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On the morning of November 4, 1980, a high-ranking Bechtel Corporation official
circulated a thirty-seven-page action plan within Ronald Reagan’s Energy Policy Task Force. Titled
“Recommended Action Plan for the New Administration,” it contained detailed instructions to
reorient U.S. foreign and domestic policies on nuclear energy to steer them away from what the U.S.
nuclear industry perceived as Carter-era “antigrowth” and “political” impediments.' It was the
blueprint to facilitate a “virtual 180-degree reversal of the Carter administration policy” to get the
“U.S. nuclear industry back on its feet.”> The document originated within the top echelons of
Bechtel, the San Francisco-based engineering giant that had received the bulk of construction
contracts for U.S. power reactors since the Eisenhower years. The action plan’s specific goal was to

increase U.S. nuclear exports, which it equated with U.S. global power. The document bluntly



stated, “The influence of the U.S. on international nonproliferation policies is in direct proportion
to its role as a leading supplier. The less we sell overseas, the less influence we have.” Circulated
from the office of W. Kenneth Davis, Bechtel’s vice president for nuclear development and a
member of Reagan’s Energy Policy Task Force, the action plan had three top-tier Bechtel executives
in copy: Harry O. Reinsch, Caspar W. Weinberger, and Bechtel’s president, George P. Shultz. Even
though preelection polls had depicted a fairly close election, the morning of election day the note
accompanying the action plan expressed “every confidence” that the Energy Policy Task Force would
imminently reconvene to devise policies of “President-Elect Reagan.”* Later that day, Reagan won
by a landslide, and the Republican Party took back control of the Senate for the first time in 28
years. According to the New York Times, at 9:50 P.M. Eastern time on election day, Jimmy Carter
made the earliest concession statement of a major presidential candidate since 1904, when Alton B.
Parker had conceded defeat to Theodore Roosevelt.’ In 1981, several of the “Bechtellians”
referenced in the action plan would go on to hold key positions in foreign, defense, energy, and
economic policies in the Reagan administration.

During the Carter years, Ronald Reagan had emerged as a staunch critic of the president’s
foreign and domestic policies. The former governor of California claimed that Jimmy Carter had
endangered U.S. national interests abroad by continuing with détente with the Soviet Union and
jeopardized interests of the white working class at home by imposing higher taxes and by failing to
manage stagflation. Reagan’s message attracted evangelical Christians, social conservatives, fiscal
conservatives, libertarians, and business leaders such that both the New Right and the Religious

Right came together in support of his 1980 presidential campaign.®



The ongoing Iran hostage crisis, which was exactly a year old on the day of the election, had
dealt a huge blow to Carter’s popularity as president, as had the Soviet invasion and occupation of
Afghanistan. Reagan’s proposed solution was to increase defense spending, reduce taxes, and
drastically curtail the institutional capacity of the federal government. The Reagan revolution
ushered in supply-side economics as the guiding practice of government policies, thereby formally
replacing demand-driven Keynesian economics of the postwar years.’

In the midst of falling domestic demand for nuclear reactors, the Carter administration had
passed stricter regulations on U.S. nuclear exports for nonproliferation, which upset the industry.®
The 1978 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Act exacerbated the industry’s sense of crisis because it
constrained its export potential by demanding full-scope safeguards from countries that bought U.S.
nuclear materials and technologies.” Economic duress of the nuclear industry meant bad business
for both reactor suppliers like General Electric, Westinghouse, and Babcock & Wilcox as well the
building corporation Bechtel, which handled the majority of infrastructure projects related to
reactor construction.

The Three Mile Island accident in March 1979 in Middletown, Pennsylvania, thus
aggravated the woes of an already struggling industry. After only one year of operation, the second
reactor at Three Mile Island nuclear power plant experienced severe core damage, leading to
radiation leaks that caused a public health scare among rural Pennsylvanians living close to the plant.
The Kemeny Commission, formed by President Carter to independently investigate the causes of
the reactor accident, found technological flaws in the reactor design as well as human operator
errors. In October 1979, the Kemeny Commission’s report publicly criticized the nuclear industry

and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) for what it called an avoidable accident. The



commission’s report affected public trust in nuclear power at home and confidence in U.S. reactor
safety standards abroad.'® As antinuclear activists and environmental groups began to agitate against
nuclear power after the reactor accident, the U.S. nuclear industry could not use rising oil prices
during the Iranian revolution to promote itself as a viable energy alternative, as it had done during
the 1973 oil shock. Against this backdrop, industry leaders sought a turnaround through increased
government support— financial aid and deregulation— and found a willing advocate in presidential
candidate, Ronald Reagan.

Before his political career, Reagan spent over a decade as the national spokesperson for
General Electric as host of General Electric Theater, broadcast on CBS radio and television from 1953
to 1962." The Reagan family, from their ranch house in Pacific Palisades in Los Angeles, California,
appeared with General Electric home appliances in three-minute commercials with the slogan, “live
better electrically.”'* Reagan even toured the company’s facilities for several weeks each year as its
goodwill ambassador. By the time he became the governor of California in 1967, Reagan’s
reputation as being probusiness and antiregulation was well established. He lost his presidential bid
to incumbent Gerald Ford at the Republican National Convention in 1976 but emerged as a clear
favorite of conservatives in the primaries in western and southeastern states.

Four years later, in Reagan’s 1980 presidential campaign, not only were business leaders
closely involved, but several high-ranking executives also took up prominent positions in his
administration. The “boys from Bechtel” courted considerable public controversy for casting
overwhelming influence on government policy during the Reagan years."” After all, Bechtel’s
president, George Shultz, served as the secretary of state from 1982 to 1989 after chairing the

President’s Economic Recovery Policy Advisory Board in 1981 and 1982. The company’s general



counsel, Caspar Weinberger, was appointed secretary of defense in 1981, a position he held until
1987, while Bechtel’s top executive for nuclear power, W. Kenneth Davis, served as deputy secretary
of energy from 1981 to 1983. All three were also involved in canvassing for reduced government
oversight of the U.S. nuclear industry in the aforementioned action plan for Reagan’s Energy Policy
Task Force.

