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Issue # 11: The Decision to Drop the Bomb

Background:  On August 6, 1945, the United States dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima with a force of 20,000 tons of TNT.  It killed about 160,000 people (some estimates run lower) and 80% of the city’s buildings.  When Japan did not immediately surrender, the U.S. dropped a second bomb on Nagasaki 3 days later.  The death toll there was less but still over 100,000.  The two bombings along with the entry of the USSR into the war forced the Japanese to capitulate and they signed an armistice on August 14.

Question: Analyze the evidence below (accounts by key decision-makers, news accounts, and opinion polls) and answer two questions: Why did United States to drop the bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki?  Were such acts justified? 

1) What Did International Law Say About Bombing Civilians?  

Protection Of Civilian Populations Against Bombing From The Air In Case Of War, Unanimous resolution of the League of Nations Assembly, September 30, 1938: 

The Assembly, Considering that on numerous occasions public opinion has expressed through the most authoritative channels its horror of the bombing of civilian populations;

Considering that this practice, for which there is no military necessity and which, as experience shows, only causes needless suffering, is condemned under the recognised principles of international law; Recognizes the following principles as a necessary basis for any subsequent regulations:

1) The intentional bombing of civilian populations is illegal;

2) Objectives aimed at from the air must be legitimate military objectives and must be identifiable;

3) Any attack on legitimate military objectives must be carried out in such a way that civilian populations in the neighbourhood are not bombed through negligence

Appeal of President Franklin D. Roosevelt on Aerial Bombardment of Civilian Populations, September 1, 1939

The President of the United States to the Governments of France, Germany, Italy, Poland and His Britannic Majesty, September 1, 1939: 
The ruthless bombing from the air of civilians in unfortified centers of population during the course of the hostilities which have raged in various quarters of the earth during the past few years, which has resulted in the maiming and in the death of thousands of defenseless men, women, and children, has sickened the hearts of every civilized man and woman, and has profoundly shocked the conscience of humanity.

If resort is had to this form of inhuman barbarism during the period of the tragic conflagration with which the world is now confronted, hundreds of thousands of innocent human beings who have no responsibility for, and who are not even remotely participating in, the hostilities which have now broken out, will lose their lives. I am therefore addressing this urgent appeal to every government which may be engaged in hostilities publicly to affirm its determination that its armed forces shall in no event, and under no circumstances, undertake the bombardment from the air of civilian populations or of unfortified cities, upon the understanding that these same rules of warfare will be scrupulously observed by all of their opponents. I request an immediate reply.

2) Why Was Hiroshima Selected?: 

Minutes of the second meeting of the Target Committee Los Alamos, May 10-11, 1945
Status of Targets
A. Dr. Stearns described the work he had done on target selection. He has surveyed possible targets possessing the following qualification: (1) they be important targets in a large urban area of more than three miles in diameter, (2) they be capable of being damaged effectively by a blast, and (3) they are unlikely to be attacked by next August. . . . .  These targets are:

(1) Kyoto - This target is an urban industrial area with a population of 1,000,000. It is the former capital of Japan and many people and industries are now being moved there as other areas are being destroyed. From the psychological point of view there is the advantage that Kyoto is an intellectual center for Japan and the people there are more apt to appreciate the significance of such a weapon as the gadget [atomic bomb]. (Classified as an AA Target)

(2) Hiroshima - This is an important army depot and port of embarkation in the middle of an urban industrial area. It is a good radar target and it is such a size that a large part of the city could be extensively damaged. There are adjacent hills which are likely to produce a focusing effect which would considerably increase the blast damage. Due to rivers it is not a good incendiary target. (Classified as an AA Target)

3) Yokohama - This target is an important urban industrial area which has so far been untouched. Industrial activities include aircraft manufacture, machine tools, docks, electrical equipment and oil refineries. As the damage to Tokyo has increased additional industries have moved to Yokohama. It has the disadvantage of the most important target areas being separated by a large body of water and of being in the heaviest anti-aircraft concentration in Japan. For us it has the advantage as an alternate target for use in case of bad weather of being rather far removed from the other targets considered. (Classified as an A Target) 

