
Should We Have Dropped the Atomic Bomb?

Setting the Stage

With the advent of the nuclear age, new dilemmas in the art of warfare arose. The war in Europe had concluded in May. The Pacific war would receive full attention from the United States War Department. As late as May 1945, the U.S. was engaged in heavy fighting with the Japanese at Iwo Jima and Okinawa. In these most bloody conflicts, the United States had sustained more than 75,000 casualties. These victories insured the United States was within air striking distance of the Japanese mainland. The bombing of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese to initiate United States entrance into the war, just four years before, was still fresh on the minds of many Americans. A feeling of vindication and a desire to end the war strengthened the resolve of the United States to quickly and decisively conclude it. President Harry Truman had many alternatives at his disposal for ending the war: invade the Japanese mainland, hold a demonstration of the destructive power of the atomic bomb for Japanese dignitaries, drop an atomic bomb on selected industrial Japanese cities, bomb and blockade the islands, wait for Soviet entry into the war on August 15, or mediate a compromised peace. Operation Olympia, a full scale landing of United States armed forces, was already planned for Kyushu on November 1, 1945 and a bomb and blockade plan had already been instituted over the Japanese mainland for several months. 

The Japanese resolve to fight had been seriously hampered in the preceding months. Their losses at Iwo Jima and Okinawa had been staggering. Their navy had ceased to exist as an effective fighting force and the air corps had been decimated. American B-29's made bombing runs over military targets on the Japanese mainland an integral part of their air campaign. Japan's lack of air power hindered their ability to fight. The imprecision of bombing and the use of devastating city bombing in Europe eventually swayed United States Pacific theater military leaders to authorize bombing of Japanese mainland cities. Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka, and Kobe all were decimated by incendiary and other bombs. In all, hundreds of thousands of civilians were killed in these air strikes meant to deter the resolve of the Japanese people. Yet, Japanese resolve stayed strong and the idea of a bloody "house to house" invasion of the Japanese mainland would produce thousands more American and Allied casualties. The Allies in late July 1945 declared at Potsdam that the Japanese must unconditionally surrender. 

Should We Have Dropped the Atomic Bomb?
Source Evidence One-Arguments For Using the Atomic Bomb

A. Marshall, King, and Leahy, military advisors to President Truman, discuss predicted casualties during the planning for the invasion of Japan:   

“He said Marshall and King both strongly advocated the invasion of Kyushu (one of Japan’s islands) at the earliest possible date.  Leahy had been opposed to invasion of the Jap mainland.  Marshall held that such an attempt on Kyushu would cost in casualties not more than 63,000 of the 190,000 combatant troops estimated as necessary for the invasion.”
   

“Admiral Leahy recalled that the President had been interested in knowing what the price in casualties for Kyushu would be and whether or not that price could be paid.  He points out that the troops on Okinawa had lost 35 percent in casualties.  If this percentage were applied to the number of troops to be employed in Kyushu, he thought from similarity of the fighting to be expected that this would give a good estimate of the casualties to be expected.”  

B. The Japanese did not want to surrender and considered it a question of honor to defend their homeland.    

 "The bomb was unfortunate, but it was the only means to bring Japan to a surrender," argues Sadao Asada, a historian at Doshisha University in Kyoto.  Professor Asada cites Japanese archival evidence that military officials were likely to fight on, furiously, until the end. "Sacrifice 20 million Japanese lives," a senior Japanese navy official urged in August 1945, with tears in his eyes, as he proposed a huge suicide attack on the Allies.” 

C.  To justify the large expense of the Manhattan project:

The cost of the project that designed and built the atomic bombs used at Hiroshima and Nagasaki was $ $1,889,604,000 dollars.  Today the same project would cost $21,570,821,000.
   

