative action would include the then
current “passport restrictions, the character and scope of East-West exchanges, and similar
questions lacking in monumental individual importance but of considerable cumulative
significance.”495 These policies were pursued to attain peace, but peace was not the sole objective.
Szilard believed that “It is necessary to abolish war in order to have a livable world, but it is not
sufficient. In order to have a livable world we must not only have peace but also a certain
minimum standard of stable and effective government, economic prosperity and individual
freedom in the less developed regions of the world.”496
It was not just legislation where the Council could affect change they also sought to
educate. This was seen as the largest challenge in Washington to the Council’s mission, the
“education of Senators and education by them (of each other, the public, and the
Administration).”497 But all hope was not lost. The Council could provide education through
knowledgeable witnesses at Congressional Hearings, they could better circulate written materials
(theirs or others) and try to have them entered into the Congressional Record, and they could also
work closely with a select group of Senators and their assistants, since “Senators are men of affairs
who like to involve themselves in real events rather than to discuss political issues which can lead
to no discernable Senatorial activity.”498
The Council committed itself to solving problems it believed could be resolved in the near
future. These detailed in 1963 as such:
1. To remove the main obstacles to a disarmament agreement.
2. To halt the arms race before it reaches the point of no return, and to promote a
first-stage arms reduction agreement at an early date.
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3. To diminish the risk of war between the Soviet Union and the United States and
to increase cooperation between nations.
4. To reduce the likelihood of escalation in the event that a war should break out,
thereby enhancing the possibility that a cease-fire might be arranged before an
all-out nuclear catastrophe occurred.
Although he was now working with a large group of others, these points still closely paralleled
what he had been arguing for years and continued to argue for on his own.499 Although issues
would change and evolve over time and it would be impossible to develop one strategy that would
work, Szilard was reassured on the success of the Lobby because “there is no other organization in
Washington dedicated to a full-time congressional support to the promotion of objectives which
command the approval of a significant group of Senators and Congressmen. Because there is a
void and the Council is ready to fill it, the prospects are good and the activity should commence
without delay.”500
Szilard was of course not satisfied with merely initiating the Lobby. He continued to work
to further his ideas through the mission of the group. In May 1963, Szilard further brainstormed
about a small group of citizens who would meet with a guest from the Administration on a weekly
basis to “scrutinize” the guest’s “objectives.” Followed by a time for the discussion and the
opportunity for participants to ask questions off the record, further discussion would take place
through writing. This would then be submitted to the President and others the guest suggests. In
this way, allowing for more connections and discussion between the people and the
Administration.501
Szilard’s work with the Council for a Livable World also coincided with this Angels
Project. Stemming from his dislike of the growth of the Pugwash conferences and increasing
formality of the proceedings, Szilard began to push for smaller more intimate meetings between
American and Soviet scientists. This idea for smaller meetings would develop over the next
several years and help shape his idea of the Angels Project. As he explained to Khrushchev,
there are a number of men among them who are “on the side of the angels”
and who have consistently taken the position that the United States should be
prepared to give up certain temporary advantages it holds, for the sake of attaining
an agreement with the Soviet Union that would stop the arms race. These “angels”
do not dominate the scene in Washington at present but given certain favorable
circumstances, their influence could be very considerable and perhaps decisive.
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Some of the “angels” hold key positions in the Administration; others hold
junior positions in the White House, the Department of State and the Department
of Defense and owe their influence not to their rank but to their ability and
perseverance; and still others are consultants to the Government and owe their
influence to the high respect in which their opinions are held.502
Outside of the US government he also had the support of Freeman Dyson and Jerome Wiesner,
while others like Hans Bethe declined, believing that enough channels for discussion already
existed.503
Szilard argued about the idea of disarmament though the 1940s and 1950s, but in the
1960s the global situation had changed, and he needed to reassess how peace could be pursued.
