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494 OOMMAND DECISIO!'\S 

tion did not answer all the questions or still the critics. During the 
yean that have followed othen have revealed their part in the dt
cision and in lhe events shaping it. These exp1anations have nor ended 
the controveny but they have brought to light additional fact.; bear
ing on the deciaion to use the bomb. 

Tlu lnttrim Commitut 

The epic ltory of the development of the atomic born b is 
known.' It IJeran in 1939 when a small group of eminent scin 
in this country called to the attention of the United Statt"o < ;"" 
ment the vast potentialities of atomic energy ·ror milita" '" · 

" 

and warned that the Germans were already carrying o e.xpcnr;, •ts 

in this field. The program initia,ted in October of tha! year wit .. a 
very modest appropriation and later expanded into the twc.-billion
dollar Manhattan Project had only one purpose-to harness th<· en
ergy of the atom in a chain r,.action to produce a bomb that c0u; 

be carried by aircraft if possible, and <0 produce it before the German· 
could.' That such a bomb, if produced, would be used, no respom.
ble official even questioned. "At no time from 1941 to 1~45," declared 
Mr. Stimson, "did I ever hear it suggested by the President, or b, 
ariother responsible member of the Government, that atomic energv 
should not be wed in the war." And Dr. J. Robert Oppenheimer re
called in 1954 that "we always assumed if they !atomic bombs] were 
needed, they would ·be used."' 

So long as the success of the project remained in doubt there seems 
to have been little or no discussion of the effects of an atomic weapon 
or the circumstances under which it would be used. "During tht 

10n and McGcortc Bundy, On Actaw &nnu rn p,DL, aNi K"a, (~,.,,,, York· Harpt·r b. 
Brothen, 1948), Chapter XIII, aad in Bull'l'n ojtlu Alomrc Scunlui.J, Vol. JIJ, f'c... '.! 
(february, 1947). 

• Thr- best ~emi•echnical account or the development of 1hr bomb i.~ by fl. D Sm~1t.. 
A Gntnol Acc.ounl oflltr CNwliJpmt'nl of Mdlt.dJ of Usi"l Atomu Enntl for MrillarJ P~tpuw. 
(WashingtOn, 19f~)- An excellenl 1hor1 account i.s in Baxter, Scr~rrtuiJ AtrHrut 1 rmr, PI' 
f19-SO. ~e best popular accounts are \\'. L. lAurence, Daum Ovn -?,"" (~r-"" Yori 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1946) and J. W. C.mpbt-11. Tht Alo.nu SlorJ (Ne""· York: Henry Hoh 
and Company, -1947). For a craphic accoun1 of thr establishmrnl of lhl'" Lm Alamrn. 
Laboratory. cee ·the tatimoay of Dr. J. R.oben Oppenheimer in U.S. Alomic Enr:rgv 
Commillion, T,aPUt'f'ipt of H~an·'Vs lkftn~ Pnsonrwl Sranilj Botntl irr thl Mattn of Dr ). Ro~r 
Oppntllrimn, 12 Atml-f> Mo> 19$4 (WUIUfti\OD, 1934), pp. 12-13, 28-29 Fm a vivod 
acc.oun1 of the hombiGB aee Merle Miller and Abe Spiuer, M-',. DropfNd tlv A-bomb (1\t- .... 

York: Thomas Y. CrowcJI Company, 1946), and Laurence, Daum Owr -?,nCt, pp. 20;- I I 
• The ODe exception was the Navy•s work ia the field of atomic. energy as a 10un::r or 

power for naval veaels. INan·"ls &fort tht Sptnol Commrlttt on Atamtr Ennt,, 79th Cor.~. 
Ill Sess., Senate, S.R. 179, Pan· 3. pp. 364~9. lestimon)" of Dr. R'* Gunn. 

• S1imson, "The Decisioa To Use the Alomic Bomb," HatptT'J, p. 98; Opprnhwnr 
Hl'ttrirtts, p. 33. 
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The Decision To Use the Atomic Bomb 

by 

Louis Morton 

On 6 August 1945 the United States explGded an atomir bomb 
over Hiroshima and revealed to the world in one blinding flash the 
stan of the atomic age. As the meaning of this explosion and tho na
ture of the force unleashed became apparent, a chorus of voices rose 
in protest against the d· .sion that opened the Pandora's be>• of atomir 
warfare. 

The decision to use the atomic bomb was made by President 
Truman. There was never any doubt of that and despite the rising 
tide of criticism Mr. Truman took full responsibility for his action. 
Only recently succeeded to the Presidency after the death of ROOS<"
velt and beset by a multitude of problems of enormous significance 
for the postwar world, Mr. Truman leaned heavily on the advice of 
his senior and most trusted advisers on the question of the bomb. 
But the final decision was his and his akne.' 

The justification for using the atomic bomb was that it ended the 
war, or at least ended it sooner and thereby saved countless Ameri
can-and Japanese-lives. But had it? Had not Japan been defeated 
and was she not already on the verge of surrender> What circum
stances, it was asked, justified the fateful decision that "blasted thr 
web of history and, like the discovery of fire, severed past from 
present"? 2 

The first authoritative explanation of how and why it was decided 
to use the bomb came in February 1947 from Henry L. Stimson, war
time Secretary of War and the man who more than any other was 
responsible for advising the President in this matter.' This explana-

1 The ~:·1d~· that l'ollows was publishf!d io substantially ill prcteol form i"' Forngn. 
AlfDirs, Vol. XXV, No. 2 Uanuary, 1957). It is reprinted by •p--ial ~rm1uion from 
Fomgn Aff•irs; COPYright by Coundl on Foreign Relations, New York. 

1 Jamo Phinney Baxter, Srd, &irrdisb AtaiiUI TiJN (Boston: LinJc, Brown and Com
paay, 1946), p. 419. 

• Henry L. Stimson, ••ne Decision To Use the Atomic Bomb," Hmpn-'1 Magar.inr 
(February, 1947). The aniclc is reproduced with additiollal cammcnts io Hcory L. Stim· 

Biographical oketch of author, p. II. 
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TilE ATOMIC BOMB 

early days of thr projt":c.t," om· !>.~~ienti~1 re:ca.lled, uwr SJX"n1 Jittk unu· 
thinking about th., possib),. dlr·cts of thr bomb wr: were trying to 
make." 1 Jt was a "neck~and~neck rae% with the Gf:rmans," the outcom~ 
of which might well determin., who would b., the victor in World 
War II. But as Germany approached defeat and as the effon to pro
duce an atomic bomb offered increasing promise of success, thoso few 
men who knew what was b.,ing done and who appr.,ciated the .,nor
mous implications of atomic en.,rgy b.,came more and mor. concerned. 
Most of this concern came from the scientists in the Metallurgical 
Laboratory at Chicago, where by early 1945 small groups b.,gan to 
question. the advisability of using th., weapon they were trying so hard 
to build.' It was almost as if they hoped the bomb would not work 
alter it was completed. 

On the military aide, realization that a bomb would probably be 
ready for testing in the summer of 1945 ied to concrete planning for 
the use of the new weapon, on the as.•rmption that the bomb when 
completed would work. By the .,nd of I 944 a list of possible targets 
in Japan had been selected, and a B-29 squadron was trained for 
the specific job of delivering the bomb' It was also necessary to in
form certain commanders in the Pacific about the project, and on 
30 D~cember 1944 Maj. Gen. Leslie R. Groves, head of the Man
hallan District, recommended that this b., done." 

Even at this stage of development no one could estimate accurately 
when the bomb would b., ready or guarantee that, when readv, it 
would work. It is perhaps for this reason-and b.,cause of the com
plete socrecy surrounding the project-that the possibility of an atomic 
weapon never entered into the delib.,rations of the strategic planners 
It was, said Admiral William D. Leahy, "the b.,st kept secret of the 
entire war" and only a handful of the top civilian and military offi
cials in Washington knew about the bomb." As a matter of fact, one 

'Hm'f'ints Btfo't liar SptciJJI C.mmillrr on Atomit E"''D• Pan 2, p. 302, lntimony of Dr. 
John A. Simpson. 

8 lb1d., p. 303; OpptnMimn HtMilfts. P- 33; Leo Szilard, "A Prnonal Hislory of thr
Bomb," Tltt AtUmtic Communilj- Fous tltr Bomb, University of Chicago Roundtabll" 601. 
Scp1ember 25, 19f9, p. If; Anhur H. Comp1on, A14mir Qwst (Nf'"-' \'ork: Oxford Uni
nnity Prcu, Joe., 19~6); Alicr Kimball Smilh, ''Behind the Decision to USC' lhr Atomir 
Bombo Chago 194+-45," B.U..io of A"""ic &inrtills, XIV, No.8 (Oaober, t958). pp. 28S-
3t2. 

• Wesley Frank Crnen and james Lea Cate, eels., Tlu A"'!)· Ai, Frnus in H'orid U'af II. 
Vol. \', Tlu Pacific: Malltdorn to N•ttlSaA:I (Chicago: The Univenity ..,f r.hicago PreS!.. 
t953), pp. 705-08. 

11 Memo, Groves for CofS, 30 Dec 44, sub: Alomic: Fission Bomln, printed in Fmn,,. 
RdatiDns •J IAt U•illd Sl4tts: Till Conf"ttteel at Molto~YaliG, /91.5 (Washington, 19~;
(hereafler cited as M•llD-Yallo C.jnnas). 

"f1cer Admiral Wuliam D. Leahy, I Wru T"'" (Now Yorko Whinleoey HoUO<, 1950), 
p. 434. 
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bright brigalfi~r general who innocently suggested that the Arm' might 
do well to !P!l~ into the possibilities of atomic energy suddenly found 
himselC the 'i'~e!:t of the most intensive investigation." So s<eret "'a' 
the pr~ject, ~Ys John J. McCloy, that when he raised the subject at 
a White Howe ineeting of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in June I 9·!'! i: 
"caused a ·~nse Of shock even among that select group." "' It wa> 
not l!ntii·March 1945 that it became possible to predict with certain" 
that the 11!»!11,\1 'ti!(OI!Id be completed in time lor testing i11 Juh 
March 15, ~r. _.timson discussed the project for the last time 
President Roosevelt, but their conversation dealt mainly "··f. 
fects of the use of the bomb, not with the question of whet!. r , 
to be used." Even at this late date, there does not seerr :.o\'t : ·<T• 
any doubt at the highest levels that thr bomb would k u"·d at ·" 
Japan if it would help bring the war to an early enrl Bu: on lc"··t! 
levels, and especially among the scientists at the Chicago lahoratr_l!"\. 

there was considerable reservation about the advisability of u··>. 
bomb." 

