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Introduction
The United States dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima on August 6, 1945, and Nagasaki on August 9.
Japan announced its acceptance of the Allied surrender terms on August 15, and the formal surrender
followed on September 2. The decision to use the bombs remains one of the most disputed acts of
World War II because it involved military strategy, diplomacy, technology, civilian death, and the
uncertain question of what would have happened under alternative policies. President Harry S.
Truman and senior officials argued that the bomb could end the war rapidly and avoid the enormous
casualties expected from an invasion of Japan. Critics have argued that Japan was already near
defeat, that the Soviet entry into the Pacific war altered the strategic situation, and that alternatives
such as modifying surrender terms or demonstrating the bomb should have received greater
consideration. A responsible analysis must distinguish what decision-makers knew in summer 1945
from later claims about inevitability. (Stimson, 1947; Walker, 2016)

The Military Situation in Summer 1945
By mid-1945, Nazi Germany had surrendered, but the Pacific War continued. U.S. forces had captured
Iwo Jima and Okinawa after extremely costly battles. Japan’s navy and air power had been severely
weakened, American submarines and aircraft had disrupted shipping, and conventional bombing had
devastated many cities. Nevertheless, Japan retained large armed forces in the home islands and in
Asia, and its government had not accepted unconditional surrender. (Frank, 1999; Walker, 2016)

American planners expected that an invasion of the Japanese home islands could produce heavy
casualties on both sides. Operation Downfall included an initial invasion of Kyushu, followed by a
possible assault on Honshu. Estimates varied substantially according to assumptions, time horizon,
and the level of Japanese resistance. Later political claims sometimes presented one precise number
as if it had been established before Hiroshima; the historical record contains a range rather than one
universally accepted forecast. (Frank, 1999; Walker, 2016)

The Experience of Okinawa
The Battle of Okinawa strongly influenced American expectations. Japanese forces fought from
fortified positions, kamikaze attacks struck U.S. ships, and large numbers of military personnel and
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civilians died. American leaders feared that fighting on the home islands would be even more intense.
(Frank, 1999)

Okinawa did not prove exactly how Japan would respond to invasion, but it shaped the psychological
and strategic environment in which the atomic decision was made. Officials were planning after years
of brutal combat rather than evaluating a theoretical problem in peacetime.

The Manhattan Project
The atomic bomb emerged from the Manhattan Project, a massive secret research and industrial
program begun because Allied scientists feared that Nazi Germany might develop nuclear weapons.
The project brought together universities, laboratories, military administration, industrial production,
and extraordinary government expenditure.

By 1945, Germany had surrendered without producing an atomic bomb, but the American program
had succeeded. The Trinity test in New Mexico on July 16 demonstrated that a plutonium implosion
weapon could produce an unprecedented explosion. The new technology immediately became both a
military instrument and a political fact. (Walker, 2016)

The Interim Committee
The Interim Committee advised the government on questions concerning the atomic bomb. Its
deliberations included military use, international implications, and public disclosure. The committee
recommended using the bomb against Japan without prior warning on a target associated with
military production and surrounded by structures that would reveal the weapon’s destructive power.
(Walker, 2016)

Scientists did not hold one uniform position. Some supported direct military use, while others
proposed a demonstration or warned about a future nuclear arms race. Scientific expertise could
explain the weapon but could not decide the moral and political question by itself.

Truman and the Potsdam Conference
Truman learned that the Trinity test had succeeded while attending the Potsdam Conference with
Allied leaders. The Potsdam Declaration called on Japan to surrender and warned of “prompt and utter
destruction” if it refused. The declaration did not explicitly state that the emperor could remain, and
Japanese leaders did not accept its terms immediately. (Walker, 2016)

One debated question is whether clearer assurances about the emperor might have produced
surrender before atomic bombing. After surrender, the United States allowed Emperor Hirohito to
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remain on the throne under Allied occupation, although sovereignty and political authority were
transformed. Historians disagree about whether making that position explicit earlier would have
overcome divisions within the Japanese government. (Frank, 1999; Walker, 2016)

Japanese Surrender Politics
Japan’s government was divided. Some leaders recognized that the military situation was disastrous
and sought a way to end the war, while others wanted conditions that would preserve important
elements of the imperial system and avoid occupation or disarmament. Military leaders continued
preparing for decisive defense of the home islands. (Frank, 1999)

Japanese diplomatic contacts through the Soviet Union are sometimes described as an offer to
surrender, but the situation was more limited. Tokyo hoped Moscow might mediate more favorable
terms; it had not accepted the Allied demand for surrender. Understanding this distinction is
important when evaluating claims that Japan had already agreed to end the war before Hiroshima.
(Frank, 1999)

