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On the 6th and 9th of August 1945, the United States dropped 
atomic bombs on the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and 

became the first and only nation to use such weapons in record-
ed wa1fare. Harry Truman, a veteran of the United States Senate 
and with only four months of vice presidential tenure, unexpectedly 
took office after Franklin Roosevelt's death on April 12th that same 
year Then, in the next four months leading up to the atomic bomb-
ings, he learned of the extent of the Manhattan Project, deliberated 
with his advisors and staff on the use of the bomb, and finally made 
the decision that would define an era. It did not take long for that 
decision to come under fire with doubts as to whether or not the 
bombs were truly necessary in the defeat of Japan, or if they were 
at all morally justifiable. Under this scrutiny, Truman maintained 
that be was the one to make the decision, that it was necessary in 
the defeat of Japan, and that the moral weight of it fell upon him. 
What factors, political and military, led to the atomic bombs and 
Tlarry Truman's decision? Was it truly even his decision, or, with 
his relative inexperience, was the decision made for him by men 
around him? Truman trusted the advice of the diverse men who 
had worked around the Manhattan Project, and like them, expected 
that if the project were successful, it should be used. The decision 
to use the atomic bomb was that of a nuclear family, the group of 
gentlemen surrounding the bomb's use, and not just one man.• 

There is enough literoture on the bo1nbings to fill a large library. 111.ese 
range from histodcaJ a11alyses to nonfiction accounts of the destruction. such as 
Himsh1n,a by Joho Hersey. Other notable book.,; include Atomic Diplo,nacy: Hiroshima 
& PotJdani by Gar Alperovil2 and Hiroshima: \Vlry Atnerica Dropped Jhe Atomic 
Bon,b by Ronald Takaki. These lwo authors enco111pass \\/hat historiaf\S would call the 
.. New I .efl"' on the subjet":t n,auer> \\lhich views the bomb as unnecessary and a putely 
diplomatic weapon against the SovieL U11ion. I often cite \\'ilso,, J,.<tiscamble's 1he A1ost 
Controversial Decision, \\!hose conclusion is t..hat the bombs ,,·ere ulti,natel)' neces...~al')'. 
Many of my sources are straight fron, those surrounding the bo,nb~ tL,;age. I poured 
through comm1uce minuleS, inlerviews. and quotes from biogtaphies. 
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"Harry, the President is dead." Eleanor said quietly to Truman in 
her calm and characteristic graceful dignity, as Truman described. 
Leading up to Roose,•elt's death, Truman expressed deep concern 
for the President's well being in his memoirs, and also seemed to 
know no more about him or his plans than any average citizen. He 
wrote that the he and the President did have private meetings, but 
Truman would not learn of the full extent of the Manhattan Project 
until after his death. "Is there anything I can do for you?" Tniman 
asked, and wrote that he would never forget her deeply understand-
ing reply, "Is there anything we can do for you? For you are tl1e one 
in trouble now."• 

It was after his first cabinet meeting that Truman learned of tl1e 
atomic bomb. Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson asked to speak 
to Truman and infom1cd him of, "An immense project that was un-
der way, a project looking to the development of a new explosive 
of almost unbelievable destructive power." Director of War Mobili-
1.ation, Jimmy Byrnes, who would soon become Secretary of State, 
met with Truman the next day and said that, "the bomb was great 
enough to destroy the whole world."3 Byrnes and Stimson would 
prove to be impottant figures in the decision making process of 
dropping the atomic bombs, but perhaps the most important fikure 
for President Truman was President Roosevelt. 

In the context of Truman's final decision, Roosevelt's deliberations 
around the production of the atomic bomb are important, because 
they provided to Truman a foundation of thought to work off of. 
In bis memoirs, Truman writes, "It was my intention ... to continue 
both the foreign and the domestic policies of the Roosevelt admin-
istration."• If Truman thought that Roosevelt intended to utilize 
the bomb, then, a driving factor for Truman to give the final or-
der would've been him seeking to not interfere with his predeces-
sor's plans. However, it is absolutely uncertain how, exatt.ly, Roo-
sevelt would have desired to utilize atomic bombs diplomatically. 