After President Roosevelt's death, it fell to Stimson to brief 
new President about the atomic weapon. At a White House metti< .. 
on 25 April, he outlined the history and status of the pro~ram ar.c: 
predicted that "within fOllr months we shall in all probability ha,.,. 
rompleted the most terrible weapon ever known in human histof'\." '· 
This meeting, like Stimson's last meeting with Roosevelt, dealt largeh 
with the potiticaJ and diplomatic consequences of thr usr of suci> " 
weapon rather than with the timing and manner of employment, tJ,. 
circumstances under which it would be used, or .,.·hether it would l,c 
used at all. The answers to these questions depended on factors not 
yet known. But Stimson recommended, and the President approved. 
the appointment of a special committee to consider them'' 

u RayS. Cine. M"aslunglon Command Posl: Tlu Op,a11on.1 Du·uum, UT\'ITED STATLI: 
ARMY If': WORLD WAR II (Wa'h'ngton. 1951 ). PI-' 347, 34Bn 

u John J. McOo)·, TN C44lllf11t to Ammcan Fomgn PobC) (C..mbridg~: }J•r.o.rC t · 
vcrsiry Press, 1953), p. 42. See also Flrrt Admiral Ernrst J. King and \\alt~r !\~"'~ 
Whitehill. Fhd AdiJII,tlll Kmt (Nrw York: Norton. 19)2), pp. 620-21: Jamf's f. Bnnr.: 
S~ahng Fr•tdl.J {Nr~· York: Harper & Brothrrs, 1947), p. 257. 

u Stimson, "'The Decision To Usr the Atomic Bomb,'' Harpn's, pa!!t· 98, print~ tiH· 

memorandum Stinuoo prepared on this conversation; King and Whitf'hill. F/tti Admrra.' 
Kint, pa1r 621, indicates the aatus of the proje-ct and thr optimism of thf' prriod Sore
also. Byrne~, S~Uifll Frtud:[J-, p. 258. 

u H,arirtgs, B1jort tlu Sjncial Comm.U't on Atomic Enngr. Pan 2, p. 30lff. tr~tlm<•n' cf 
Dr. Simpson. 

11 Hi~ memoran~um olthis ~etiag is printed in Stimson, "Thf' Df'ci~ion 1 o t :~,. 1 i · 
Atomic Bomb," HarJwr's pages 99-JOO. 

1' Ibid., Harry S. Truman,' Mmtoirs, Vol. I, ,.,a, of lJmuom (G.ardr:n Cit\. 1'\ .)· . l.)(lu

blrda~· and Company, Inc., 19.5.5), pp. 10-11; \\'iJiiam Hillman, rd .. M,. P,wdmt t!\·,.,. 
\'ork: Farrar. Sarau!o, 1952). p. 2f9; 8)-·rnr'-, S~UcA.rnt Frantl•. p 2'~ Prf"s1drnt Trum .. ~o 
artually tii"'SI lr.arnf'd ahoul lhr bomb from Byrnrs 
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This special committee, known as the Interim Commiuee, played 
a vital role in the decision to "'e the bomb. Secretary Stimson was 
chairman, and George L. Harnson, President of the New York Li!. 
Insurance Company and special consultant in the Secretary's office, 
took the chair when he was absent. James F. Byrnes, who held no 
official position at the time, was President Truman's personal repre
tentative. Other members were Ralph A. Bard, Under Secretary of 
the Navy, William L. Clayton, Assistant Secretary of State, and Drs. 
Vannevar Bush, Karl T. Compton, and James B. Conant. Generals 
Marshall and Groves attended at least one and possibly more of the 
meetings of the committee." 

The work of the Interim Committee, in Stimson's words, "ranged 
over the whole field of atomic energy, in its political, military, and 
lcientific aspects." " During th<: first meeting the scientific members 
reviewed for their colleagues the development of the Manhattan Project 
and described vividly the destructive power of the atomic bomb. Thn
made it clear also that there was no known defense against this kind 
of attack. Another day was spent with .ae engineers and industrialists 
who bad designed and built the huge plants at Oak Ridge and Han
ford. or panicular concern to the committee was the question of how 
long it would take another country, panicularly the Soviet Union, to 
produce an atomic bomb. "Much of the discussion," recalled Dr. Op
penheimer who attended the meeting of I June as a member of a 
scientific panel, "revolved around the question raised by Secretary 
Stimson as to whether there was any hope at all of using this devel
opment to get less barbarous relations with the Russians." " 

The work of the Interim Committee was completed I June I 945," 
when it submitted its repon to the President, recommending unani
mously that: 

I. The bomb should be used against Japan as soon as possible. 
2. It should be used against a military target surrounded by other 

buildings. 
· 3. It should be used without prior warning of the nature of the 
weapon. (One member, Ralph A. Bard, later dissented from this por
tion of the committee's recommendation.) 

.. StimJOn, wrht Decision To UK the Atomic Bomb," Hlf'/'"'J, p. 100; B)·rno.. s,aA· 
.., Frad/>, p. 259; o,nw;- HHri.,s, p. Sf; Smith, "Behind tho Decisioo To u .. th• 
Aaomic Bomb: Chicaso 19+4-45," Ballltin of Al0111ic Scint~istl, pp. 296-97. 

11 St.imaon, .. The Deciaon To Ute lhc Atomic Bomb," ~Nrfin"s, p. 100. 
•• OpfH:nlwi_., H•riftts, pp. Sf, 257, testimony of Dn. Oppe::.~'!'imer aDd Compton; 

Bym.., Sprot;i., Fro>M/1, pp. 260-61; S!imiOA, '"The Deci.ioo To U10 lbo Atomic Bomb." 
Ho.,...s, pp. 100-IOt. 

•• StilftiDD, ..,...e DecilioD To U.: thr Atomic Bomb," H.,..s, p. 101; Truman, 1'ea, 
ef D«isioru, p. 419. Byroes mia.akeDiy ltata that the lnta"im Committee made iu rec
ommeDdations 011 I July. Byma, .sp..t;;., Frad/1. 

-· 
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uThe conclusions o( the Committee" wro e Stimson, ''were simi
lar to my own, although I reached min' inde >endently. I feh that to 

extract a genuine surrender from the i>mper >r and his military ad
visers, they must be administered a tr-:,mend ms shock which would 
carry convincing proof of our power tt. destr •Y the empire. Such an 
effective shock would ·save many tim:s the number of lives, both 
American and Japanese, than it would cost." 1 

Among the scientists working on the l'v anhattan Project wert 
many who did not agree. To them, th' "wa •e of horror and rep:::
lion" that. might follow the sudden \l!.e of ' n atomic born b 
more than outweigh its military adva,.tages. "It may be vr--
cult," they declared, "to persuade the ~·orld tut a 1 1tio: 
capable of secretly preparing and sudc•~nly r :leasing a .. , 

.. c m. 

:!avir!
1 

1ch 
as indiscriminate as the rocket bomb a•td a t tousand 
atructive, is to be trusted in its proclaimed desire 
weapons abolished by international agre :ment. ' " T! 1 

scientists recommended was, first, to -:lemot. ;,r;. c. the 
"before the eyes of representatives of dl the United N:- -,u: 

-iur~ ltl~-~ 

desen or a barren island," and u~en to is-me ua preliminary ultm dl 

to Japan. If this ultimatum was rejeded, ' nd "if sanction o: 
United Nations (and of public opinion at hone) were obtained,'' u. 
and only then, said the scientists, should the United Stal<c> C<''!Sicl· 
using the bomb. "This may sound fan•astic,' they said, "l!ut n·.· 
clear weapons we have something entirdy ne• • in order of magmtudo 
of destructive power, and if we want to caf italize fully on tht ad
vantage their possession gives us, we r1ust u. e new ar:d ir· ;_ ··p 

methods." 2
• 

These views, which were forwarded to tl e Secretary of War or, 
II June 1945, were strongly supponed by si :ty-four of the scientis" 
in the Chicago Metallurgical Laborat>ry in a petition sent direct!, 
to the President. At about the same tirr ~. at t' te request of Dr. Anh 
H. Compton, a poll was taken of the views 'f more than a hund1, 
and fifty scientists at the c:,;::a'o Lalx ratory Five alternativ"' r.1nf'· 
ing from all-out use of the bomb to "kerping t>e existence " u, l ,r, 
a secret" were presented. Of those poiJ.:d, ab mt two thirch votec' 

1 ' Stinuoo, .. The DtciJ.ion To Uar tht Atomi.: Bomb" HarJN,..s, p. 101. Thr urn(' 
idea is c:spreued by Winston S. Churchill, Tnurr. >II aru/ 1 r•t~tl) (C.mbridg~:· Hough1o:1 
Mifflin Company, 1953), p. 638-39. 

11 "Repon of the Committtt on Social and PoL:icaJ Im llicatioos," s.igned by Prof~~ 
James Franck ofthe Univc:nity of Chicago and IJbminr I to the Secret.;r,r) of\\.::. 
Junt 1945, Bullnio of Alomir!itinllisi.J, Vol. I, No. I J (Moy I, 1946), p. 3; Smi<h. "ll-' 
the Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb: Chicago H 44-45,'' Blllirtrn of Atomrc Scu 
299-302. 

•• IIIUI .• pp. 5-4. 

-.-
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a preliminary demonstration, either on a military objective or an un
inhabited locality; the rest were split on all-out use a!'d no use at all."' 