Should We Have Dropped the Atomic Bomb?
Source Evidence Two-Arguments Against Using the Atomic Bomb

A. It killed too many civilians   

It was estimated that around 200,000 to 240,000 Japanese were killed by the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki with the vast majority of that number being civilians who were going about their daily lives.  Around 70,000 people died from the bomb blast at Hiroshima with another 90,000 dieing from burns, radiation and related diseases by the end of 1945.  About 80,000 died at Nagasaki.  Official numbers are hard to determine because the bombs destroyed most of the records on the cities populations.  

B.  It may not have been militarily necessary 

The 1946 United States Strategic Bombing Survey concluded that it had been unnecessary to the winning of the war. After interviewing hundreds of Japanese civilian and military leaders after Japan surrendered, it reported:

"Based on a detailed investigation of all the facts, and supported by the testimony of the surviving Japanese leaders involved, it is the Survey's opinion that certainly prior to 31 December 1945, and in all probability prior to 1 November 1945, Japan would have surrendered even if the atomic bombs had not been dropped, even if Russia had not entered the war, and even if no invasion had been planned or contemplated."

C.  The bombing of Nagasaki came too quickly

The bombing of Nagasaki came only three days after the bombing of Hiroshima which was not enough time for the confused and battered Japanese to respond to the American demands for peace.  

D.  The Americans saw the Japanese as savages instead of humans.    

From the July 25, 1945 diary entry by Harry Truman:

“Even if the Japs are savages, ruthless, merciless and fanatic, we as the leader of the world for the common welfare cannot drop this terrible bomb on the old capital or the new.”      

Should We Have Dropped the Atomic Bomb?
Source Evidence One-Arguments For Using the Atomic Bomb

D.  Warning the Soviet Union of the US’s new power

On July 24, at the Potsdam conference, Truman walked carefully around to Stalin, who had stood up and was preparing to leave the hall and told about the test explosion of a nuclear bomb. Truman did not use the word "nuclear" and simply related that the United States had just successfully tested a new weapon of great explosive power and that he wanted the Soviets to know this fact.  Truman proudly annotated the photograph of adjournment of the July 24 session, "This is the place I told Stalin about the Atom Bomb, which was exploded July 6, 1945 in New Mexico. He didn't realize what I was talking about.
  

E.  Punish the Japanese for their surprise attack of Pearl Harbor 

Telegram from Senator Richard Russell to President Harry Truman:

Permit me to respectfully suggest that we cease our efforts to cajole Japan into surrendering in accordance with the Potsdam Declaration.  Let us carry the war to them until they beg us to accept the unconditional surrender.  The foul attack on Pearl Harbor brought us into war and I am unable to see any valid reason why we should be so much more considerate and lenient in dealing with Japan than with Germany..…  The comptemptous answer of the Japs to the Potsdam Ultimatum justifies a revision of that document and sterner peace terms….Our people have not forgotten that the Japanese struck us the first blow in this war without the slightest warning.  They believe that we should continue to strike the Japanese until they are brought groveling to their knees.  We should cease our appeals to Japan to sue for peace.  The next plea for Peace should come from an utterly destroyed Tokyo. …. With assurances of esteem, Richard B. Russell, US Senator.
  

F.  Fighting back against Japanese brutality

President Truman responds to the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America

My dear Mr. Cavert:  


Nobody is more disturbed over the use of Atomic bombs than I am but I was greatly disturbed over the unwarranted attack by the Japanese on Pearl Harbor and their murder of our prisoners of war.  The only language they seem to understand is the one we have been using to bombard them.  When you have to deal with a beast you have to treat him as a beast.  It is most regrettable but nevertheless true.  

