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In the mid-1940s, World War II casualties continued to mount each month for both the
U.S. and Japan. When the ‘atomic bomb’ was presented as a possible way to win the war, the
U.S. government was faced with a decision on how to use the weapon of mass destruction. U.S.
president Harry S. Truman and his advisors made a series of in-government compromises
surrounding the dropping of two atomic bombs on Japan, killing more than 100,000 civilians' in
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but ending the conflict of World War II and saving the U.S. and Japan
from losing up to one million lives, far more than were lost in the droppings of the nuclear
weapons.>

In 1938, as World War II was escalating, scientists Otto Hahn and Lise Meitner made the
discovery that when uranium and an atom came together at high speeds, the atom would split.
This could ensue a much bigger explosion than had ever been possible before. The word spread
quickly to other scientists in the field as Hitler continued to expand his territory by force, and
President Franklin Roosevelt was soon notified. In his letter to Roosevelt, Albert Einstein, one of
the intellectuals aware of the shocking discovery, writes:

“I understand that Germany has actually stopped the sale of uranium from the
Czechoslovakian mines which she has taken over. That she should have taken
such early action might perhaps be understood on the ground that the son of the
German Under-Secretary of State, von Weizsacker, is attached to the
Kaiser-Wilhelm Institute in Berlin, where some of the American work on uranium

is now being repeated.””

The letter suggests that Germany was working on a “weapon of mass destruction” using fission.

For fear of Germany having the upper hand, the U.S. began the ‘Manhattan Project’, a highly
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classified initiative to build an atomic bomb, also referred to as “the gadget”, and test it secretly
in the Trinity, an uninhabited area of New Mexico.*

After Germany’s surrender in 1945, the U.S. began to bomb Japan more heavily than
when the air raids started in 1944. By March, this started to “escalate into widespread
firebombing”. Though the U.S. was the aggressor in these conflicts, they were not without their
casualties. The number of Japanese fatalities was greater than the number of American ones in
each of the bombed cities, but none of the air raids or firebombings resulted in Japanese
surrender, and in some of the campaigns, the ratio of U.S wounded, killed, or missing to
Japanese killed or Japanese prisoners of war was low. The ratio of U.S. to Japanese casualties
was one to 1.25 in the Iwo Jima campaign, and one to two in Okinawa.’

When the development of the atomic bomb was complete and it’s testing at the Trinity in
New Mexico had succeeded, the question of the circumstances of the atomic bomb’s use was
addressed in the U.S. government. The atomic bomb was kept secret, even to Congress, so
Truman met with a private group called “the Interim Committee”, made up of Truman and his
closest advisors, including James Byrnes, Secretary of State, and Henry Stimson, Secretary of
War.

Although the question of whether or not to drop the bomb was almost cemented before
Truman took over office, the compromise was the discussion of under which circumstances.®
The committee discussed where to drop the bomb, if the Soviet Union and/or the Japanese

should be notified, and whether or not to agree to a conditional surrender if one should come up.
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Firstly, there was where to drop the bomb. Fighting and firebombing earlier in the year
had weakened some of Japan’s most powerful cities like Okinawa, Kyushu, and Tokyo, and
targeting a residential area would also benefit the U.S. because it would target a zone that
remained undamaged in Japan.” At a meeting on May 28, the Interim Committee had eliminated
two cities from their previous list of five, leaving Kyoto, Hiroshima, and Niigata. Kyoto was
considered because it had not been weakened by previous bombings and because of its large
population. Niigata was also left on the list for similar reasons, though it was thought of as an
alternative to Kyoto. However, the Interim Committee still wanted to target a military power,
and Kyoto was more of a city of cultural importance than a fighting stronghold.® Thus, the
committee compromised, and Hiroshima was saw fit to be a target city of the bomb.

Next there was the question of whether or not the USSR should be notified of the bomb.
Relations with Russia had been weakening since their conversion to communism,’ and some
members of the Interim Committee feared that dropping the bomb without warning would create
tension and mistrust between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. James W. Byrnes suggested that
Japan would be more vulnerable if attacked by two different countries simultaneously, and that
the USSR could help weaken Japan. However, because of the existing tension, other members
worried that Russia could not be trusted with this information. Truman compromised, and the
Soviet Union was notified of a “weapon of mass destruction”, not naming the atom bomb.