These views, and presumably others, were referred by Secretary 
Sti11110n to a distinguished Scientific Panel consisting or Drs. Arthur H. 
Compton, Enrico Fermi, E. 0. Lawrence, and J. Roben Oppenheimer, 
all nuclear physicists or the first rank. "We didn't know beans about 
the military situation,'' Oppenheimer later said. "We didn't know 
whether they (the Japanese] could be caused to surrender by other 
means or whether the invasion [of Japan] was really inevitable .... 
We thought the two overriding considerations were the saving or lives 
in the war and the effect of our actions on the stability of the post
war world." 11 On 16 June the panel reported that it had studied 
carefully the proposals made by the scientists but could see no prac
tical way of ending the war by a technical demonstration. Almost re
gretfully, it seemed, the four members or the panel concluded that 
there was "no acceptable alternative to direct military use."" "Noth
ing would have been more damaging to Ol'" effort," wrote Stimson, 
"than a warning or demonstration followed by a dud-and this was 
a real possibility." With this went the fear expressed by B)Tnes, that 
if the Japanese were warned that an atomic bomb would be exploded 
over a military target in Japan as a demonstration, "they might bring 
our boys who were prisoners or war to that area."" Furthermore, 
only two bombs would be available by August, the number General 
Groves estimated would be needed to end the war; these two would 
have to obtain the desired effect quickly. And no one yet knew, nor 
would the scheduled ground test in New Mexico prove, whether a 
bomb dropped from an airplane would explode. 10 

Nor, for that matter, were all those concerned certain that th• 
bomb would work at all, on the ground or in the air. Of these doubters, 
the greatest was Admiral Leahy, who until the end remained uncon
vinced. "This is the biggest fool thing we have ever done," he told 
Truman alter Vannevar Bush had explained to the President hm< 
the bomb worked. "The bomb will never go off, and I speak as an 
ex pen in explosives." " 

"lln.'d., p. I; Szilard, .. A PenonaJ History of the Bomb," Ua.ivcnity of Chicago Round· 
&able 601, p. U. See abo P. M. S. Bladen, F•'• w.,, .U 1M Bomb (Nco"'· York: Whil." 
de..y House, 1949), pp. 114-16. 

" Opt><nlwi- &.iJws, p. Sf. 
11 Qt.a01ed U. Stina.on, ••1ftc Deciaion To Use the Atomic Bomb," HorJNr',, p. 101. 

The Sdeoti6c Pa~~el was euablished to advix the Interim Camminee and its repon wa~ 
madt to thai body. 

"Ibid.; a,-.-, ~ Fraig, p. 261. 
" 16id.; Oppnalwi, H•n-,s, p. 163, tesrimcmy or General Grova. . 
.. Truman_ TMt ..t Decisitlru, p. II. Leahy in hia memoin (rankly admiu this error. 
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Thus, by mid-June 1945, there wa: virtu II unanimity among th· 
President's civilian advisers on the usr of th: bomb. The argumer.t 
of the opponents had been considered and r;jo cted. So far as is- knov-11 
the President did not solicit the views of the military or na,·al staff' 
nor were they offered. 

Mililllry Consid. ·rations 

The military situation on I June 1945, Nhen the lnterin r:,,,, 
mittee submitted its recommendations ln the use of the atomi• 
was distinctly favorable to the Allied c< use. ( ermany had "''. •· 
in May and troops from Europe wot•ld SO< n be availa · f, :k 
ployment in the Pacific. Manila had falkn in Febr• Jv. jur .. 
was in American hands; and the succe .s of tl e Okin. - ·: m,·a~· 1 w.:. 
assured. Air and submarine attacks had all but cc. ,..: .Japan fro: 
the resources of the Indies, and B-29':; from the Mariao.~.' wn<· n,;i 
verizing Japan's cities and factories. ~.-he P: .cihc Fleet loa c. 

driven the Imperial Navy fn, n the oc•2n, a11d plan., of tb• ....... ,, 
rier forces were striking Japanese nc.val b tses in the Inland •,. 
Clearly, Japan was a defeated nation. 

Though defeated in a military sen!<, JaF on showed no disposit· 
to surrender unconditionally. And Japanese troops had demot:<tr;,· 
time and again that they could fight ;nd inl.ict heavy casualti-., e'c: 
when the outlook was hopeless. Allied plans · n the spring of I 94j tO<• 
these facts into account and proceedec on tl e assumption tha: a!' in 
vasion of the home islands would be require< to achieve a: .h:. ca:' 
possible date the unconditional surrender o ·japan-the announce 
objective of the war and the finn requir·:ment Jf all strategic planning 

Other means of achieving this obj~ctive : oad been considered ant 
in early June, had not yet been entire) i disc; rded. One of the" ca"· 
for the occupation of a string of base; arou 1d Japan to increast 
intensity of air bombardment. Combined with a tight naval blockaG: 
such a course would, many beiieved, produ :r the samt ... ·:;u! t!- ;; • ;: 

invasion and at far less cost in lives. 3 ~ "I w£ s unable to st:e an~ JU 

fication," Admiral Leahy later wrote, "for • n invasiou of an al:-· 
thoroughly defeated Japan. I feared the cc ;t would be enormov 

11 For an accounl of thr strat~gic plans rvohtd for 1 1r defeat of Japan. srr TruEr.: 
oflhr Sot·lttlinio" Into tltr War Atarrut Japcn: Mit.tar:r Piau, /94J.J945 (0t'partr.H·nt of p 
fenlt Press Release, September 1955), pp. 28. 6::-67, ant pawm; Clint, h'aJIIInt:fr.~: 
mand Post, Ch. XVII; l...eahy, I K'cu TAnr, pp. 383-85; Craven and C.;ur-, 'J t.r A·~ 
Forcts in World Wm 1/, Vol. \', p. 702, and /JGUII'I. 

"The alternatives to invasion werr outlinrd b\' Gereral Marshall for Ma(Arth¥ 
a mnu.~ of 12 April 1945, reproduced in Tltr l:t~t~.)' of 1. r Srn·ut Umor. /rllu thr h'o• Arcr· 
J•fJGn, pp. ~4 -~~-
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both lives and treasure'' Admiral King and other senior na\'al offi
cers agr.-ed. To them it had always seemed, in King's words. "that 
the deleat of Japan could be accomplished by sea and air power alone. 
without the necessity of actual invasion of the Japanese home island; 
by ground troops." " · 

The main arguments for an invasion of Japan-the plans called 
for an assault against Kyushu (OLYMPIC) on I November 1945. and 
against Honshu (CoRONET) five months later-are perhaps best sum
marized by General Douglas MacArthur. Writing to the Chief of Staff 
on 20 April 1945, he declared that this course was the only one that 
would permit application of the full power of our combined resources
ground, naval, and air-on the decisive objective. Japan, he believed. 
would probably be more difficult to invade the following year. An 
invasion of Kyushu at an early date would, moreover, place United 
States forces in the most favorable position lor the decisive assault 
against Honshu in 1946, and would "continue the offensive method; 
which have proved so successful in Pacific campaigns."" Reliance 
upon bombing alone, MacArthur asserted, was still an unproved 
formula for success, as was evidenced by the ~ '>mber offensive against 
Germany. The seizure of a ring of bases around Japan would disperse 
Allied forces even more than they already were, MacArthur pointed 
out, and (if an attempt was made to seize positions on the China coast) 
might very well lead to long-drawn-out operations on the Asiatic 
mainland. 

Though the Joint Chiefs had accepted the invasion concept as the 
basis lor preparations, and had issued a directive lor the K yushu as
sault on 25 May, it was well understood that the final decision wa; 
yet to be made. By mid-June the time had come lor such a d.-cision 
and during that period the Joint Chiefs reviewed the whole problem 
of Japanese strategy. Finally, on 18 June, at a meeting in the White 
House, they presented the alternatives to President Truman. Also 
present (according to the minutes) were Secretaries Stimson and 
James V. Forrestal and Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloY."· 

General Marshall presented the case for invasion and carried hi' 
colleagues with him, although both Admirals Leahy and King later 

ULeahy, I M'GJ Thn,, pp. 584-85; King and Whitehill, Flrrt Admiral Jlmg, p .)98 
M-r also H. H. Arnold, Ghlbol Mission cr-;r~; York Harper &:. Brothers. 19491. pp 59.:.-~t~ 
Major Gf.nrral Charlrs A. Willoughby and john Chamberlain. MacArthu,_/!HI-JY51 {~t"~o-> 
York: McGrav.·~Hill. 19.;4"), pp. 28i-88. 

u This meu.agt: is rcproc:lucrd in Tltt E11try· oft/" Sova~t Ullion lmo '"' 54'ar Acarrut ]apar.. 
pp. ~~-~;, 

,:. For a summary of lhis mt>~ing. srt> Tht Entr:r oflltt SG:·Itt c.;.,,, Into tltr h'a1 .igam.~· 
)aflan, pp. 7i-8$. Srr also. McCio)·. ClttJII"''t If• AnrmCon FMtitn Polu), pp. 4:?-43: Wahn 
Milli:~o, nl .. Tlu Fonntal Dlfm~s (Jioir""· York: Viking Prru. 19$1). pp. 70-71: Leah~. I u·a.· 
Tilnr, pp. 383-8~; King and Whio•hill, Fint Ad••mol K;.,, pp. ~98. 60~-06 . 
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declared they did not favor the plan. IVter c >nsiderable discussion of 
casualties and of the difficulties ahcaC:, Pres dent Truman made his 
decision. Kyushu would be invaded as planr ed and preparations for 
the landing were; to be pushed through to c >mpletion. Preparations 
for the Holllhu assault would continu·:, but no final decision would 
be made until preparations had reached tl e point "beyond which 
there would not be opportunity for a free • boice."" The program 
thus approved by Truman called for: 

I. Air bombardment and blockade of J• pan from base:s i, Oki· 
nawa, lwo jima, the Marianas, and the Phil 1ppines. 

2. Asault of Kyushu on I November 19•. 5, and inter .•if,ca: o. 
blockade and air bombardment. 

3. Invasion of the industrial bean of Ja;>an thr ,:. the ···okyo 
Plain in central Honshu, tentative targr.t dat« I Mar· , 1946." 

