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The Decision to Drop the Atomic Bomb

<3 he Manhattan Project—the code name

1 given to the US atomic  program —was

i, formally set up in 1942 under the direction
of General Leslie Groves and physicist . Robert
oppenheimer. The program was a massive under-
taking, employing thousands of workers at sites in
chicago; Berkeley, California; Oak Ridge, Tennes-
see; Hanford, Washington; and, most famously,
at the scientific laboratory in Los Alamos, New
Mexico. It took $3 billion to create the atomic
bombs. The project was so secretive that even
Hary Truman didn’t learn of it until he became
president following Roosevelt’s death.

The bombs that exploded over Hiroshima and
Nagasaki in August 1945 revolutionized world his-
tory. They ended World War |l, changed the nature
of warfare, and altered the course of international
relations. The bombs launched a nuclear arms race
that continued throughout the Cold War and
unleashed fears of global annihilation. Debates
about whether the bombs were necessary began
even before they were dropped (Documents 2.3'5
and 23.6). As a result of the bombing of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, more than 200,000 people, mostly
Cvilians, were killed immediately, and even more
Were stricken with radiation poisoning, burs: .and
other injuries. More than 80 percent e bu"dmgi
Ineach city were flattened instantly, and perm;nss-
Shadows were left on walls and pavement (00
Ments 23,7 and 23.9). i~ continue to

Many aspects of Truman’s dec's'o.n 2 hether

Questioned and debated, 93pec|a"y Wi the
here were reasonable alternatives 0 PRt i

The follow ng
© atomic bombs (Document 28] pout Ameri-
:;c“ments help explore these iSS‘-'IZSVsar IL.
8 use of atomic weapons In jiror

#Document 235

be jmposed

| Pe?ition to the President of the
United States, July 17, 1945

Before the first successful test of the atomic bomb
in New Mexico on June 16, 1945, code-named
“Trinity,” Secretary of War Henry Stimson received a
memorandum from the scientific advisory panel of
the Manhattan Project, including J. Robert

| Oppenheimer, which recommended the use of
atomic weapons against Japan. However, the day

| after the test, as the following document shows,

seventy scientists involved in the Manhattan Project

wrote to President Truman arguing against the

bomb’s use.

[, iscoveries of which the people of the United
| States are not aware may affect the welfare
L= of this nation in the near future. The
liberation of atomic power which has been achieved
places atomic bombs in the hands of the Army.

It places in your hands, as Conmmander-in-Chief, the
fateful decision whether or not to sanction the use
of such bombs in the present phase of the war
against Japan.

We, the undersigned scientists, have been
working in the field of atomic power. Until recently
we have had to fear that the United States might be
attacked by atomic bombs during this war and that
her only defense might lie in & counterattack by the
same means. Today, with the defeat of Gexmany, this

danger is averted and we feel impelled to say what

llows:
o The war has to be brought speedily to a

ssful conclusion and attacks by atonic bombs
— well be an effective method of warfare, We
A v Veryevor that such attacks on Japan could not
fee, hoyv d a;‘- least not unless the terms which will
be justifiecs after the war on Japan were made public
s detall and Japan were glvea an oppOrInRy &
surrender:




If such public announcement gave assurance to
the Japanese that they could look forward to a life
devoted to peaceful pursuits in their homeland and if
Japan still refused to surrender our nation might
then, in certain circumstances, find itself forced to
resort to the use of atomic bombs. Such a step,
however, ought not to be made at any time without
seriously considering the moral responsibilities
which are involved. . . .

If after this war a situation is allowed to develop
in the world which permits rival powers to be in
uncontrolled possession of these new means of
destruction, the cities of the United States as well as
the cities of other nations will be in continuous
danger of sudden annihilation. All the resources of
the United States, moral and material, may have to
be mobilized to prevent the advent of such a world
situation. Its prevention is at present the solemn
responsibility of the United States—singled out by
virtue of her lead in the field of atomic power. . ..

In view of the foregoing, we, the undersigned,
respectfully petition: first, that you exercise your
power as Commander-in-Chief, to rule that the
United States shall not resort to the use of atomic
bombs in this war unless the terms which will be
imposed upon Japan have been made public in detail
and Japan knowing these terms has refused to
surrender; second, that in such an event the question
whether or not to use atomic bombs be decided by
you in the light of the considerations presented in
this petition as well as all the other moral
responsibilities which are involved.

Source: U.S. National Archives, Record Group 77, Records of the
Chief of Engineers, Manhattan Engineer District, Harrison-Bundy
file, folder #76.