(4) Kokura Arsenal - This is one of the largest arsenals in Japan and is surrounded by urban industrial structures. The arsenal is important for light ordnance, anti-aircraft and beach head defense materials. The dimensions of the arsenal are 4100' x 2000'. The dimensions are such that if the bomb were properly placed full advantage could be taken of the higher pressures immediately underneath the bomb for destroying the more solid structures and at the same time considerable blast damage could be done to more feeble structures further away. (Classified as an A Target) 

(5) Niigata - This is a port of embarkation on the N.W. coast of Honshu. Its importance is increasing as other ports are damaged. Machine tool industries are located there and it is a potential center for industrial despersion. It has oil refineries and storage. (Classified as a B Target) 

(6) The possibility of bombing the Emperor's palace was discussed. It was agreed that we should not recommend it but that any action for this bombing should come from authorities on military policy. It was agreed that we should obtain information from which we could determine the effectiveness of our weapon against this target. 

<break>

Psychological Factors in Target Selection
A. It was agreed that psychological factors in the target selection were of great importance. Two aspects of this are (1) obtaining the greatest psychological effect against Japan and (2) making the initial use sufficiently spectacular for the importance of the weapon to be internationally recognized when publicity on it is released.

B. In this respect Kyoto has the advantage of the people being more highly intelligent and hence better able to appreciate the significance of the weapon. Hiroshima has the advantage of being such a size and with possible focusing from nearby mountains that a large fraction of the city may be destroyed. The Emperor's palace in Tokyo has a greater fame than any other target but is of least strategic value.

Use Against "Military" Objectives
A. It was agreed that for the initial use of the weapon any small and strictly military objective should be located in a much larger area subject to blast damage in order to avoid undue risks of the weapon being lost due to bad placing of the bomb.

3)
Harry Truman on his decision to drop the bomb:  It was the recommendation [of a government committee] that the bomb be used against the enemy as soon as it could be done.  They recommended further that it should be used without specific warning and against a target that would clearly show its devastating strength....  It was their conclusion that no technical demonstration they might propose, such as over a deserted island, would be likely to bring the war to and end.  It had to be used against an enemy target.

I asked General [George] Marshall what it would cost in lives to land on the Tokyo plain and other places in Japan.  It was his opinion that such an invasion would cost at a minimum one quarter of a million casualties, and might cost as much as a million, on the American side alone, with an equal number of the enemy.

The final decision of where and when to use the atomic bomb was up to me.  Let there be no mistake about it.  I regarded the bomb as a military weapon and never had any doubt that it should be used....  In deciding to use this bomb I wanted to make sure that it would be used as a weapon of war in the manner prescribed by the laws of war.  That meant that I wanted it dropped on a military target.  I had told Stimson that the bomb should be dropped as nearly as possible upon a war production center of prime military importance....

We sent an ultimatum to Japan.  It was rejected.

Dropping the bombs ended the war, saved lives, and gave the free nations a chance to face the facts.

Truman also wrote in his diary: “I have told the Secretary of War, Mr. Henry Stimson to use it so that military objectives and soldiers and sailors are the target and not women and children.  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 Capitol [Kyoto] or the new [Tokyo].  The target will be a purely military one and we will issue a warning statement asking the Japs to surrender and save lives.  I’m sure they will not do that, but we will have given them the chance.  It is certainly a good thing for the world that Hitler’s crowd or Stalin’s did not discover this atomic bomb.  It seems to me to be the most terrible thing ever discovered, but it can be made the most useful.”

Truman radio speech August 9, 1945 on Hiroshima bombing:  The world will note that the first atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, a military base. That was because we wished in this first attack to avoid, insofar as possible, the killing of civilians. But that attack is only a warning of things to come. If Japan does not surrender, bombs will have to be dropped on her war industries and, unfortunately, thousands of civilian lives will be lost. I urge Japanese civilians to leave industrial cities immediately, and save themselves from destruction.

