Fallout Can Be Fun:

How the Cold War civil-defense programs became farce.
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The dropping of the atom bomb in 1945—and the Soviet Union's attainment of nuclear capability in 1949—transformed the meaning of civil defense. During World War II, the government drafted citizens to make tangible contributions to the war effort: scrimping on scarce supplies such as meat and nylons; growing Victory Gardens; joining scrap metal drives. Although officials urged these gestures mainly to foster a feeling of patriotic engagement, their secondary purpose—materially aiding America's military goals—was also legitimate.

During the Cold War, however, there was little for citizens to do. Preparedness became the watchword. (The forging of national spirit was again an unstated but undeniable aim.) In January 1951 President Truman created the Federal Civil Defense Administration, the Homeland Security Department of its day. A pedagogical propaganda agency, FCDA developed curricula for public schools and distributed brochures, films, and radio segments. Home-economics classes taught girls how to furnish bomb shelters. Advertising firms lent their experts to the mission, newspapers offered free placement of FCDA ads, and celebrities from Orson Welles to Ozzie and Harriet signed up to help pitch the cause.

Most famously, the FCDA popularized the cartoon figure Bert the Turtle, star of comic-book pamphlets and short classroom films such as Duck and Cover. The amiable Bert demonstrated to kids how, in the event of an attack, "you DUCK to avoid the things flying through the air ..." (here the panel shows a frightened Bert, with a Richie Rich-like human sidekick, diving to the ground) "... and COVER to keep from getting cut or even badly burned." (In the next panel, Bert withdraws his head into his shell while his friend throws on the hood of his jacket.) In the movie version, sing-songy music accompanied the instruction.

Even before the advent of the FCDA, New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and other major cities were undertaking biweekly or monthly atomic air raid drills. Teachers, at a random moment, would order their students to "Drop!" and the children would crouch and bury their faces. New York City also spent $159,000 on 2.5 million identification bracelets, or dog tags, for students to wear at all times—with the unspoken purpose being that they would help distinguish children who were lost or killed in a nuclear explosion. Other cities followed.

Then there was the bomb shelter craze—or crazes, since the epidemic of "bombshelteritis" that the New York Times reported in 1951 subsided after roughly eight months but returned during moments of heightened peril. Off and on until the early '60s, Americans built underground rooms that promised to protect them from a nuclear attack. Playing on traditional imagery of women as domestic caretakers, the FCDA pitched housewives advertisements for "Grandma's Pantry," a home shelter that women should stock with canned goods, first-aid kits, and flashlights. Commercial firms marketed a range of safehouses, that ranged from a "$13.50 foxhole shelter" to a $5,000 "deluxe" model that included a phone, beds, toilets, and even a Geiger counter. Life magazine even ran a story on a young newlywed couple who spent their honeymoon in a steel-and-concrete room 12 feet underground. "Fallout can be fun," the article said.

It's hard today to do anything but laugh at these Cold War inanities, but at the time Americans mostly reacted with enthusiasm or, rarely, with cautionary efforts to ratchet down the hysteria. A handful of educators, for example, questioned the schools' approach to nuclear preparedness, suggesting that fear-struck grade-schoolers gazing out classroom windows for Soviet jets hardly constituted an ideal learning environment. Some proposed channeling efforts into the academic study of the USSR and other Communist countries, to little avail.

Into the early '60s, U.S. News & World Report and Life were still running cover stories with headlines such as "If Bombs Do Fall—What Happens to Your Investments," and "How You Can Survive Fallout." But after the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962, the Cold War's nadir, and the historic 1963 nuclear test-ban treaty between the United States and Russia, superpower relations finally began to thaw. The warming progressed, albeit fitfully, until the Soviet Union's breakup. 

Kennedy's mastery of brinksmanship and his subsequent embrace of detente contributed to a thaw at home as well. The dire measures and everyday anxieties of the Truman and Eisenhower years quickly subsided in 1963. In 1959, 64 percent of Americans surveyed by Gallup listed nuclear war as the most dire problem facing the country; by 1965 the number dropped to 16 percent.