§ Document 23.6§

President Harry S. Truman | Press
Reolease on the Atomic Bomb,

- August 6, 1845

| After the first atomic bomb, nicknamed “Little Boy,”

. was dropped on Hiroshima, President Truman
released the following statement to the public. In it,

784

Truman explains the development of the bomb "

destructive power, and why it was used againa;

Japan. This statement was made before the secon

bomb was dropped on Nagasaki and before Japan,
| surrender.

EZ7 3 he Japanese began the war from the ajr
‘| Pearl Harbor. They have been repaid mapy
U fold. And the end is not yet. With this hopj,

we have now added a new and revolutionary

increase in destruction to supplement the growing
power of our armed forces. In their present form
these bombs are now in production and even more
powerful forms are in development.

It is an atomic bomb. It is a harnessing of the
basic power of the universe. The force from which
the sun draws its power has been loosed against
those who brought war to the Far East. . ..

We are now prepared to obliterate more rapidly
4nd completely eVery PTOAUCTIVE ENTETPISE The
Japanese have above grqund in any city. We shall
destroy their docks, their factories, and their

ommunications. Let there be no mistake; we shall
ompletely destroy Japan’s power to make war

It was to spare the Japanese people from ut!:!
destruction that the ultimatum of July 26 was is<
at Potsdam. Their leaders promptly rejected th!
ultimatum. If they do not now accept our terms
may expect a rain of ruin from the air, the like 0
which has never been seen on this earth. Behin
air attack will follow sea and land forces in suc!
numbers and power as they have not yet seen @

with the fighting skill of which they are alread)
aware, . . .

The fact that we can release atomic energ’
ushers in a new era in man's understanding of
nature’s forces. Atomic energy may in the futir
supplement the power that now comes from ¢
oil, and falling water, but at present it cannot
produced on a basis to compete with them
commercially. Before that comes there must D¢
long period of intensive research.

Source: Press Release by the White House, August 8. 194

Papers, Truman Library,

.
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Hiroshima, August 6, 1 945

In this photograph, a survivoy standg among the ryina
was dropped on the city destroyed 5
as

VoI Hiroshima,
Three days later, the United States droppod

The bomb that
SUUArG milog and Killeg 70,000 to 80

a socond

000 people.
atomic bomb on Nagasaki.

AP Photo/Stantey Troutm
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‘ Document 23.8

U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey, 1946

After the war, President Truman called for a series of
surveys on the effectiveness of strategic bombing
campaigns in Europe and Asia and on the effects of

Emperor [Hirohito], the lord privy seal, the Prime
minister, the foreign minister, and the navy m sty
had decided as early as May of 1945 that the war
should be ended even if it meant acceptance of
defeat on allied terms. The war minister and th.

two chiefs of staff opposed unconditional SUITende,

the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The
survey on the Pacific war included interviews with
Japanese military and government leaders as well as
information from Japanese wartime documents. It
concluded that the use of the atomic bombs was
unnecessary because even without them Japan
would have surrendered in the fall of 1945,

The impact of the Hiroshima attack was to bring
further urgency and lubrication to the machinery
of achieving peace, primarily by contributing

to a situation which permitted the prime minisger
to bring the Emperor overtly and directly into 3
position where his decision for immediate
acceptance of the Potsdam declaration could be
used to override the remaining objectors. Thus.
although the atomic bombs changed no votes of the
Supreme War Direction Council conceming the
Potsdam terms, they did foreshorten the war and

4. When Japan was defeated without invasion, a
recurrent question arose as to what effect the threat
of a home island invasion had had upon the

surrender decision. It was contended that the threat expedite the peace. . . . Ty
of invasion, if not the actual operation, was a “Thereistittle point in attempting more precisely

requirement to induce acceptance of the surrender
terms. On this tangled issue the evidence and
hindsight are clear. The fact is, of course, that Japan
did surrender without invasion, and with its principal
armies intact. Testimony before the Survey shows
that the expected “violation of the sacred homeland”
raised few fears which expedited the decision to
surrender beforehand. Government and Imperial
household leaders felt some concern for the
“destruction of the Japanese people,” but the people
were already being shattered by direct air attacks.
ticipated landings were even viewed by the
ilitary with hope that they would afford a means of
inflicting casualties sufficiently high to improve their
ances of a negotiated peace. Preparation of
defenses against landings diverted certain resources
from dispersal and cushioning moves which might
have partially mitigated our air blows. But in Japan’s
then depleted state, the diversion was not significant.
The responsible leaders in power read correctly the
true situation and embraced surrender well before
invasion was expected. . . .