2 Trun1an, Harry. Yearo/Decisiom Volunre l. p. 15. 
3 TruJnan, Harry. Year of Decisions Volun,e 1. p. 20. 
4 Tru111an, Harry. Year of Decisiot1s Volun,e l. p. l9. 
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Roosevelt, after all, did authorize- and saw for almost its full du-
ration- a project that ultimately cost two billion dollars, so unless 
he foresaw the possible civilian uses of atomic energy, he certainly 
thought to use the bomb.• 

The first step in the American production of the atomic bomb 
came from none other than celebrity theoretical physicist, Albert 
Einstein. On August 2nd, 1939, Einstein, after conferences with 
Alexander Sachs- a wall street economist and political associate-
signed a letter to Roosevelt informing him that the element of ura-
nium could be used to create a weapon, that, if"carried by boat and 
exploded in a port, might very well destroy the whole port together 
with some of its surrounding territory." In the same letter, Einstein 
suggested to Roosevelt that the administration entrust someone to 
keep them informed on the subject and assists and speeds up the 
experimental work being done, because some of the American work 
on uranium was being repeated in Germany. On October 19th of the 
same year, Sachs delivered the letter to Roosevelt and read it aloud 
to him. At the conclusion of the interview, Roosevelt called for his 
aid and said, "This requires action." Roosevelt responded, inform-
ing Einstein that be "found this data of such import that I have con-
vened a Board consisting of the head of the Bureau of Standards 
and a chosen representative of the Army and Navy to thoroughly in-
vestigate the possibilities of your suggestion regarding the element 
of uranium. "6 These were the fir~t steps to the Manhattan Project. 

The Einstein letter itself is profound because at the time it was writ-
ten to Roosevelt, and only until before it was delivered to his desk, 
Europe bad not yet been plunged into war. Given the nature of the 
letter, Einstein had the foresight to see that the United States would 
eventually enter the mounting conflict in Europe, and, given Roos-
evelt's response, he took the possibility very seriously as well, as so 

5 Misc.a1nble cites Kort. Colu,nbia Guide to J-hroslrinra a11d the Bon1b, p. 17. 
6 Einstein, Albert, Roosevelt, Franklin, and Archivists of the Franklin 
0. Roosevelt Library and Museum. FDR Library Digital coUections. "Selected 
Documen15 on the Topic of the Atomic Bomb, 1935-1976 I Franklin D. Roosevelt 
Presidential Library & 1\/Juseum": 
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to begin to actively work on developing a bomb of unheard of pro-
portions, operating under the fear that the Germans might develop 
the bomb first, and likely use it to hold the world hostage. 

In July 1941, the British MAUD Committee provided a report to 
FDR that spoke to the practicality of an atomic bomb being fin-
ished as soon as 1943, and that it would prove decisive in the war. 
In response, Roosevelt wrote to Churchill to further cooperate their 
efforts, and four days after Germany declared war on the United 
States, Roosevelt authorized Dr. Vannevar Bush, head of the Of-
fice of Scientific Research and Development, to develop an atomic 
bomb. The effort subsequently became known as the Manhattan 
Project when the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers assigned it to the 
Manhattan Engineering District.' 

The two men who would eventually take direct command of the 
project were Brigadier General Leslie Groves, who had also just 
overseen the construction of the Pentagon, and Dr. Julius Robert 
Oppenheimer, a Berkley Physicist with leftist political sympathies. 
Army counterintelligence objected because Oppenheimer had, "for-
mer friends" in the Communist Party.8 Despite this, and although 
they were nearly opposite men, Groves selected Oppenheimer.be-
cause he believed he could lead what was a very diverse group of 
scientists, consisting of America's best minds, as well as those who 
fled fascist Europe. Secretary Stimson, who supervised the project, 
gave orders to Groves to produce a bomb, "at the earliest possible 
date so as to bring the war to a conclusion."9 Stimson and Groves 
knew the significance of what they were creating, and that using it 
may end the war. Oppenheimer could not have possibly been naive 
to its potential as well, even years before the Trinity Test, howev-
er, he is remembered for his deep regret surrounding the atomic 
bomb, famously quoting Hindu scripture with a look of sadness in 
his eyes, "Now I am become death, destroyer of worlds ... T suppose 
7 1\.fiscan1ble, \Vilson. The A1ost (:ontrovcrsial Decision, p. 7-8. 
8 Ma)'se, Chris .... I he Story of the Atomic Bomb~ Air Force Historical 
Support Division. (2011). 
9 l\1isca.inble cites Groves quoted in Kor1. Coliunbia Gµ;de lo Hiroshin1a and 
the Bomb. p.19 
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we all thought that one way or another."'° Harry Trnman and other 
members of the Interim Committee on Atomic Energy, understood 
the power of the bomb as well. 