4)
Save Lives and End the War? Those Who Disagreed.  

Admiral Ernest King argued:  “The President...believed that many thousands of American troops would be killed in invading Japan, and in this he was entirely correct....  But the dilemma was an unnecessary one, for had we been willing to wait, the effective naval blockade would...have starved the Japanese into submission through lack of oil, rice...and other essential materials.  The Army, however, with its underestimation of sea power had insisted upon a direct invasion and an occupational conquest of Japan proper.”

Dwight Eisenhower agreed: I voiced my grave misgivings, first on the basis of my belief that  Japan was already defeated and that dropping the bomb was completely unnecessary, and secondly because I thought that our country should avoid shocking world opinion by the use of a weapon whose employment was, I thought, no longer mandatory as a measure to save American lives.  It was my belief that Japan was, at that very moment, seeking some way to surrender with a minimum loss of “face.”

The U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey (1946) also argued that the bombings were not necessary to end the war:  “The Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic bombs did not defeat Japan, nor by the testimony of the enemy leaders who ended the war did they persuade Japan to accept unconditional surrender....  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.”

How many lives?  If an invasion had occurred, Truman Henry Stimson, and others claimed that 250,000 to 1 million men would have been killed or wounded.  But the Joint Chiefs of Staff estimated the number at 25,000 to 46,000.

Admiral Leahy, Chief of Staff to Presidents Roosevelt and Truman, registers a vigorous protest to its use on moral grounds:

“Bomb” is the wrong word to use for this new weapon. It is not a bomb.  It is not an explosive. It is a poisonous thing that kills people by its deadly radioactive reaction, more than by the explosive force it develops.   The lethal possibilities of atomic warfare in the future are frightening.  My own feeling was that in being the first to use it, we had adopted an ethical standard common to the barbarians of the Dark Ages. I was not taught to make war in that fashion, and wars cannot be won by destroying women and children.  These new concepts of “total war” are basically distasteful to the soldier and sailor of my generation. Employment of the atomic bomb in war will take us back in cruelty toward noncombatants to the days of Genghis Khan.  It will be a form of pillage and rape of a society, done impersonally by one state against another, whereas in the Dark Ages it was a result of individual greed and vandalism. These new and terrible instruments of uncivilized warfare represent a modern type of barbarism not worthy of Christian man.  One of the professors associated with the Manhattan Project told me that he had hoped the bomb wouldn’t work. I wish that he had been right. 

5)
Was Japan Ready to Surrender?: Japan had sent out some peace feelers through Sweden and Switzerland.  When these evoked no response, they sounded out the Soviets.  Foreign Minister Togo sent the following dispatches to his minister in Moscow which had also been decoded by the U.S.  The Japanese insisted on :

“The foreign and domestic situation for the Empire is very serious, and even the termination of the war is now being considered privately.  Therefore...we are also sounding out the extent to which we might employ the USSR in connection with the termination of the war...meet with (Soviet Minister) Molotov immediately...please explain our attitude as follows....   We consider the maintenance of peace in Asia as one aspect of maintaining world peace.  We have no intention of annexing or taking possession of the areas which we have been occupying as a result of the war....”

“His Majesty Emperor is greatly concerned over the daily increasing calamities and sacrifices faced by the citizens of the various belligerent countries in this present war, and it is His majesty’s heart’s desire to see the swift termination of the war....  However, as long as America and England insist on unconditional surrender, our country has no alternative but to see it through in an all-out effort for the sake of survival and the honor of the homeland....”

These peace feelers reached Truman.  In his diary he wrote: “Stalin had told [Churchill] of telegram from Jap Emperor asking for peace.  Stalin also read his answer to me.  It was satisfactory.  Believe Japs will fold up before Russia comes [into the war against Japan].  I am sure they will when Manhattan [Project] appears over their homeland.”