During the White House meeting of Ju .. e 18, '"""' was discU>· 
lion of the possibility of ending the war I y political meam The 
President displayed a deep interest in the •• bject and both Sc .... 
and McCloy emphasized th, importance of the "large submerged u .. , 
in Japan who do not favor the preser.t war and whose full opi "' 
and influence had never yet been felt." " There was discussion ;.. . .u 
of the atomic bomb, since everyone present knew about the bon·. b 
and the recommendations of the Interim Co nmittee. The suggestiun 
was made that before the bomb was dropp :d, the Japanese should 
be warned that the United States haC: such a weapon. "Not one of 
the Chiefs nor the Secretary," recalled Mr. McCloy, "thought well 
of a bomb warning, an effective argument :>eing that no one coulu 
be certain, in spite of the assurances of the : cientists, that the 'thing 
would go off.' " " 

Though the defeat of the enemy's· armed forces in the Japanese 
homeland was considered a prerequisite to~ apan's surrender, it did 
not follow that Japanese forces elsewhert:, espe :ially those on the Asiat. .
mainland, would surrender als'l. It w;.s to f rovide for just this con
tingency, as well as to pin down those: force; during th< invasion of 

•• McCoy, CIMI.IInr.tt tG ..4..,;"" F•mln Poli9, o. 41. S ~ also tourc.cs cited in prec.rd
iDI DOte. 

"TAl bttry of Ill S,will U•.•• lrtlo tlu War AftiJUt J•J ,,., p. 90; Leahy. I Was Tlwr~. 
p. 385; Kin.g aDd Whitehill, Flut A~mirol Ki..,, p. 606; Mah.a- Yalta ConrerencCi, pp 
388-400, 827-32. 

"Tlu E.rury of t!fl s-ut U•ion lrllo tAt War Atai.U/ Jape"· p. 83; joeeph C. Gre""·, TJv 
Tarbuhttl ErG, edited by Walter JohDSOD, 2 vob. (8()sto" Houghton Mifflin Compilr: 
19~2), Ch. XXXVI; McCoy, Clttllinlt• lo A-w.on For<it• Polity, pp. 42-43; L.,, McCH., 
to Hamihoa F'uh Ar-....,, eel. FM<ito Affoirs, If, Jua ~ .. 

"McCoy, CAIIlJnttt lo Amtrica Forftttt hliq, p. 43. Sec abo Millia, TN Fonnlal Dio.mJ, 
pp. 70-71. 
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the home islands, that the Joint Chiefs had recommended Soviet en
try into the war against Japan. 

Soviet participation was a goal long pursued by the Americans."' 
Both political and military authorities seem to have been convinced 
from the start that Soviet assistance, conceived in various ways, would 
ahonen the war and lessen the cost. In October I 943, Marshal Stalin 
bad told Cordell Hull, then in Moscow for a conference, that the So

_ viet Un.i0n would eventually declare war on Japan. At the Tehran 
··conference in November of that year, Stalin had given the Allies 
formal notice of this intention and reaffirmed it in October 1944. In 
February I 945, at the Yalta Conference, Roosevelt and Stalin had 
agreed on the terms of Soviet participation in the Far Eastern war. 
Thus, by June I 945, the Americans could look forward to Soviet in
tervention at a date estimated as three months after the defeat of 
Germany. 

But by the summer of I 945 the Americans had Jndergone a change 
of heart. Though the official position of the War Department still 
held that "Russian entry will have a profound military effect in that 
almost cenainly it will materially shonen the war and thus save 
American lives," " few responsible American officials were eager lor 
Soviet intervention or as willing to make concessions as they had been 
at an earlier period." What had once appeared extremely desirable 
appeared less so now that the war in Europe was over and Japan 
was virtually defeated. President Truman, one official recalled, stated 
during a meeting devoted to the question of Soviet policy that agree
ments with Stalin had up to that time been "a one-way street" and 
that "he intended thereafter to be firm in his dealings with the Rus
sians."" And at the IBJune meeting of the Joint Chiefs of Staff with 
the President, Admiral King had declared that "regardless of the de
sirability of the Russians entering the war, they were not indispensa-

•• An excellent official summary of this subject which reproduces the most important 
documcnu is Tlu &Jry of 1/u Sovill Uraion l11to tM War At•iiUt JapGfl. The 1ubjec1 is al~o 
weU covered in Erncsc R. M.y, "'The United S1a1cs, the Soviet Union, and the F.ar £.ast
ern War, 1941-1945.'' P.nfo HistorUai/UuUw (May, 1955), pages U3 -14. Stt abo. John 
R. Deane, Tlw SltGJil' AUiartU (New York: Vikin1 Press, 1947); Statement of W. Averell 
Harriman in M•cArfA~~r H~ttri"fs, 82d Cong., Jat Scss. (Washington, 1951}, Pan ~. pp 
3S28-42; William H. McNeill, Allll'tiu, Bn.,airt, ort.d Rtusi4, Tlwir C..pnaliOft ""d Con.ftw. 
19#1-1946 (New Yc.-k: o.ford Uaivenity Prea, 1955). 

"Ltr. Stinuon to Grew, 21 Moy 4S, tq>roduced ia Grew, Tlu Torlndntt Era, \'ol. II. 
p. 1458, and in Till E.017 •f 1M S.Wt U.iool.,. tJu WM A!Oi••• ],_, pp. 70-7 J. 

•• For e•preaiom of this view, tee Deane, T~ Shlflllt Allina, pp. 263-65; Luhy. I 
Wos TU.t, pp. 518, S39; Byrn.._ SfJ<di"l Fra!!J, pp. 207-09; Millis. Till F"""'"' D•ann. 
p. 78; Killf! aad Whitehill, Flnt Admiral K•"l· p. 606. 

"Millis, Till F.,..lll/ I>Um.s, p. 50, miaute by Charles E. Bohlen doted 23 April 19-IS: 
Trumao, T•• ~ .t:J.~, p. 72. 
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ble and he did not think we should go as far u to beg them to conH· 
in." •• Though the Cl05t would be greater, he h 1d no doubt "we could 
handle it J,loue." • 

Ti:ae l.Uun of the Soviets to abide by agr·:ements made at Yalta 
bad ,JaG 4Gne JDuch to discourage the Amelican desire for further 
~peration ~ahem. But after urging Stali.1 for three years to de
dan war on Japan, the United States Goven ment could hardlv ask 
him now~ J'CJIIll,in peutral. Moreover, there Nas no way of keeping 
·the ~~~out even if there had been a v-iii to do so. In Harri
I:D_BD'' ~w, "Russia would come into the wa: · regardless of wh · · <·.·c 

miJht do." •• 
A further diftic:ulty was that Allied intellig:nce still indi•:o•:·•: 

Soviet uuervention would be desirable, if not necessary. f d· 
ceas of the invasion strategy. In Allied intell>gence, J" wa .. uur· 
trayed as a defeated nation whose military lead :rs were · ... nd to d· ·.at 
Though her industries bad been seriously cri >pled b~ air bomt.J.·rd
ment and naval blockade and her armed fo·ces w<re criticallv d,.
ficient in 111any of the resources of war, Ja~an was still f•• 1 

surrender. She had ample :eserves of weapons and amn,uniti<·!i o 
an army of 5,000,000 troops, 2,000,000 of th<m in the home isla. ' 
The latter could be expected to put up a suong resistance to it, 
sion. In the opinion of the intelligence exper1s, neither blockade n<-
bombing alone would produce unconditional Sllfrender before th•· de1 
let for invasion. Anc! the invasion itself, they believed, would be wstly 
and possibly prolonged. •• 

Accordi11g to these intelligence reports, the Japanese leaders were 
fully aware of their r;Jesperate situation but would continue t·• figb: !n 
the hope of avoiding complete defeat by secur ng a better bargaining 
position. Allied war-weariness a11d disunity, or some miracle, thev 
hoped, would offer them a way out. "The Jap;mese believe," declared 
an intelligence estimate of 30 June, "that u !conditional surrender 
would be the equivalent of national extinctio 1, and there are as yt 
no indications that they are ready to accept suo terms."" II appeared 

•• Tlu &try .j'IN SOI:ICn Uaion lreto 1/tl War Atoit&SI ]afJGn, p. 8!:1. 
USlatemcnt lo l.c~hy quoted in I H'.tu Tluu, p. 369. !."also Harriman\ suw·m 

M.uArtla11r Huri~J, P~ 5, p. Jlfl; \\'ar Drpan~~nl memor,andum of 21 Ma\ I'· 
quoaed iD G..,w, Till TwlltJnzl ua, Vol. II. p. 14~8. 

•• T4t hair,) ofllu Sotnd Uaiott lido llu K'~tr Attmut J•fJcll, pp. B~-88; OPD Stud\ b·. 
Brig. Gen. GeorJ:c A. Lincoln, dated 4 June 1945, qu01ed in Clinr, H'GJJun,ttorJ Comn4DrJ~ 
Posl, p. 3+4. Sec abo, l...c.ahy, I Wcu Tlwrr, pp. S43, 346-47; Stimson. ''Thr Dt"rision 1 o 
Utt lhe .A10mtc Bomb,"' Ha1~1, pp. 101-02~ Willoughb) an.d Ch.am~rlain. MorA•Ifn-
1941-1951, p. 786; ,fUirdOp.rOlioos i• Sovthww Pan~< Arto, GHQ SWPA, I. pp ,~-, ,, ... 

n C- 2 Memor.-ndum prepared for OPD and quntrd in Clint". 11-"oJhln(IO~ f w· · 

Pt»l, p. 347. The ~c study was pr~ntrd to lhr Com bin '!d Chirh and i~ n·pr< .. Ju< t·•: :. 
pan in Tlw £airy of tAr Sout,t u,.;., lrtto tlu u·,, At~unst ]t!J"Gn, pp 83-88 
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also to th~ int~llig~nc~ ex~rts that Japan might surrend~r at any 
tim~ "d~~nding upon the conditions of surrender" the Allies might 
off~r. Clearly these conditions, to have any chance of acceptan~. 
would have to include retention of the imFial system. " 

