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Wilson Center Digital Archive Translation - English

Address by Zhou Enlai at the Plenary Session of the Fourth Meeting of the State
Council (Excerpt)

31 January 1955

You all have seen the statement released by the Soviet Council of Ministers on the
issue of Soviet assistance concerning Chinese peaceful use of atomic energy
published in the press on January 18. This issue has previously been discussed
internally many times, and now just recently the Soviet government has issued a
statement making this public. Until now, we had not reported to the State Council
plenary, since we had wanted to firm up this issue.

This is a very good thing. In the past we had no foundation in this area. The Academy
of Sciences had some understanding, but we had none. We invited Minister Li
Siguang and Institute Director Qian Sangiang to discuss this with us several times,
only being able to recognize terms in documents. Now, we have a fair understanding
from the Soviet Council of Ministers' statement and academician [D. K.] Skobel'styn's
replies to reporters. This is a new issue for China. We are now in the atomic age. We
have to understand atomic energy whether used for peace or war. We have to master
atomic energy. We are far behind in this area, but, with Soviet help, we have the
confidence and determination that we can catch up. Minister Li Siguang and Institute
Director Qian Sangiang tell us that it is possible to catch up, especially with the
enthusiastic support of the Soviet Union. The Soviet Council of Ministers has already
made its statement public and this kind of publicity is essential. Atomic energy now is
already general knowledge and is being discussed all over the world. Imperialism is
clamoring about atomic war; we have to expose this. We have to make the world's
people understand that if atomic energy is used to serve peaceful construction, it can
benefit mankind, but, if used to serve of war, it will destroy mankind. The Soviet
Council of Ministers' statement includes its decision to provide scientific, technical
and industrial help to other countries and [notes] that it is now considering the scope
of the countries to which it can provide assistance. This focuses the attention of all
the people of world on the issue of atomic energy and forces them to pay the same
level of attention as they once did to the steam engine. If even knowledge about
atomic energy is lacking, how will there be the will and the courage to prevent atomic
war and spur the peaceful use of atomic energy? What after all is the power of atomic
weapons? Many people are not clear. As a consequence, this has given rise to two
types of attitudes in the world: one is ignorance and the other is terror. Our Chinese
people believe there is nothing special about the atomic bomb and ignore it, looking
down at it with derision. [But] It is incorrect to ignore it, and most of the world's
people are terrified by it. The United States produces atomic weapons and hydrogen
weapons, but itself is extremely terrified [of them]. American imperialism clamors
about atomic war, but the first to be scared was not us, but they themselves. When
Secretary of Defense Forrestal, who was in charge of this issue, heard in 1949 that
the Soviets had mastered atomic weapons, he was distraught, committing suicide by
leaping from a building. In Western countries, most are terrified of atomic weapons.
Last Friday, when Chairman Mao received a foreign ambassador, that ambassador
said that atomic weapons were very fearsome, and that if several hydrogen bombs
were dropped on China, China would be almost completely wiped out. | said, just
think about it, the very greatest harm would come to countries with concentrated
industry and populations. Mao said that the very greatest harm would merely be that
a hole would be blown clean through the earth, and, if there was a hole blown
through the earth, and one entered from China, the other side would be none other
than the United States. In all, fewer than 100 million people were killed and wounded
during the Second World War. If there were another war, and, let us say that China
suffered casualties equivalent to the number of people killed and wounded in the
Second World War, we would still have 500 million people. America is trying to use
terror to scare us, but it cannot scare us. On the Taiwan issue, it is trying to employ
the threat of war to scare us, but it hasn't scared us.

Speaking positively, we have to make the broad masses of the people understand
atomic energy, and [to that end] carry out extensive education and serious work. Last



year a friend said to me: Why don't we announce that we have also mastered atomic
weapons? | said: Why should we do this? We have to be practical and realistic, if we
haven't mastered [them], then we haven't mastered [them]. It is not very hard to
master atomic weapons. We have Soviet help, and if only we apply ourselves
seriously, we will be able to master atomic weapons.

Speaking positively, we have to openly carry out education, seriously engage in work,
and actively pursue the peaceful use of atomic energy. From the negative point of
view, we have to appeal to the [world's] people to oppose the use of atomic weapons
and oppose the carrying out of atomic warfare. Combining these positive and
negative aspects, now we need to implement work on the following several fronts.

(1) Open a campaign. The Standing Committee of the World Peace Council, meeting
in Vienna on the 19th [of January 1955], approved a letter to the people of the world
calling on them to rise up to prevent the use of atomic weapons, and to prevent the
production of atomic weapons. At the time, [Irene] Joliot-Currie, Guo Moruo and
others signed [the letter], deciding to initiate a signature drive throughout the world.
Our country must support this signature campaign. In two previous signature
campaigns, there was a very good response from the people of our country, and in
this signature campaign there will be an even greater response. The people demand
peace and oppose atomic war. The people of the West are still oppressed, [but] in the
Soviet Union and among the already liberated people in the people's democracies,
this campaign will be pushed forward. We have a lot of people in our country, and
there is always a large number of signees. They all hope that we will promote this
campaign. Preparations are underway to hold the World Peace Conference this May in
Helsinki. We plan to start a signature campaign from this February. Signatures can be
gathered collectively. In villages, we can employ the procedure of voting by a show of
hands at mass meetings, on the one hand supporting Soviet assistance to China's
peaceful use of atomic energy and, on the other hand, opposing the production and
use of atomic weapons. This signature campaign can be carried out together with
other work. Now the Taiwan question is under fierce discussion on the agenda of the
United Nations. We must liberate Taiwan and oppose U.S. armed intervention. We
need to mobilize the people throughout the country on this. Furthermore, the work of
recruiting new soldiers in the villages starts in February, and there needs to be a
mobilization. This work can be combined and carried out together. The signature
drive should be led by the China Peace Assembly.