This would be complicated as it wasn’t the popular choice in the US. For example, in 1962 he
explained “I did not see how disarmament could be accomplished without concurrent political
settlement. I added that I could visualize without too much difficulty a political settlement in
Europe but that I had difficulties visualizing such a settlement in the Far East…any constructive
policies which the Administration might want to adopt with respect to China would be likely to
run into difficulties in Congress.”504 Furthermore, this was not even a position he had always
supported. As he clarified to Kennedy,
Let me say, at this point, that I, personally, am not a disarmament
enthusiast. Four years ago, I dissented from the proclamation issued by the First
Pugwash Conference, because it said that the conclusion of a treaty
providing for the cessation of bomb tests would be a good first step towards
disarmament. I did not think at that time that it would be a good first
step, nor did I ever believe that real progress could be made towards
disarmament as long as people thought of this problem in terms of what would be
a good first step. In the past eight months I made it my business to examine the
main issues involved in general disarmament.505
Although, as it had before, the crux of the issue came down to inspection. Inspection seemed too
large of a roadblock, especially in the minds of most Americans. Through his investigations and
thinking through the problem, Szilard concluded that “a generally disarmed world is wholly
unprecedented and the securing of peace in such a world would require the adoption of
unprecedented methods.”506 Precisely what Szilard had been arguing for since the end of the
Second World War, and which he further developed in “On Disarmament.” This belief, Szilard
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explained, was “largely based on my own appraisal of the motivations of the Russians.”507 Szilard
proposed having a small group of non-governmental Russians and Americans meet to discuss the
issues surrounding peace through disarmament.
Just as he had supported Szilard’s meeting between US and Soviet scientists, Khrushchev
supported his Angels Project. This though seemed even more pressing to him in light of the
recent Cuban Missile Crisis. Writing on November 4, 1962, Khrushchev explained “The
international crisis that we have just survived reminds to all people of good will in a very acute
form how actual and urgent is the question of a reasonable solution of the disarmament problem.
Disarmament is necessary to exclude the danger of a destructive and devastating thermonuclear
war, and during those days the world was practically on the brink of such a war.”508 Szilard had a
solution to Khrushchev’s concerns. He proposed that
It would not be the purpose of this study to come up with a recommendation of
how the peace should be secured in a disarmed world. Rather the goal of the study
would be to produce a working paper which would list several possible approaches
to this problem, discuss in each case the weaknesses of that particular solution, and
the circumstances in which it would be likely to break down. By proceeding in the
manner projected, none of the solutions discussed would carry the stigma of
representing an American or a Russian proposal.509
When the paper was completed, it would then be circulated and even perhaps published.
The Angels Project was still in discussion stages in late November 1962 and consisted of
meetings between US and Russian scientists and stemmed from discussion at the Moscow
Cambridge meeting earlier that year in August.510 Szilard described the project thusly: “This is
meant to be a non-governmental project and it would be well to involve the United States
Government as little as possible. I do not therefore, propose to ask that the Government
officially take a stand on the project.”511 If participants worked for the government. they would
need to take a leave of absence to cover the two or three weeks the project would last. Szilard and
Khrushchev had plans to meet in Moscow in November 1962, however, the Project ran into a
snag and Szilard needed to return to Washington in order to sort it out. Szilard and Khrushchev
were to meet once the issue was clarified and support was restored in Washington.512 This did not
occur until July of the next year when it was confirmed in correspondence between Hudson
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Hoagland, President of the Academy of Sciences, and President Kennedy.513 The project would be
run through the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) and a committee
Szilard chaired along with Roger Fisher, a professor of law at Harvard. Although he had received
two letters from Adlai Stevenson by August 1963, “The Angels project has been declined by the
Soviet Government on the grounds that I was not able to obtain permission for the participation
of Angels junior [---] who are officials of the U.S. Government.”514 Szilard had a good
understanding of who the “Angels” would be. Although he still needed a designated participant
from the President, Szilard “According to present plans the American Participants in the Angels
Project would be Murph Goldberger, Murray Gell-Mann, Roger Fisher of the Harvard Law
School, Louis Henkin of the Law School of Columbia University (recommended by Franklin
Long), and Steven Muller of Cornell University.” These men, Szilard believed, all understood the
need to “giving up, if necessary, temporary advantages for the sake of making the United States
more secure in the long run.” 515 This all on top of being imaginative and resourceful.
