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Even as the formal days of atonement in the Jewish and 
Christian calendar weaken, lose some of their traditional power, and 
attract fewer of the young to their rites, the age-old human impulse 
to critical self-scrutiny, with resulting acts of contrition to amend for 
past sins, takes on a new and more secularized form. The date is 
August 6. Its icon is a mushroom cloud. The sin to be expiated is 
America's. And the event is Hiroshima. 

Andre Ryerson 
"The Cult of Hiroshima" 

in Commentary, October 1985 
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Preface 

I take the meaning of "cult" from Merriam-Webster's Ninth 
New Collegiate: "a great devotion to a person, idea, or thing: esp: 
such a devotion regarded as literary or intellectual fad." The intellec­
tual idea to which Hiroshima cultists are devoted is that since Japan 
was about to surrender when the bombs were dropped, the slaugh­
ter of innocents at Hiroshima and Nagasaki was not motivated by 
military reasons. It was instead motivated primarily by the desire to 
intimidate the Russians (so-called atomic diplomacy), by racism (we 
did not drop the bomb on Germany), by the desire of Robert 
Oppenheimer and company to experiment with a new toy, by the 
fear of Secretary of War Henry Stimson and others that Congress 
would investigate if their $2 billion dollar expenditure was found 
not useful, or by the sheer unthinking momentum of a bureaucratic 
juggernaut (Manhattan Project). 

This cult has a shrine, a holy day, a distinctive rhetoric of victim­
ization (it can also be called a Japanese-as-victim cult), various items 
of scripture (John Hersey's Hiroshima, The Franck Report, P.M.5. 
Blackett's 1949, Fear, War, and the Bomb), and, in Japan, support from 
a powerful constituency (Marxist). As with other cults, it is ahistori­
cal. Its devotees elevate fugitive and unrepresentative events to cos­
mic status. And most of all, they believe. 

The Hiroshima cult is the mirror image of the nuclear cult­
those evangelists of the 1950s and 1960s who saw the energy of the 
atom as the means to make the desert bloom, to air condition 
whole cities for pennies (the electricity would be too cheap to 
meter), to power an airplane across the oceans on a thimbleful of 
fuel, and to do other wonderful things. Daniel Ford dealt with 
these matters in his 1982 book, The Cult of the Atom. This cult has 
demonstrated its bankruptcy. 

xi 
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But the Hiroshima cult is not bankrupt. It gained ascendancy in 
1994 in the Smithsonian's Air and Space Museum, and its faithful 
still flock to the shrine in Japan. This book is about how things got 
that way, and it is judgmental. My focus, however, is not on the 
cultists as such; rather it is on the arguments they use to proselytize. 

I first became interested in the Hiroshima event while working on 
a biography of Owen Lattimore. That irascible sinologue's heretical 
judgments were remarkably sound. He was almost alone in predict­
ing in the early 1930s that Japan's invasion of China would founder. 
When the Pacific War broke out, his claim that this would mean the 
end of colonialism was also counter to the conventional wisdom. He 
made many other farsighted judgments. 

In regard to the tricky problem of how to deal with the Japanese 
emperor, however, he thought attempting to shorten the war by 
allowing the emperor to remain in place was wrong; he thought the 
emperor was complicit in the war, and should be exiled. We now 
know that the Emperor was instrumental in ending the war, which 
without his startling intervention might have gone on much longer. 

On the matter of the atomic bombs, Lattimore held two contradic­
tory ideas. He agreed with Blackett's claim that the bombs were not 
necessary to secure Japan's surrender, but he denied there was any 
"Russian angle" in Truman's decision to use them. 

I puzzled over these judgments, and sought to see the Pacific War 
in 1945 as Truman saw it from the White House. This led to reading 
newspaper accounts of the horrendous battle for Okinawa, and then 
to studying the conclusions of the United States Strategic Bombing 
Survey that inspired Blackett. I concluded that Blackett, and 
Lattimore, had been led down the garden path. 

I also discovered some gaps in the discussions of Hiroshima that 
were puzzling. Nobody had ever studied the grounds on which the 
Bombing Survey issued its ukase that Japan would probably have 
surrendered by 1 November 1945 with no atom bomb, no Russian 
attack, and no invasion of the home islands; yet this conclusion was 
fundamental to most critiques of Truman's decision. 