How accurate were these estimates? Judging from postwar accounts 
of Japan, they were very close to the truth. Since the defeat at Saipan. 
when Tojo had been forced to resign, the strength ofthe "~ac~ army" 
had been increasing. In September 1944 the Swedish Minist~r in Tokyo 
had been approached unofficially, presumably in the name of Prince 
Konoye, to sound out the Allies on terms of ~ace. This overtur~ 
came to nought, as did anoth~r the following March. But the Swedish 
Minister did learn that those: who advocated peace in Japan regarded 
the Allied demand for unconditional SUI'Tender as their greatest obstacle. " 

The Suzuki Cabinet that came into power in April 19~5 had an un
spoken mandate from the Em~ror to end the war as quickly as pos
sible. But it was faced immediately with an additional problem when 
the Soviet Government announced it would not renew the neutrality 
pact after April 1946. The German surrender in May produc~d another 
crisis in the Japanese Government and led, after considerable dis
cussion, to a decision to seek Soviet mediation. But the first approach, 
m~de on Jun~ 3 to Jacob Malik, the Soviet Ambassador, produc~d 
no results. Malik was noncommittal and merely said the problem 
need~d further study. •• 

At the end of June, the J a panes<: finally approach~d the Soviet 
Gov.:rnment dir<:ctly through Ambassador Sato in Moscow, asking 
that it mediate with the Allies to bring the Far Eastern war to an 
end. In a series of messages between Tokyo and Moscow, which the 
Americans interc.:pted and decoded, the Japanese Foreign Office out
lined the position of the government and instructed Ambassador Sato 
to make arrangements for a s~cial envoy from the Em~ror who 
would be empowered to make terms for Soviet mediation. Uncondi
tional surrender, h.: was told, was completely unacceptable, and time 
was of the essence. But the Russians, on one pretext and another, 
delayed their answer until mid-July when Stalin and Molotov left 
for Potsdam. Thus, the Japanese Government had by th<:n accepted 

••J6itl. This view is preaented by Karl T. Compton io an article eutilled ••Jfthr Alomic 
Bomb Had Not Been Dropped." AU.nlic MO#JMy (December, 1946), pp. !14~0. 

"Robert J. C. Butow, ),_,., ll«i.tln lo Stmnuln (Scanford: Su.nford UnivtoBity P~. 
19.)4), pp. 40, S4·S7. Olher accounts of thr situation io Japan art" T01hik.azu ~r-. )oUI· 
.U:J' lo tlu Miuovri (New Haven: Yale' Univenity Press, '9!:l); U.S. Strau:gic Bombin~ 
Survr1•. Japon's StrwuU To &ul tlv WGJ (Wuhia.gton, 1946); Takushiro Hanori, CompJ,u 
HiJto~ of tit' Gr~t~tn &ut Asia War Uapan: Muu Shobo Co., 1953). Vol. IV. 

11 Butow, ]aptJn's Dtcisiortlo S.rrrwdn, pp. 90-91, 12~-!l; Hattori, CAmpi'" Hulory of 
tAt Gu41n &ut Asia War, Vot IV. pp. 274. Sl2-16; USSBS. ]._,..., St,.UI' 7o End llu 
Wor, pp. 6-7; ~- ]eonowy to IM Mu-i, pp. 19S-94. 
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defeat and was seeking desperately fo: a w;.y out; but it was not 
willing even at this late date to surrender upo•nditionally, and would 
aca:pt DO terms that did not include the pres< rvation of the imperial 
l}'llem. 

Allied nttf:Jligencc had estimated the litua ion in Japan cor recti y 
Allied in~n stralegy had been re-examined and confirmed in mid· 
June, and the date for the invasion fixed. The desirability of Soviet 
-istan~ ~ been confirmed also and plans for Russian en try in tu 
the "'&!' ~uriog August could now be made. No decision had '· '"'' · 
reached ml'ihe use of the atomic bomb, but ·he President's ad·. 
had recommended it. The decision was the P -esident 's anrl Joe f" ... · 

it ICjUarely. But before he could make it he would wan·. '" '·'"· .. 
whether the measures already concerted would producr .uwndill• .. na! 
IUITellder at the earliest moment and at the lo.vest cost If they •... dd 
not, then he would have to decide whether ci ·cumstance; warranted 
employment of a bomb that Stimson had already labeled a< "t~·· 

most terrible weapon ever known in human h story." 

Tlu Decision 

. Though responsibility for the decision to us~ the atomic bomb wa.> 
the President's, he exercised it only after caref Jl study of the recom
mendations of his senior advisen. Chief amon; these was tho Secre· 
tary of War, under whose broad supervision t'Je Manhattan Project 
had been plaoed. Already deeply conoerned oHr the cost of the pr. •
jected invasion, the political effects of Soviet intervention, and the 
potential consequences of the use of the atomic bomb, Stimson sought 
a coune that would avoid all these evils. Th•: difficulty, as he saw 
it, lay in the requirement for unconditional sun ender. It was a phrase 
that might make the Japanese desperate and l•:ad to a long and un
necessary campaign of attrition that would te extremely costly to 
both aides.•• But there was no way of getting a:·ound the term; it was 
firmly rooted in Allied war aims and its renur ciation was certain to 
lead to charges of appeasement. 

But if this difficulty could be overcome, W)uld the Japanese re 
apond if terms were offered? The intelligence e::perts thought so, and 
the radio intercepts from Tokyo to Moscow bure them out." So far 
as the Army was concerned there was much tc be gained by such a 
eourae. Not only might it reduce the enormou; cost of the war. but 

11 St.immn, •n.r Decision To Uar the Aaomic Bomb, .. ha'/J'-rJ, p. 102; Oine, k·a.sr.
"w'"• C.....,.od I'Dn, p. S4S; Millit, TM FMmtol CMriu, pp. 61-70. 

u Millis, Tlte Foruskll Dioriu. pp. ?f-77; Ellis M. Z.chari. .a, S«r,t Munotu (~ew Yorio: 
Pu1um, 1946), p. S3S . 
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it would also mah possible a settlement in the western Pacific "lx
fore too many of our allies are commiued there and have mad< sub
stantial contributions toward the defeat of Japan."" In thr virw of 
the War Department these aims justified "any concessions which might 
be attractive to the Japanese, so long as our realistic aims for peace in thr 
Pacific .are not adversely affected."" 

The problem was to formulate terms that would meet thr.sr con· 
ditions. There was considerable discussion of this problem in Wa<h
ington \n- the spring of 1945 by officials in the Department of Sta•.r 
and in the War and Navy Departments. Joseph C. Grew, Aciin5 
Secretary of State, proposed to the President late in May that he 
issue a proclamation urging the Japanese to surrender and assuring 
them that they could keep the Emperor. Though Truman did not 
act on the suggestion, he thought it "a sound idea" and told Grn• 
to discuss it with his cabinet colleagues and the Joint Chiefs. On 18 
June, Grew was back with the report that these groups favored the 
idea, but that there were differences on the timing." 

Grew's ideas, as well as those of others concerned, wer· summarizod 
by Stimson in a long and carefully considered memorandum to the 
President on 2 July. •• Representing the most informed militdry and 
political estimate of the situation at this time, this memorandum con
stitutes a state paper of the first importance. If any one document 
can be said to provide the basis for the President's warning to japan 
and his ·final decision to use the atomic bomb, this is it. 

The gist of Stimson's argument was that the most promising alter· 
native to the long and costly struggle certain to follow invasion was 
to warn the Japanese "of what is to come" and to give them an op· 
portunity to surrender. There was, he thought, enough of a chance 
that such a course would work to make the effort worthwhile. Japan 
no longer had any allies, her navy was virtually destroyed, and she 
was increasingly vulnerable to air attack and naval blockdde. Against 
her were arrayed the increasingly powerful forces of the Allies. with 
their "inexhaustible and untouched industrial resources." In these 
circumstances, Stimson believed the Japanese people would be suscep
tible to reason if properly approached. "Japan," he pointed out. "is 

n OPD Compilation for 1hc Potsdam Conference, quoted in Cine, M-"lulu11g1o11 Com· 
1111#JIU/ Post, p. !45. 

••Ibid., pp. 34~-46. 
•• Truman, r_, of D«iftoru, pp. 416-17. A detailed account of Grtw's efforts can bt

round ;n Grew, Tlv T.m.t.01 La, Vol. II, Chapter XXXVI. 
u Thr mrmorandum is reproduerd in Stimson, .. The Df'<:.is.iuu To Use the Atomi: 

Bomb," &rprr'1, pp. 102-04. For tht bad.puud of lht- memorandum, ser Grr\Oo. 7hr 
T,.._!.ot En, Vol. II, Ch. XXXVI; Mill;,, Tlv F...,lllll IMtVs, pp. 68-70; Byrna. Sfral
.., F.W[,, pp. 206, 262; McCoy, C~ to A-"ca• F...;,. Policy, pp. 42-43; Swmon 
and Bundy. On Atliw Sm::U1, p. fi24 .. 
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not a nation composed of mad fanatic; of at entirely different men
tality from ours. On the contrary, she has <Vithin the past century 
shown herself to possess extremely int :lligel); people .... " But anv 
attempt, Stimson added, "to exterminate he· armies and her popu
lation by gunfire or other means will tend to produce a fusion of race 
10lidity and antipathy .... " 

A warning to Japan, Stimson contended, s 10uld be carefully timc·d 
It should come before the actual invasion, b fore destruction had rr
duced the Japanese "to fanatical despair," J nd, if the Soviet Unior. 
bad already entered the war, be:ore the R tssian attack had pr"o · 
ressed too far . ., It should also empha;ize, ~timson believed. ,; 
evitability and oompleteness of the destructi< n ahead and the ,,, t'' 
mination of the Allies to strip Japan of her 'onquests a.,. Ncl\· 

the influence of the military clique. It should be a stro , warn11•.· am: 
should leave no doubt in Japanese minds t 1at thev would h< •"< t< 
surrender unconditionally and submit •o Alii •d occupation. 