Scholarly efforts to foreground the role of economics in U.S. foreign relations is not new,
inaugurated by Charles Beard, and expanded through economic critiques of U.S. global power by
William Appleman Williams along with his fellow exponents of the Wisconsin School.'* In U.S.
foreign relations historiography, the predominant narrative about proliferation and
nonproliferation is that of national security, mainly understood through the prism of arms control."
The global atomic marketplace is hardly present in the historical scholarship even though capitalist
forces are intrinsic to both the circulation of nuclear technologies that can lead to “proliferation” as
well as efforts to prevent that from happening, or “nonproliferation.”'® That economic statecraft has
been integral to U.S. nonproliferation such that the relationship between U.S. diplomacy and
capitalism has significant implications for U.S. empire, merits a deeper inquiry. Emily Rosenberg’s
foundational work on state-corporate association to promote U.S. financial interests abroad, Kim
Phillips-Fein’s study of the role of businesses in the U.S. conservative movement, and Paul Kramer’s
notion of the United States as a “commodifying empire” are particularly relevant for capturing the
role of capitalist actors and processes in U.S. nonproliferation policy."”

This essay discusses how economic statecraft has been integral to U.S. nonproliferation, such
that the analytical framework of American “capitalist diplomacy,” as invoked in the introduction to

this volume, is essential to fully understand its intricacies. In this volume, Jason Scott Smith’s essay



on neoliberal legacies of the New Deal (Chapter 4), Erum Sattar’s work on the U.S. export of
expertise in dams (Chapter 5), and Alanna O’Malley’s piece on the role of private corporations and
the Export-Import Bank in decolonizing Southern and Central Africa (Chapter 9) directly intersect
with the themes of this essay, particularly with reference to the nature of state-corporate networks,

how those changed over time, and how the changes led to dispossession and inequality in society.

Covering up Three Mile Island

“Yes, I am scared of the possibility of a nuclear accident. Yes, I am scared of the possible
impact of nuclear power plants on the environment,” declared John G. Kemeny in his opening
convocation speech as president of Dartmouth College in September 1978."® He was addressing his
young audience at the beginning of the academic year about “the growth of complexity in our
civilization.” Within six months, Kemeny would find himself as the chairman of the President
Carter’'s Commission on the Accident at Three Mile Island.

On March 28, 1979, the second reactor at Three Mile Island (TMI-2) experienced the worst
accident in the history of U.S. commercial nuclear power. The accident began just before four
o’clock in the morning, when the cooling valve malfunctioned, leading to a partial meltdown of the
reactor core. The plant operator, Metropolitan Edison, did not inform Richard Thornburgh, the
governor of Pennsylvania, about the accident until around seven o’clock in the morning.” Civil
defense officials were called in. Much confusion ensued regarding evacuation of the area among
rural Pennsylvanians who lived in the area. To avert panic and save its own reputation, Metropolitan

Edison claimed that there was no radiation leak from the accident and that the site was “contained.”



In reality, the core of the reactor was severely damaged, and radiation was released into the
atmosphere.

A Congressional Research Service brief later noted that “there was some exposure of nearby
residents to comparatively small amounts of radiation,” while “some workers received excessive
exposures,” though “not enough to cause shortterm injury.”*® The residents of Middletown, the
closest town to the nuclear power plant, were not convinced. Over the next months and years,
disgruntled residents filed lawsuits seeking compensation for lost business while public health fears
of radiation-caused cancers fueled a burgeoning antinuclear movement.

The partial meltdown of TMI-2 grabbed headlines worldwide. The reactor accident not only
contributed to mistrust of nuclear power and the industry but also demonstrated the lack of
coordination in emergency preparedness at local, state, and federal levels. Lacking adequate
information on nuclear accidents, and receiving mixed signals from Metropolitan Edison, Governor
Thornburgh vacillated about whether to evacuate residents from the area. He evacuated only
pregnant women and preschool children within a five-mile radius of the nuclear power plant but
advised those within a ten-mile radius to stay.? An evacuation of two hundred thousand to three
hundred thousand people, although planned, was never executed, which led to public controversy
about the governor’s decisions.*

On April 11, 1979, by executive order, President Carter appointed mathematician John
Kemeny to chair the President’s Commission on the Accident at Three Mile Island. Commonly
known as the Kemeny Commission, the twelve-member team’s task was to provide an independent
assessment of “what happened at Three Mile Island.... how the accident could have been

prevented.... [and] how the Government and others responded” and to make recommendations to



“prevent any future nuclear accidents.”” The Kemeny Commission’s scrutiny of the U.S. nuclear
industry was restricted to the utility (Metropolitan Edison Company, a subsidiary of General Public
Ultilities), the manufacturer of the nuclear reactor (Babcock & Wilcox), the engineering company
that built the Three Mile Island plant (Burns and Roe), and the NRC.

Within months, the Kemeny Commission found that “fundamental changes in the industry,
especially—but not only in the NRC, will be required if nuclear accidents as serious as that at Three
Mile Island are to be prevented.”** The commission discovered that as a result of an incident in the
Davis-Besse plant in Ohio in September 1977, engineers at Babcock & Wilcox and an NRC
inspector had “relatively clearly identified the potential for accident which became a reality at Three
Mile Island.” The commission took the view that “had appropriate action resulted at Babcock and
Wilcox, the NRC, or in the utility industry, it is highly unlikely the accident would have
happened.”” Two engineers from Babcock & Wilcox testified to the commission that they had
warned their superiors in separate memorandums that equipment malfunctions could lead to
accidents in reactors like at Three Mile Island, a year before the actual accident.”® However, Babcock
& Wilcox ignored the warnings and sent no guidance to the utility company, Metropolitan Edison.
Even after the partial meltdown of TMI-2, Babcock & Wilcox sent guidance to Metropolitan Edison
on how to handle such emergencies after waiting a full week.