Few accounts of the end of the Pacific War disentangled the 
rhetoric of unconditional surrender from the reality that in the 
Potsdam Declaration, the United States had set out fairly explicit 
conditions while maintaining the tough slogan. The Japanese were 
aware that the Potsdam terms were reasonable conditions, certainly 
not destructive of the Japanese state; few writers on ending the 
Pacific War acknowledge this. Professional moralists who wrote 
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about the bomb, especially Elizabeth Anscombe and Michael 
Walzer, were grossly ignorant of Pacific War history. Neither 
Hiroshima cultists nor professional moralists had even considered 
the possibility that Hiroshima and Nagasaki were legitimate retribu­
tion for the millions of deaths caused by Japan's fourteen-year ram­
page through China and the Pacific. 

Also surprising was my inability to find an overall accounting of 
how many deaths could be attributed to the Greater East Asia Co­
Prosperity Sphere (Japan's euphemism for its empire). There are 
many estimates of deaths caused by World War II in Europe, for 
deaths in Hitler's concentration camps, and deaths due to Stalin's 
crimes, but no similar figures on Japan. Also missing, until Ian 
Buruma's enlightening The Wages of Guilt, was any serious explana­
tion of why Germany had publicly and adequately acknowledged 
its sins, while Japan never had. Likewise it was not clear how the 
Japanese-as-victims cult had taken hold not just in Japan, but in the 
United States. 

Perhaps the most indefensible error of Hiroshima cultists is their 
linguistic legerdemain. "Japan was ready to surrender without the 
bomb," they tell us. Which Japan? Cultists talk as if the elites of the 
peace party were Japan. Of course those who favored peace wanted 
to end the war. But they were not the effective government of Japan. 
Minister of War Anami Korechika was the effective ruler as the 
Japanese government was then constituted. By resigning, Anami 
could bring down the government. 

A second linguistic confusion common in cultist writing is one 
between" defeat" and" surrender." Saying that Japan was 
"defeated" by late 1944 means nothing if the effective government 
was determined not to surrender until it had crushed the first wave 
of an American invasion. In fact, Japan did not offer to "surrender"; 
the emperor spoke only of shusen-ending the war. A massive 
amount of bad argument is injected into the public arena by these 
linguistic confusions. 

All these problems merit consideration. 
I have approached them from the perspective of a student of pol­

icy argument, seeking to discover the pressure points of arguments 
for and against the bomb, evaluating the evidence on those points, 
and relating them to each other. I have also teased out the probable 
reasons for the prominence of the Hiroshima cult in the United 
States, an inquiry that leads to the postwar growth of the Atomic 
Energy Commission, the overkill of American and Soviet arsenals, 
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and the rhetorical efficacy of the United States' ill-considered inter­
vention in Vietnam. 

As I was finishing this study, the bitter conflict over the end-of­
the-war exhibit featuring the Enola Gay planned by the 
Smithsonian's National Air and Space Museum broke out. I was 
astounded to read that the text to accompany this exhibit originally 
included the statement "For most Americans, this ... was a war of 
vengeance. For most Japanese, it was a war to defend their unique 
culture against Western imperialism." The second half of this state­
ment is ludicrous. The Japanese, as much as the Germans, believed 
themselves to be a superior race, rightfully ruling Asia and the 
Pacific. En route to this objective, they saw nothing wrong with con­
scripting Korean and Chinese (and other) women as prostitutes for 
their army, herding Asian and Caucasian captives into lethal labor 
camps, or with slaughter and mayhem to the tune of many millions 
of victims. Since the Air and Space Museum controversy broke out, 
the Smithsonian has cancelled its exhibit, and the Japanese have got­
ten around to apologizing to the Korean and Chinese "comfort 
women." As they should. 

My conclusions in this book have been improved, though not nec­
essarily endorsed, by a number of remarkably conscientious prople 
who took time to critique the whole manuscript: John Butler, Alec E. 
Campbell, Terry Check, Hilary Conroy, Edward Drea, Marc 
Gallicchio, Cecilia Graves, Harold Hitchens, William Lanouette, 
Howard Martin, Rachel Mayer, Martin Medhurst, Morris Ogul, Beth 
Smarts, Roger Stemen, Mark Stoler, Jennifer Wood, Weiming Yao, 
and Edwin M. Yoder, Jr. Others rendered great service by comment­
ing on specific chapters: Kurt Baier, Sir Michael Brock, Robert 
Butow, Sheldon Cohen, Bernard and Susan Duffy, George Feifer, 
James A. Field, Robert Frank, Waldo Heinrichs, William Hall, Sir 
Michael Howard, Dan Howe, Thomas Kane, David MacIsaac, Dale 
Newman, Don Oberdorfer, Raymond G. O'Connor, Ray Skates, 
Brian Loring Villa, and Geoffrey Warner. I only regret that corre­
spondence with Barton Bernstein, far and away the most knowl­
edgeable scholar in this field, came too late to be of maximum 
benefit. In those few areas where I differ with him, I do so with trep­
idation. 