6)
Those Who Opposed Demanding Unconditional Surrender from the Japanese:  

Joseph Grew (former Ambassador to Japan) argued that the war could be ended if the unconditional surrender demand was dropped and survival of the monarchy was granted.  Many objected to such a course and the resulting declaration by the Allies only hinted at such a possibility.

“For a long time I had held the belief...that the surrender of the Japanese would be highly unlikely, regardless of military defeat, in the absence of a public [declaration] that unconditional surrender would not mean the elimination of the present dynasty if the Japanese people desired its retention....   From statements made by moderate former Japanese leaders to responsible Americans after the American occupation, it is quite clear that the civilian advisers to the Emperor were working toward surrender long before the Potsdam Proclamation, even indeed before my talk with the President on May 28, for they knew then that Japan was a defeated nation.  The stumbling block that they had to overcome was the complete dominance of the Japanese Army over the Government, and even when moderates succeeded in getting a decision by the controlling element of the Government to accept the Potsdam terms, efforts were made by the unreconciled elements in the Japanese army to bring about nullification of that decision.  The Emperor needed all the support he could get.  [But the Potsdam declaration only did not state categorically that the emperor would be retained.  It only] implied in Article 12 of the Potsdam Proclamation that the “occupying forces of the Allies shall be with drawn from Japan as soon as there has been established in accordance with the freely expressed will the Japanese people a peacefully inclined and responsible government.”  This however was not at least from the Japanese point of view a categorical undertaking regarding the dynasty....  I and a good many others will always feel that had the President issued as far back as May, 1945, the recommended categorical statement that the Japanese dynasty would be retained...the atom bomb might never have had to be used at all....”
Of even greater influence was Secretary of War Henry Stimson.  Stimson had served in that post Ambassador to the Philippines, and as Secretary of State in previous administrations, and he believed the Japanese could be convinced to surrender.  On July 2, 1945, he wrote Truman:

I believe Japan is susceptible to reason in such a crisis to a much greater extent than is indicated by our current press and other current comment. Japan is not a nation composed wholly of mad fanatics of an entirely different mentality from ours. On the contrary, she has within the past century shown herself to possess extremely intelligent people, capable in an unprecedentedly short time of adopting not only the complicated technique of Occidental civilization but to a substantial extent their culture and their political and social ideas. Her advance in all these respects during the short period of sixty or seventy years has been one of the most astounding feats of national progress in history—a leap from the isolated feudalism of centuries into the position of one of the six or seven great powers of the world. She has not only built up powerful armies and navies. She has maintained an honest and effective national finance and respected position in many of the sciences in which we pride ourselves. Prior to the forcible seizure of power over her government by the fanatical military group in 1931, she had for ten years lived a reasonably responsible and respectable international life. 

My own opinion is in her favor on the two points involved in this question. 

a. I think the Japanese nation has the mental intelligence and versatile capacity in such a crisis to recognize the folly of a fight to the finish and to accept the proffer of what will amount to an unconditional surrender; and 

b. I think she has within her population enough liberal leaders (although now submerged by the terrorists) to be depended upon for her reconstruction as a responsible member of the family of nations. I think she is better in this last respect than Germany was. Her liberals yielded only at the point of the pistol and, so far as I am aware, their liberal attitude has not been personally subverted in the way which was so general in Germany. 

On the other hand, I think that the attempt to exterminate her armies and her population by gunfire or other means will tend to produce a fusion of race solidity and antipathy which had no analogy in the case of Germany. We have a national interest in creating, if possible, a condition wherein the Japanese nation may live as a peaceful and useful member of the future Pacific community. 

It is therefore my conclusion that a carefully timed warning be given to Japan by the chief representatives of the United States, Great Britain, China and, if then a belligerent, Russia, calling upon Japan to surrender and permit the occupation of her country in order to insure its complete demilitarization for the sake of the future peace. 
This warning should contain the following elements: 
The varied and overwhelming character of the force we are about to bring to bear on the islands. 