The star-studded movie The China Syndrome, released only weeks before the Three Mile Island
accident, encapsulated the fears and mistrust of the public when it came to nuclear power. In the
plot, an unsafe reactor is running at full capacity in California because otherwise the utility company
would lose millions of investment dollars. The inspector has tampered with the radiographs to hide

the technical flaw in the reactor. When the plant supervisor (John Lemmon) finds out, he advises



that the reactor should be shut down but is met with strong resistance from his colleagues and the
company. To inform the public, the supervisor reaches out to a reporter (Jane Fonda) and her
cameraman (Michael Douglas), who had earlier witnessed an accident being averted in the same
nuclear power plant caused by the unsafe reactor. In his desperation, the plant supervisor takes the
nuclear power plant hostage to broadcast his message about the unsafe reactor to the public. The
film tragically ends with the plant supervisor being shot dead inside the reactor’s control room by a
SWAT team called in the utility company.

The chilling similarity between the film and their own nightmare was not lost on residents
near Three Mile Island, especially as information about the negligence of Metropolitan Edison,
Babcock & Wilcox, and the NRC became public knowledge. Citizens organized through
environmental and antinuclear groups to hold the powerful accountable—the companies and the
federal government. The antinuclear groups that already existed in the area before the accident, such
as Three Mile Island Action Alert and the Environmental Coalition on Nuclear Power, saw their
memberships rise. Numerous new civil society groups emerged in the wake of the accident, such as
People Against Nuclear Energy, the Campaign to Stop the Restart, Concerned Citizens of
Londonderry, and the Susquehanna Valley Alliance.”

In the era of post-Vietnam mistrust of big government and large corporations, nuclear power
entered the popular imagination as antidemocratic, secretive, and dangerous. Nuclear power
represented the epitome of power over people, which in the latter half of the 1970s attracted popular
opposition from both the political left and the right. Nowhere was this more pronounced than in

the public health effects of radiation from accidents caused by poor reactor safety standards.



The murder of Karen Silkwood, a technician at a Kerr-McGee plutonium fuel fabrication
plant in Crescent, Oklahoma, had made national headlines just a few years before in November
1974.% In the weeks leading up to her death, she had been gathering evidence on safety standards
at the plant to prove Kerr-McGee’s willful negligence.”” Even though the NRC closed the plant in
1975, Silkwood’s heirs demanded compensation. The lawsuit continued well into 1979, when a
federal jury awarded her estate $10.5 million in damages, which made it to the front page of the New
York Times. Litigation gave some hope, although it did not alleviate all problems. In the case of Three
Mile Island, in 1981 the nuclear industry settled claims worth $20 million for economic loss to
businesses and individuals within twenty-five miles of the site and paid another $5 million to
establish a public health fund to study the health impact of the reactor accident.”

There were no radiation-related casualties in the Three Mile Island accident, but the Kemeny
Commission found “deficiencies in instrumentation for measuring the radioactivity released,
particularly during the early stages of the accident.””' The commission’s report also found that three
plant workers received radiation doses of about 3 to 4 rems, which exceeded the NRC’s maximum
permissible quarterly dose of 3 rems.* Jacob L. Fabrikant, renowned environmental radiologist and
then senior scientist at the Donner Laboratory at Berkeley, directed the Kemeny Commission’s
Public Health and Safety Task Force. He confirmed at the Senate hearings of the Subcommittee on
Health and Scientific Research in April 1979 that little information was available on the effects of
low-dose radiation on the human body. He stated, “We do not know what the health effects are at
dose rates as low as a few hundred millirem per year. It is probable that if health effects do occur,
they will be masked by environmental or other factors that produce similar effects.... it has been

necessary to estimate human cancer risk at low doses primarily from observations at relatively high
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doses.”” In his 1980 address at a conference organized by the industrial lobbying group Atomic
Industrial Forum, Fabrikant repeated his position by reminding his audience that very little human
data was available from epidemiological surveys of exposure to low-level radiation from which to
draw conclusions for public health policy.”* Nevertheless, in the report of the Kemeny Commission,
Fabrikant concluded that radiation doses received by the population were so small that “there will
be no detectable additional cases of cancer, developmental abnormalities, or genetic ill-health as a
consequence of the accident at TML.” According to him, the major health effect of the accident was
on “the mental health of the people” living in the area and the workers at the plant.

The Three Mile Island accident and the Kemeny Commission report were disastrous for an
already struggling U.S. nuclear industry. In March 1980, the utility company Metropolitan Edison
sued the reactor supplier Babcock & Wilcox for $500 million for its inability to warn the utility
company after the incident at Davis-Besse.”> Metropolitan Edison also sued the NRC for $4 billion
for negligence, albeit unsuccessfully. In response to the Kemeny Commission’s recommendations,
the nuclear power industry formed the Institute of Nuclear Power Operations (INPO) in December
1979, headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia. The industry also created the Nuclear Safety Analysis
Center within the Electric Power Research Institute to discuss technical changes to improve reactor
safety.’® Formed as a nonprofit organization incorporated in the state of Delaware, INPO, which still
exists, called itself an independent safety organization for the promotion of excellence in the
operation of U.S. nuclear power plants. However, it promoted safety culture through self-evaluation
of the nuclear power plants, namely, by the utility companies themselves. INPO’s funding came from

the industry while it maintained independence from the government.
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Lobbying the State

President Eisenhower’s 1953 Atoms for Peace proposal pushed forward civilian nuclear energy in
foreign markets, thereby transforming U.S. power reactors into tools of economic statecraft.”” Under
the 1954 U.S. Atomic Energy Act, large amounts of information concerning civilian nuclear
technologies were declassified for the first time. This permitted U.S. businesses to own nuclear know-
how and trade in it, which had previously been the sole preserve of the U.S. government.”® From
the mid-1950s onward, as the Eisenhower administration encouraged civilian nuclear energy at
home and abroad, large corporations, like General Electric, Westinghouse, and Bechtel, had a
natural advantage as they could withstand the sizeable financial risks in this new source of electricity.
More importantly, it was only with the 1957 Price-Anderson Act, which limited corporate liability
in nuclear accidents, that the industry finally became eager to participate in commercial nuclear
power.”