Stuart Creighton Miller and Don Goldstein furnished much stim­
ulation and encouragement. Pat Colbert of Hillman Library was 
indispensable. Regina Renk put it all in a computer at the expense of 
many lost lunch hours. Paul and Elaine Tendler, Bruce and Wendy 
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Gronbeck, John Rowett, and Keith Sanders all helped a maverick 
70th Calvary Reconnaissance Trooper recreate the closing months of 
World War II. And even though this book is not primarily an 
archive centered effort, the many helpful people at the Department 
of the Army Center of Military History, the George C. Marshall 
Research Foundation, the Modern Military History Branch of the 
National Archives, the U.s. Army Military History Institute, the 
Harry S. Truman Library, the Library of Congress Manuscript 
Division, and the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library provided vital docu­
ments. 

Chapter two originally appeared in the May 1995 Pacific Historical 
Review, to which thanks are due for permission to reprint. 

I am also indebted to the Modern History Faculty of Oxford 
University, the California Polytechnic State University, the 
University of Iowa, the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point, and 
Northeast Missouri State University for furnishing critical audiences 
at early stages of my research. 

This book follows the practice of most writers in giving Japanese 
family names first, with the exception of Japanese scholars resident 
abroad and publishing in English. My use of "casualties" includes 
dead, wounded, and missing in action; when I refer to deaths I do 
not say casualties. 





1 

Why Did Truman 
Drop the Bomb? 

On 8 May 1945 German representatives ratified uncondi­
tional surrender of all their armies. There was much rejoicing in 
Washington and other Allied capitals, but it was muted by a daunt­
ing situation in the Pacific. Japan had to be brought to surrender; 
however, after V-E Day, every soldier in the army wanted to come 
home-immediately. 

GIs who had escaped with their lives from North Africa, the 
Italian campaign, D-day, and the Battle of the Bulge dreaded the 
prospect of again risking everything to subdue Japan. Fifty years 
and several dozen crises have dulled American memories of the 
pressures to end the Pacific War in 1945. In addition to the soldiers 
and sailors, family, friends, and sweethearts were vocal about get­
ting it over with. 

The Ninety-fifth Infantry Division participated in the war against 
Germany for ten months, then was brought back to Camp Shelby, 
Mississippi, to train for the invasion of Japan. The division comman­
der said, "there was a continuing and growing opposition to being 
ordered to the Pacific. A very disturbing situation arose approach­
ing open sedition and mutiny.,,1 

As early as 1943, after the exhausting battle against Gens. 
Rommel and von Arnim in Tunisia, rumors spread that the 
Americans who had participated in that campaign had "done their 
share" and would be sent home. Gen. Omar Bradley wrote, "When 
the men were told emphatically that this was not true, there was 
widespread rebellion .... many cases of self-maiming were 
reported."z As casualties began to mount in the Pacific, the morale 
of those being sent there, and of their families, suffered. The battle 
for Iwo Jima captured people's imaginations, largely because of the 

1 
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stunning picture of the Stars and Stripes being raised on Mount 
Suribachi, but all was not upbeat. Geoffrey Perrett describes the 
trouble: 

... the cost of the war was beginning to wear on people's nerves. 
February [1945] brought a quarter of a million American casualties, 
including more than 50,000 dead. For the first time in its history the 
United States was in a war that would cost it more than 1,000,000 
casualties. Letters and telegrams poured into government offices. 
One distraught woman wrote: "Please, for God's sake, stop sending 
our finest youth to be murdered in places like Iwo Jima. It is too 
much to stand, too much for mothers and homes to take. It is driving 
some mothers crazy .... It is most inhuman and awful-stop, stop.,,3 

In the first part of August 1945, 115,000 troops passed through the 
Panama Canal en route to the Pacific. 4 Almost five million 
Americans were scheduled to make this trip. 