The Soviet Union
The Soviet Union had promised to enter the war against Japan after Germany’s defeat. On August 8,
1945, it declared war and launched a major offensive against Japanese forces in Manchuria. Soviet
entry destroyed Japanese hopes that Moscow might mediate and created the prospect of rapid Soviet
expansion in East Asia. (Frank, 1999; Walker, 2016)

Historians debate the relative importance of the atomic bombs and Soviet intervention in Japan’s
decision to surrender. The events occurred within days of one another, and Japanese leaders
confronted both unprecedented destruction and a dramatically altered strategic position. It is overly
simple to claim that only one factor ended the war. (Walker, 2016)

Hiroshima
On August 6, the B-29 Enola Gay dropped a uranium bomb nicknamed “Little Boy” on Hiroshima. The
explosion, heat, fire, and radiation killed tens of thousands of people immediately or within the
following months. Many victims were civilians, although Hiroshima also contained military
headquarters and facilities. (Truman, 1945; Walker, 2016)

Truman publicly announced the use of the bomb and described Hiroshima as an important Japanese
military base. His statement emphasized the weapon’s power and linked its use to Pearl Harbor and
the continuation of the war. The announcement presented atomic bombing as a means of compelling
surrender and avoiding further American losses. (Truman, 1945)
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Nagasaki
On August 9, a second atomic bomb, a plutonium implosion weapon called “Fat Man,” was dropped on
Nagasaki after the primary target, Kokura, was obscured. The city’s geography limited some of the
blast compared with Hiroshima, but the destruction and deaths were still enormous. (Walker, 2016)

The short interval between the two bombings has generated ethical and strategic debate. Critics ask
whether Japan had enough time to assess Hiroshima before the second weapon was used. Supporters
argue that continued resistance demonstrated the need for overwhelming pressure. The question
cannot be resolved by assuming that either immediate surrender or continued war was certain.

The Argument That the Bomb Avoided an Invasion
The most influential defense of the decision is that atomic bombing ended the war before Operation
Downfall and therefore saved lives that would have been lost in combat. Former Secretary of War
Henry Stimson later argued that the weapon offered a way to end the conflict quickly and avoid an
invasion whose casualties could be enormous. (Stimson, 1947)

This argument has substantial force because U.S. planners were preparing for invasion and because
recent battles had been costly. Its strongest historical form does not require one exaggerated
casualty number. It requires recognizing that leaders had reason to expect significant casualties and
regarded continuation of the war as dangerous. (Frank, 1999; Stimson, 1947)

The Argument That Japan Was Already Defeated
Critics point out that Japan’s economy and military position were collapsing under blockade and
bombing. They argue that continued pressure, Soviet entry, or modified surrender terms might have
ended the war without atomic attacks on cities. (Walker, 2016)

Physical defeat, however, is not identical to political surrender. Governments can continue fighting in
hopeless situations. The key historical question is not whether Japan could eventually win—it could
not—but how long its leaders would continue and what costs would be incurred before surrender.

A Demonstration of the Bomb
One proposed alternative was to demonstrate the atomic bomb on an uninhabited area before using it
against a city. Supporters hoped that observers could witness the weapon’s power and that Japan
would surrender without mass civilian deaths. Some scientists supported this approach. (Walker,
2016)
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Officials raised several objections: the bomb might fail, Japan might refuse to surrender, only a small
number of weapons were available, and arranging observers or warning could create technical or
military complications. These concerns explain why a demonstration was rejected, but they do not
remove the ethical significance of the alternative.

Warning and Targeting
The Potsdam Declaration warned Japan of destruction but did not identify the atomic bomb or specific
target. Leaflets were used during conventional bombing campaigns, but Hiroshima did not receive a
clear, specific atomic warning that allowed civilians to evacuate before August 6. (Walker, 2016)

The decision to attack a city was partly intended to demonstrate psychological as well as physical
power. This goal creates an unavoidable ethical problem because civilians became part of the
mechanism through which pressure was applied to the Japanese government.

Conventional Bombing Context
By 1945, strategic bombing had already killed large numbers of civilians in Europe and Japan. The
March 1945 firebombing of Tokyo caused catastrophic destruction. Atomic bombing therefore did not
introduce civilian-targeted urban destruction into the war, although it concentrated extraordinary
destructive power in a single weapon and added radiation effects. (Walker, 2016)

Understanding this context explains why some decision-makers treated the bomb as an extension of
existing bombing strategy. It does not settle whether that strategy was morally justified.