Sincerely yours, Harry S. Truman

Should We Have Dropped the Atomic Bomb?
Source Evidence Two-Arguments Against Using the Atomic Bomb 

E.  It was morally wrong and set a bad precedent 

Telegram from the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America to the President of the United States,

Many Christians deeply disturbed over use of Atomic Bombs against Japanese cities because of their necessarily indiscriminate destructive efforts and because their use sets extremely dangerous precedent for future of mankind.  Bishop Oxnam, President of the Council and John Foster Dulles Chairman of its commission on a just and durable peace are preparing statement for probable release tomorrow urging that Atomic bombs be regarded as trust for humanity an that Japanese nation be given genuine opportunity and time to verify facts and about new bombs and to accept surrender terms.  Respectfully urge that ample opportunity be given Japan to reconsider ultimatum before any further devastation by atomic bomb is visited upon her people.
  

F.  Should not have massacred civilians in such a horrible way   

Japanese Government’s Official Protest to US State Department over Bombing 

"Combatant and noncombatant men and women, old and young, are massacred without discrimination by the atmospheric pressure of the explosion, as well as by the radiating heat which result there from. Consequently there is involved a bomb having the most cruel effects humanity has ever known. . . . The bombs in question, used by the Americans, by their cruelty and by their terrorizing effects, surpass by far gas or any other arm, the use of which is prohibited. Japanese protests against U.S. desecration of international principles of war paired the use of the atomic bomb with the earlier firebombing, which massacred old people, women and children, destroying and burning down Shinto and Buddhist temples, schools, hospitals, living quarters, etc. . . . They now use this new bomb, having an uncontrollable and cruel effect much greater than any other arms or projectiles ever used to date. This constitutes a new crime against humanity and civilization."
   

G.  The Americans saw the Japanese as savages instead of humans.    

From the July 25, 1945 diary entry by Harry Truman:

“Even if the Japs are savages, ruthless, merciless and fanatic, we as the leader of the world for the common welfare cannot drop this terrible bomb on the old capital or the new.”      

Name:_______________________

Homework  

Based on what you have heard and read in class create a chart of the arguments for using the atomic bomb and the arguments against using the atomic bomb.  

After completing the chart write a minimum of five complete sentences telling me which side of the argument you support.  Do you think President Truman did the right thing when he dropped the atomic bomb or do you think that President Truman made the wrong decision?   Explain your answer using at least three items from your chart.   

You may use this sheet or create your own.  The assignment is due Monday November 23, 2008.       

Arguments Supporting Bombing 


Arguments Against Bombing 

Paragraph response:  

� Diary Entry June 1, 1945 from Ayers Papers.  Accessed at http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/bomb/large/documents/index.php?documentdate=1945-06-01&documentid=48&studycollectionid=abomb&pagenumber=1


� Kristof, Nicholas D.  Hiroshima:  A special report; The Bomb:  An Act That Haunts Japan and America. New York Times, August 6, 1995.  Accessed at http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=990CE0D91430F935A3575BC0A963958260&sec=&spon=&&scp=10&sq=dropping%20the%20atomic%20bomb&st=cse 


� http://www.brookings.edu/projects/archive/nucweapons/manhattan.aspx   








� "� HYPERLINK "http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/USSBS-PTO-Summary.html" \l "jstetw" \o "http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/USSBS-PTO-Summary.html#jstetw" �United States Strategic Bombing Survey; Summary Report�" pg. 26. United States Government Printing Office (1946). Retrieved on July 28, 2006.





� http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/bomb/ferrell_book/ferrell_book_chap5.htm


� http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/bomb/large/documents/index.php?documentdate=1945-08-07&documentid=8&studycollectionid=abomb&pagenumber=1


�http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/bomb/large/documents/index.php?pagenumber=1&documentdate=1945-08-11&documentid=11&studycollectionid=abomb





�� HYPERLINK "http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/bomb/large/documents/index.php?pagenumber=2&documentdate=1945-08-11&documentid=11&studycollectionid=abomb" ��http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/bomb/large/documents/index.php?pagenumber=2&documentdate=1945-08-11&documentid=11&studycollectionid=abomb�


� The Atomic Bomb: Voices from Hiroshima and Nagasaki by Mark Selden, Kyoko Selden; M. E. Sharpe, 1989
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