
Abstract. A letter from S I Vavilov, then President of the
Academy of Sciences of the USSR, to Stalin has been discov-
ered in the archives of the Science Department of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, which
is concerned with the problem of secrecy in physics and suggests
criteria by which classified and nonclassified studies may be
distinguished. The letter is not only of interest to physicists
and science historians, but also is a telling document of the
totalitarian times, when it took no less than the states's top
leaders to resolve issues as this.

Classification for the sake of `protecting state secrets', be they
genuine or sham, was a priority in the activities of Soviet state
and of communist party structures ever since the 1917
revolution. The issue became even more acute in the late
thirties, then during the Second World War and afterwards.
Quite naturally, scientific research, especially where military
issues were involved directly or indirectly, had always been
the focus of the of attention `supervising agencies'.

In certain cases, the protection of `state secrets' could be
used, and was used, as a means of persecuting someone who
was out of favour with the regime; that included scientists too.
A document which is of great interest in this context has been
discovered in the archives of the Science Department of the
Central Committee of the USSR Communist Party: a letter
addressed to Stalin by S I Vavilov, President of the USSR
Academy of Sciences. The manuscript is not dated; the only
indication to time is the date of its registration at the
Communist Party Central Committee: April 23, 1948.

The letter deals with classifying scientific papers in various
`fields of modern science', including cosmic rays. That was a
time when the atomic project had just been launched; extant
strict classification rules were further reinforced in 1948 by a
special government decree. Serge|̄ Vavilov was undoubtedly
concerned about the possible classification of physics
research papers which contained no `state secrets', especially
since there were no clear criteria for classifying scientific
research. The letter suggests parameters for just this proce-
dure, i.e. for deciding whether a research paper was to be
classified or could be openly printed. In his pursuit of
ensuring permission to publish research papers on cosmic
rays, Vavilov's main argument was the `issue of priority of
discoveries', a key issue in decision-making at the time when

the `struggle against cosmopolitanism' was at large. The
President of the Academy was no less concerned by the fact
that classifying information `deprives the majority of our
scientists of the opportunity to make timely use of new
important discoveries and results' and that `profound criti-
cism of the latest research papers is almost out of the
question...'.

Despite the fact that the letter only deals with classifying
physics papers and contains a direct request concerning
publications on cosmic rays, in those circumstances the
approach used by Vavilov could certainly have been valid
for other fields of science in which secrecy was a problem.
Unfortunately, we have no evidence that the controlling
agencies used S I Vavilov's method with respect to other
fields of science. Besides, in those days such matters could
hardly be handled on someone's personal initiative.

The archive of the Science Department of the Communist
Party Central Committee has quite a few documents signed
by S I Vavilov in the capacity of President of the USSR
Academy of Sciences. All of them, including `classified' and
`top secret' ones, are typewritten. Why does the handwritten
letter have no registration data? It is doubtful that the
President should have had a reason to rank this particular
letter as more secret than others and thus keep it hidden from
the Presidiummanagement.Most likely, the letter waswritten
during one of Vavilov's visits to the Council of Ministers or
the Communist Party Central Committee, and handed over
to one of the state officials.

A typewritten copy was made at the office of the
Communist Party Central Committee; it is captioned `From
the President of the Academy of Sciences, Comrade Vavilov' .
Apparently, thematter was not solved at once; after a while, it
surfaced in the Organizing Bureau of the Communist Party
Central Committee. The following references were added to
the file:

To the Technical Secretariat of the Organizing Bureau of
the Communist Party Central Committee

Reference to No. 2299
The request of the President of the Academy of Sciences

Academician Vavilov to permit the publication of scientific
reports on cosmic rays, which have great scientific value and
contain no state secrets, has already been sanctioned by the
Vice Chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers Comrade
V MMolotov.

Please store the letter of Academician Vavilov in the
archive.

15/VI-48 (Yu Zhdanov) [1]
The sentence saying that `the request... has already been

sanctioned' probably means that since the letter was
addressed to Stalin, the Council of Ministers had the right to
consider it and made the appropriate decision. Below is the
text of Vavilov's letter; a facsimile of the letter can be found
on pp. 950 ± 951.
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Deeply respected
Iosif Vissarionovich,

I am reporting to you certain difficulties concerning the
publication of scientific research in the field of physics, arising
from the enactment of the Decree of the USSR Council of
Ministers March 1, 1948.

On the basis of item 97 of the list appended to the Decree,
major scientific research in fields of modern physics is
classified. The undefined phrase `major scientific research'
makes it difficult to decide whether a particular research
paper should be classified or not.

I am asking you to advise us whether the Academy of
Sciences can use the following criteria to make decisions
concerning classified material:

It is forbidden to publish: 1) papers on physics that are
directly concerned with military technology or have a close
perspective of military application; 2) papers on physics
which are important for various spheres of technology and
industry; 3) papers on physics containing results which are
important for healthcare and agriculture.

In the general context, I am reporting the situation
relating to the publication of papers on cosmic rays.

18 scientific papers on cosmic rays were published in 1946
and 1947. They were of no particular importance to the issue
of using nuclear power. Twenty more papers containing new
experimental results in the field of cosmic rays are now ready
for printing and await a decision on whether they may be
published. The papers contain no state secrets (according to
the criteria listed above). Meanwhile, some of the newly
discovered phenomena are of crucial interest to natural
sciences and philosophy as well as physics (for instance, the
discovery of new types of elementary particles of matter in
cosmic rays).

As far as can be judged from scientific journals, in
countries abroad Ð in the USA, England, France and Italy
Ðmany important results concerning cosmic rays have so far
been published without delay. There is meanwhile no doubt
that most papers which are directly concerned with nuclear
fission of uranium and thorium caused by cosmic rays do not
appear in print.

I do not believe there can be much good in keeping secret
the numerous new discoveries made by Soviet scientists in the
field of cosmic rays. Their classified status deprives the
majority of our scientists of the opportunity to make timely
use of new discoveries and results. Moreover, profound
criticism of the latest research papers, essential where the
study of cosmic rays is concerned, is almost out of the
question if the papers are classified. The bulk of research in
this field is done with the samemethods worldwide; in a whole
range of countries, a large number of scientists are involved in
it. Therefore, almost every discovery in the field of cosmic
rays is made independently in several countries within a few
months. In such circumstances, delayed publication of the
latest results causes our science to lose priority.

With the matters standing as reported here, I request your
decision on the issues raised above.

S Vavilov
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