Many large U.S. firms had prior experience in nuclear technologies through their
participation in the Manhattan Project during the Second World War. * Companies such as
DuPont, Union Carbide, Allis-Chalmers, and others worked on government contracts in nuclear
fission research during the war. Both General Electric and Westinghouse provided electrical
equipment for the Manhattan Project, among other things. Notably, Bechtel developed
infrastructure for the Hanford site in Washington state, while Westinghouse built reactors to power
ships and submarines for the U.S. Navy under the stewardship of Hyman Rickover.

The U.S. nuclear industry had historically depended on federal funding, and state patronage
was the key to its emergence. Governmentled capitalist growth of the New Deal era created a

nurturing environment for U.S. firms, many of which later played a significant role in the nuclear
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industry. Established in 1898, Bechtel gained its initial experience in infrastructure projects of the
New Deal years with its first major undertaking, the Hoover Dam. Similarly, General Electric and
Westinghouse, also founded in the Gilded Age, benefited from New Deal-era policies such as the
Rural Electrification Administration, which brought electricity to America’s farms.

Reactors were expensive products—selling them abroad required large loans for their buyers.
Those loans were provided by the U.S. ExportImport Bank, the taxpayerfunded financial
institution established in the New Deal era to provide public credit to encourage private
participation in economic activities outside the United States.* After Atoms for Peace, while the
Price-Anderson Act underwrote financial risks from nuclear accidents, the ExportImport Bank
became indispensable for selling U.S. power reactors in foreign markets. When U.S. companies
competed with their European and Canadian counterparts in selling reactors abroad, their offers

would be sweetened by Export-Import Bank loans on generous terms.

* kX

After his electoral victory, Ronald Reagan formed a transition team for the NRC headed by Richard
T. Kennedy. A former Army colonel, proindustry Kennedy was nominated in 1975 by President
Gerald Ford as a commissioner to the NRC, where he frequently disagreed with fellow NRC
commissioner Victor Gilinsky over nonproliferation matters. Kennedy was also a member of
Reagan’s advisory group for nuclear power regulation that was heavily composed of business leaders
such as Arthur Randol of Exxon and Frank Staszesky of Bechtel.* With Kennedy’s leadership of the
NRC Transition Team, business leaders communicated their concerns about specific NRC

regulations with requests to disband them once Reagan was sworn in.
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In one such letter, Norval E. Carey, vice president of General Atomics, wrote to Kennedy
complaining about the NRC’s security “upgrade rule” that required companies to improve
infrastructure of nuclear facilities to prevent theft, sabotage, and other forms of unauthorized access
of special nuclear materials. For Carey, the NRC requirement increased costs even though the
“derived benefits are very abstract, highly subjective and unquantifiable.”” Carey called for a
reexamination of the rule and “considerations of cost/benefit” because the NRC’s “overzealous
regulation imposes unwarranted penalty upon the sector of private industry.”** The industry thus
opposed nuclear security measures on grounds of costs.

The Reagan administration responded positively to corporate lobbying by the nuclear
industry. The administration’s actions in 1981 were made according to the blueprint provided in
“Recommended Action Plan for the New Administration” from November 1980. The plan,
prepared by the subcommittee on nuclear power and electric utilities of Reagan’s Energy Policy Task
Force, had directed the administration to develop a policy that “includes support of accelerated
licensing of light water reactors, the reprocessing of spent fuel, demonstration of high-level waste
disposal, continued development and demonstration of the fast breeder reactor and, when timely,
fusion.”®
The industry wanted limited government oversight, not reduced funding. In October 1981,
when Reagan announced several measures to limit the regulatory capacity of the federal government
in civilian nuclear power, he spoke with one voice with industry leaders. He declared, “Nuclear
power has become entangled in a morass of regulations that do not enhance safety but that do cause

extensive licensing delays and economic uncertainty.” *® The administration removed the federal ban

on commercial reprocessing of plutonium and on breeder reactor technologies—two major Carter-
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era polices to manage the proliferation-prone plutonium economy that were extremely unpopular
with the industry—and promised a business-friendly environment for the “revitalization of the U.S.
industry's efforts to develop nuclear power.”*

While the administration slashed government funds for social services like public housing,
it increased funding for nuclear energy. At a time when every other Department of Energy program
witnessed budget cuts, such as solar energy and conservation, the budget for nuclear energy increased
by 36 percent to $1.6 billion.* His administration even endorsed funding for the Clinch River
breeder reactor in Tennessee, which his predecessor had opposed on grounds of nonproliferation
and economics.”

The biggest concern of the industry as a consequence of Three Mile Island was NRC’s
prerogative of granting export licenses. >° Their target was to make the NRC toothless. Frank M.
Staszesky Jr. of Bechtel Power wanted to shift “the export licensing function from NRC to the
Executive Branch” through the president’s executive order.’! The proposal consisted of the executive
branch determining an export license on the basis of the Carter-era Nuclear Non-Proliferation Act.
Such a mechanism, Staszesky argued would “eliminate the existing confusion and uncertainties” and
be “conducted in a timely manner.”* Despite the U.S. nuclear industry’s dislike of the Carter-era
domestic legislation, any amendment would have been difficult to move through the Democratic-
controlled House Foreign Relations Committee. As a result, both the nuclear industry and
proindustry Republican lawmakers, such as John Wydler of New York, recommended that the

president decide export licenses through executive order “while a strategy is worked out with the

White House” to deal with the Non-Proliferation Act.>
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Stripping the NRC of its regulatory power while concentrating that authority in the hands
of a proindustry president was representative of what economists would call “regulatory capture.”
The nuclear industry and pro-industry lawmakers saw it as working toward an agenda to help “the
U.S. to regain its worldwide leadership in nuclear development” and dismantle the “bankruptcy of
the Carter administration’s nonproliferation policy.””*

The relationship between civilian nuclear exports and U.S. nonproliferation was obvious to
the corporate actors. The U.S. nuclear industry needed to sell power reactors abroad to control the
recipient countries’ nuclear programs. If the United States did not, some other country would, like
France, West Germany, or the Soviet Union. To business leaders, the Carter-era policy of denial
through strict export regulations was misguided, and it could only be corrected by a new approach
to “rejuvenate the Eisenhower ‘Atoms for Peace’ concept thru [sic] aggressive nuclear leadership in
the framework of assured energy supply.””

