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 Introduction 

 The Battle of Okinawa was fought between the dates of April 1st and June 22nd, 1945. It 

was at the end of World War II, when the war in Europe was almost over. The majority of the 

Japanese fleet had already been destroyed at the Battle of Midway. Okinawa was to be a stepping 

stone into an invasion, into finally forcing Japan to surrender (“Milestone to Japan”). Instead, 6 

weeks after the end of the battle, two atomic bombs were dropped on the cities of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki. A week after that, Japan announced unconditional surrender. Why did Truman decide 

to drop the atomic bombs? One of the major factors influencing his decision was he knew that an 

invasion of Japan would be costly, as the Battle of Okinawa demonstrated. To save lives, he 

made the choice of using the ultimate weapon of mass destruction. 

 

 The Battle 

Naval Battle  

 The American navy consisted of Task Force 58 and the British Pacific Fleet, with 13 

carriers. They set up pickets, manned by destroyers, to give early warnings of attacks from 

Kyushu or Formosa. As expected, on April 6, a force of 400 planes came from Kyushu. While 

eventually shot down, there were 24 suicide, or kamikaze, attacks, sinking multiple ships 

(Appleman, et al. 97-98). The next day, a force of 40 planes from Task Force 58 attacked the 

largest battleship ever built, Yamato. They succeeded in sinking the Yamato, a light cruiser, and 

four destroyers. Kamikaze planes continued to bombard the American Navy, eventually sinking 

21 ships. It was a strategy born of desperation. The Japanese lost 3,500 planes doing kamikaze 

attacks (Anonymous, “Kamikaze attacks”). However, it was ineffective, as the fleet continued to 

bring in supplies and soldiers. 
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 Land Battle 

 Operation Iceberg, the codename for the Battle of Okinawa, started when the Tenth 

Army, consisting of two Marine divisions and two Army divisions, landed on the beaches of 

Okinawa on April 1st, 1945 (Appleman, et al. 27-29). Opposing them was the 32nd Army, 

100,000 men commanded by Lt. Gen. Mitsuru Ushijima (Hammel). Also on the island were 

470,000 Okinawans, mostly poor farmers. The island of Okinawa was originally part of the 

Ryukyu Kingdom, until it was annexed in 1879 by Japan (Feifer, 59-60). With little 

industrialization, the island was scenic and picturesque. However, that would all change once the 

fighting had begun.  

Landing day was quiet, the Marines met with little opposition. Instead, the Japanese 

forces had entrenched on the southern half of the island, in rings around the town of Shuri. 

(Feifer, 1992). Most of the Japanese positions were underground, with numerous entrances and 

man intricate system of tunnels. Widely dispersed pieces of artillery protected against American 

bombing. Armored flamethrowers had to be used to smoke soldiers out of caves. This made for a 

very difficult campaign, even with the naval and air support (Appleman, et al. 249-253). On 

April 24, American forces broke the first line of defense surrounding Shuri.  
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The Marines had to clear Okinawa cave by cave, using flamethrowers and grenades to smoke the Japanese out (Gorry) 

 

On May 4, the Japanese tried to launch a counter-offensive, but if failed. It cost the 

Japanese 5,000 troops, but also killed 335 American troops (Appleman, et al. 302). Morale was 

down, and many felt the situation was hopeless (Yahara, 41). Finally, on May 29, Shuri castle 

was captured by American forces. The battle was close to over. On June 22nd, General Geiger 

declared the campaign over. Lt. Gen. Isamu Cho and his staff had committed suicide that 

morning. (Hammel; Appleman, et al. 462) 

 

  

 

Cost of the Battle 
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During the 82 days of the Battle of Okinawa, 11,260 American soldiers were killed, and 

more than 50,000 were wounded (“Okinawa Costliest of Pacific Battles”). Though the Japanese 

had twice as many casualties, it was still one of the largest losses that had been ever inflicted 

upon American forces. Along with lives, 34 ships and more than 700 planes were lost (Hammel; 

“Admiral Calls Okinawa Campaign 'Most Difficult' in Pacific War.”). The inhabitants of the 

island also suffered. More than 150,000 Okinawan civilians were killed during the battle 

(Hammel). 

 

Influence on Dropping the Bomb 

Planned: Operation Downfall 

 Operation Downfall was the planned invasion of Japan. It involved the landing on the 

southern Japanese island of Kyushu and then seizing Tokyo, forcing unconditional surrender 

from the Empire of Japan. In a White House meeting on June 18, General Marshall suggested 

cutting off all trade to Japan and then bombing their industrial centers (Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

“Minutes of Meeting Held at the White House”). There would be a period of encirclement and 

blockade and bombing, softening up the Japanese for the main invasion force (Baldwin, “A New 

Phase Now Opens in the Pacific War”). According to an interview with Truman, this would 

necessitate the mobilization of millions of armed forces.  

The Japanese, while weakened, still had some 4-5 million men under arms, along 3,000-

5,000 planes, some of them rigged for kamikaze attacks (“Truman's Review of the War with 

Japan”; Stimson, “The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb”). Kyushu itself was difficult terrain to 

fight on. According to Secretary of War Henry Stimson, the terrain “would be susceptible to a 

last ditch defense such as has been made on ... Okinawa and which of course is very much larger 
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than either of those two areas.” It would have been costly to invade. Okinawa veterans 

corroborate, saying that soldiers would hide in caves, as they did on Okinawa, and would have to 

be flushed out by flamethrowers (Lawrence). Victory could only be achieved by land invasion, 

not just bombing, but a land invasion would have been very costly and could have taken years.  