While in Potsdam, meeting with Churchill and Stalin, Truman 
learned of the successful Trinity test, the first detonation of an 
atomic bomb in history. In his diary for July 25, 1945, he wrote, 
"It may be the fire destn1ction prophesied by the Euphrates Valley 
era, after Noah and his fabulous ark," and he further wrote, "It is 
certainly a good thing for the world that Hitler's crowd or Stalin's 
did not discover this atomic bomb. It seems to be the most terri-
ble thing ever discovered, but it can be made the most useful."" In 
the months before dropping the bomb, the discussion around its 
utilization occurred in an advisory group, the Interim Committee, 
appointed by Truman and chaired by Secretary Stimson. It's first 
meeting was on May 9th, and in it Stimson established the mem-
bership of the committee, which included several members of Tru-
man's cabinet, leftover from Roosevelt's administration, such as Dr. 
Bush and, notably, James Byrnes as a, "Special Representative of 
the President. "u Truman clearly displays a lot of trust in James By-
rnes, shown here, and in his appointment as Secretary of State in 
July before the Potsdam meetings. 

James Byrnes is perhaps one of the most under-recognized figures 
in United States history. In his long political career which started 
at the age of twenty-nine, he served as a member of the U.S. House, 
U.S. Senate, as an Associate Justice of the Supreme Court, Direc-
tors of the Office of Economic Stabilization and War Mobilization, 
Secretary of State, and finally as Governor of Soutl1 Carolina. •3 Ac-
cording Wilson D. Miscamble, author of 111e Most Cont1·oue1·sia/ 
10 PlenilunePictures. J. Robert Oppenheimer: "I am beco1ne Dc,nh, the 
destroyer of worlds." (Youtubc: 2011 ). 
11 found in ~1adison, James. ~Vorld War 11 A History in Docu,nents. (Ne"'· 
York, 2010). p. 106-107. 
12 Harry S. Trumao PresideJHial Library & l\,fuseuo, ... Notes oi ,\1ceting o( the 
Interirn Co1nrni1tce, /\1ay 9, 1945. 1\1isccllaneous Hi~torical nocun1.eot.s CoJJection. 
736." (1945). 

13 \<\'ikip«..-dia contributors. (2018, Nove,nbcr 26). James F. Byrnc5. In 
Wikiped,a, 111e Free Encyclopedia. Relricved 23:28, December 7, 2018. 
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Decision, Roosevelt and Byrnes were close colleagues, and Roos-
evelt even brought him to Yalta, but despite Byrnes excellent capa-
bilities, he was passed up for the Vice Presidential nomination and 
Secretary of State appointment. Miscamble writes, "the president 
judged Byrnes too independent for that task and picked the more 
malleable Edward Stettinius," for Secretary of State. '4 On this point, 
it is important to realize that Roosevelt practiced dividing overlap-
ping authority between subordinates in order to ensure he made 
final decisions.•, This certainly displays a mastery over the White 
House, but also shows that Roosevelt always sought to ensure that 
he was making the final calls on important decisions. Byrnes po-
litical excellence matched Roosevelt's and could have proved to be 
a difficult force for the President to work with. Truman, however, 
relied on Byrnes to provide much needed context around foreign 
policy decisions. 

Truman clearly recognized his limitations, and only a day after Roo-
sevelt's death, told reporters, "I felt like the moon, the stars, and all 
the planets had fallen on me."16That same day, April 13th, Truman 
called for Byrnes to meet him to discuss the Yalta conference pro-, 
ceedings, wanting to leam more of the agreements that Roosevelt 
made and the policies he intended to pursue. •1 These were the fitst 
steps towards Byrnes becoming Secretary of State, and more im-
mediately, Truman's representative on the Interim Committee. In 
the past, Truman had a friendly relationship with Byrnes in the U.S. 
Senate, so familiarity was likely very appealing to the new Presi-
dent. Later, and leading up to the Potsdam meeting, Truman want-
ed Byrnes to be at his side, and a1111ounced Secretary of State Ed-
ward Stettinius's resignation. Shortly after, he nominated Byrnes 
for the position and it sailed through the Senate by unanimous vote 
on July 3rd.·~ 
14 Miscamb)e, \\Tilson. The 1\1ost Controversial Decision. p. 40. 
15 Miscamb)e cites Maney, Patrick. The Roosevelt Presence: A Biography of 
Frankli11 Delano Roosevelt (New York. 1992), p. 191. 
16 Friedman, Ian. "Words Matter The Quotations that Shape, Reflect, and 
£.~Jain America" 
17 Miscamble. \\Tilson. The Most Controversial Decision. p. 30. 
J8 Miscamble. \\Tilson. The Most Controversial Decision. p. 39. 
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In the second meeting of the Interim Committee, members agreed 
that a scientific panel should be established to advise the Commit-
tee, not only on technical matters, but, "also on any other phase of 
the subject on which the panel might care to express its views." Its 
membership included Drs. A. H. Compton, E. 0. Lawrence, Enrico 
Fermi, and notably Oppenheimer. Jn the meetings Oppenheimer 
attended, he as well as the other scientists seem<xl to show ab-
solutely no reservation about the usage of the bombs, unless the 
secretary of the committee did not include such comments in the 
notes. Considering that the use of the bomb is often cited as military 
necessity, the fact that the committee agreed that no panel should 
be formed out of membership of high levels in the Army and Navy, 
and only the views of those, "most directly concerned with the proj-
ect should be obtained," is also quite compelling.•• In the meeting 
of May 31st, Stimson expressed the view that, "this proj<.,'Ct should 
not be considered simply in terms of military weapons, but as a new 
relationship of man to the univcrse."''0 Byrnes, Oppenheimer, and 
Groves all attended that meeting. 