The warning, as Stimson envisaged it, had' double character. V\h:r· 
promising destruction and devastation. it w.s also to hold '"" L. 
to the japanese ifthey h:eded its message. In hi> memorandum, theref.,, .. 
Stimson stressed the positive features of the wa cning and recommr.r:+c' 
that it include a disavowal of any intention to destroy the Japan. ·.r 
nation or to occupy the country permanent!:. Once Japan's mitit.a·, 
clique had been removed from power and h :r capacity to wat:t war 
destroyed, it was Stimson's belief that the Alles should withdraw and 
resume normal trade relations with the ne.,. and peaceful Japanc;,;t· 
Government. "I personally think," he declare :1, "that if in sa vir.£ th;, 
we should add that we do not exclude a constir utional monarchy under 
the present dynasty, it would substa:ttially add to the chance of 
acceptance." 

Not once in the course of this lengthy memorandum wa> mentior. 
made of the atomic bomb. There was no reed to do so. Everymr· 
concerned understood clearly that the bomb "'as the instrument tha· 
by its powers of destruction, would im:>ress < n the Japanese Govern· 
ment the hopelessness of any course but su: render. As Stimson ex
pressed it, the atomic bomb was "th·: best possible sanction.'' tf·r 
single weapon that would convince the JaF anese "of our power 
destroy the empire." •• 

"In his diary. under lht dale 19 June. Stimson wr01e '"Thr last-chancr warnin~ . 
must bt: siwen before an actual landing of the ground fore~ in japaa, aad fonuruur:h· t.h~ 
plans provide for cDOugh lime lO bring in lhr u,ctions ·O our warnin~ in 1hr sha;¥ 
heavy ordinary bombing au.ad. and an anad of S-1 (th: atomic bombJ." S1im\o:. 
Bundy, On Actiw Stnnu, p. 624. 

''Stim10n, Thr- Decision To Uac the Atomic Bomb," Harpt'f'J, pp. 101, 104 
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Though Stimson oonsiden:d a warning combined with an offer of 
terms and backed up by the sanction of the atomic bomb as the 
most promising means of inducing surrender at any.early date, there 
were other oounes that 10me thought might produce the same result. 
One was oontinuation and intensification of air bombardment coupled 
with surface and underwater blockade. This oourse had already been 
considered and rejected as insufficient to produce surrender, though 
its advocates were by no means convinced that this decision was a 
wile one. And Stimson himself later justified the use of the bomb on 
the ground that by 1 November oonventionaJ· bombardment would 
have caused greater destruction than the bomb. This apparent con
tradiction is explained by the fact that the atomic bomb was con
sidered to be capable of a psychological effect entirely apart from the 
damage wrought. •• 

Nor did Stimson, in his memorandum, oonsider the effect of the 
Soviet Union's entry into the war. By itself, this action oould not be 
oounted on to force Japan to capitulate, but combined with bombard
ment and blockade it might do so. At least that was the view "f 
Brig. Gen. George A. Lincoln, one of the Army's top planners, who 
wrote in June that "probably it will take Russian entry into the war. 
coup!tc' with a landing, or imminent threat of landing, on Japan 
proper by us, to convince them (the Japanese) of the hopelessness of 
their position." •o 

Why, therefore, was it not possible to issue the warning before a 
Soviet declaration of war against Japan and rely on that event, to
gether with an intensified air bombardment, to produce the desired 
result? If together they could not secure Japan's surrender, would 
thero not still be time to use the bomb before the scheduled in\'asion 
of Kyushu in November?" 

No final answer to this question is possible with the e"idence at 
hand. But one cannot ignore the fact that some responsible officials 
feared the political consequences of Soviet intervention and hoped 
that ultimately it would prove unnecessary. This feeling may uncon
sciously have made the atom bomb solution more attractive than it 
might otherwise have been . ., Some officials may have believed, too. 
that the bomb could be used as a powerful deterrent to Soviet ex-

••Ibid., p. 10~. 
10 Quc•-d in Cine, Wtashi"'IOII C.m,..nd Post, p. 544. 
11 For an nposilton oflhis vi~w. ser Blackett, F,o.,, M'Gt, •ru/ tAL Bomb, p ~~5: Hanson W 

Baldwin. Gmt Muldls of till l+'er (New York: Harper It Brothers., IYSO), pp. 100-101 
•: Srt- for ex.ample, Byrnes, SJHdint Fro.nA~)·, p. 208; Stimson and Bundy. On Actu'f' 

Snvict, p. 637; Leahy, I K'o.J TAiu, p. 419; Blacken, F'f~r, Wo.r, o.nd tlu Bo,d>, Ch. X; 
Norman Olusiru.and Thomas K. Fialetter, ••A Bq:inDiag for Sanity,"' SGtU'd~) Rtz·itu• of 
Litnatrm, XXIX, No. 4 l)une 15, 1946), S-8. 
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pansion in Europe, where the Red tide had atccessively engulfed 
Rumania, Bulgaria, Jugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary. In an 
interview with three of the top acientists in the Manhattan Project 
early in June, Mr. Byrnea did not, according·to Leo Szilard, argue 
that the bomb was needed to defeat Japan. but r tther that it should 
be dropped to "~ke Ruuia more manageable i:. Europe."" 

-It has been uaened alto that the desire to jus:ify the expenditure 
of the two billiOA dollan apent on the Manhatta 1 Project may have 
diaposed IQme lavorably toward the use of the b>mb. Already que<· 
... ons bad been uked in Congress, •• and the end of the war wou' : 
almost (lel"t&inly bring on a full-acale investigatior . What more stri: 
ing juatification of the Manhattan Project than :' new we a p< " : h:·. 
had ended the war in one audden blow and savt d counties• · ·:r.". 

can lives? "It ~aa my reaction," wrote Admira' Leahy ti.at ti · 
acientists and others wanted to make this test 1-ecause cJ the va·. 
sums that had been apent on the project. Trumar. knew that, and so 
did other people involved." •• 

This explanation hardly does credit to those in 101 ved in the M< · · 
hattan Project and not . .-en P. M. S. Blackett, lne of the severest 
critics of the decision toUR the bomb, accepted it. "The wit of man," he 
declared, "could hardly devi.e a theory of the dro >ping of the bomb, 
both more insulting to the American people, or Jnore likely to lead 
to an energetically pursued Soviet defense policy." " 

But even if the need to justify these huge e<penditures is dis
counted-and certainly by itaelf it could not have produced the de
cision-the question still remains whether those who held in their 
hands a weapon thought capable of ending the war in one stroke 
could justify withholding that weapon. Would they not be open to 
criticism for failing to use every means at their di!posal to defeat the 
enemy as quickly as possible, thereby saving mar y American lives' 

And even at that time there were aome who believed that the 
new weapon would ultimately prove the most efl~ctive deterrent to 
war yet produced. How better to outlaw war fore•er than to demon
strate the tremendoua destructive power of this "capon by using it 
against an actual target? 

By early July 1945 the stage had been set for the final decision, 

•'Szilard, "'A Personal History of the Atomic Bomb,"' pp.lf-15. 
•

4 Byraes, SJ1ttal:i"'' Frn4?J, pp. 2S7 ~8i Hillman, Mr. Pr•sllkll. p. 247. Thr- Truman 
Comminee bad already made ioquiriea, but ila i.DvesUa;aton were called off &I the request 
or Mr. SciiiUOD. T .......... r- •f DMn-. p. 10. 

•• Leahy, I Wa~ TWu, p. 441. Far a .. lemenl ollhe same &rf ument, bu1 with a refu· 
aation, 8ee .. Repon of the Commince on Social aod Political lmpiicatioa.l," II Juoe 1945, 
B.0.6o of A~ S<icolitU (May I, 19f6), Vol. I, No. 10, p. f . 

.. Blacken, F•tu. Wcr, ..tiN a. .. 6. p. 138. 
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Stimson\ memorandum had been approved in principle and on julv 
4 the British had given their consent to the ...., of the bomb again.<t 
Japan." It remained only to decide on the terms and timing of the 
warning. This was the situation when the Potsdam Conference opened on 
17 July, one day after the bomb had been successfully exploded in a 
spectacular demonstration at Alamogordo, New Mexico. The atomic 
bomb was a reality and when the news reached Potsdam it aroused 
great excitement among those who were let in on the secret. Instead 
of the prospect of long and bitter months of fighting the Japanese. 
there was now a vision, "fair and bright indeed it seemed" to Churchill. 
"of the end of the whole war in one or two violent shocks."" 

President Truman's first action was to call together his chief ad· 
visers-Byrnes, Stimson, Leahy, Marshall, King, and Arnold. "I asked 
for their opinion whether the bomb should be used," he later "Tote. 
The consensus was that it should." Here at last was the miracle to 
end the war and solve all the perplexing problems posed by the necessi t" 
for invasion. But because no one could tell what effect the bomb 
might have "physically or psychologically," it was decided to proceed 
with the military plans for the invasion. 

No one at this time, or later in the conference, raised the question 
of whether the Japanese should be informed of the existence of the 
bomb. That question, it will be recalled, had been discussed by the 
Sctemific Panel on 16 June and at the White House meeting ,.;th 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the service Secretaries, and Mr. McCloy on 
18 June. For a variety of reasons, including uncenainty as to whether 
the bomb would work, it had been decided that the Japanese should 
not be warned of the existence of the new weapon. The successful 
explosion of the first bomb on 17 July did not apparently outweigh 
the reasons advanced earlier for keeping the bomb a secret; and e,;. 
dently none of the men involved thought the question needed to be 
reviewed. The Japanese would learn of the atomic bomb only when 
it was dropped on them. 