They would not make it gladly. A committee of the Social Science 
Research Council, chaired by Frederick Osborn, made studies of the 
social psychology of American soldiers in World War II. Samuel A. 
Stouffer was the lead au thor of several of its reports, and among 
other predictions, Stouffer and his colleagues felt that morale was 
likely to drop precipitously after Hitler was defeated. This predic­
tion was borne out: "In June 1945, just after VE Day, two thirds of 
the returnees in the United States and not eligible for discharge 
under the point system reported themselves as unwilling to go over­
seas again while another fifth asserted that they would be willing to 
go when needed."s But even the one-fifth "willing" to go had reser­
vations; they did not actually believe they would be sent. 

Secretary of War Henry Stimson was acutely sensitive about 
prospective casualties in the Pacific; he had conscripted the men 
whose lives were at stake. Gen. George Marshall was also worried 
about increasing casualties, and about the nation's will to fight; he 
told a biographer after the war that" A democracy cannot fight a 
Seven Years War."6 Adm. Ernest King had even stronger doubts 
about American" stamina and commitment" for a long war. He told 
reporters in 1944 that" the American people will weary of it quickly, 
and that pressure at home will force a negotiated peace, before the 
Japs are really licked."7 

The invasion of Iwo Jima was preceded by an immense air and 
sea bombardment; capture of this tiny island was to take three or 
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four days. Instead, it lasted a month, from mid-February to mid­
March 1945; there were 2,500 casualties the first day. Total casualties 
in taking these eight square miles were 6,821 marines killed and 
almost 20,000 wounded. This was the first battle in the Pacific in 
which the Japanese had inflicted more casualties than they had suf­
fered, and this despite overwhelming American air and sea power.8 

The outcome sent a shudder through many a casualty-conscious 
army planner. 

The San Francisco Examiner, among other papers, took a dim view 
of the cost of taking Iwo Jima. In an editorial on 27 February, the 
paper said American forces were paying too heavily for the island, 
and that they were "in danger of being worn out before they ever 
reach the really critical Japanese areas."9 John Toland writes that 
after Iwo Jima: 

The War Department itself was searching for ways to reduce casu­
alties on all fronts. The most controversial had already been suggested 
to Admiral Nimitz by General Marshall's office, which had previously 
had similar recommendations for the European Theater of 
Operations: the use of poison gas. There were large quantities on 
hand. Nimitz pondered its employment on Iwo Jima but concluded 
that lithe United States should not be the first to violate the Geneva 
Convention."10 

Also after Iwo Jima the U.S. Office of War Information warned 
that the public was uneasy about casualties in the Pacific War. 
Marshall took this to heart. In a speech to the Academy of Political 
Sciences in April, he warned that "we are approaching one of the 
most difficult periods of the war" when the "great impatience" of 
Americans to return to normalcy would interfere with maximum 
efforts against the Japanese.!l 

Marshall, and army planners generally, had no hope that navy 
blockades and air force bombardment would bring surrender before 
disillusionment set in. Germany had been bombed and blockaded 
and had held out to the bitter end, showing that despite claims of air 
strategy theorists, only the seizure of the enemy's territory forced 
capitulation.12 And as the spring of 1945 developed, seizing 
Japanese territory became increasingly painful. There was trauma 
upon trauma. Iwo Jima was barely secure when American forces 
invaded Okinawa, and it became clear that Japanese forces were 
fighting more fiercely as the fighting got closer to the horne islands. 
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Of the Okinawa battle, lasting from 1 April to 2 July, Hanson 
Baldwin's apocalyptic description is appropriate: 

In size, scope and ferocity it dwarfed the Battle of Britain. Never 
before had there been, probably never again will there be, such a 
vicious, sprawling struggle of planes against planes, of ships against 
planes. Never before, in so short a space, had the Navy lost so many 
ships; never before in land fighting had so much American blood 
been shed in so short a time in so small an area .... There have been 
larger land battles, more protracted air campaigns, but Okinawa was 
the largest combined operation, a "no-quarter" struggle fought on, 
under and over the sea and the land.13 

American forces recorded 12,520 killed or missing, 36,631 
wounded, and 93 missing in taking an area half the size of Rhode 
Island that the Japanese could not resupply or reinforce. The 
Japanese air force and navy were in tatters, but the Okinawa defend­
ers had superbly dug-in defenses and hundreds of kamikaze volun­
teers; the latter sunk 36 American ships and damaged 368 more.14 