Conclusion:
As early as 1946 Szilard believed that misunderstandings could be resolved by bringing
scientists and politicians together for dinner, followed by a time for discussion. In conjunction
with the Federation of the Atomic Scientists, these men would be paired five and five around
tables, scientists and members of Congress could be “eating our way through Congress.”516 Szilard
described the project’s premise as “doing some timely “educational” work in Washington on
members of Congress under the guise of “lobbying”.”517 Szilard reprised these ideas in
conjunction with ECAS in a letter to Einstein in 1950, hoping to start “an organization to study
what type of an over-all Russian and American settlement would provide a framework in which
international control of atomic energy could satisfactorily operate.”518 With all this experience,
Szilard was ready to launch his own movement.
Throughout the decades after the Second World War ended, Szilard was advocated for
thinking that promoted new ideas to be applied to ending the arms race with Russia. The Council
“Khrushchev, Nikita S.,” 89.
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for a Livable World ultimately brought his once imaginative ideals together in a way that made
them viable in reality. The Council incorporated scientific leadership, education of the American
people who would be united to bring about the end of the arms race and find an amicable peace
with the Russians. This would end in a lasting peace for everyone, which the Council is still
fighting for today. But the Council’s objectives went beyond just ending the threat of nuclear war,
they also sought to better the lives of people through encouraging the US government to take the
lead in fighting global hunger, poverty, and disease. Furthermore, with the restructuring of US
priorities, more funding would be available to spend on national programs to better the lives of US
citizens.519 Money that would ideally be spent on improving education in the US, which would
create a better educated public who would then elect better prepared, more educated politicians to
govern their country. Creating a cycle that would feed into an important foundation of Szilard’s
successful future world: education.
The election of John F. Kennedy as president also aligned with Szialrd’s work on the
Council and the Lobby and the Angels Project. Thus, the early 1960s and up to his death in 1964,
served as a period in Szilard’s life when his ideas and plans aligned with the world around him.
Through a relationship with Jerome Wiesner he had a connection in the White House, beyond
their shared views. He also felt that he had rapport with Khrushchev and a supporter of his values
in the Soviet Union. However, soon this era would come to an end. With the death of Kennedy
in 1963, Szilard’s direct access to the White House ended and other policy makers in Washington
ended. This led him to end the active role he had played in world politics for much of two
decades. If he would have returned in the wake of new world leaders and escalation of Vietnam,
we can only imagine. Szilard died May 30, 1964, and soon after Khrushchev was removed from
power. As Hargattai succinctly states, “An era came to the end.”520
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General Conclusion:
In the article “I’m looking for a market for wisdom,” Szilard is quoted and presented in a
lighthearted manner. Ever the ideas man, Szilard explained, “The most important step in getting a
job done,” he observed, “is the recognition of a problem. Once I recognize a problem I usually
can think of someone who can work it out better than I could.”521 Szilard was the embodiment of
questioning and answering. Szilard, although trained as a physicist and molecular biologist, argued
mainly as an educated citizen and this only became more and more true as time passed. But he
still used his status as a prominent scientist to question current US policy and to then provide what
he believed to be the better solution. This was largely based on his understanding of reason and
belief that physicists and those with ties to the development of nuclear weapons shared a certain
amount of guilt and thus had a role to play in the prevention of their further use and
development. He used his work to explore how scientists could practice their responsibility to
society for what they have created and how policy might be enacted to make sure responsible
decisions could continue to be made. He wrote with a specific worldview and political agenda.
