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  Context


  As the father of the atomic bomb, J. Robert Oppenheimer has had more influence than almost any other scientist in the course of the twentieth century. However, his own encounters with some of the most significant events of the last hundred years had an equally great influence on his own life. Were it not for events such as the Great Depression, World War II, and the Cold War, Oppenheimer may have quietly lived out his professional life in relative obscurity, gaining the respect of his peers but garnering little national attention beyond the scope of the scientific community. As it was, and thanks in large part to the events around him, Oppenheimer was propelled into public life and gained an international notoriety for his leadership over the development of the world's first atomic weapon.


  The twentieth century began with a period of enthusiasm and hope for the future. Oppenheimer was born into a world fascinated by the possibilities of science. Revolutionary technological advances had changed the way of life for all Americans, as cars, phones, and electric power all became commonplace.


  However, by the time Oppenheimer had reached adulthood, the outlook for the American future seemed significantly gloomier. The country had emerged from World War I triumphant, only to plunge into a drastic and seemingly never-ending economic depression. Known as the Great Depression, the economic shutdown paralyzed the country. Few were able to find jobs, money became nearly worthless, and families starved. Watching the Great Depression destroy his beloved students helped force the young Oppenheimer to realize that political and current events might be worth noticing.


  As the Depression ended, the world soon faced a new peril: World War II. Country after country joined the battle, but the United States abstained from taking part, supporting the Allied forces, but refusing to get involved. In 1941, Japan forced the country's hand, bombing the American military base at Pearl Harbor in a deliberate act of war. The United States immediately entered the world war, battling both Japan and Hitler's fascist forces across Europe.


  Historians have called World War II "the physicists' war," because of the many crucial contributions to military technology that a fleet of physicists made through the war years. Perhaps the greatest of these contributions was the creation of the world's first atomic bomb. Physicists flocked to join the Manhattan Project, the largest and most expensive physics program in history. The project was a success, ushering the world into a new era: the nuclear age. While there are now those who debate the wisdom and morality of the United States dropping a bomb on Japan, at the time, the majority of the country was in full support of the action. It soon became common wisdom that a strong nuclear arsenal was necessary to the preservation of national security. This mentality would continue for decades and lead to a nuclear arms race with the Soviet Union, as each country struggled to gain the atomic upper hand over its rival.


  Once the United States had vanquished the Axis powers in World War II, the country found itself with a new enemy: the Soviet Union. While tension had existed between the United States and the Soviet Union for decades, the period just after the war saw a drastic increase in hostilities. The two countries soon found themselves in what was called the Cold War, a state of hostility and wariness, as each country continually suspected the other to be on the brink of declaring war.


  The introduction of nuclear weapons into this hotbed of fear, hostility, and paranoia heated things up even more, magnifying both fears and suspicions as it became clear that a nuclear war would mean annihilation for at least one of the powers involved. Powerless to change things abroad, the United States redirected its fear of the Soviet Union inward, toward its own people, during the dark period of McCarthyism. The leaders of this movement believed communism to be an insidious and powerful force that had already infiltrated the country. The communist hunters targeted figures from all areas of American life–Hollywood, the arts, academia, the scientific community, and the government itself. Oppenheimer was only one of many to be targeted as a potential communist and drummed out of public life.


  Oppenheimer died in 1967, but his nuclear legacy lived on. The United States is still wrestling with the question of how to preserve the safety of a world in which nuclear weapons exist. Having lost its nuclear monopoly long ago, the country must live with the fact that the destiny of the world lies in a number of hands–some friendly, some hostile. Oppenheimer wanted nothing more than to usher in an age of peace but was instead responsible for introducing the world to a new way of waging war.


  General Summary


  J. Robert Oppenheimer was born on April 22, 1904 to an affluent, Jewish New York family, and he grew up in a world of moderate luxury on the Upper West Side. He attended the New York School for Ethical Culture, where he gained a lifelong love for art, literature, philosophy, and the classics. But his first love would always be science.


  After graduating from Harvard University, Oppenheimer moved to Europe. He studied theoretical physics at the world-renowned University of Göttingen, center of the recent quantum physics revolution. Oppenheimer held his own among the luminaries of the European lab, and he returned home to the United States determined to create his own world-class center for theoretical physics.