These men, the scientists, politicians, generals, and presidents 
Roosevelt and Truman, all of the primary figures around the atom 
bomb, absolutely understood the capacity of the weapon they were 
going to utilize, and what it was going to mean for the world. It was 
absolutely unavoidable to take into consideration how the atomic 
bomb would affect Soviet-Anglo-American relations. Even before 
Groves and Oppenheimer took on the Manhattan Project, Roos-
evelt and Churchill held a series of meetings devoted to the project. 
At these meetings, they agreed the bomb would be joint British and 
American project, exchanging information freely between one an-

19 HarryS. Trun1an Presidential Library& Museun1. "log of the Tnteriln 
Contmittee of the 1',.1anhattan Project, ~fa}' 9, 1945. Arneson Papers. Suh1ecc File. 
lnterfrn Committee on Atorn1c Energy--Notes of M\."Ctings ... ( 1945). 
20 Harry S. Tru1nan Presidential Library & Museu1n. "Notes of Mccting of I he 
fnterim Con11niucc, May 31, 1945. Arneson Papers, Subject File. Interirn Com1nj1tce 
on Atomic Energ)'··Notes of Meetings (May9 to July 19, 1945) and Log (May9 to 
November 16t 1945). 
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other.21 The Soviet Union was left out of this agreement, but they 
began work on a bomb in 1939, and carried out espionage on the 
Manhattan Project."' 

The May 31st Interim Committee meeting also had the attitude of 
the Soviet Union as a primary topic of discussion. In the notes, "Dr. 
Oppenheimer pointed out that Russia had always been very friendly 
to science and suggested that we might open up this subject with 
them ... without giving them any details of our productive effort." 
Considering his leftist sympathies were well known, Oppenheimer 
was probably not the best suited to bring about this topic of discus-
sion. Byrnes, still Director of War Mobilization, rebutted, ''if infor-
mation were given lo the Russians, even in general terms, Stalin 
would ask to be brought into the partnership ... (and) that the most 
desirable program would be to push ahead as fast as possible ... and 
at the same time make every effort to better our political relations 
with Russia.""" Byrnes comments seem contradictory in nature, but, 
perhaps to be more accurate, Byrnes should have said, ·'to make our 
political relations with Russia more clear." Here, Byrnes was dip-
ping his toes into the work he would eventually do as Secretary of , 
State, and displayed a more hard-line approach to the Soviet Union 
that may have rubbed off on Truman. • 

It should be noted that in no time during these meetings was there 
any doubt among members of this 'nuclear family' that if the bombs 
were developed as planned then they would be used. Louis Morton 
makes this observation in Command Decisions: The Decision To 
Use the Atomic Bomb, and further details the thoughts of major 
figures well after the bomb was used. "Al no time from 1941 to 1945 
did I ever hear it suggest by the President, or by another responsible 
member of the Government, that atomic energy should not be used 

21 Miscamble. \Vilsoo. lhR A1ost Controver:s1al Dcei.sion. p. 11. 
22 Mayse. Chri~ ... The Story of the Atomic Bomb': Air Force Historical 
Support Div1s1on. (2011). 
23 Harry S. Trurnan Presidential Library & t.1uscuo,. "'Notes of Meeting of the 
lnterim Comnuttce. t,.·fay 31, 1945. Arneson Pape~. Subject File. Interim Co1nmittcc 
on Atomic Encrgy--Notes of Meetings (May 9 to July 19. 1945) and Log (May9 to 
Novemb<:r 16, 19·15). 
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in the war; Secretary Stimson declared. In 1954, Oppenheimer re-
called that "we always assumed if they were needed, they would be 
used."'• Tn all of the pre-Hiroshima research looked at for this "~it-
ing, there appears to be no reservation about using the bomb, only 
disagreement about how and where to use it, up until a petition was 
sent on July 17th to President To1man from scientists who worked 
on the project. The signing scientists before felt that, "the United 
States might be attacked by atomic bombs and that her only defense 
might lie in a counterattack by the same means," but with the defeat 
of Gennany, that particular danger was averted. TI1ey understood 
the war needed lo be ended quickly, and that the atomic bombs 
may accomplish lhat, but also felt that Japan must be absolutely 
warned of its destructive capabilities and be given assurances that 
they could, "look forward to a life devoted to peaceful pursuits." 
Then if the .I apanese still did not sunendcr, they felt that, "in cer-
tain circumstances," the United States may resort to using atomic 
weapons." There is no evidence in Tn1man's memoirs that he got 
the petition before he finally made the call, and that the decision 
had already been made by the time Truman arrived at Potsdam?• 