John Wydler recommended to Richard Kennedy to fill key appointments in the
Departments of State, Energy, and Commerce, the National Security Council, the Arms Control
and Disarmament Agency, and the NRC to be of “energy supply advocates” who believed that
“aggressive nuclear cooperation can help recapture U.S. influence on other nations.””® That the
industry got its way became obvious when, in 1981, Caspar Weinberger of Bechtel became the
secretary of defense and Kenneth Davis, also of Bechtel, was appointed deputy secretary of energy.
The following summer, George Shultz, the former president of Bechtel, was named secretary of state
following the resignation of Alexander Haig. Later that September, Richard Kennedy himself,

proindustry NRC commissioner and chair of the NRC Transition Team, became the Reagan

administration’s ambassador-at-large for nonproliferation and special adviser on nuclear energy.’’
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When Shultz became the third Bechtel executive to join the Reagan administration in July
1982, the company’s influence over government policy came up for review at the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee during his confirmation.’® Bechtel had large infrastructure contracts in many
parts of the world, including Saudi Arabia, a kingdom it had been particularly close to since the
1940s.”” After the 1973 oil shock, when oil-rich nations in the Middle East had large spendable
surpluses, Bechtel bagged construction contracts worth billions of dollars, like the Jubail industrial
city and the King Khalid International Airport, both in Saudi Arabia.®® At his Senate confirmation,
while describing the family-owned San Francisco-based multinational construction company as a
“truly remarkable organization,” Shultz lost his composure when Alan Cranston, Democratic
senator from California, produced letters from Bechtel official Joseph A. Damm that showed
Bechtel’s willingness in 1975 to sell the “entire gamut” of sensitive nuclear technology related to
uranium enrichment to Brazil. Shultz himself was then Bechtel’s president.

At the time, the Ford administration was trying to stop West German company Kraftwerk
Union from exporting similar technologies to Brazil.®® Cranston asked Shultz whether he would
reverse the Carter-era policy of restricting exports of nuclear technology as secretary of state.
Cranston claimed that Bechtel’s offer to Brazil in 1975 was an attempt to undermine the U.S.
government’s nonproliferation policy. Shultz retorted that Cranston’s question was a “kind of smear
on Bechtel.” He claimed to have learned about the Brazil offer “only after the fact” blaming it on
the Bechtel official for being an “overenthusiastic business development person.”®* Despite concerns
about Bechtel’s overwhelming influence on the Reagan administration’s policy, the Republican-
controlled Senate unanimously voted 97-0 to confirm George Shultz as secretary of state in July

1982, a position in which he would serve until January 1989.
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The Reagan administration indeed implemented the nuclear industry’s recommendations
for pursuing an aggressive nuclear export policy. By the end of 1982, the Reagan administration was
seeking new markets, such as the People’s Republic of China.®’ The administration worked around
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Act’s requirement of full-scope safeguards by finding third-party
suppliers such as France to keep prior U.S. commitments of nuclear exports, as in the case of India
and South Africa.®* It reversed earlier policies of not providing nuclear materials and technologies
to countries suspected of proliferation. The administration approved the sale of 143 tons of U.S.-
produced heavy water to Argentina through West Germany and did away with the ban on providing
reactor spare parts to India.”’

Despite the Reagan administration’s proactive support for the nuclear industry, the export
of U.S. power reactors did not increase. A large part of the reason was the long-term social and
political effects of the accident in Three Mile Island. Public knowledge of negligence by the NRC
and the nuclear industry in the wake of the nuclear accident led social movements on the antistatist
conservative right and the proregulation political left to come together in a bipartisan backlash

: 66
against nuclear power.

Nuclear Power and American Capitalist Diplomacy

The Reagan administration did not trade nonproliferation for geopolitics, but the two went
hand in hand, mediated through the capitalist diplomacy of the U.S. nuclear industry. The
administration did not dismantle the NRC and the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Act. It neither

permanently withdrew from the International Atomic Energy Agency nor challenged the
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nonproliferation treaty.”” It simply worked to make sure that the institutions, legislation, and treaty
mechanisms of nonproliferation worked for U.S. business interests at home and abroad. The tensions
between the state and corporate actors of the Ford and Carter years were thus transcended in favor
of increased coordination and cooperation between businesses and the government in the realm of
nonproliferation. National Security Decision Directive 6 represented the essence of numerous
memos and much correspondence from businesses to the Reagan campaign and the transition team
on what government policy on nonproliferation should be like: “remove any unnecessary
impediments to commercial relations in the field of nuclear energy.”®®

Scholarship on the Reagan years is dominated by narratives of nuclear deterrence, the
nuclear war scare, and arms control, such as Able Archer, the Strategic Defense Initiative, and the
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, while most accounts of Reagan-era U.S. nonproliferation
policy focus on the government’s neglect of proliferation concerns for geopolitical ends.”” The
administration’s benign neglect of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons development as CIA-funded
mujahideen fought the Soviets in Afghanistan, its tacit support for Israel’s 1981 airstrike on Iraq’s
Osirak reactor, and an informal understanding with South Africa to not conduct nuclear weapon
tests are notable examples.” This essay has shown that the above is only a small part of the full
picture. US capitalist diplomacy holds the key to comprehensively understand the Reagan
administration’s nuclear nonproliferation policy.