  In 1929, Oppenheimer took a teaching position at the University of California at Berkeley, where he soon became one of the most popular professors at the school. While he was never able to achieve international renown as a physicist, he did succeed in elevating the reputation of his department. By the time he left Berkeley, it was considered one of the best theoretical physics departments in the world.


  While in California, Oppenheimer began to notice politics for the first time. He had always led an insulated life, but the advent of the Great Depression and the rise of fascism in Europe forced him to take notice of world events. He soon became acquainted with Berkeley's radical fringe, joining radical organizations and befriending several known communists. The radicalism, however, turned out to be nothing more than a passing phase–by 1941, Oppenheimer was ready to turn his attention toward more important matters: World War II and nuclear fission.


  The recent discovery of nuclear fission–the splitting apart of a uranium nucleus–made scientists realize that there was huge potential energy stored at the core of each atom. If that energy could be controlled and released, man could create an enormously powerful bomb.


  The United States set off on a crash program to develop such a bomb–and to do so before the Germans. Code-named the Manhattan Project, the top-secret program attracted the best physicists in the country. The core of the project was the Los Alamos laboratory, located in the middle of nowhere, New Mexico. Directed by Oppenheimer, this lab brought together the best minds in physics. They lived together and worked together in total isolation for three years, in single-minded pursuit of the atomic bomb.


  In 1945, the physicists witnessed the first evidence of their success: the world's first nuclear explosion at Trinity. They were initially enthused that their device had worked–but they were also awed and somewhat horrified by the enormous power the bomb had unleashed. Only a month later, the United States used the bomb for the first time, dropping one on the Japanese city of Hiroshima and another on the city of Nagasaki. The bombs killed hundreds of thousands of people and shocked the Japanese into almost immediate surrender.


  Like the majority of the country, Oppenheimer believed that nuclear weapons had been and would continue to be crucial to national defense. However, he grew increasingly anxious about what the birth of nuclear weapons spelled for the future of the world. Oppenheimer felt a responsibility to help control the new power. He participated in a number of government committees, serving as the public face of science and a vocal advocate for international control of nuclear weapons. But his popularity proved short-lived.


  At the end of the decade, the Soviet Union exploded its first nuclear device. In response, the United States initiated a crash program to develop an even more powerful bomb, the hydrogen bomb. Oppenheimer opposed this decision on moral grounds but was eventually overruled. And after this opposition, Oppenheimer found he had lost his voice in Washington.


  Partly in retaliation for his opposition to the hydrogen bomb, and partly because of continued suspicion about his communist ties, Oppenheimer was put on trial by the government. A set of hearings would decide whether or not he could keep his security clearance. The hearings board eventually decided that Oppenheimer was not a spy. Nonetheless, in a move that meant public humiliation for the father of the atomic bomb, they voted to strip him of his security clearance.


  In later years, Oppenheimer's image improved–as the government moved past the paranoia of McCarthyism, they took steps to welcome Oppenheimer back into the fold. But Oppenheimer's reputation never truly recovered– and the outraged scientific community never forgot his underserved fall from grace. Oppenheimer died on February 18, 1967, but his legacy lives on. Although he made no lasting contributions to his chosen discipline–theoretical physics, he is still considered to be one of the greatest scientific figures of the twentieth century.


  Important Terms, People, and Events


  Terms


  
    Atomic Energy Commission - The government committee created after World War II to replace the Manhattan Project. The Atomic Energy Commission was charged with overseeing all atomic research and development in the United States. Oppenheimer was chairman of its General Advisory Committee for several years. The Commission later turned against him, voting to strip him of his security clearance.

  


  
    Atom - The building block of all matter. An atom is the smallest piece of an element that still retains all the characters of that element, and all matter is made up of atoms. An atom is made up of three main types of particles: protons (positively charged particles), electrons (negatively charged particles), and neutrons (neutrally charged particles). According to the atomic model created in the early twentieth century, the protons and neutrons are located in the center, or nucleus, of the atom, while the electrons orbit around the nucleus on a series of energy levels. The concept of an atom had existed for thousands of years, but it wasn't until the twentieth century that physicists were able to prove its existence and gain some understanding of its internal structure.
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