The inevitability and completeness of the destruction which the full application of this force will entail. 

The determination of the allies to destroy permanently all authority and influence of those who have deceived and misled the country into embarking on world conquest. 

The determination of the allies to limit Japanese sovereignty to her main islands and to render them powerless to mount and support another war. 

The disavowal of any attempt to extirpate the Japanese as a race or to destroy them as a nation. 
A statement of our readiness, once her economy is purged of its militaristic influences, to permit the Japanese to maintain such industries, particularly of a light consumer character, as offer no threat of aggression against their neighbors, but which can produce a sustaining economy, and provide a reasonable standard of living. The statement should indicate our willingness, for this purpose, to give Japan trade access to external raw materials, but no longer any control over, the sources of supply outside her main islands. It should also indicate our willingness, in accordance with our now established foreign trade policy, in due course to enter into mutually advantageous trade relations with her. 

The withdrawal from their country as soon as the above objectives of the allies are accomplished, and as soon as there has been established a peacefully inclined government, of a character representative of the masses of the Japanese people. I personally think that if in saying this we should add that we do not exclude a constitutional monarchy under her present dynasty, it would substantially add to the chances of acceptance.   (emphasis added)

Success of course will depend on the potency of the warning which we give her. She has an extremely sensitive national pride and, as we are now seeing every day, when actually locked with the enemy will fight to the very death. For that reason the warning must be tendered before the actual invasion has occurred and while the impending destruction, though clear beyond peradventure, has not yet reduced her to fanatical despair. If Russia is a part of the threat, the Russian attack, if actual, must not have progressed too far. Our own bombing should be confined to military objectives as far as possible.  (FRUS, 1945 Potsdam Volume I, 891-92)

On July 8, the Combined Intelligence Committee, a British-American group of military intelligence the Combined Chiefs of Staff:

We believe that a considerable portion of the Japanese population now consider absolute military defeat probable. The increasing effects of sea blockade and cumulative devastation wrought by strategic bombing, which has already rendered millions homeless and has destroyed from 25 to 50 percent of the builtup area of Japan’s most important cities, should make this realization increasingly general. An entry of the Soviet Union into the war would finally convince the Japanese of the inevitability of complete defeat. Although individual Japanese willingly sacrifice themselves in the service of the nation, we doubt that the nation as a whole is predisposed toward national suicide. Rather, the Japanese as a nation have a strong concept of national survival, regardless of the fate of individuals. They would probably prefer national survival, even through surrender, to virtual extinction. 

 The Japanese believe, however, that unconditional surrender would be the equivalent of national extinction.  There are as yet no indications that the Japanese are ready to accept such terms. The ideas of foreign occupation of the Japanese homeland, foreign custody of the person of the Emperor, and the loss of prestige entailed by the acceptance of ‘unconditional surrender’ are most revolting to the Japanese. To avoid these conditions, if possible, and, in any event, to insure survival of the institution of the Emperor, the Japanese might well be willing to withdraw from all the territory they have seized on the Asiatic continent and in the southern Pacific, and even to agree to the independence of Korea and to the practical disarmament of their military forces.

A conditional surrender by the Japanese Government along the lines stated above might be offered by them at any time from now until the time of the complete destruction of all Japanese power of resistance. 
When Stimson learned of the Japanese peace initiative with the Soviet Union, he tried again to persuade Truman to issue Japan a warning that would signal America’s willingness to accept a constitutional monarchy.  On July 16, 1945, he wrote Truman and Secretary of State James Byrnes urging the path he had advocated on July 2, 1945:

It seems to me that we are at the psychological moment to commence our warnings to Japan. The great marshalling of our new air and land forces in the combat area in the midst of the ever greater blows she is receiving from the naval and already established Army forces, is bound to provoke thought even among their military leaders.  Added to this is the effect induced by this Conference and the impending threat of Russia’s participation, which it accentuates. 


