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Understanding the Decision to Drop the Bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki

On August 6, 1945, U.S. President Harry Truman informed the world that an atomic weapon had been detonated on the Japanese city of Hiroshima. Nicknamed Little Boy, the bomb with a power of over 20,000 tons of TNT destroyed most of Hiroshima, killing an estimated 130,000 people. Three days later on August 9, a second bomb nicknamed Fat Man was dropped on the Japanese city of Nagasaki destroying most of Nagasaki and killing roughly between 60,000-70,000 people. Six days after the bombing of Nagasaki, Japan surrendered, marking the end of World War II. 

[image: image1.png]HIROSHIMA
EXTENT OF FIRE

a0
| LIMITS OF BLAST DAMAGE
LEGEND

.




The destructive power of these nuclear weapons and the subsequent casualties of the Japanese have continued to prompt questions over whether the U.S should have decided to use these weapons against Japan during World War II. Even 67 years after the event, the decision to drop the first atomic bomb continues to be widely debated. 

Certainly, the power of this new weapon was understood before its use against Japan. President Truman stated that “It was the most terrible thing ever discovered.” To that end, the decision to use this new weapon was not taken lightly, nor was it made in a vacuum devoid of dissent, despite what historical accounts may depict. Specifically, historian J. Samuel Walker purports that history has painted a false choice between two options: using the atomic bomb, and risking hundreds of thousands of American lives. Instead, as Walker highlights in his book Prompt and Utter Destruction, the historical records show a much more complex situation.
To be sure, as the development of the atomic bomb was nearing its completion, the U.S. was still engaged in a massive war with the Japanese. By all accounts, from the middle of 1944, it was clear to both the Japanese and the United States that the Japanese were losing the war and that the question was when not if the Japanese would finally capitulate. As the summer of 1945 began, the U.S. military campaign continued to involve numerous aerial raids as well as large scale invasion of Japanese islands. Accordingly, before the atomic bomb became available, the U.S. was planning another large scale invasion of Japan codenamed Operation Downfall for the fall of 1945, which it hoped would overwhelm the Japanese and end the war. 

Deciding to Drop the Bomb
In the lead up to the Trinity test (the test which successfully exploded the first atomic bomb in Alamogordo, New Mexico), the top priority for President Truman was to end the war as quickly as possible with the fewest U.S. casualties. For many, this had become the overarching purpose for using the atomic bomb once it was completed. Walker notes five reasons why Truman chose to use the bomb:
1. Ending the war at the earliest possible moment:

The primary objective for the U.S. was to win the war at the lowest possible cost. Specifically, Truman was looking for the most effective way to end the war quickly, not for a way to not use the bomb.

2. To justify the cost of the Manhattan Project:

The Manhattan Project was a secret program to which the U.S. had funneled an estimated $1,889,604,000 (in 1945 dollars) through December 31, 1945.

3. To impress the Soviets:

With the end of the war nearing, the Soviets were an important strategic consideration, especially with their military control over most of Eastern Europe. However, this idea is thought to be more appropriately understood as an additional benefit of dropping the bomb and not so much its sole purpose.

4. A lack of incentives not to use the bomb:

Weapons were created to be used. By 1945, the bombing of civilians was already an established practice. In fact, the earlier U.S. firebombing campaign of Japan, which began in 1944, killed an estimated 315,922 Japanese, a greater number than the estimated death attributed to the atomic bombings at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The firebombing of Tokyo alone resulted in roughly 100,000 Japanese killed. 

5. Responding to Pearl Harbor:
When a general raised objections to the use of the bombs, Truman responded by noting the atrocities of Pearl Harbor and said that “When you have to deal with a beast, you have to treat him as a beast.”

Alternatives to dropping the bomb
Nevertheless, until July 1945, the atomic bomb remained untested and the leading plan of the U.S. was to invade Japan through Operation Downfall, beginning with an invasion of the southernmost island of Kyushu in October 1945. In terms of the operation, there were numerous estimates as to the potential U.S. casualties. President Truman received estimates from General MacArthur that upwards of 31,000 U.S. casualties could be expected within the first thirty days. However, other estimates, particularly by Joint Chiefs of Staff, projected casualties to reach almost seven times higher. This is a far cry from the estimate of millions of casualties which has been discussed in contemporary media. Nevertheless, Operation Downfall posed a definitive risk to U.S. soldiers. 

Three specific alternatives to dropping the bomb had been suggested:

1. Intensifying conventional bombing and the naval blockade (air power alone was thought enough to force the Japanese to surrender; coupled with a blockade that would severely limit their trade abilities, surrender would be inevitable).

2. Allowing the Japanese to retain the Emperor (this is based on not demanding an unconditional surrender of Japan; countries are more likely to surrender if it is not unconditional)

3. Waiting for the Soviet Union to enter the war (negotiations at Yalta determined the Soviets would aid the U.S. and Great Britain in the Pacific Theater once the war in Europe was over).

In the end, none of these alternatives were chosen and two atomic bombs were dropped on two major Japanese industrial centers. Days after these attacks, the Japanese did indeed surrender, bringing an end to World War II. The question remains, however, whether the U.S. should continue to be held responsible for the nuclear proliferation of countries today and their threats to use such weapons on their enemies. 