It wasn't just Kennedy's shift to a less hawkish foreign policy that finally retired the civil-defense nuttiness. Anti-nuclear groups, notably the National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (known as SANE), raised public awareness of the dangers of nuclear testing, fallout, and the arms race. Less salubriously, the Vietnam War diverted attention from the distant theoretical possibility of a nuclear face-off between the superpowers to the all-too-concrete reality of old-fashioned on-the-ground warfare in a proxy battlefield.

Perhaps most important, subversive cultural currents helped undermine the Cold War consensus and exposed the absurdities of its civil-defense rituals. From Joseph Heller's Catch-22 to the so-called "sick humor" of Mort Sahl and Lenny Bruce, critiques of Cold War orthodoxy found their most effective expression in satire.

Above all, Stanley Kubrick's 1964 classic Dr. Strangelove laid bare the absurdity of the whole culture of nuclear gamesmanship—the coterie of influential intellectuals based at RAND and university labs; the use of game theory; the chillingly rational designs for nuclear "eventualities"—that had come to dominate government policy planning. With Kubrick, America learned to stop worrying and love the bomb. The film not only pointed up the absurdities of the nation's nuclear policy but also showed that laughter constituted a saner reaction than panic. If being able to laugh at oneself is a sign of mental health, then Americans gained a healthy ironic distance from the excesses of the '50s. More effective than the earnest admonitions of disarmament celebrities Bertrand Russell and Benjamin Spock, Strangelove and its cultural kin showed Americans a response to nuclear danger that went beyond credulous fear.


Whether it betokens healthy perspective or dangerous "psychic numbing" (as Robert Jay Lifton has called it), our adjustment to the half-century old specter of nuclear Armageddon has to be considered when preparing Americans for a potential terrorist attack. In our post-Strangelove era, strident insistences that Americans must trust the government's invocations of national security cut no ice.
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…So Eisenhower took it as his responsibility not to reduce but to heighten the public’s fear of the Soviets and their threat of nuclear war. He warned the nation to prepare to deal with that danger for the long haul. The U.S. would have to "hope and work for the best, but arm and be ready for the worst…for an indefinite period of time.…Our danger cannot be fixed or confined to one specific instant. We live in an age of peril." He told the speechwriter who penned these words: "This phrase of not an instant but an age of peril—I like that fine." 

Eisenhower's aides spent the first months of his administration developing a campaign to spread the alarm. They called it Operation Candor. James Lambie, who headed the project, wanted to teach the public to accept "the new and to all intents permanent normalcy" of "an age of peril…the fight for freedom or the struggle for existence (call it what you will)." "Candidness is a mere tool," Lambie told Eisenhower's chief of staff Sherman Adams, "not going to the essence of the operation, which I believe to be largely inspirational." Adams agreed; he called the project "fiber-toughening for the long pull." At times, the president himself suggested a more mundane purpose. He told Secretary of State John Foster Dulles: "If we are to attempt real revision in policies--some of which may temporarily, or even for a very extended time, involve us in vastly increased expenditures--…all of these people would have to understand that increased military preparation had been forced upon us because every honest peaceful gesture or offer of our own had been summarily rejected by the Communists." In other words, if the public were sufficiently afraid of communist aggression and belligerence, it would pay the higher taxes needed for higher military budgets.

Yet Eisenhower shared Lambie’s enthusiasm for inspiration. When science advisor Vannevar Bush suggested scaring the public to raise defense spending, the president responded that the nation's greatest weapon was its "spiritual strength." In Eisenhower's vocabulary spiritual strength was equivalent to the faith that fostered self-discipline. As a general, he had taken his highest obligation to be generating that spiritual strength among his troops. A good general told his soldiers candidly the true extent of the dangers they faced, but then inspired them to obey orders and make courageous self-sacrifices in the service of their unit. In the nuclear age, all citizens were on the front line. A leader's task was to find precisely the right words to render them obedient to the common need in a time of continuing emergency. Now that he was president, the entire nation had become his troops. He had to speak the right words of fear and sacrifice. 