6. The Hiroshima and Nagasaki @9
did not defeat Japan, nor by the testimon

enemy leaders who ended the war did they persuade |
Japan to accept unconditional surrender. The "
- gr

to impute Japan’s unconditional surrender to any one
of the numerous causes which jointly and
cumulatively were responsible for Japan’s disaster
Concerning the absoluteness of her defeat there cz=
be no doubt. The time lapse between military
impotence and political acceptance of the inevitabh’»
might have been shorter had the political struct:
Japan permitted a more rapid and decisive
determination of national policies. It seems cle:
however, that air supremacy and its exploitanc
Japan proper was the major factor which deter
the timing of Japan’s surrender and obviated &
need for invasion.

Based on a detailed investigation of all th«
and supported by the testimony of the survivin:
Japanese leaders involved, it is the Survey’s of
that certainly prior to 31 December 1945, and !
probability prior to 1 November 1945, Japan w*
have surrendered even if the atomic bombs had
been dropped, even if Russia had not entered !

war, and even if no invasion had been planned «
contemplated.

Source: United States Strategic Bombing Survey: Japan's ©
to End the War, July 1, 1946, Elsey Papers, Truman Libran
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*pocument 23.9

"' Father Johannes Siemes |
Eyewitness Account of the
' Hiroshima Bombing, 1945

Father Johannes Siemes, a German Priest living in

| Japan, wrote the following eyewitness account of the
Hiroshima bombing. Siemes lived less than a mile

outside the city, and after the attack he went into

Hiroshima to look for other priests from his order. He

gave this account to Bishop Franklin Corley, an

| American soldier and one of the first Americans to

| enter the city.

™\ /7] ore than thirty hours had gone by until the
i]\\ 7/ g ! first official rescue party had appeared on
1 \J' Ll the scene. We find both children and take
them out of the park: six-year old girl who was
uninjured, and a twelve-year old girl who had been
burned about the head, hands, and legs, and who had
lain for thirty hours without care in the park. The left
side of her face and the left eye were completely
covered with blood and pus, so that we thought that
she had lost the eye. When the wound was later
washed, we noted that the eye was intact and that
the lids had just become stuck together. On the wfly
home, we took another group of three refugees with
us. The first wanted to know, however, of what -
nationality we were. They, too, feared that we might
be Americans who had parachuted in. %en we
arrived in Nagatsuka [a Jesuit monstery In
Hiroshimay, it had just become dark. "
We took under our care fifty refugees pind hj;ed

lost everything. The majority of them were Wolttnor
and not a few had dangerous burns. Fathe.zr Re e
treated the wounds as well as he could with the 1€
Medicaments that we could, with effort, gathe? uI:he
He had to confine himself in general t0 deﬁsi:llg
wounds of purulent [consisting of pus] ma ive ak -
Even those with the smaller burns are VieEy
all suffered from diarrhea. . - -

dOUbeI:;:SI?nds of wounded who died later could
ave been rescued had they received
proper treatment and care, but rescue work in a
catastrophe of this magnitude had not been
envisioned; since the whole city had been knocked
out at a blow, everything which had been prepared
for emergency work was lost, and no preparation
had been made for rescue work in the outlying
districts. Many of the wounded also died because
they had been weakened by under-nourishment and
consequently lacked in strength to recover. Those
who had their normal strength and who received
good care slowly healed the burns which had been
occasioned by the bomb. There were also cases,
however, whose prognosis seemed good who died
suddenly. There were also some who had only small
external wounds who died within a week or later,
after an inflammation of the pharynx and oral cavity
had taken place. . . .

Only several cases are known to me personally
where individuals who did not have external burns
later died. Father Kleinsorge and Father Cieslik, who
were near the center of the explosion, but who did
not suffer burns, became quite weak some fourteen
days after the explosion. Up to this time small
incised wounds had healed normally, but thereafter
the wounds which were still unhealed became worse
and are to date (in September) still incompletely
healed. The attending physician diagnosed it as
leucopenia [a decrease in white blood cells]. There
thus seems to be some truth in the statement that the
radiation had some effect on the blood. I am of the
opinion, however, that their generally
undernourished and weakened condition was partly
responsible for these findings. It was noised about
that the ruins of the city emitted deadly rays and that
workers who went there to aid in the clearing died,
and that the central district would be uninhabitable
for some time to come.

Source: Father Johannes Siemes, “Hiroshima, August 6, 1945,
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 1, no. 11 (1946): 5-6.
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