He sought to educate and enlighten the American people in his non-fiction, and then fiction when
his non-fiction pieces would not be printed. In both styles, Szilard attempted to create persuasive
and clear stories about the current political and societal situation, and where he believed the world
was headed in the coming decades. However, Szilard’s writings and proposals often ran counter
to what was accepted at the time.
The narrative that I present runs counter to the one common in history of science
literature. Szilard was more than the man who encouraged the Manhattan Project through the
Einstein letter or one of the many immigrant scientists from Nazi Germany. Neither of these
characterizations demonstrate how Szilard thought about himself or presented himself to those he
was communicating with. True, he oft repeated his Manhattan Project anecdote, but this was to
underscore the importance and responsibility to speak out. As other scientists who fled Europe in
the face of antisemitism or other persecutions in the early 20th century, he embraced a global
worldview. But his view went beyond this simple global citizenship. Szilard argued for a global
answer to the threat of nuclear weapons and a global peace. Perhaps more importantly, these
characterizations do not embrace Szilard as a creative thinker who emphasized the role of the
education of the American citizenry, so they could effect change in their government. Neither do
“I’m looking for a market for wisdom,” Leo Szilard Papers, MSS 32, Special Collections & Archives, UC San Diego
Library, 3.
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they underscore the importance of imagination and creativity in the work that Szilard did after the
Second World War.
Historians have argued for the importance of the role of scientists in shaping policy in the
wake of the Second World War. The relationship of the scientific community with the military
during the Second World War continued to shape America after the war had ended. And it
maintained this relationship until it was challenged by the launch of Sputnik in 1957 and the US
government becoming the largest supported of civilian science.522 But the story is more
complicated, and Szilard challenged this narrative throughout his life. Szilard continued the legacy
of Soddy and Rutherford and believed that a scientist needed to take responsibility for his actions
and consequences of his work.523
Lawrence Badash explores the development of the concept of social responsibility
regarding scientists before and after the second world war.524 Others take this further. In Itty
Abraham’s “The Ambivalence of Nuclear Histories,” he focuses on how little has changed since
the atomic bomb was first developed. He explains,
Fifty years later, these two themes—control and use—are still very much with us,
marking an ongoing and widespread concern with the ends of nuclear programs.
What is surprising, however, is how little agreement exists on a foundational
question we might have thought would precede a discussion of ends: Why do states
develop nuclear weapons in the first place?525
His argument in this piece runs counter to the traditional focus on when states go nuclear and
while “this paper argues that nuclear programs are best understood as one of a larger family of
public technology projects, not all of which are weapons related or have destructive ends. The
larger point here is to propose that without a careful appreciation of the political and historical
context within which decisions are made to develop nuclear programs, it is not possible to get
closer to understanding the desire for, likelihood of potential use of, and possibility of
international control of nuclear weapons.”526 I extend this and argue for how scientists continue
to support or argue against those nuclear programs.
Steven Shapin explains this transition in the practice of science:
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Scientists who [had] been involved in building the atomic bomb and developing
radar knew that they had entered into a new, powerful, and durable compact with
political power. That knowledge marked their responses to the new order, whether
or not they approved of it. It was pointed out, in a telling example, that the tower at
Alamogordo which held the first atomic bomb was ‘not made of ivory.’527 The
scientists were fast coming to understand this, and so too were some of their
academic humanistic and social-scientific colleagues.528
Furthermore, in the words of Bertrand Russell from a speech Szilard likely heard delivered at the
1959 Pugwash conference,
As the world becomes more technically unified, life in an ivory tower becomes
increasingly impossible. Not only so; the man who stands out against the powerful
organizations which control most of human activity is apt to find himself no longer
in an ivory tower, with a wide outlook over a sunny landscape, but in the dark and
subterranean dungeon upon which the ivory tower was erected…everybody knows
that the modern world depends upon scientists, and, if they are insistent, they must
be listened to”529
Russell was most definitely speaking to a group of like-minded individuals.
Michael A. Day further explains the role that scientists played in their need to speak out.