(2) Carry out atomic energy education. We have not done this in the past, and many
of our leadership cadres don't understand [this issue]. We have asked the Academy
of Sciences to take charge of this work. First, the Academy of Sciences is meeting to
unify its own understanding. It has already held small group meetings, and it will be
holding a large meeting. Second, we are organizing a course of lectures on the
peaceful use of atomic energy. Starting with [the lectures] organized for high-level
cadres, in the distributed documents, we don't understand some of the terminology
and how can we peacefully use atomic energy. We will invite Qian Sangiang, Zhou
Peiyuan, Qian Weichang, and Zhao Zhongrao to speak, record what they say and
carry out this kind of education all over the country. Third, compile some pamphlets
for popular consumption. Some Soviet books have been translated, but we may not
be able to use them all, since [the Russian] cultural level is high. A comrade just
asked me whether at the time of compilation we should divide them into high-level
and elementary-level [material]. | think we should not make this distinction. With the
present state of knowledge of atomic energy, there can be no distinction made
between high-level and elementary-level [material]. Fourth, write some articles for
publication in newspapers welcoming Soviet assistance for our country's peaceful use
of atomic energy and opposing American clamoring about the use of nuclear
weapons. There is a lot of material to make a comparison. The Soviet Union uses
atomic piles to generate electricity, and the United States does not do this, because



American capitalists do not agree. They have a lot of electric power stations. If they
use atomic energy to generate electricity, the profits of the capitalists will be severely
affected. So they use [atomic power] on the military side and, in this way,
military-industrial capitalists can reap great profits. Recently, in a report to Congress,
[President] Eisenhower said that he wanted to use atomic power for small-scale
submersible aircraft carriers. Is this not a good comparison? Fifth, we need to put
together a group of students and direct them towards the study of physics. By
international standards, the level of our experts cannot be considered as high. But,
with even a few, things are not easy. There are just too few people to do this kind of
research in China. In the past not enough attention has been paid to this in assigning
students. Now we are paying attention and will undertake reforms. Yang Xiufeng and
Gong Zirong should assign some good students in the future. In the past students
assigned to study physics were of neither good scientific nor good political quality.
Although we will openly publicize the peaceful use of atomic energy, work [on nuclear
energy] will remain secret, so both scientific and political quality must both be good.
When the students sent abroad for study by various ministries return to China, if the
Academy of Sciences wants them, it has priority. We must assign good ones to
university physics, chemistry and mathematics departments. We didn't promote this
in the past, but now we must promote this; it just won't do not to have enough
[talented] people. The Soviet statement says that it will help in our development and
broadly assist us. For this, we will need at least 300 to 500 specialized personnel; the
present number is insufficient, and we must train [more]. Though it will take four or
five years from the time they start school, this will be alright. We also need to
increase [the number of] college engineering departments. The Ministry of Higher
Education should approve the establishment of an applied physics department at
Tsinghua University. Minister Yang Xiufeng, do you understand atomic energy
(Minister Yang Xiufeng replied: | don't). If you don't, you should go and audit courses.
Without understanding atomic energy, you won't enjoy [your work]. Sixth, we must
gradually extract the current experts in atomic physics from administrative work.
Only then can we strengthen the organization of physics experts. Qian Sangiang is
Secretary General at the Academy of Sciences and also Vice Chairman of the Youth
Federation; Qian Weichang is Dean of Studies at Tsinghua University; Zhou Peiyuan is
Dean of Studies at Peking University; at Zhejiang University there is a specialist in
physics named Hu Qiming who is serving as Deputy Dean of Studies, and who we
have tried to transfer [to Beijing] for a long time without success; now we must issue
an order to transfer him; we must "liberate" them from administrative units. If no one
suitable can be found to be dean of students, just let there be an honorary dean of
students. In sum, we need to call experts back to the ranks. If any of you know of
specialists, recommend them, don't hide them.

(3) Carry out work conscientiously. In promoting the peaceful use of atomic energy,
we must work seriously and conscientiously, and must protect secrecy, as the country
is presently doing. If we do not carry out broad-based education, we will not be able
to achieve results. Uranium mines must remain secret, but, what exactly a uranium
mine is something that everyone needs to know, and must gradually learn. It just
won't do if miners see a uranium mine and don't know it. The Ministry of Geology has
more than 20,000 people working on drilling teams; the Ministry of Fuel Industry has
40,000; and the Ministry of Heavy Industry has 20,000. They all must know when they
see uranium-bearing rock. This is common knowledge. We must promote education
among the people. We must enlarge and enlighten everyone's vision, [but] after
discovery [of uranium], of course, secrecy must be protected, and we must
distinguish between general [knowledge] and secrets. The job of serious research is
the work of a small number of people, but opposition to the use of atomic weapons is
something for hundreds of millions, and the expansion of education in atomic energy
is something for millions.