Not just Okinawa, but all the battles of the Pacific War had shown 
the Japanese to be in the grips of a Masada complex. Like the Jewish 
Zealots defending that mountain fortress from Rome's tenth legion in 
A.D. 73, they would fight to the bitter end, and when fighting was no 
longer possible, they would kill themselves. IS Only one organized 
Japanese unit surrendered during the entire Pacific War.16 

On Okinawa, approximately 70,000 Japanese lost their lives, and 
80,000 Okinawans, most of them civilians, many by a kind of "poor 
man's hara-kiri"-holding a grenade against their stomachs and blow­
ing themselves to pieces. Only 7,000 surrendered to American forces 
when the battle was clearly over, and the Americans used some effec­
tive propaganda to get at least a few captivesP It was that bad, or 
worse, in every other battle. On Attu, of some 3,000 Japanese defend­
ers, 29 surrendered; the rest were killed in battle or killed themselves. 
On Tarawa, of 5,000 Japanese defenders, only 150 were taken prisoner. 
On Saipan, of 30,000 Japanese soldiers, fewer than 1,000 allowed 
themselves to be captured; more than 1,000 civilian workers commit­
ted suicide. On Iwo Jima, of 23,000 men, only 216 surrendered.18 

The Japanese code required victory or death. Ruth Benedict in The 
Chrysanthemum and the Sword explains this commitment in anthropo­
logical terms, but her account lacks the immediacy and color of the 
best participant-observer narrative.19 Westerners cannot understand 
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the vitality of the Japanese spirit. After detailing the outcomes of 
various battles, Tsurumi Shunsuke tells us: 

This action [suicide] was seen by the Japanese on the main islands 
as a proper model for their own behavior should the U.S.A. prove vic­
torious and land in Japan. The Government declared that loyal sub­
jects of the Emperor must prepare themselves for glorious 
self-destruction for the sake of preserving the national structure. The 
tenet was that even when all the Japanese, including the Emperor 
himself, had perished this structure would remain .... Very few peo­
ple in Japan doubted this line of reasoning, and virtually no one, not 
even social scientists or members of the various religious sects, ven­
tured to criticize it.20 

The significance of this, lost on many Allied authorities, was that 
only the emperor could cancel the obligation of every Japanese citi­
zen to give his life for the eternal kingdom. For westerners who find 
this Masada complex baffling, there are two accounts of revolts of 
Japanese prisoners of war in Australian and New Zealand camps 
that convey the Japanese ethos better than any historian's explana­
tion. Both revolts were caused by the unwillingness of the prisoners 
to continue to live, since they had disgraced themselves, their fami­
lies, and the emperor by allowing themselves to be taken into cus­
tody in the first place; they had failed to commit suicide in a POW 
camp, and believed (in many cases correctly) that with a mass out­
break, their Australian and New Zealand captors would necessarily 
turn the machine guns on them. Charlotte Carr-Gregg, an Australian 
sociologist, in Japanese Prisoners of War in Revolt, looks at the suicide 
wish in the outbreaks at Featherstone and Cowra.21 Asada Teruhiko, 
who was a prisoner of war, tells the story of a Cowra prisoner, from 
capture while unconscious to return to a Japan that would not claim 
him, in a compelling book, The Night of a Thousand Suicides.22 

These accounts are definitive. The Japanese threat to fight to the 
last man, woman, and child, with bamboo spears if necessary, 
should the emperor demand it, was serious. 

Some Allied sources could not believe it. Such commitment was 
not human. A source relied on by Gar Alperovitz, a Combined 
Chiefs of Staff "Estimate of the Enemy Situation" as of 6 July 1945, 
says, "Although individual Japanese willingly sacrifice themselves 
in the service of the nation, we doubt that the nation as a whole is 
predisposed toward national suicide."23 Michael Sherry likewise 
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accepts a Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) study in April 1945 that states: 
"There are no indications that the Japanese as a whole share the 
fanatical Nazi psychology of committing national suicide."24 