It was not just about making a stand and saying their piece, “For the public, these scientists
offered more than a glimpse at the secrets of the atom. They were also seen as interpreters of
science and its new relationships to society. But this public arena presented dangers not only for
individual scientists but for science itself – the imperatives of the national-security state combined
with the emergence of Cold War anticommunism.”530 In Who Speaks for Nature?, Laura Ephraim
uses her argument and brings the concept of scientists’ responsibility to speak out into the present
day. She argues that scientists are spokespeople on the basis of “world-building politics,” or the
process through which “scientists and citizens struggle with and against each other to engage the
material reality of their environments and bodies and compose a common world from these
heterogeneous elements.”531 Furthermore, “the sciences are political because they are among the
most important sites where moderns have struggled with and against each other to inherit,
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dismantle, rebuild, and preserve the world.”532 She explores this concept and ends with climate
change and the construction of consensus of fact. Although she places the importance in
understanding to counteract climate change and climate denial, the same could be said for
counteracting the proliferation of nuclear weapons. The proliferation of nuclear weapons and
surrounding related issues are ones we as a nation and planet are grappling with to this day.
Although I seek to present Szilard’s works as not being science fiction, fictional works of
the sort are still popular today in critiquing modern society and the path we are taking. Colin
Milburn explains “By attending to such practices, literary critics and historians of science might
better work together to improve our understanding of how science fiction functions within
scientific space, as a repository of modifiable futures.”533 This amounts to what Mario Biagioli has
called “postdisciplinary liaison,” or modifications between science and the humanities.534 Adding
Szilard to this narrative extends the discussion into what life would be like in the future if peace
with the Soviet Union was not immediately sought. Imagination is central to this vision and to our
continued need to grapple with life in a world with nuclear weapons and the threat of nuclear war.
The Cold War is as intimately tied to the Second World War period as it is to the post-Cold Way
period. As Gabrielle Hecht explains, “Nor will it help to think of these as new problems of the
post-Cold War era. The ambiguities have always been there. They are part and parcel of the
“nuclear age” qua “age.” We just haven’t known how to see these ambiguities, largely because of
our mooring in time and space.”535
Szilard was not the only person grappling with the future of the United States if a nuclear
war to erupt between the US and the Soviet Union. In this time of uncertainty, scientific fiction
stood as a model for what the future held and what life would look like if tensions mounted and
erupted into war. In particular, when discussing nuclear science, many science fiction stories (not
just those written by Szilard) centered on the fear of a future war as tensions between the US and
the Soviet Union finally boiled over, forcing humans to adapt to this new form of war or the
destruction the war has left in its wake. The future war and the society it shaped took different
forms depending on the political or societal climate at the moment and the anxieties these
differing situations brought with them. However, he did so outside of a professional role. Men
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such as Herman Kahn and others working for RAND Corporation were dedicated to assessing the
risks and threats this potential war could incite, in a variety of different degrees in different cases.
Understanding the threat and creating a plan to follow in case of a nuclear attack was the US
government’s main concern in combating the Soviet threat. So, what made Szilard’s outlook
different from Kahn’s?
Kahn’s vision of the future relied on the potential for war and in fact necessitates this war,
while Szilard uses future war to emphasize that war is NOT inevitable. Szilard was able to explore
the possible while still treating it as impossible if conditions change, which is most definitely a
possibility. Through this approach Szilard was attempting to make sense of the unknown, and
while Kahn may have been as well, their intentions were different. Szilard relied more on
educating the public and inciting action on their part to help shift the path that the US was
currently on. Kahn on the other hand used his work to tell the public what will happen and
provides a blow-by-blow account of how humanity will survive, because it really won’t be that bad.