Racism and the Pacific War
The Pacific War was marked by intense racial hatred and dehumanizing propaganda on both sides.
Atrocities committed by the Japanese military, the attack on Pearl Harbor, brutal island fighting,
prisoner abuse, and racist American imagery shaped attitudes toward the enemy.

Historians debate how much racism influenced the atomic decision specifically. It is difficult to isolate
one motive from military strategy, but the racialized wartime environment affected how civilian
suffering and total destruction were imagined.

Diplomatic Interpretations
Some historians have argued that demonstrating the atomic bomb also strengthened the United
States diplomatically in relation to the Soviet Union. From this perspective, Japan was not the only
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audience; the bomb influenced the emerging postwar balance of power.

Other historians caution against treating diplomacy as the primary motive. American documents show
a strong focus on ending the Pacific War, while leaders were also clearly aware that nuclear weapons
would affect relations with Moscow. The decision can contain multiple motives without one cancelling
the others. (Walker, 2016)

Truman’s Responsibility
Truman inherited the Manhattan Project after Roosevelt’s death in April 1945. The machinery for
developing and planning use of the bomb was already advanced. No formal presidential meeting
occurred in which every imaginable alternative was placed on a table and then rejected through one
recorded vote. Instead, atomic use developed through military planning, committee
recommendations, and assumptions that the weapon would be used when available. (Walker, 2016)

Truman nevertheless held ultimate presidential authority and defended the decision publicly and later
in life. The fact that policy momentum existed does not eliminate executive responsibility.

Civilian Casualties and Radiation
The human consequences continued long after the explosions. Survivors suffered burns, injuries,
radiation sickness, cancers, social stigma, psychological trauma, and displacement. Japanese
survivors became known as hibakusha. Their testimony is essential because strategic analysis can
otherwise reduce the bombings to abstract casualty comparisons.

Ethical evaluation must account for these civilian experiences even when discussing military
necessity. The lives potentially saved by ending the war and the lives destroyed by the bombings are
not interchangeable statistics known with certainty beforehand.

Japan’s Surrender
After Hiroshima, Soviet entry, and Nagasaki, Emperor Hirohito intervened in a divided leadership and
supported acceptance of the Potsdam terms with an understanding concerning the imperial
institution. An attempted military coup failed, and the emperor’s surrender message was broadcast
on August 15. (Frank, 1999)

The sequence demonstrates why historians continue debating causation. The atomic bombs and
Soviet entry created overlapping shocks during an already severe crisis. Japan’s surrender cannot be
understood through one event isolated from the others. (Frank, 1999; Walker, 2016)
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Was the Bomb Necessary?
The word “necessary” can mean several things. It may mean necessary to produce immediate
surrender under the exact policy then being followed, necessary to avoid invasion, or necessary
because no alternative could possibly have worked. Historical evidence supports the first two claims
more strongly than the third. The bomb clearly contributed to the pressure that ended the war and
may have prevented invasion. It cannot be proven that every alternative would have failed because
those alternatives were not all tried. (Frank, 1999; Walker, 2016)

A careful conclusion should therefore avoid both certainty that atomic bombing was the only possible
path and certainty that Japan would have surrendered immediately without it.

Legacy
The bombings ended one war while opening the nuclear age. The United States briefly possessed a
nuclear monopoly, but the Soviet Union tested an atomic weapon in 1949, beginning a dangerous
arms competition. Nuclear strategy, deterrence, nonproliferation, disarmament, and civilian
protection became permanent international concerns.

Hiroshima and Nagasaki remain central to debates about whether nuclear weapons can ever be used
consistently with humanitarian principles. The decision of 1945 therefore matters not only as history
but as a precedent in a world where far more powerful weapons now exist.

Conclusion
The United States used atomic bombs in a situation where Japan was militarily weakened but had not
surrendered, invasion plans were advancing, and leaders expected continued fighting to be costly.
Truman and other officials believed atomic shock could end the war rapidly, and postwar defenders
such as Stimson emphasized the lives they believed would be saved by avoiding invasion. (Frank,
1999; Stimson, 1947)

At the same time, Japan’s deteriorating position, Soviet entry, possible modification of surrender
terms, and proposals for a demonstration show that the decision was not historically simple.
Hiroshima and Nagasaki killed large numbers of civilians and created lasting radiation effects. The
most defensible interpretation recognizes that the bombs contributed importantly to surrender
without claiming that no other outcome was conceivable. The decision should be studied as a wartime
choice made under uncertainty, shaped by recent combat, bureaucratic momentum, diplomacy, and
the unprecedented availability of a new weapon. Its moral controversy persists because military
consequences and civilian destruction cannot be separated. (Truman, 1945; Walker, 2016)
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