As social movements against nuclear power and nuclear weapons reduced public support for
the industry within the United States, its business leaders looked abroad for markets. New markets
were hard to come by in an age of wars, civil wars, and insurgencies raging from the Middle East to

Central America to southern Asia. Despite a nuclear cooperation agreement with China,
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congressional approval did not arrive during the Reagan years. In 1983, the industry launched an
extensive public relations campaign to clean up its image, called “Nuclear Power: Time for a
Comeback,” in its efforts to educate what it perceived to be a misguided public.” In 1985, several
nuclear reactor accidents took place at Davis-Besse in Ohio, Rancho Seco in California, and Brown’s
Ferry in Tennessee, which exacerbated popular mistrust of nuclear power.” That year, a Forbes front
page article titled, “Nuclear Follies,” wondered, “Can a technology as rigorous and demanding and,
for all that, as useful as nuclear power find a place in a society as open as the U.S.2""

It was not until the 1986 Chernobyl accident in Soviet Ukraine that the U.S. nuclear
industry could claim to have a superior reactor design and better safety standards than that of the
other superpower. The specter of the RBMK reactor, Soviet red tape and misinformation, and the
radiation release that spread over Europe made the plight of the residents near Three Mile Island
far less jarring to the general public.

The dispossession caused by state-corporate networks were not insignificant in Three Mile
Island. Fearful of radiation-caused illnesses and deeply distrustful of nuclear power, the residents
near Three Mile Island organized themselves in 1985 to oppose the restart of the TMI-1 reactor. To
them, nuclear power reactors were large projects for which big government acted with big
corporations. Nuclear power was secretive, was managed by technocrats, and reeked of being
antidemocratic. Despite the community’s efforts to influence government policy, the NRC voted
four to one in favor of restarting the reactor.”* As for TMI-2, Bechtel, which had been in charge of
the cleanup of the reactor, was accused of mismanagement and neglect of safety standards.” Even
though the utility company dismissed the allegations, the NRC found evidence in March 1986 that

Bechtel had indeed harassed the engineer who had complained about its safety procedures.”® One
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month later, Pripyat would wake up to what would become arguably the worst nuclear reactor
accident in history. For the U.S. nuclear industry, media criticism of Soviet reactor technologies and

their opaque organizational culture would provide some temporary relief.

Notes

! Subcommittee on Nuclear Power and Electric Utilities, Recommended Action Plan for the New Administration,
sent as enclosure by F. M. Staszesky., Jr, at Bechtel Power Corporation (on behalf of W. Kenneth Davis) to Michel
T. Halbouty, 4 November 1980, Box 91, Richard Thomas Kennedy Papers, Hoover Institution Archives, Stanford,
California (hereafter, RTK-HIA)

2 Ibid.

3 Ibid.

4 Letter from F. M. Staszesky, Jr., to Michel T. Halbouty, 4 November 1980, Box 91, RTK-HIA.

5 Hendrick Smith, “President Concedes: Republican Gains Victories in All Areas and Vows to Act on Economy,”
New York Times, 5 November 1980, 2, 18.

¢ Kevin Kruse and Julian E. Zelizer, Fault Lines: A History of the United States Since 1974 (New York: W. W.
Norton), Chapter 5: Turning Right; Kim Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands: The Businessmen's Crusade Against the
New Deal (New York: W. W. Norton, 2010), Chapter 11: The Market Triumphant.

7 On this transformation originating in the economic crisis of the 1970s, see Judith Stein, Pivotal Decade: How the
United States Traded Factories for Finance in the Seventies (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010).

8 Jayita Sarkar, “The Economic Strategies of U.S. Nonproliferation Policy During the Nixon-Ford Years,” Journal
of Global Security Studies 6, no.1 (March 2021) 1-6; see also “U.S. Reactor Makers' Recovery in Doubt After 4-
Year Market Dip,” New York Times, March 7, 1978, 47, 59.

® The Nuclear Nonproliferation Act required recipient countries to accept full-scope IAEA safeguards on U.S.

nuclear exports, which few foreign countries were keen to do, thereby hampering export prospects for the nuclear

21



industry. See Public Law 95-242, Nuclear Nonproliferation Act, 10 March 1978,

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/STATUTE-92/pdf/STATUTE-92-Pg120.pdf#page=1 (accessed 9 August

2021).

10 Report of the President's Commission on the Accident at Three Mile Island: The Need for Change: The Legacy of
TMI, 30 October 1979.

! Tomas Kellner, “Lights, Electricity, Action: When Ronald Reagan Hosted ‘General Electric Theater,”” GE
Reports, 17 February 2019, https://www.ge.com/reports/ronald-reagan-ge/ (accessed 9 August 2021).

12 Bob Spitz, Reagan: An American Journey (New York: Penguin, 2018), 291-293; Jacob Weisberg, “The Road to

Reagandom,” Slate, 8 January 2016, https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2016/01/ronald-reagans-conservative-

conversion-as-spokesman-for-general-electric-during-the-1950s.html (accessed 9 August 2021).

13 William Greider, “The Boys from Bechtel: Will Ronald Reagan Reverse U.S. Policy on Nuclear Proliferation?,”
Rolling Stone, 2 September 1982; “Bechtel and the Reagan Cabinet,” CBS Evening News, 28 June 1982; Ward
Sinclair, “Reagan's Special Mideast Envoy Is Consultant to Bechtel Group,” Washington Post, 25 June 1982.

14 Charles A. Beard, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States (New York, NY:
Macmillan, 1913); Charles A. Beard, Economic origins of Jeffersonian Democracy (New York, NY: Macmillan,
1915); For major works of the Wisconsin School, see, among others, William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of
American Diplomacy (Cleveland, OH: World Publishing Company, 1959); Walter LaFeber, The New Empire: An
Interpretation of American Expansion, 1860-1898 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1963); Lloyd Gardner,
Economic Aspects of New Deal Diplomacy (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1964); William Appleman
Williams, Empire as a Way of Life: An Essay on the Causes and Character of America’s Present Predicament along
with a Few Words About an Alternative (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980).