Moreover, the recent news of attempted approaches on the part of Japan to Russia, impels me to urge prompt delivery of our warning.  I would therefore urge that we formulate a warning to Japan to be delivered during the course of this [Potsdam] Conference, and rather earlier than later, along the lines of the draft prepared by the War Department [Stimson’s July 2 letter above]. . . .  In the meantime our tactical plans should continue to operate without let up, and if the Japanese persist, the full force of our newer weapons [the atomic bomb] should be brought to bear in the course of which a renewed and even heavier warning, backed by the power of the new forces and possibly the actual entrance of the Russians in the war, should be delivered.  (FRUS 1945, Potsdam, II, 1266)
Stimson failed to persuade Truman and Byrnes.  He wrote in his diary:

I went to the “White House” for a conference with Byrnes early in the morning. . . .  Byrnes was opposed to a prompt and early warning to Japan which I had first suggested.  He outlined a timetable on the subject warning which apparently had been agreed to by the President, so I pressed it no further. . . . “

Why then didn’t Truman pursue this option?  

As historians Robert Lifton and Greg Mitchell wrote: “[Retaining the emperor] could be seen as an expression of ‘appeasement’ or weakness and a betrayal of those who had made so many sacrifices in war.  Also, moral clarity concerning the enemy’s evil and our own virtue required that the surrender be ‘unconditional.’  Moreover, there was no certainty that overtures toward the emperor would actually bring about surrender, given the known intra-Japanese conflicts and the persistent influence of military fanaticism.  These fears became part of overall anxiety in Truman and others about not using a formidable weapon to further most aggressively our war aims.”

Henry Stimson, Secretary of War, later commented that he understood why others disagreed with Grew and his proposals: “For months there had been disagreement at high levels over the proper policy toward the Emperor.  Some maintained that the Emperor must go, along with all the other trappings of Japanese militarism.  [Joseph Grew and] others urged…revising the formula of ‘unconditional surrender’ to assure the Japanese that there was no intention of removing the Emperor….  For their pains [they] were roundly abused as appeasers.”

Stimson “wholly agreed with Grew’s general argument….  Unfortunately during the war years high American officials had made some fairly blunt and unpleasant remarks about the Emperor, and it did not seem wise to Mr. Truman and Secretary of State Byrnes that the Government should reverse its field too sharply; too many people were likely to cry shame.  The true question… was not whether surrender could have been achieved without the use of the bomb but whether a different diplomatic and military course would have led to an earlier surrender….  But…it was always necessary to bear in mind that at least some of Japan’s leaders would seize on any conciliatory offer as an indication of weakness.  For this reason [we] did not support Grew in urging an immediate statement on the Emperor in May.  The battle for Okinawa was proceeding slowly and with heavy losses, and they feared lest Japanese militarists argue that such a statement was the first proof of that American fatigue which they had been predicting since 1941.”

Outgoing Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, adamantly opposed the retention of the Emperor.  When he read a draft statement that would have retained the emperor, Hull responded: “The statement seemed too much like appeasement of Japan, especially after the resolute stand we had maintained on unconditional surrender.  I pointed out that…it seemed to guarantee continuance not only of the Emperor but also of the feudal privileges of a ruling caste under the Emperor.  I said that the Emperor and the ruling class must be stripped of all extraordinary privileges and placed on a level before the law with everybody else.”

Assistant Secretary of State Archibald MacLeish agreed:  “To leave [the monarchy] intact is to run the grave risk that it will be used in the future as has been in the past.…  [The emperor] may be a source of the greatest danger a generation from now.  The same consideration applies to the argument that lives will be saved now if the Japanese are allowed to keep their emperor.  The lives already spend will have been sacrificed in vain, and lives will be lost again in the future in a new war.” 