Upon the completion of the Interim Committee work, the mem-
bership recommended unanimously to the President that: "1. The 
bomb should be used against Japan as soon as possible. 2. Tt should 
be used against a military target surrounded by other buildings. 3. 
Tt should be used without prior warning of the nature of the weap-
on."21 At Potsdam, Truman does issue a warning statement, with-
out mention of the atomic bomb, asking the Japanese to surrender, 
which he did not expect them to accept." The Japanese referred 

24 l\.1or1on, Luis. Conunn11d Decisions: 11te Decision To Use the Aton1ic 8'),ub. 
p. 491. 
25 Harry S. Trun1an Presidential library & !vfuscu1n ... PeliliOn to the 
President of the United States, July 17, 1945. Miscellaneous Historica) Docu1nent5, 
Collection. 345." 
26 MacEachin, Douglas. "lhe Final Months of the War with Japan''. (2007). 
Central Jnte11lgcnce Ageoc>' Library. 
27 Morton. Lui'i. Co1nn1and Decisions: Jhe Decision 10 Use the Ato11,ic B0n1b. 
p. 497. 
28 Found in Madison, Jaines. ~Vorld \'\-'tlr flt\ flistory in Docu1ne11ts. (Nc,v 
York, 2010). p. 107. 
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the proclamation as "unworthy of consideration, absurd, and pre-
sumptuous." Stalin committed to entering the pacific theater three 
months after the German defeat, and refused an offer from .Japan to 
mediate a truce between American and Japanese forces.~ Truman 
also casually informed Stalin on July 24th of a weapon "of unuSllal 
dC.',iructive force," and all Stalin said was, "that he was glad to hear 
it, and hoped we would make "good use of it against the Japanese,· 
according to Truman.30 Stalin certainly not only knew of the pos-
sibility of an atomic bomb, but had his own in development. 1\vo 
weeks later, on August 6th, the Enola Gay carried out its mission 
over Hiroshima, a target that Truman desc1ibed as, "a purely mil-
itary one," deciding against dropping the bomb in Kyoto and To-
kyo.•• 

The same day the bomb was dropped, the White House did a press 
release informing the world of the destn1ctive capabilities of the 
atomic bomb. "It had more than two thousand times the blast pow-
er of the British, "Grand Slam" which is the largest bomb ever yet 
used in the history of warfare," and the press release further de-
clared, "They (the Japanese) have been repaid many fold." s> The 
press release gives some background around the bomb's destruc-
tion, but gives no further justification to its use other than whal"ap-
pears to be revenge for the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. It was 
on August 8th that the Soviet Union invaded Manchuria, Japan's 
largest colonial possession, and on the 9th that the SL'COnd bomb 
was dropped on Nagasaki. On August 15th, the people of Japan 
heard the voice of their Emperor Hirohito in a radio broadcast. lie 
announced that, "tl1e war situation has developt.'<1 not necessarily 
to Japan's advantage," and further, "Should we continue to fight, it 
would not only result in an ultimate collapse and obliteration of the 
Japanese nation, but also it would be the total extinction of human 
civilization .. ."ss Hirohito, a direct descendant of the sun-goddess in 

29 Truman, Harr)', Year of Dccisiom Volume 1. p. 437-438. 
30 Truinan, Harry. Year of Decisions Vo/11u1e J, p. 458. 
31 Fou11d in Madison, James. \Vorld \.Var 11 A History ,n D0c1une11ts. p. 107. 
32 Found in Madison, James. \A/orld \,\far II A History iri D0cu1ne11ts. p. 107. 
33 Fouod in l\.1adison, James. \.-Vorld ~\far II A History in Documents. p. 107. 
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the Japanese state religion Shinto, had surrendered. Truman would 
be criticized for the rest of his life and to today for his decision. Ear-
lier, it was noted that the Interim Committee agreed that no panel 
should be fonned out of membership of high levels in the Army and 
Navy. General Dwight Eisenhower, General Douglas MacArthur, 
and Admiral William Leahy all disagreed with the use of the bomb. 

