
 

                                                  

Project Title: 

Atoms for Peace 

Project Description: 

To push for the creation of an international atomic agency that could regulate the use 
of nuclear material for peaceful purposes, and to improve the peaceful image of the 
United States abroad. 

Learning Point: 

The Atoms for Peace initiative was a bold, forward-looking plan that initially created 
good will for the United States, but truly failed to capture its intended audience.  
Though the creation of the IAEA is a tangible benefit spawned by Atoms for Peace, 
the failure to get the Soviet Union onboard the plan caused the initiative to fail to 
accomplish its stated objectives. 
 

Organisation:  

USIA 

Case study 

Approaches: 

International Broadcasting, Advocacy 

Themes: 

Sustainability  
Security 

Scenario: 

Up until the middle of 1949, the United States possessed a complete monopoly over 
nuclear weaponry and power.  As the Soviet Union detonated their first nuclear 
weapon, the premise for a nuclear arms race between East and West was born.  While 
the United Sates and U.S.S.R. began developing and stockpiling nuclear weapons at 
an alarming rate, the possibility of destruction on a scale dwarfing that of the Second 
World War became a fathomable reality.  In an effort to dispel the growing fears of a 
nuclear conflict and its resulting destruction of the civilized world, U.S. President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower proposed a new plan to shift focus on the destructive power of 
atomic technology, to a program in which the power of atoms could be harnessed for 
the benefit of the worldwide community.   
 
On December 8, 1953, less than six months after the signing of the Korean War 
armistice, Eisenhower presented a speech to the United Nations General Assembly, 
calling for the creation of an atomic energy agency, and invited the participation of the 
Soviet Union. 
 



 

                                                  

Program Activity:  

The United States undertook a variety of activities in order to promote the ideals of 
Atoms for Peace.  The first public promotion of the plan began with Eisenhower’s 
speech to the United Nations, utilizing its legitimacy and international respect for the 
organization as a platform to launch the initiative.  The principles laid out in the 
speech were the catalyst for the creation of the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) in 1957, the statute of which was signed unanimously by the 81 members of 
the U.N. General Assembly.   
 
The USIA was keen on promoting the political ingenuity of the idea, widely 
broadcasting the speech through the Voice of America and in a variety of translated 
languages.  In following years, USIA sent exhibitions to several European nations, 
Brazil, and as well India and Pakistan, who would ironically both develop nuclear 
weapons in the latter part of the century.  Additionally, USIA cooperated with private 
industry to develop a variety of explanatory films used to explain the basic concepts 
and promote the use of peaceful nuclear energy. 
 
The United States also set up a system in which promoters and practitioners of 
peaceful atomic energy were recognized rewarded for their efforts. In October 1957, 
Dr. Niels Bohr, a pioneer of nuclear physics, former Manhattan Project participant, 
and Nobel Prize recipient, was given the first Atoms for Peace Award for his “great 
contribution to the peaceful uses of atomic energy.”  In 1955, Eisenhower proposed 
the prize while in Switzerland, with the Ford Motor Company establishing a prize 
money pool to be dispensed at a rate of $100,000 annually for ten years. 
 
While the concepts laid forth in Atoms for peace received widespread praise from 
many academics and from various nations of the Western World, it failed to bring 
onboard the key member it sought to target, the Soviet Union.  During the IAEA 
conference of 1960 in Vienna, the Soviet Union sided with states known as 
“neutralists,” such as India, citing the controls set forth by the IAEA to be a “one 
sided infringement of sovereignty.”  As a show of good faith, the United States 
subsequently offered four of its nuclear reactors to be placed under control of the 
IAEA, a move that was ultimately rejected by the neutral nations and the U.S.S.R. as 
a mere “token” gesture.  Negotiations concerning the powers originally intended for 
the IAEA never came to full fruition, as smaller nations and the U.S.S.R. voiced their 
concerns that the Agency served as a mere tool for the United States to steal nuclear 
research from underdeveloped countries, and would ultimately not “prevent a 
determined nation from developing an atomic bomb.” 

Analysis:  

The Atoms for Peace initiative is a prime example of mixed success.  While the 
primary goals of widespread disarmament and the creation of an international fissile 
material pool did not materialize, a basic framework for nuclear inspection and 
regulation did come forth.  Eisenhower’s plans for the IAEA were simply too bold 
and too forward-looking to really hold full merit given the hair-trigger atmosphere of 
the early cold war.  However, as events such as the Cuban Missile Crisis unfolded, it 
became increasingly clear that the need for nuclear negotiation and cooperation, as 
well as disarmament talks were becoming more necessary.   



 

                                                  

 
For the general public, it appears that much of Atoms for Peace has not established 
itself in the collective minds.  As the Cold War escalated and the arms race 
accelerated, public backlash towards nuclear weaponry and even nuclear power 
inflated.  The perceived safety and benefit of peaceful nuclear energy has waned, and 
a negative stigma surrounding atomic energy formed, fomented by accidents at 
Chernobyl and Three-Mile Island. 
 
The lasting effects of Atoms for Peace can still be felt today, however.  The IAEA is 
still a widely regarded international organization under the auspices of the United 
Nations, and is perceived as the primary tool for nuclear inspections and regulation.  
Unfortunately, though the IAEA holds such a highly regarded position on the 
international stage, it has often proved ineffective as a means for enforcing various 
types of nuclear agreements, as can be seen in the recent cases of Iran and North 
Korea. 
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