15 On this subject, see, for example, Francis J. Gavin, “Strategies of Inhibition: U.S. Grand Strategy, the Nuclear
Revolution, and Nonproliferation,” International Security 40, no. 1 (Summer 2015): 9-46. Gheorghe makes a
commendable attempt to foreground the role of the market in nuclear proliferation but does not account for
economic factors, actors, and processes, but instead assumes that market share is the equivalent of political power
distribution (or “polarity,” as she calls it). See Eliza Gheorghe, "Proliferation and the Logic of the Nuclear Market,"

International Security 43, no. 4 (Spring 2019): 88—127.

22



16 U.S. nonproliferation policy can be defined as unilateral, bilateral, and multilateral strategies to prevent other
countries from developing their own nuclear weapons.

17 Emily Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream: American Economic and Cultural Expansion, 18901945
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1982); Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands; Paul A. Kramer, “Embedding Capital: Political-
Economic History, the United States, and the World,” Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 15 (2016):
331-362.

18 “Convocation, 17 September 1978, John G. Kemeny,” Papers of John G. Kemeny, MS-988, Box 1, Rauner

Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover, New Hampshire (hereafter, JGK-DC).

19 B. Drummond Ayres, Jr., “Three Mile Island: Notes from a Nightmare,” New York Times, 16 April 1979, 1-2.

20 Warren H. Donnelly and Donna S. Kramer, “Nuclear Power: The Three Mile Island and Its Investigation,”
Congressional Research Service Issue Brief IB79035, 3 May 1979, Box 2, JGK-DC.

2 Ibid.

22 Ibid; “Live Discussion with Richard Thornburgh: Governing a Nuclear Crisis,” Washington Post, 29 March 1999.
23 Remarks of the President on Appointment of a Presidential Commission to Study Events at Three Mile Island, 11
April 1979, 4:30 PM EST, Office of the White House Press Secretary, Box 1, JGK-DC.

24 Summary for News Conference on Role of Utility and its Suppliers, Patrick Haggerty, Folder Apr.-Jul. 1979, Box
1, JGK-DC.

% Ibid.

26 B. Drummond Ayres, Jr., “Engineers Warned Builder of Danger Year Before Three Mile Island Accident,” New
York Times, 19 July 1979.

27 Zaretsky, Radiation Nation, 104.

28 David Burnham, “Death of Plutonium Worker Questioned by Union Official,” New York Times, 19 November
1974, 28.

2 William K. Stevens, “Silkwood Heirs Win $10.5 Million in Setback to the Nuclear Industry,” New York Times, 19
May 1979, 1.

30 Richard Jones, “The Price-Anderson Act,” 2000, https://www.osti.gov/etdeweb/servlets/purl/20111062 (accessed

9 August 2021).

23



31 Report of the President's Commission on the Accident at Three Mile Island, The Need for Change: The Legacy of
TMI, 30 October 1979, 34.

32 Ibid.

33 Jacob 1. Fabrikant, “Health Effects of Low-Level lonizing Radiation,” presented before the Senate Committee on
Human Resources, Subcommittee on Health and Scientific Research, chaired by Sen. Edward Kennedy, for
inclusion in the official records of the hearings of April 4, 1979, Box 4, JGK-DC.

34 Jacob 1. Fabrikant, “Health Effects of the Nuclear Accident at Three Mile Island,” presented, as Invited Speaker,
at the Conference on Environmental Regulation of the Nuclear Industry: A New Decade, Atomic Industrial Forum,
San Francisco, CA, May 18-21, 1980, Box 4, JIGK-DC.

35 Frank J. Prial, “Civil Trial on Blame for Accident at Three Mile Island Opens Today,” New York Times, 1
November 1982, 17.

36 Walker, Three Mile Island, 223.

37 Mara Drogan, "The Nuclear Imperative: Atoms for Peace and the Development of U.S. Policy on Exporting
Nuclear Power, 1953-1955," Diplomatic History 40, no. 5 (2015): 948-974; John Krige, "Atoms for Peace,
Scientific Internationalism, and Scientific Intelligence," Osiris 21, no. 1 (2006): 161-181; Jonathan E. Helmreich,
"The United States and the Formation of the EURATOM," Diplomatic History 15, no. 3 (July 1991): 387—-410.

38 The 1954 U.S. Atomic Energy Act was an amendment to the 1946 Atomic Energy Act that had retained in
postwar years the wartime secrecy and censorship of all things nuclear that prevailed during the Manhattan Project.
Before 1954, U.S. companies accessed nuclear know-how through government contracts but could not own the
know-how, and hence could not trade in it, even though a good number of them, like DuPont, Union Carbide, and
Westinghouse, participated in the Manhattan Project. See: Alex Wellerstein, Restricted Data: The History of
Nuclear Secrecy in the United States (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2021), Chapter 6.

39 The Price-Anderson Act has been amended a number of times, including most recently in 2005, when it was
extended until 2025. The act authorizes the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission to limit the liability of its reactor
licensees for radioactive damages to the public. Mark Holt, “Price-Anderson Act: Nuclear Power Industry Liability
Limits and Compensation to the Public After Radioactive Releases,” Congressional Research Service, In Focus

IF10821, 5 February 2018, https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10821/4 (accessed 9 August 2021).

24



40 Mark Hertsgaard, Nuclear Inc.: The Men and Money Behind Nuclear Energy (New York: Pantheon Books, 1983),
40-60.

4l William H. Becker and William M. McClenahan, Jr., The Market, the State and the Export-Import Bank of the
United States, 1934-2000 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 3.

42 Letter from L. Manning Muntzing (of Doub and Muntzing, Chartered Attorneys at Law) to W. Kenneth Davis (of
Reagan Energy Task Force at Bechtel Corporation), 16 October 1980, Box 91, RTK-HIA.

43 Letter from Norval E. Carey (vice-president of General Atomic Company) to Richard T. Kennedy (of NRC
Transition Team) 17 December 1980, Box 91, RTK-HIA.