In July 1945, Secretary Stimson went to inform Eisenhower of the 
bomb's planned use, and Eisenhower replied, "I voiced to him my 
grave misgivings, first on the basis of my belief that Japan was al-
ready defeated and that dropping the bomb was completely un-
necessary, and secondly because I thought that our country should 
avoid shocking world opinion by the use of a weapon whose em-
ployment was, T thought, no longer mandatory as a measure to 
save American lives. It was my belief that Japan was, at that very 
moment, seeking some way to surrender with a minimum loss of 
'face'."J4 Stimson was unsettled by his attitude, and it is important 
to note that this opinion was expressed before the bombs use, so not 
to think that Eisenhower would later use it to his advantage politi-
cally. Admiral Leahy thought of the bombs use as barbarous writing 
that, "The Japanese were already defeated and ready to surrender 
because of the effective sea blockade and the successful bombing 
with conventional weapons. •1s 

It is strange that the Interim Committee d id not want the insight of 
American high command on the use of a military weapon. Although 
the bomb may have been dropped regardless, it would seem that the 
nuclear family would have benefited from additional membership, 
especially those who are directly in charge of the combat theaters 
where they sough t to use the weapon. It is evident that there was 
not much resistance to using the bomb, and there was a general 
assumption that if it was made, then it wou Id be used. Some may 
stereotype military men as being the most hawkish, but in this case 
it would appear that if Eisenhower and Leahy were involved in dis-
cussions, then there would at the very least be some resi~1ance to 

34 Eisenho\\·er, D,vight, J\1audate For Chauge. p. 380 
35 Leahy, William. I Wns 1her,. p. 441. 
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the idea of using the bomb. General Douglas MacArthur was par-
ticularly taken aback by demanding the unconditional surrender of 
Japan. 

MacArthur biographer William Manchester described MacArthur's 
reaction to the Potsdam proclamation to Japan, "MacArthur was 
appalled. He knew that the Japanese would never renounce their 
emperor, and that without him an orderly transition to peace would 
be impossible anyhow, because l1 is people would never submit to 
Allied occupation unless he ordered it. Ironically, when the surren-
der did come, it was conditional, and the condition was a continua-
tion of the imperial reign. llad the General's advice been followed, 
the resort to atomic weapons at Hiroshima and Nagasaki might 
have been unneccssary."36 Norman Cousins, a consultant to Gen-
eral MacArthur during the American occupation of Japan, writes 
that in his conversations with him, "MacArthur's views about the 
decision to drop the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were 
starkly different from what the general public supposed," and he 
later writes lhat, "When I asked General MacArthur about the de-
cision to drop the bomb, I was surprised to learn he had not even 
been consulted. What, I asked, would his advice have been? He re-
plied that he saw uo military justification for the dropping of<the 
bomb. The war might have ended weeks earlier, he said, if the Unit-
ed States had agreed, as it later did anyway, to the retention of the 
institution of the emperor.""' 

Secretary Stimson and Harry Truman expressed that they would 
find it acceptable to retain the Emperor after the bombs had been 
dropped, although Truman writes that Stimson always maintained 
that view, because the Emperor would be necessary in effecting a 
surrcnder.38 It was the one condition in a otherwise unconditional 
surrender, a condition that critics like MacArthur expressed that 
if it were put on the table much sooner, opposed to the Potsdam 

36 Manchester. \'viUiain. A1t1tric11n Caesar: Douglas J\1acArthur 1880· l 964. p. 
512. 
37 Cousins, NotntaJ\. 1ht Pathology of Power. p. 63. 70-71. 
38 Tru1na1l, Hatry. Year of Decisions Vol1une I. p. 472 
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demand, then the Japanese would have been willing to surrender. 
This presents many challenges to the idea that the bombs were 
necessary in effecting a ,Japanese surrender, and lends credence to 
the view that the atomic bombs were a diplomatic weapon against 
the Soviet Union. Truman messaged Stalin covering the details of 
the surrender of Japanese Armed Forces, and Stalin replied with 
the recommendation, "To include in the area to be surrendered ... 
to Soviet troops the northern half of the Island of Hokkaido (Ja-
pan's no1thernmost main island)." He further wrote, "I am most 
anxious that the modest s uggestions set forth should not meet with 
any objections."3? Truman responded to this demand that, "It is 
my intention and arrangements have been made for the surrender 
of Japanese forces on all the islands of Japan proper. .. to General 
MacArthur."•0 Stalin simply responded, "I must say that I and my 
colleagues had not anticipated that such would be your reply .... 