The secrecy that had shrouded the development of the atomic bomb 
was torn aside briefly at Potsdam, but with no visible effect. On 

1 ' Churchill, Tn·umpla tl'lltl Tr.,~dy. p. 639. For the co.-ordination between I he British 
and Americans on the development of tht atomic bomb, tee Smyth, Atomic Enng) for 
M1Ma'> Purpos,s,pasn'm; Winston S. Chu.rchill, TN H•'"lt of Fall (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Compao)·. 19!.0), pp. 377-81; Truman, Y•ar of Dmlioru, p. 418; Leahr,l H-'os Thnt, pp 26J, 
432. General Groves oppmed this CO·ordioation and so tcsti6ed later. Oppnrla#'rmo HulmzgJ, 
p. 17$. ' 

:, Churchill, Tn·umplt Gill! T,_,hl)-. p. 638. 
•• Hillman, M,. PY~sitMrrl, p. 248; Truman, YHt tif DerisiotU, p. f 15. Ceoeral Eisenhowt"r 

was at Potsdam and his advice, Truman uys, was asked. The variow panicipant~ differ in 
lheir recoUecdons of this meetins. King and Whitehill, Fin I Nlnrirol Kr"l, p. 621 ; Arnold, 
Global Misn(m, p. S85. 
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24 July, at the suggestion of his chief advisors, Truman informed 
Marshal Stalin "casually" that the American had "a ne-.· weapon 
of unusual destructivr force." "The Russian >remier," he recalled, 
"showed no special interest. All he said was that he was glad to hear 
it and hoped we would make 'good use· of it ag• inst the Japanese' •· '" 
One.cannot but wonder whether the marshal Has preoccupied at the 
moment or limulating a lack of interest. 

On the military aide, the Pot.•dam Confere<~ce developed no: 
new. The plans already made were noted and ·•pproved. Even a• 
late stage the question of the bomb was divorced entirely frcn 1. 

tary plans and the final report of the conferenc< accepted e, ..... 
effort the invasion of the Japanese home islandi. Noverr' · r . •,_ "16. 
was accepted as the planning date for the erd of th• -.·ar ag .•. •st 

Japan." 
During the conference, Stalin told Truma 1 ahout the .J a pane•.· 

overtures-information that the Americans alre;·dy had. The m;:c· .. <. 
spoke of the matter r':;o to Churchill, who discussed it with Trumar• 
suggesting cautiously that some offer be made :o japan. "Mr. Stir 
son, General Marshall, and the President," he Iller wrote, "were e,-,_ 
dently searching their hearts, and we had no n( ed to press them. We 
knew of course that the Japanese were ready to give up all conqu'"" 
made in the war." That same night, after di.ting with Stalin and 
Truman, the Prime Minister wrote that the Ruisians intended to at
tack Japan soon after 8 August-perhaps within two weeks of that 
date." Truman presumably received the same .nformation. confirm
ing Harry Hopkins' repon of his conversation "ith Stalin in Moscow 
in May." 

All that remained now was to warn Japan and give her an op
ponunit)' to surrender. In Ibis matter Stimson's and Grew's views. as 
outlined in the memorandum of 2 July, were acc-,pted, but apparently 
on the advice of the former Secretary of State Cordell Hull it was 
decided to omit any reference to the Emperor." Hull's vie-.·, soliciterl 
by Byrnes before his departure for Potsdam, was that the proposal 
smacked of appeasement and "seemed to guara.1tee continuance not 

'"Truman, 11m of D.osloru, p. 416. Srr also Byrne~o. SJNd•·rt Fra,AIJ. p. 2fi3. 
:'Combined Chiefs. of Su.lf Repon lo thr Presidrnt and Primr Ministt'f. 24 Juh J9n. 

quotf'd in Cline, k'ahmgtorr Com,.ttd PosJ, p. 346, and ~produ•rd in T/v Errt~l of tht So;·,! 
l!numlnlo lhr Wor AttJJIUI }tlptJn, pp. 89~91. 

:~Truman, l"rGr of lkcisioru, p. 306; Churchill, Triumph ar.d 7rtJ8'~'• p. 642. Src ahr, 
Byrne•, SJNatmt FranA(>. p. 205; whr. /II'.., T4m, p. 420. 

:.
1 Robtn E. Shrrwood, Roos,Jtltand HopJ.inJ: An /lllirnou H11to') (~~ .... York Haq···r b. 

Brothers, 1948). p. 902, Lrahy, I lt'cu Tltnr, p. S83. 
,. Cordtll Hull, TN Mrrnoirs ofUmb/1 H111/, 2 voh .. (JI-:r...,. \'nL:· Thr f\bcmillan Com· 

pan)'. 19f8J. II, pp I.S91-94: B~·rnrs, SprtJl.utl, FranA./,, pp. 20",-07. Stim~un anrl Bund,, 
Un Artli, Sm·ru, pp. 626-27; Grr- .... , 1M 1,rhul,nl ErtJ, II, pp. ·424 .. 27 . 
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on I)' of the Emprror but also of the feudal privileges of a ruling caste." 
And, should the Japanese reject the warning, the proposal to retain 
the imprrial system might well encourage resistance and have "ter
rible political reprrcussions" in the United States. For these reao;ons 
he recommended that no statement about the Emprror be made un
til "the climax of Allied bombing and Russia's entry into the war''" 
Thus, the final terms offered to the Japanese in the Potsdam declara
tion on 26 july made no mention of the Emprror or of the imperial 
system. Neither did the declaration contain any reference to the atom 
bomb but simply warned the Japanese of the consequences of con
tinued resistance." Only those already familiar with the weapon could 
have read the references to inevitable and complete destruction as a 
warning of atomic warfare. 17 

The receipt of the Potsdam Declaration in Japan led to frantic 
meetings to decide what should be done. It was finally decided not 
to reject the note but to await the results of the Soviet overture. At 
this point, the military insisted that the government make some state
ment to the prople, and on 28 July Premier Suzuki declared to the 
press that Japan would ignore the declaration, a statement that was 
in,cq::-reted by the Allies as a rejection." 

To the Americans the rejection of the Postdam Declaration con
firmed the view that the military clique was still in control of Japan 
and that only a decisive act of violence could. remove it. The instru· 
ment for such action lay at hand in the atomic bomb; events now 
seemed to justify its use. But in the hope that the Japanese might 
still change their minds, Truman held off orders on the use of the 
bomb for a few days. Only silence came from Tokyo, for the Japanese 
were waiting for a reply from the Soviet Government, which would 
not come until the return of Stalin and Molotov from Potsdam on 
6 August. Prophetically, Foreign Minister Togo wrote Sato on 2 Au
gust, the day the Potsdam Conference ended, that he could not afford w 
lose a single day in his efforts to conclude arrangements with the 
Russians "if we were to end the war before the assault on our main
land."" By that time, President Truman had already decided on the 
use of the bomb. 

u Hull, Mtmoirs, II, p. U93. 
"Tht> 1ext of th~ d~daration is printrd in Stimson and Bundy, Orr Aaw, Srn·ut. and 

in bu1o.,.,., )apart's ~tision to St~rrmdn, Appeadix C. 
''For expn:ssions of this virw, Itt Baldwia, Gr~at MuitU.tJ oftlu u·,,, pp. 91-92; M.Cio~. 

CM/ltntt to Amnican Fomlrt Poli()·, p. 43. 
u This incidrnl has given rise to a controversy best undentood by a linguist. I; i~ co'. 

er~ in dr1.ail in Kazuo Kawaii, "Mokusatsu,"' Paqfu Histori.:al RtltJ-,u· (Novembrr. I~S01, 
pp. 409-14; and William J. Coughlin, "'Th~ Great Mokusatsu," Harpn'J Ma~azam·. 
(M.,ch. 1953). pp. 31-40. 

"' K.ase, Journt)' to llat MWovri, p. 222. 
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Preparations for dropping the two atomic bombs produced thus 
far had been under way for 110me time. The components of the bombs had · 
been aent by cruiaer to linian in May and the fissionable material 
was ftown out in mid-July. The B-29's and crews were ready and 
trained, ltlindi"' by far arden, which would a: me through the Com· 
manding General, U.S. Army Strategic Air Forces in the Pacific, Lt. 
Gen. Carl A S.,-.tz. Detailed arrangemenu and schedules were com
pleted Uld all. tts.t was pec:rssery was to iaue orders. •• 

At ·QcQcral Amold'a insistence, the responsibility for selectin~ 
particular ·tUFt and fixing the exact date and hour of thr ali 
was a.igned to the field oommander, General Spaatz. In orch · i.<" 
on 25 July and approved by Stimson and Marshall, Spaatz ' :· 
to drop the "fint apecial bomb as aoon as weather will ; rmit v;. d 
bombing after about 3 August 1945 on one of the targe·· Hiroshi: ... , 
Kokure, Niigata and Nagasaki." He was instru;ted alsc• w deliver a 
copy of this order penonally to MacArthur and Nimitz. We.;, the: 
the critical factor because the bomb had to be dropped by ,.,,. -~ 
means, and Spaatz delegated to his chief of staff, Maj. Gen. Cunis E 
LeMay, the job of dt:ciding when the weather was right for this mo 
important mission. 

From the dating of the order to General Spaatz it has been argued 
that. President· Truman was certain the warning would be reject·>d 
and had fixed the date for the bombing of Hiroshima even before 
the issuance of the Potsdam Declaration. •• But such an argumeri t 
ignores the military necasities. For oper4tional reasons, thr orderc 
bad to be iaued in sufficient time "to set the military wheels in mo
tion." In a sense, therefore, the decision was made on 25 July. It 
would stand unless the President changed his mind. "I had made the 
decision," wrote Truman in 1955. "J also instructed Stimson that the 
order would stand unless I notified him that the Japanese reply to 
our ultimatum was acceptable.""' The rejection by the Japane~ of 
the Potsdam Declaration confirmed the orders Spaatz had already 
received. 

Tilt ]aJ>tlnest SllrrmtJ,., 

On Tinian and Guam, preparations (or dropping the bomb had 
been completed by 3 August. The original plan was to carry out the 

"For an a.a::ounl of ~e. preparalioru, aee Craven aad Calc, Tlu Arm; A,·, ForceJ '" 
W•ltl w., II, Vol. V, pp. 713-H. 

11 /.id .• p. 714. The relevaat documents, indudia.1 1 leur.:r from President Truman tc. 
I'Tof...., c. ...... ~produced DO ...... 696-97, 712-13. 5e< abo why. I ....... Thlu, pp. 
4S0-31, aod Truman's lata lO Dr. karl T. Compean. published ia AtJ.IIlu MonthJ.>, (feb
ruary, l!lf7), p. 27. 