“ Ibid.

4 Subcommittee on Nuclear Power and Electric Utilities, Recommended Action Plan for the New Administration, 4
November 1980, Box 91, RTK-HIA.

46 “Ronald Reagan’s Statement Announcing a Series of Policy Initiatives on Nuclear Energy,” 8 October 1981,

Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/research/speeches/100881b (accessed 9 August

2021).

47 Ibid.

48 Mark Hertsgaard, “Nuclear Reaganomics,” New York Times, 9 October 1981.

49 By 1983, both the House and the Senate voted to cut its funding for economic reasons. On Clinch River, see
Michael Camp, ““Wandering in the Desert’: The Clinch River Breeder Reactor Debate in the U.S. Congress, 1972—
1983,” Technology and Culture 59, no. 1 (Jan. 2018): 26-47.

50 On the history of the reactor accident, see J. Samuel Walker, Three Mile Island: A Nuclear Crisis in Historical
Perspective (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004); Natasha Zaretsky, Radiation Nation: Three Mile
Island and the Political Transformation of the 1970s (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018).

5! Letter from Frank M. Staszesky (of Bechtel Corporation) to Richard T. Kennedy (of NRC Transition Team), 8
December 1980, Box 91, RTK-HIA.

52 Ibid.

53 White Paper on Nuclear Nonproliferation Policy (Civilian Power Aspects) by John W. Wydler (Ranking Minority
Leader, House of Representatives), enclosed with Wydler’s letter to Richard T. Kennedy (of NRC Transition Team),

9 December 1980, Box 91, RTK-HIA

25



54 Ibid.

55 Ibid.

56 Ibid.

57 Judith Miller, “Reagan Names Aide to Fight A-Arms Spread,” New York Times, 15 September 1982, 13.

8 Michael Getler, “Ties with Bechtel Group Cause the Senator’s Unease,” Washington Post, 14 July 1982.

59 Victor McFarland, Oil Powers: A History of U.S.-Saudi Alliance (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020),
53-54.

0 Thomas C. Haynes, “Bechtel: A Reclusive Giant,” New York Times, 8 July 1982.

6! Ibid; see also William Greider, “The Boys from Bechtel: Will Ronald Reagan Reverse U.S. Policy on Nuclear
Proliferation?,” Rolling Stone, 2 September 1982; on the controversial West Germany-Brazil nuclear cooperation
see William Glenn Gray, “Commercial Liberties and Nuclear Anxieties,” International History Review 34, no. 3
(2012): 449-474; Fabian Hilfrich, “Roots of Animosity: Bonn's Reaction to US Pressures in Nuclear Proliferation,”
International History Review 36, no. 2 (2014): 277-301.

62 Getler, “Ties with Bechtel Group.”

83 National Security Study Directive 12-82, “U.S. Relations with China and Taiwan,” 7 December 1982, Ronald
Reagan Presidential Library, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/public/digitallibrary/smof/nsc-
asianaffairsdirectorate/laux/r22/40-315-12026384-R22-007-2019.pdf ; National Security Decision Directive 76,
“Peaceful Cooperation with China,” 18 January 1983, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library,
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/public/archives/reference/scanned-nsdds/nsdd76.pdf (accessed 9 August 2021).

%4 Bernard Weinraub, “Reagan and Mrs. Gandhi Resolve Dispute for Nuclear Fuel for India,” New York Times, 30
July 1982.

% Philip M. Boffey, “Experts Fear Argentina is Planning an A-Bomb,” New York Times, 17 September 1983; Philip
Taubman, “Shultz Tells India that U.S. Will Drop Reactor-Parts Ban,” New York Times, 1 July 1983.

6 Zaretsky, Radiation Nation, 105-106.

67 The administration, however, walked out of the IAEA General Conference in September 1982 in protest against
the international agency’s attempt to suspend Israel for its counterproliferation strike on Iraq the previous year.

Judith Miller, “U.S. Walks out as Atom Parley Bars the Israelis,” New York Times, 25 September 1982.

26



% National Security Decision Directive 6, “United States Nonproliferation and Peaceful Nuclear Cooperation

Policy,” 16 July 1981, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/public/archives/reference/scanned-nsdds/nsdd6.pdf (accessed

9 August 2021).

8 See, for example, Or Rabinowitz and Nicholas L. Miller, “Keeping the Bombs in the Basement: U.S.
Nonproliferation Policy Toward Israel, South Africa, and Pakistan,” International Security 40, no. 1 (Summer
2015): 47-86; Rabia Akhtar, The Blind Eye: U.S. Non-Proliferation Policy Towards Pakistan from Ford to Clinton
(Lahore: University of Lahore Press, 2018).

0 Or Rabinowitz, Bargaining on Nuclear Tests: Washington and Its Cold War Deals (Oxford, UK: Oxford
University Press, 2014), Chapters 6—7; Giordana Pulcini and Or Rabinowitz, “An Ounce of Prevention, a Pound of
Cure? The Reagan Administration’s Non-Proliferation Policy and the Osirak Raid,” Journal of Cold War Studies 23,
no. 2 (2021), 4-40.

" Zaretsky, Radiation Nation, 185.

72 INPO Responses to Questions by the Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources, 18 July 1986, Sent to
Senator James A. McClure by Zack T. Pate, President of INPO (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1986).

3 James Cook, “Nuclear Follies,” Forbes, 11 February 1985, 100.

74 Ben A. Franklin, “U.S. Panel Votes to End Shutdown of a Reactor at Three Mile Island,” New York Times, 30
May 1985, 1; Lindsey Gruson, “After 6 years, Undamaged Reactor at 3 Mile Island is Restarted,” New York Times,
4 October 1985.

75 Thomas J. Lueck, “Charges Disputed on 3 Mile Island,” New York Times, 1 December 1983.

76 “Three Mile Island Fined $64,000,” Chicago Tribune, 6 March 1986.

27