It is arguable whether or not the atomic bombs were at the back of 
the minds of these men when that request was made and refused. 
The early events of the Cold War that drove the wedge between the 
West and the Soviet Union still had not occurred, and Stalin, Tru-
man, and Churchill were overseeing the transition into a post-war 
world. Although Truman did not outright wave the atomic bomb in 
Stalin's face as a reply, the Tn1man administration, like the Roos-
evelt, did not see the Soviet Union as close of an ally as the Unit-
ed Kingdom. Had Truman accepted Stalin's recommendation, it 
would have likely led Japan to a similar state, albeit not as extreme, 
as Germany, where there would be Soviet and American occupied 
zones. This is an example of the Truman Doctrine being utilized 
before it was coined as a foreign policy stance, as Truman absolute-

39 Stalin, Joseph . .. Perronal And Secret Front Prenlier J. V. Stalin ·10 The 
President H. Truman. No. 363." Found in Stalin's Correspondence with Churchill, 
Atlee, Roosevelt. and Truman 1941-1945. p. 266. 
40 Stalin, Joseph. '"For Gcneralissi,no Stalin Front President Tru1nan. No. 364." 
Found in Stalin's Correspondence v.·ith Churchill, Atlee. Roo.scvelt, and Truman 1941-
1945. p. 267. 
41 Stalin, Joseph ... Personal And Sttrct Fro1n J>renuer J. V. Stalin To The 
Pre~idcnt H. Trun1an. No. 365." Found i11 Stalin's Correspondence with Churchill, 
Atlee. Roosevelt. and Truman 1911 1945. p. 267. 
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ly sought to minimize Soviet geopolitical expansion and influence 
around the world. The fact that the United States was the first to 
obtain nuclear weapons gives Truman this political room to flex on 
Stalin, and given Stalin's simple response, despite how anxious he 
said he was about it, it is clear that he knew that he was not in a po-
sition to oppose Truman at the very least, in the Pacific. 

In the face of all of this criticism, Truman maintained that the bomb 
was dropped purely to force a Japanese surrender. In an interview 
he stated, "as far as the bomb is concerned I ordered its use for a 
military reason - for no other cause and it saved the lives of a great 
many ofour soldiers. That is all I had in mind.""" In Hirohito's radio 
broadcast, he did state that, "the enemy has begun to employ a new 
and most cruel bomb, the power of which to do damage is indeed 
incalculable, taking the toll of many innocent lives. "•3 This shows 
that the bomb was indeed a major consideration in ll1e Japanese 
surrender, and furthermore, Hirohito had to take the unprecedent-
ed step of calling an Imperial Conference to produce an agreement 
amongst Japanese leadership on how to continue the war. When 
that failed, Hirohito simply expressed to his minister that he wished 
the war to end.•• They then accepted the Potsdam Declaration, pro-
vided that llle one condition of the Emperor retaining his positron 
was met. 

The bomb was ultimately a primary consideration for Emperor Hi-
rohito to make the final call to surrender. It did bring the war to a 
more swift end, but bow swift remains debatable. The United States 
Strategic Bombing Survey concluded that Japan would have sur-
rendered by the end of the year, without invasion and the atomic 
bomb.•• MacArthur believed they were only weeks away from sur-
render. The Soviet entry, continuous air bombardment, and naval 
42 Harry S. Trurnan Presidential Library & Museum. "'Excerpt from 
Transcript of Interview w'ilh forrner President Truman. ca. J9S5. Truman Papers. 
Post. Presidential File. Foreign Policy?' 
43 Found in 11adison, James. lVorld ~Vnr II A fllstory in D0cun1ents. p. 107. 
44 Morton, Luis. Cornmand Deci.s,ons: 1he Decision To Use tire Aton,ic Botnb. 
p. 517. 
45 Morton. l...uis. Con1mand Decisions: The Decision To Use the Aton1ic Bon:b. 
p. 517. 
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power all numbered the days of llle ,Japanese Empire. The atom-
ic bomb may have prevented a split occupation of Japan between 
Soviet and American forces, however, many maintain that a land 
invasion would not have been necessary at all. The decision making 
process behind the dropping of the bomb does not appear to be so 
much a process, but an assumption that it needed to be used, per-
haps because of how much money and time was poured into it, and 
that its power alone could bring the war to an end. Truman trusted 
ll1e advice of the diverse men who had worked around the Manhat-
tan Project, and like them, expected that if the project were suc-
cessful, it should be used. The decision to use the atomic bomb was 
that of a nuclear family, oot just one man, but perhaps that nucle-
ar family could have been larger, extended, to include llle insights 
from high level Army and Navy commanders, such as Eisenhower, 
Leahy, and MacArthur. 
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Author's Note 

This paper has truly been an enlightening experience 
for me, and I'm very thankful for everyone who assisted 

me on this project. First, I am incredibly grateful of 
Professor Jonathan Nashel's patience. I proved to be very 

difficult to work ,'l'ith because of my familial, work, and 
organizational responsibilities. Our resource librarian 

Linda Fisher assisted me in obtaining online sources, and 
took the time to sit with me to collect them. Professor 

Thomas Spencer provided for me many book resources 
to utilize as well, and discussed mth me the ins and outs 
of my paper for hours. Finally, I'd like to thank Reverent 
Miscamble, author of The Most Controversial Decision, 
for taking the time to sit with me and discuss the topic. 