"TrumAA, r-..r~.pp.420-21. 
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operation on 4 August, but General LeMay deferred the attack because 
of bad weather over the target. On 5 August the forecasts were fav
orable and he gave the word to proceed with the mission the following 
day. At 0245 on 6 August, the bomb-carrying plane was airborne. 
Six al'd a !uilf houn later the bomb was released over Hiroshima, 
Japan's eighth large~n city, to explode fifty acconds later at a height of 
·about 2,000 feeL The age of atomic warfare had opened." 

Aboard the cruiaer A11gusto on IUs way back to the United States, 
President Truman received the news by radio. That aame day a pre
viously prepared release from Washington announced to the world 
that an atomic bomb had been dropped on Hiroshima and warned 
the Japanese that if they did not surrender they could expect "a rain 
of ruin from the air, the like of which had never been seen on this 
earth . .,·~ 

On 7 August, Ambassador Sato in Moscow received word at last 
that Molotov would sec him the next afternoon. At the appointed hour 
he arrived at the Kremlin, full of hope that he would receive a favor
able reply to the Japanese proposal for Soviet mediation with the Allies 
to end the war. Instead he was handed the Soviet declaration of war, 
efi~ct've on 9 August." Thus, three months to the day alter Ger
many's surrender, Manhal Stalin had Jived up to his promise to the 
Allies. 

Meanwhile, President Truman had authorized the use of the sec
ond bomb-the last then available. The objective was Kokura, the 
date 9 August. But the plane carr;ing the bomb failed to make its 
run over the primary target and hit the secondary target, Nagasaki, 
instead.•• The next day Japan sued for· peace. 

The close sequence of events between 6 and 10 August, combined 
with the fact that the bomb was dropped almost three months before 
the scheduled invasion of Kyushu amf.while the Japanese were try· 
ing desperately to get out of the war, has suggested to aome that the 
bombing of Hiroshima had a deeper purpose than the desire to end 
the war quickly. This purpose, it is claimed, was nothing less than a 
desire to forestall Soviet intervention in the Far Eastern war. Else why 
this necessity for speed? Certainly nothing in the military situation 

•J Two other dates caa be aaid to have opened the atomic age: 2 Decembt"r 1942, 
wlu·~n Eorico Fermi 1uc.ceeded io atablishiDI a chaio reaetioo; and 16 July 194j, wh~n 
lbc test bomb was exploded io New Me.ico. 

•• Fot a vivid account or the bombi111, let Millet &no ~piuer, Wt DroJIPid tlu A-&mh 
aod IAureDcc, DoUM Owr .('tr0, pp. 207-11. Tbt Jt&tement is published io Thi.Ntu-' 1DrA 
Ti-•, A_.. 7, 1945. S.. abo, Leahy, I w., T.,., p. 4:10, aad Byracs, Sf'<oJ.•"l F•tW.!>. 
p. 209. 

•• Butow, ]aptm's Dmsio• 1o S.wnuln, pp. US-Sf; TM .N•w Tori Tirrws, Augw1 9. 194~. 
"O.veo aod C'.ate, TAl A"'!)' Ai1 F•us &. W~~rl4 J+'ar //,Vol. V, pp. 714-23; t.ur~nct, 

Dawn t:Mr ~,., pp. 228-43; Miller aad Spitzer, w, ~ thl A-&mb, pp. 89-124. 
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aeemed to call for such hasty action. But if the purpose was to fore
stall Soviet intervention, then there was every rt·ason for speed. And 
even if the Russians could not be kept out of the war, at least they 
would be prevented from making more than a token contribution to 
victory over japan. In this sense it may be ar,;ued that the bomb 
proved a succesS, for the war ended with the 1 Jnited States in lull 
control of japan." 

11Us tbcpry leaves several matten unexplained. In the first place, 
the Americalu did not know the exact date on which the Soviet Un i •n 
would declUe war but believed it would be wit~in a week or t"'c; 
8 August. If they had wished to forestall a Sovie; declarotion nf ". 
then they could nasonably have been ex~cteC to act soo1 rl, 
they did. Such close timing left little if any m•.rgin lor , . ~,. · 
ondly, had the United States desired above eve·ything ',e to h· . 
the Russians out, it could have responded to one of the seV< ..• ' unofficia; 
Japanese overtures, or made the Potsdam lkclarHion man· ~nrani,-~
to japan. Certainly the failure to put a time limit on the declara"· 
suggesu that s~ed ·vas not of the essence in American calculations. 
Finally, the date and time of the bombing w<re left to General· 
Spaatz and LeMay, who cenainly had no way of knowing Sc•vi<t 
intentions. Bad weather or any other untoward :ncident could ha,·e 
delayed the attack a week or more. 

There is reason to believe that the Russians at rhe last moved more 
quickly than they had intended. In his conversatio 1S with Harry Hop
kins in May 1945 and at Poudam, Manhal Stali1 had linked So,·ict 
entry with negotiations then in progress with Chinese represent•tives 
in Moscow." When these were completed, he had said, he would act. 
On 8 August these negotiations were still in progress. 

Did the atomic bomb accomplish iu purpose? Wa' it, in fact, as 
Stimson said, "the best possible sanction" after Japan rejected the 
Poudam Declaration? The sequence of evenu argues strongly that it 
was, for bombs were drop~d on the 6th and 9th, and on the I Oth 
Japan surrendered. But in the excitement over tho announcement of 
the first use of an atomic bomb and then of Japan's surrender, many 
overlooked the significance of the Soviet Union's entry into the war 
on the 9th. The first bomb had produced consternation and confu
sion among the leaders of Japan, but no disposition to surrender. The 
Soviet declaration of war, though not entirely une~~ted, was a de\'
astating blow and, by removing all ho~ of Sovir!t mediation, gave 

"Blackrn, F"'· W•r. •'"' tlu """"· p. 137. Normao Cousir.s and Thoma, K. Fin
lenrr takr 1hr ume position ia 1bc anicle, "'A Beginning for S.nit)'." 

11 Sherwood, RNS~1wi1Gttd Hopl.iru, p. 902; Edward R. Strlliniul, Roo.uwll tmd tlu Rw· 
.U.ns (Garden Cl1y, N.Y., Doubluby and Compan)', 1949), p. 91 
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the advocates of peace their first opportunity to come boldly out into 
the open. When Premier Suzuki arrived at the palace on the morn
ing of the 9th, he was told that the Emperor believed Japan's only 
course now was to ilcce#lt the Potsdam Declaration. The militarists 
could and did minimize the effects of the bomb, but they could not 
evade the obvious consequences of Soviet intervention, which ended 
all hope of dividing their enemies and securing aofter peace tenns.'" 

In thi• atmosphere, the leaders of Japan held a series of meeting' 
on 9 August, but were unable to come to an agreement. In the morning 
came word of the fate of Nagasaki. This additional disaster failed to 

... resolve th" issues between the military and those who advocated sur
'·render. Finally the Emperor took the unprecedented step of calling 

an Imperial Conference, which lasted until 3 o'clock the next morn-
ing. When it, too, failed to produc" agreement the Emperor told hi' 
minister that h" wished the war brought to an end. The constitutional 
significance of this action is difficult for Westerners to comprehend. 
but it resolved the crisis and produced in the cabinet a formal deci
sion to acc.,pt the Potsdam Declaration, provided it did not prejudice 
the position of th" Emperor. 

What' finally forced the Japanese to surrender? Was it air bom
bardment, naval power, the atomic bomb, or Soviet entry? The United 
States Strategic Bombing Survey concluded that Japan would have 

. surrendered by the end of the year, without invasion and without tht 
atomic bomb."" Other equally informed opinion maintained that it 
was the atomic bomb that forced Japan to surrender. "Without its 
use," Dr. Compton asserted, "the war would have continued for many 
months." " Admiral Nimitz believed firmly that the decisive factor was 
"the complete impunity with which the Pacific Fleet pounded Japan," 
and General Arnold claimed it was air bombardment that had brought 
Japan to the verge of collapse.•' But Maj. Gen. Claire L. Chennault. 
wartime air commander in China, maintained that Soviet entry into 
the Far Eastern war brought about the surrender of Japan and would 
have done so "even if no atomic bombs had been dropped."" 

•" Thf' story of thr- last fr"· cbys of thr war in Japan is told in con1iderablr- druil in 
Buto\\. ]apan'J Dmsum lo S,.nrruln; USSBS, )opdn's Str~lr To £ru/ 1/v H 'ar; USAAF, Mn· 
sro" Aut~mpb:hd ('Washington, 1946). On lhe Amrrican side, thr chid10urct-' llrl" Byrnt'!>. 
SJHaA.in( FranA?,, pp. 209-11: Leahy. I Was Thlrt, pp. 434-45>; Milli:;.. r.·,, Forustal Dronts. 
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518 OOMMAND DECISIONS 

It would be a fruitless wk to weigh accuraiely the relative impor
tance of all the factors leading to the japanese surrender. There is no 
doubt that Japan had been defeated by the. summer of 1945, if not 
earlier. But defeat did not mean that tM military clique had given 
up; the AnDy intended tD fight on and had m"de elaborate prepara
cioni for the defeme of the homeland. Whether air bombardment and 
uval bloclrl!de or the threat of invasion would have produced an early 
lliitrendef IIDd averted the heavy losses almost tertain to accompany 
die .icttiliJ lan!finp in Japar. ia a moot question. Certainly they h .• ' 
i IM'OfoiiDd Y"eci on the japanese position. It is equally difficuh ·c; 

ailert categOriai.lly that the atomic bomb alone or Soviet intc ·· on11uL 
alone was the deciaive factor in bringing the war to an ~· ,. i All that 
can be aaid on the available evidence is that Japan wa- defeated :n 
the military senae by August 1945 and that the bombing uf Hiroshima, 
followed by the Soviet Union's declaration of ""ar and the bombing 
i;r Nagualti and the threat of still further bombmg, acted as cat:d; :i. 
a,ents to produce the Japanese decision to surrtnder. Together they 
created 10 extren.: a crisis that the Emperor himself, in an unprece
dented move, took matters into his own hands and ordered his min
isters to surrender. Whether any other set of circumstances would have 
resolved the crisis and produced the final decision to surrender is a 
question history cannot yet answer. 
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