It is difficult to know what sources informed the military 
researchers. On Saipan, on Okinawa, on every Pacific island soldiers 
and civilians alike had committed suicide en masse when the battle 
was hopeless. The Chinese, who know something about Japanese 
motivation and culture, took the prospect of last-ditch fighting, even 
to massive civilian casualties, seriously. Historian Tien-wei Wu, in a 
1994 analysis of the proposed Enola Gay exhibit, discussed this mat­
ter: "By all accounts, the Japanese were determined to fight the 
Americans to the end, if they invaded the homeland. That 'one hun­
dred million die together' was not merely a slogan but a true possi­
bility in a country like Japan.,,25 

Nakamura Masanori, in his Japanese Monarchy, cites with 
approval Joseph Grew's wartime contention that only orders from 
the emperor to cease and desist would bring far-flung Japanese 
armies to lay down their arms.26 Without those orders, they would 
fight to extermination. 

No one doubted the ferocity of Japanese resistance, increasing as 
the fighting got closer to the homeland. This ferocity would likely 
be intensified on 1 November 1945, when U.S. troops in Operation 
OLYMPIC were due to land on the southernmost Japanese island, 
Kyushu. This landing, if it did not trigger surrender, was to be fol­
lowed by CORONET in early 1946 to take the Tokyo area. 

In addition to the intensity of fighting on Iwo Jima and Okinawa, 
other events in 1945 made the invasion of Japan loom as horren­
dous. The morale problem was highlighted in a front-page New York 
Times story in January 1945 when 6,300 Canadian conscripts, out of a 
total of 15,600 drafted for overseas duty, went A WOL.27 Canadians 
were thought to be as patriotic and battle-ready as Americans, but 
Canada had been at war two years longer than the United States. 
Was a similar situation in store when the U.S. Army started heavy 
po stings to the Pacific? 

February and March were good months in Europe, but the inten­
sity of the Pacific War increased. Hanson Baldwin discussed the 
"Let-Down Problem" and the necessity for a conclusive victory over 
Japan in the New York Times. Here was 

... one of the greatest problems the country ever has faced .... The 
Army itself will have to cope with a psychological problem of first 
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magnitude, which may complicate the prodigious military and 
logistical problem of "redeploying" our forces for the war in the 
Orient .... To Americans, tired like all peoples of bloodletting ... it 
might appear the best and easiest course to make a compromise 
peace with Japan. 

But if we do, our sons and our sons' sons will live to regret it ... as 
surely as the sun sets, twenty, thirty, fifty years from now, a rearmed 
and perhaps far more powerful Japan-bent on bloody revenge for 
her present defeats-will war upon us again.28 

By March Gen. LeMay was well into his incendiary bombing, and 
Japanese cities were going up in flames. The 9-10 March assault on 
Tokyo, which brought more destruction than either of the atomic 
bombs, gave the Japanese their first serious exposure to terror 
bombing. But American authorities did not assume that Japan could 
be bombed into submission; Adm. Chester Nimitz ordered 75 per­
cent of XXI Bomber Command's effort to be directed against air­
fields of Kyushu and neighboring Shikoku between 17 April and 11 
May.29 This was undertaken not only to hinder the destructive 
kamikaze attacks on American forces at Okinawa, but also to begin 
softening up Kyushu for OLYMPIC. 

The U.S. Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) delivered its major 
analysis of the problem of defeating Japan by blockade and bom­
bardment on 18 April. JIC concluded, as a concession to navy and 
air force opinion, that air and sea attack would "reduce progres­
sively Japanese will to resist" Allied forces, and would break the 
Japanese will to continue the war. But while this would inevitably 
force surrender, the army point of view won out: surrender by siege 
and bombardment would not happen "within a reasonable length of 
time." Some JIC analysts estimated that victory by siege and bom­
bardment might take "a great many years.,,30 

On 25 April the Joint Chiefs of Staff reviewed a planning docu­
ment on Pacific strategy that incorporated all intelligence and plan­
ning work up to that time. This document endorsed the strategy of 
early invasion, but tiptoed around the touchy issue of probable 
casualties. The planning staff stated with some precision that the 
"average casualty rate per thousand per day for operations in 
Guadalcanal, Leyte, Attu ... all of which were amphibious assaults" 
was 7.45.31 (This rate was three and one-half times the rate for land 
warfare in Europe.) But the planners did not multiply the average 
Pacific casualty rate by the number of troops scheduled for 
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OLYMPIC, no doubt because the result was frightening: 101,750 
casualties in the first month. 