His insight was very enlightening. 

134 Taylor Worthington 

Works Cited 

Cousins, Norman. The Pathology of Power. W. W. Norton, Incor-
porated. (1988). 

Einstein, Albert, Roosevelt, Franklin, and Archivists of the Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt Library and Museum . FDR Library Digital 
collections. "Selected Documents on the Topic of the Atomic 
Bomb, 1935-1976 I Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Lbrary 
& Museum". from http://www.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/ar-
chives/ collections/franklin/ index. php ?p=collections/ find.in -
gaid&id=309&q=Einstein 

Eisenhower, D,,~ght. Mandate For Change. Doubleday. (1963). 

Friedman, Ian. (2010, April 13). "Words Matter The Quotations 
that Shape, Reflect, and Explain America", from http://wv,/\v. 
ia11cfriedman.com/?p=980 

Harry S. Truman Presidential Library & Museum. "Excerpt from 
Transcript of Interview with former President Truman, ca. 
1955. Truman Papers, Post-Presidential File. Foreign Policy." 
From https://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study col-
lections/bomb/large/ 

Harry S. Truman Presidential Library & Museum. ''Log of the In-
terim Committee of the Manhattan Project, May 9, 1945. 
Arneson Papers, Subject File. Interim Committee on Atomic 
Energy--Notes of Meetings." (1945). From https://www.tru-
manlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/bomb/large/ 

Hariy S. Truman Presidential Library & Museum. "Notes of Meet-
ing of the Interim Committee, May 9, 1945. Miscellaneous 
Historical Documents Collection. 736." (1945). From https:// 
www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop /study_ collections/ 
bomb/large/ 

Taylor Worthington 135 

I 

' 



Harry S. Truman Presidential Library & Museum. "Notes of Meet-
ing of the lntcrim Committee, May 31, 1945. Arneson Papers, 
Subject File. Inte1im Committee on Atomic Energy--Notes of 
Meetings (May 9 to July 19, 1945) and Log (May 9 to Novem-
ber 16, 1945)". From https://www.trumanlibrary.org/whis-
tlestop/study_collections/bomb/large/ 

Harry S. Truman Presidential Libraty & Museum. "Petition to the 
President of the United States, July 17, 1945. Miscellaneous 
Historical Documents Collection. 345." from hltps://www.tru-
manlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collcctions/bomb/large/ 

Hersey, John. Hiroshima. Random House Inc. (New York, 1946, 
1989). 

Leahy, William. I Was There. Enigma Books. (New York, 2017) 

Madison, James. World War IT A History in Documents. Oxford 
University Press. (New York, 2010). 

MaeF.achin, Douglas. '"The Final Months of the War with Japan". 
(2007). Central Intelligence Agency Library. From http.s;LL 
www.cia.gov/1 ibrary /center-fo r-thc-s tudy-of ·in tell i gen.~ 
csi-puh]jcations/bookscand-monographs/the-final-month~-
of-the-war-with-japan-signals-intelligence-u-s-invasion-plan-
ning-and-the-a-bomb-decision/csi9810001.html#rtoc9 

Manchester, William. American Caesar: Douglas MacArthur 
1880-1964. Little, Brown and Company. (Columbus, 1978) .. 

Mayse, Chris. "The Story of the Atomic Bomb". Air Force Historical 
Support Division. (2011) from https://www.afhistory.af.mil/ 
F AQs/Fact-Shcets/ Article/ 458993/the-story 

Miscamble, Wilson. The Most Controversial Decision. Cambridge 
University Press. (New York, 2011). 

136 Taylor Worthington 

Morton, Luis. Command Decisions: The Decision To Use the 
Atomic Bomb. Center of Military History United States Anny. 
{Washington, D.C., 1990). 

PleniluncPictures. J. Robert Oppenheimer: "T am become Death, 
the destroyer of worlds." (Youtube: 2011). 

Stalin's Correspondence with Churchill, Atlee, Roosevelt, and Tru-
man. E.P. Dutton & Co., INC. (New York, 1958). 

Wik.ipedia contributors. (2018, November 26). James F. Byrnes. In 
Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Retrieved 23:28, Decem-
ber 7, 2018, from https://en.wi.ki.pedia.org/w/index.php?tj-
t]e-.James F. Byrncs&oldid:870697243 

Truman, Harry. Yea,· of Decisions Volume 1. The New American 
Library of World Literature. (New York, 1955). 

Taylor Worthington 137 