Internal Conflict in the Japanese Government:  One of the issues impeding Japan’s surrender was its badly divided government.  The US knew of the internal conflict and was skeptical of peace feelers fearing they would not be approved of by Japan’s military leaders.  Foreign Minister Shigenori Togo was one who favored surrender.  As Togo noted, the divisions remained right up to the very end.  “My first reaction to the [Potsdam] declaration upon reading through the text. . .was [that it was] evidently not a dictate of unconditional surrender.  I got the impression that the Emperor’s wishes had reached the United States....”  Togo, however, found he could not overcome military resistance and the government ignored the Potsdam declaration.  After the bombing of Hiroshima, the military still favored fighting an invasion in hopes of driving the US into the sea.  “There being still a division of opinion, the Premier said that he regretted that he must humbly beg the Emperor’s decision.  The Emperor quietly said that he approved [of surrender]; the confidence of the services in ultimate victory, he said, could not be relied upon, their earlier forecasts having often been at variance with realities . . ..  Now bearing the unbearable, he would submit to the terms of the Potsdam Declaration, thereby to preserve the national polity.”

In the end, however, the Japanese do surrender but win assurances from the United States to retain the Emperor.

After the two bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Japanese government still insisted on retaining the emperor.  The Americans implicitly accepted these terms.  The August 11, 1945 Allied response to the Japanese offer referred to the Emperor's continuing role in Japanese government: "the authority of the Emperor and the Japanese Government to rule the state shall be subject to the Supreme Commander of the Allied powers.”  Sec. of War Stimson later explained, "the Allied reply... implicitly recognized the Emperor's position by prescribing that his power must be subject to the orders of the Allied supreme commander.” 

The Japanese government correctly interpreted this diplomatic language and other statements in the Allied surrender terms to mean that the Emperor could be retained. On August 14 the Emperor told Japan's cabinet, "I have studied the Allied reply and concluded that it virtually acknowledges the position of our note [requesting the Emperor's retention] sent a few days ago. I find it quite acceptable…” With this reassurance and at the Emperor's "desire", on August 14 the Japanese Cabinet unanimously signed the surrender document, agreeing to Allied terms. 

One of President Truman’s closest advisors, James F. Byrnes, was named Secretary of State early in July, 1945, on the eve of the Potsdam Conference. Fifteen years later in an interview he defended the position he had taken on the question of unconditional surrender:

Q. In retrospect, might it have been possible to avoid using the atom bomb by offering Japan a chance to keep its Emperor, as Joseph Grew ... has stated? 

A. That’s dealing in the realm of speculation. Later, on August 1 1, in drafting the message to Japan replying to their surrender message, I wrote that Japan would have the right to determine the form of government under which its people wished to live. It was approved by the President and by Stimson. 

Q. Would any assurance regarding the retaining of the institution of the Emperor have encouraged Japan to open negotiations for surrender sooner? 

A. I do not think so. The militarists were still in control. The record shows that on July 21, five days before the Potsdam Declaration was released, the Japanese Government advised its Ambassador in Moscow that “so long as the enemy demands unconditional surrender we will fight as one man against the enemy.” 

Q. But in our final acceptance of their offer of surrender, didn’t we agree to retain the institution of the Emperor? Wasn’t that a change from the Potsdam Declaration? 

A. No. When the Japanese Government submitted its agreement to surrender, provided the surrender did not envisage the insistence upon the removal of the Emperor, we replied that “from the moment of surrender the authority of the Emperor and the Japanese Government to rule the state shall be subject to the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers, who will take such steps as he deems proper to effectuate the surrender terms.” 

Q. Did this represent any change of view on our part? 

A. No, it did not. It was a requirement that the Emperor, as head of the Japanese Government, should agree to the terms of surrender. Then we added that it was for the people of Japan to determine the form of government under which they would live. 
7)
A Diplomatic Message to Russia?:  One issue that has surrounded the debate was whether the bomb was dropped to intimidate the Soviets rather than end the war.  As one historian charged: “[The overriding consideration] seems to have been that a combat demonstration was needed to convince the Russians to accept the American plan for a stable peace….  The evidence strongly suggests that the view which the President’s personal representative offered to one of the atomic scientists in May 1945 was an accurate state of policy: “Mr. Byrnes did not argue that it was necessary to use the bomb against the cities of Japan in order to win the war….  Mr. Byrnes…view [was] that our possessing and demonstrating the bomb would make Russia more manageable in Europe….”