The outcome of Operation Candor was Eisenhower's famous "Atoms for Peace" address, in December, 1953. He proposed that the U.S. and the Soviet Union should cooperate by sharing a certain amount of their fissile material in a pool to be used for atomic power plants. Before the speech got around to making that proposal, though, it offered the most chilling picture yet given by a U.S. official of the dangers of nuclear weapons. "Atomic weapons have virtually achieved conventional status within our armed services," the president announced. But the cold war enemy would soon reach the same capability, and the U.S. would be defenseless against a devastating attack. If not checked, the nuclear arms race would leave "two atomic colossi doomed malevolently to eye each other indefinitely across a trembling world." This would bring "the probability of civilization destroyed, the annihilation of the irreplaceable heritage of mankind handed down to us from generation to generation." Eisenhower claimed that "Atoms for Peace" would be a way out of this "dark chamber of horrors." In fact, he knew that the plan was framed with so much U.S. advantage that the Soviets were likely to reject it. Its real purpose was to be able to offer this frightening picture of the nuclear age while creating a public relations image of peaceful U.S. intent. 

During his second year in office Eisenhower continued to use public rhetoric to evoke fear of the Soviets and the bomb. He told a press conference in March, "You know, the world is suffering from a multiplicity of fears." "What would you do if you suddenly were facing a gigantic Pearl Harbor?" he asked the assembled reporters, adding: "This thing isn't academic." Two weeks later, the reporters and the nation learned what he meant. With the president by his side, Atomic Energy Commission chairman Lewis Strauss announced the results of the first series of hydrogen bomb tests. Responding to a question about the power of this new weapon, Strauss said it could be made "as large as you wish, large enough to take out any city." "Any city? New York?" asked a startled reporter. "The metropolitan area, yes," Strauss responded. This revelation, and accompanying explanations of the dangers of radioactive fallout, sparked a new wave of nuclear fear throughout the nation (and indeed throughout the world). 

Yet Eisenhower did not make any major effort to downplay the rising nuclear fear. On the contrary, he seemed to encourage it. Just a week later, he told his next press conference, "I don't know whether the scientists would place any limit [on the power of nuclear explosions]; and, therefore, you hear these remarks about 'blow-out,' which, I think, is even blowing a hole through the entire atmosphere." In speeches and press conferences he said things like, "Our Nation today is not truly tranquil. We, her people, face a grave danger"; "This horrible cloud of threatened destruction hangs over the world." There was always the possibility, he warned, that the Soviet leaders might launch a nuclear attack "in a fit of madness." And he claimed that the understandable desire to avoid the peril was itself the greatest peril: "What I fear more than anything else in this time, is a failure to look this danger in, you might say, its broad face.…We don't know, this may last 40 years. Now, what we must design is such a program of defense in the military field that our country can stand the strain and live under a representative form of government for years and years," while still waging cold war and arming itself with an ever-expanding nuclear arsenal. Occasionally Eisenhower reprised the hope for peace he had voiced so eloquently in the "Atoms for Peace" speech. But he was much more likely to warn that "a completely trustworthy peace, one in which we could have confidence as between ourselves and the communist world today, seems to be something over the horizon." 

The president's rhetoric never aimed to calm fear. Neither, though did he want to provoke excessive, uncontrolled fear (which he referred to as "hysteria," and blamed on his political foes of the McCarthyite right.) In a nationally broadcast speech devoted specifically to growing public fear, he admitted that "sometimes you feel almost that we can be excused for getting a little hysterical." Yet he admonished: "We do not have to be hysterical. We can be vigilant. We can be Americans." To be American meant to be afraid yet voluntarily keep that emotion under control. Any uncontrolled emotion, he believed, could contribute to the breakdown of order and trigger apocalyptic disaster. Restraint was still his goal. So he attempted to evoke just the right amount of fear—to manage this volatile public emotion and bring it under tighter control—and proclaim it essential to "the American way." 