There is no room for change in this account; even as he seems to give some hope for a world
government to bring peace to the world.536
The Emergency Plans Book was another version of how Americans in the late 1950s and early
1960s could attempt to come to terms with the unthinkable. This is an interesting time in history
in which to examine the new threat that the Soviet Union seemed to pose to the safety and
security of the United States. This booklet was released just six months after the Soviets launched
Sputnik and seemed to pass the US in the arms race.537 The Soviet Union could no longer be
characterized as backwards and technologically inferior. Furthermore, if rockets could launch
satellites, other things could be launched as well, including nuclear weapons that could be directed
at the United States. The Atlantic Ocean was no longer able to protect the United States from war
on her own soil. The plan detailed:
The USSR has made attacks with large numbers of atomic weapons on the United
States and on some of its territories, bases overseas, and its Allies…At the same
time as the air defense warning yellow was announced, submarine-launched missiles
arrived and weapons emplaced by clandestine means were detonated. However, the
major weight of attack has been delivered by manned aircraft.538
The report continues, “U.S. and Allied military operations have resulted in casualties and damage
Herman Kahn, On Thermonuclear War (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1960).
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to the enemy at least as great as those received. Notwithstanding severe losses of military and
civilian personnel and materiel, air operations against the enemy are continuing and our land and
naval forces are heavily engaged.”539 And that was how life as it was known would end in the
United States when the Soviet Union initiated World War Three. This excerpt, from the Emergency
Plans Book, details just one scenario that Americans would potentially have had to face and prepare
for in case tensions with the Soviet Union boiled over. These views of the future demonstrate the
fears of the American people and government in the late 1950s and early 1960s.
But not all the visions of the future were so precise. Magazines such as Reader’s Digest and
Life carried stories detailing what life could be like if nuclear war were to become a reality. “Mist
of Death” is especially interesting in that it concludes with three points the reader should take
away after reading about a potential scenario when an atomic bomb is detonated in New York
Harbor. Written in 1947, these points emphasized the threat that an atomic bomb, the same
bombs used on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, could pose to America. The story also begged the
reader to consider the Baruch Plan and international control of atomic energy as the only
alternative to this destruction and warfare since “Most of the military men who have worked with
the bomb doubt whether any effective defense can be developed against a bomb used in this
way.”540
While “36-Hour War” on the other hand discussed the recent report General Henry H.
Arnold made to the Secretary of State in November 1945. Arnold too argued for a change in
thinking, it will no longer work to enter the next war with the mentality of previous wars,
especially once the atomic bomb is in the hands of other nations. But the bombs did not mean
war was imminent, the weapons could also be used for peace now to “enforce decisions of the
United Nations Organization’s Security Council.”541 But this did not stop him from describing
what a future war could look like. The article was accompanied by great, near full-page
illustrations showing the path and locations of enemy bombs as they head to their large city
targets, such as New York, Knoxville, and Los Angeles. Combined with imagery such as “The
rockets…white-hot from traveling part of their journey through the atmosphere at three miles a
second, have in little more than an hour soared 1,800 miles up and some 8,000 miles around the
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earth from equatorial Africa”542 this paints a very different picture of future war than that of
Szilard.
Furthermore, these are issues we are still grappling with today. It is perhaps sad that
Szilard helped put these plans in motion and did not live long enough to see them thrive and
know that they would outlast him. Pugwash and the Council for a Livable World still exist today.
Through imagining what the future would look like with rampant nuclear arms development and
the threat of war, Szilard sought a way to avoid that very future. It is a future we still face. As
Gabrielle Hecht elaborates on in her article “The Power of Nuclear Things,” we are still grappling
with nuclear fear, the threat of war, the unknown and the loss of US nuclear monopoly.543 The
United States and other nations are in tension with the threat of nuclear weapons and their
potential for development. Just as Szilard and other scientists did, scientists today continue to
struggle with how to communicate their ideas to the public.544 We are still in a rapidly increasing
technological world, with the rate of development sometimes seeming to outpace need and desire.
Faced with this world, we too might be best to abandon past ways of approaching the world and
instead rely on imagination. What is the world we wish to see develop and live in?
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