Winston Churchill was thrilled at learning the testing of the bomb was successful.  He believed it would make negotiations with the Soviets over Europe easier.  He noted the with the bomb “we should not need the Russians.  The end of the Japanese war no longer depended upon the pouring in of their armies for the final and perhaps protracted slaughter.  The array of European problems could therefore be faced on their merits and according to the broad principles of the United Nations.  We seemed suddenly to have become possessed of a merciful abridgment of the slaughter in the East and of a far happier prospect in Europe.”

Truman also recognized the diplomatic value of the bomb recording in his diary; “I have an ace in the hole.”  And “Stalin’s proposals were dynamite—but I have some dynamite too which I am not exploding for now.”

During most of the period of development, it was assumed the bomb would be used to end the war.  In 1942, Secretary of War Henry Stimson told General Leslie Groves “to produce [the bomb] at the earliest possible date so as to bring the war to a conclusion.”  “At no time,” Stimson later noted, “did I ever hear it suggested by the President or by any other responsible member of the government, that atomic energy should not be used in war.”

8)
Alternatives: There were a number of scientists including Leo Szilard who had started the Manhattan Project who opposed its use on the Japanese or favored a demonstration.  A committee of scientists was assembled under the direction of Secretary of War Henry Stimson.  They concluded no demonstration was likely to work.  This was their logic:

“It was evident that [Japan] would suspect trickery.  If a bomb were exploded in Japan with previous notice, the Japanese air power was still adequate to give serious interference.  An atomic bomb was an intricate device, still in the developmental stage.  Its operation would be far from routine.  If during the final adjustments of the bomb the Japanese defenders should attack, a faulty move might easily result in some kind of failure.  Such an end to an advertised demonstration of power would be much worse than if the attempt had not been made.  It was now evident that when the time came for the bombs to be used we should have only one of them available, followed afterwards by other at all-too-long intervals.  We could not afford the chance that one of them might be a dud.  If the test were made on some neutral territory, it was hard to believe that Japan’s determined and fanatical military men would be impressed.  If such an open test were made first and failed to bring surrender, the chance would be gone to give the shock of surprise that proved so effective.  On the contrary, it would make the Japanese ready to interfere with an atomic attack if they could.  Though the possibility of a demonstration that would not destroy human lives was attractive, no one could suggest a way in which it cold be made so convincing that it would be likely to stop the war.”

9)
Public opinion.  In a poll taken by Fortune magazine in December of 1945, Americans were asked: “Which of these comes closest to describing how you feel about our use of the atomic bomb?”

1) We should not have used any atomic bombs at all.





4.5%

2) We should have dropped one first on some unpopulated region, to show the Japanese 

its power, and dropped the second one on a city only if they hadn’t surrendered                                                

after the first one.








13.8%


3) We should have used the two bombs on cities just as we did.



53.5%

4) We should have quickly used many more of them before Japan had a chance to surrender.
22.7%
          

5) Don’t know.









5.5%

10)
Total War?: Just before Hiroshima, Japan formed a People’s Volunteer Corps making all men 15 to 60 and women 17 to 40 liable for defense duties.  The following statement appeared in a U.S. Army publication in response to the news.

The entire population of Japan is a proper Military Target....  THERE ARE NO CIVILIANS IN JAPAN.  We are making War and making it in the all-out fashion which saves American lives, shortens the agony which War is and seeks to bring about an enduring Peace.  We intend to seek out and destroy the enemy wherever he or she is, in the greatest possible numbers, in the shortest possible time.

11) Images of Atomic Bomb Victims
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