The Potsdam Conference, held from mid-July to the beginning of August in 1945, was

another important meeting in which the circumstances of the bomb droppings were discussed. It
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was not held by the Interim committee, but rather by some of the most important officials and
leaders in the world. The conference was lead by the “Big Three”: Joseph Stalin, leader of
communist Russia, Harry Truman, president of the U.S.A, and Winston Churchill, Prime
Minister of the United Kingdom. In this conference, officials discussed how Japan should be
notified of the bomb. Before, Leo Szilard, a scientist in the Manhattan project, and about 70
other scientists suggested to Truman to give Japan a demonstration of the atomic bomb’s
extreme destructive power. However, this could lead the Japanese to flee or avoid the bomb in
other ways. This would be less likely to happen if the U.S. did not name the weapon, because it
was more likely to be an empty threat. However, Truman and the other officials at the Potsdam
compromised. The Potsdam Declaration was signed, not outright warning Japan of an atomic
bomb, but telling them to unconditionally surrender or face “prompt and utter destruction”."

After the first bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, most of the Japanese empire was for
surrendering. Most had believed fighting to the death was honorable, and would rather suicide
than surrender, until the first atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. This opened the eyes of
some, but not all, members of the empire.'? Because of this Japan kept fighting, and another
bomb was launched on Nagasaki on August 9. Finally, Japan surrendered, and World War Il was
over.

Clearly, these compromises came with a cost. The first compromise - notification of an
atom bomb to Japan - could have resulted in fleeing of the Japanese, therefore continuing the

war, or other methods of evading the weapon. About 170,000 people were killed in the bombings

in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but at the rate the air raids and fire bombings were going, more
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people on both sides may have been lost if the conflict of the war had continued without use of
the bomb. Telling Japan to unconditionally surrender or face destruction lowered the risk of the
Japanese fleeing, because it was more likely to be an empty threat if it did not name the weapon,
but gave them an opportunity to surrender before the launch of the atomic bomb." Giving the
same level of notification to the Soviet Union as the U.S. did to Japan insured that Russia would
not interfere with the use of the weapon, but secured the remaining relations with the USSR and
prevented them from not trusting the U.S." Finally, dropping the bombs on military powers like
Hiroshima and Nagasaki protected Kyoto, a city of major cultural importance, while still forcing
Japan into surrender."’

Controversy over the compromises around the dropping of the atomic bomb still remains
today, as illustrated by the Smithsonian’s 1995 50-year anniversary “Enola Gay” exhibit, named
after the plane that dropped the “Little Boy” atomic bomb on Hiroshima. The intention of the
display was to showcase an objective look at the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
Initially, the exhibit was planning to focus on both veterans’ stories and their side of the war as
well as the question of whether or not the bomb could have been used in a better way, but doing
both was almost impossible. The initial draft of the exhibit conveyed that there might have been
a better approach to winning the Pacific side of the war, or better conditions to drop the bomb
under.'® However, many people accused Smithsonian of being “politically correct.” Thus the
Smithsonian changed their plan, this time showing more of the U.S. side of the compromises

around the use of the bomb. Historians were not pleased with this model, and accused the exhibit
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of being “patriotically correct.” The Smithsonian substantially scaled back the display on
January 30, 1995 because of the controversy. All that was shown at the museum was a plane, a
plaque, and “a tape of the flight crew recounting the mission.!” This scenario exemplifies the
tension from both sides of the controversy over the use of the atomic bomb.

The conflict of World War II was devastating to both the Allies and the Axis, and came
with great losses. In 1945, the war was dragging on. Faced with many choices on how to use this
newly developed weapon of mass destruction, compromises on where to drop the bombs and
whether or not Japan and/or the USSR should be warned were made. In the end, these
compromises were the most reliable solution to the conflict of the war because, though there
were immense casualties on the Japanese side, there would have been far more on both sides if

not for the atomic bomb.
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