In a memorandum to President Truman, former President Herbert Hoover cited a casualty 

estimate of 500,000 to 1 million men for the invasion. This estimate was based off of the Battle 

of Okinawa, as a meeting in the White House evidenced. During this meeting on June 18, 

Admiral Leahy, one of senior-most officers in the military, 35 percent of troops on Okinawa had 

been lost in casualties, and that this number could be applied to the invasion of Kyushu (Joint 

Chiefs of Staff). 2.7 million tons of bombs and 3 billion tons of ammunition would also have had 

to been used (“Milestone to Japan”). Secretary of war Stimson said, “the total U.S. military and 

naval force involved in this grand design was of the order of 5,000,000 men. I was informed that 

such operations might be expected to cost over a million casualties, to American forces alone.” 

Instead of this grueling campaign, two atomic bombs were used. 

The Atomic Bombs 

On August 6, an atomic bomb was used on the city of Hiroshima, in the western part of 

Japan. 3 days later, another one was dropped on Nagasaki. The two bombs combined killed 

200,000, some soldiers, many innocent civilians. Why? Truman thought that using the bombs 

was a better alternative than the otherwise needed land invasion. To Truman and his cabinet, 

lives were the most important aspect of the war. In a public statement on August 9th, just after 

Nagasaki, Truman stated, “we have used it in order to shorten the agony of war, in order to save 

the lives of thousands and thousands of young Americans.” In a memorandum from Lieutenant 
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General Leslie Groves to Secretary of War Henry Stimson, he stated that the atomic bomb would 

be a “decisive factor in winning the present war more quickly with a saving in American lives.” 

Another revealing moment came when Truman met with the Joint Chiefs of Staff on June 

18. At the end of the meeting, he said the reason he called the meeting was that he had hoped of 

some way of “preventing an Okinawa from one end of Japan to the other.” The atomic bombs 

gave him that way, by forcing an unconditional surrender.” 

In an article in Harper’s magazine, Stimson explained the rationale for using the atomic 

bombs, saying that he told Truman that the atomic bombs would be “a great new instrument for 

shortening the war and minimizing destruction.” The use of such a weapon would force Japan to 

surrender by administering a “tremendous shock which would carry convincing proof of our 

power to destroy the Empire. Such an effective shock would save many times the number of 

lives, both American and Japanese, that it would cost.”  

 In the months after the war, Truman responded to comments on his decision. Replying to 

a column by Irv Kupcinet, he wrote, “It was done to save 125,000 youngsters on the American 

side... from getting killed and that it what it did... I stopped the war that would have killed half a 

million youngsters on both sides if those bombs had not been dropped.” Truman cared about 

both sides of the war, and the atomic bomb, although devastating, actually saved Japanese lives. 

At a formal dinner, Truman made a speech about his decision, saying that “It occurred to me that 

a quarter of a million of the flower of our young manhood was worth a couple of Japanese cities, 

and I still think that they were and are.”  

 Though the Japanese were not informed of the atomic bomb prior to its use, they were 

still warned. At the Potsdam conference in Germany, the Allied leaders issued an ultimatum, 
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saying if Japan didn’t surrender, there would be “utter devastation of the Japanese homeland.” 

Truman felt like that was enough of an ultimatum to justify killing civilians (Burnham) 

 

Conclusion 

The Battle of Okinawa had immense casualties and introduced new tactics that would have 

prolonged the inevitable invasion of Japan. That invasion would have cost the US up to 1 million 

casualties. That figure was directly influenced by Okinawa. Truman, wanting to save as many 

lives as possible, decided to use two atomic bombs to force a surrender instead of going through 

with an invasion.  

 

Conflict and Compromise in the Battle of Okinawa 

The Battle of Okinawa and the atomic bombs is a clear example of conflict, as there were two 

sides fighting, the US and Japan. There was also conflict in the mind of Harry Truman, as he 

pondered whether to use the atomic bombs. The compromise is a little subtler in this seemingly 

all-out conflict. However, on closer examination, there are many compromises. One is the 

compromise reached in Truman’s administration. There was lots of disagreement on whether the 

bombs should be dropped, when, and where. Some thought that the bombs should be used on a 

city, with prior warning, to reduce civilian casualties. No prior warning was also considered, as it 

would be more of a shock to the Japanese government. Others thought there should just be a 

military demonstration on an uninhabited island.  

There was also discussion on what cities to drop it on. Groves, the head of the Manhattan 

project, advocated for Kyoto to be a target, since it had not been bombed by conventional 

methods. Stimson, on the other hand, took Kyoto off the targets list because of its cultural 
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importance. This was an example of conflict. Compromise also occurred, as they added 

Nagasaki, an important port, to the list instead. Conflict and compromise were also present in the 

surrender of Japan. Prime Minister Suzuki tried to negotiate a surrender, knowing Japan could 

not continue to fight, but army officials opposed it (US Strategic Bombing Survey). But after the 

nuclear bombs, they compromised on a surrender. 
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