At the same time the JCS was evading this depressing forecast, 
Gen. Douglas MacArthur's headquarters was beginning to hear 
chilling information about Japan's ability to fortify Kyushu despite 
the decimation of its navy and the pounding of LeMay's B-29s. 
ULTRA decrypts from the Allied military codebreaking operation in 
Australia on 25 April furnished Gen. Charles Willoughby, 
MacArthur's intelligence chief, with a first estimate of Japanese 
strength on Kyushu by the time of the scheduled invasion: ten com­
bat divisions.32 The Japanese had correctly calculated American 
invasion plans, which was not difficult: there were only three plausi­
ble landing sites on Kyushu, and these sites had top priority in 
Japanese preparations. From then until August, despite the B-29s 
and naval encirclement, Kyushu reinforcements grew rapidly. As 
Edward Drea summarizes the ULTRA findings: 

Japanese reinforcements seemed to blossom with the warm May 
weather in Kyushu .... ULTRA highlighted underground aircraft 
hangar construction and new, concealed dispersal airfields on Kyushu 
designed for such operations (June 6/7, 8/9). ULTRA exposed daily 
the high command's efforts to transform Kyushu into a mighty 
stronghold. Nowhere could one detect pessimism or defeatism. 
According to ULTRA, Japan's military leaders were determined to go 
down fighting.33 

Knowledge of what the Japanese were planning was not neces­
sary for enterprising reporters to sense the growing menace of 
Pacific events. Bruce Rae in a major New York Times story of 27 May 
titled, "Okinawa is a Lesson for Invasion of Japan," laid it out 
starkly: "the invasion of Japan and the fighting that lies ahead after 
the landing will be without qualification the hardest we have ever 
been called upon to face." Rae then refers to the skill and tenacity of 
the Japanese on Okinawa. But "the thing that clinches it is the topog­
raphy of the main islands of the enemy empire, which is Okinawa 
magnified and multiplied. "34 Truman read the Times. 

The morale problem festered. A 1 June 1945 Times story quotes 
Undersecretary of War Robert Patterson discussing the pressure to 
discharge more soldiers. He was against it: "Hurrying demobiliza­
tion now will have a grim result if it prolongs the war."35 Patterson 
was responding to a proposal by Congressman Andrew May, 
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chairman of the House Military Affairs Committee, to release more 
soldiers. 

Optimists in Washington seized on the fall of Prime Minister 
Koiso Kuniaki's cabinet on 5 April, and its replacement by that of 
Adm. Baron Suzuki Kantaro, as a sign that Japan was wearying and 
beginning to crack. On 9 June Suzuki torpedoed this assumption in a 
speech to the Diet. After the standard shibboleths about Japan fight­
ing an unwanted defensive war, he concluded that there was only 
one path for the nation: lito fight to the very end.,,36 

On 14 June Truman began to prepare for his first meeting with 
Winston Churchill and Joseph Stalin. He instructed his chief of staff, 
Adm. William D. Leahy, to obtain certain information about the 
Pacific War from the military chiefs. Leahy's instructions to the mili­
tary leaders are vital to understanding what was important to the 
president: 

The President today directed me to inform [you] that he wishes to 
meet with the Chiefs of Staff in the afternoon of the 18th, in his office, 
to discuss the details of our campaign against Japan. 

He expects at this meeting to be thoroughly informed of our inten­
tions and prospects for his discussion with Churchill and Stalin. 

He will want information as to the number of men of the Army 
and ships of the Navy that will be necessary to defeat Japan. 

He wants an estimate of the time required and an estimate of the 
losses in killed and wounded that will result from an invasion of 

Japan proper. 
He wants an estimate of the time and the losses that will result 

from an effort to defeat Japan by isolation, blockade, and bombard­
ment by sea and air forces. 

He desires to be informed as to exactly what we want the Russians 
to do ... 

It is his intention to make his decisions on the campaign with the 
purpose of economizing to the maximum extent possible in the loss of 
American lives. 

Economy in the use of time and in money cost is comparatively 
unimportant. 

I suggest that a memorandum discussion of the above noted points 
be prepared in advance for delivery to the President at the time of the 
meeting .... 37 
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If Truman's instructions to Leahy were not sufficient evidence of 
what mattered to the president, an entry in his diary 16 June reads: 
"I have to decide Japanese strategy-shall we invade Japan proper 
or shall we bombard and blockade? This is my hardest decision to 
date."38 

As part of his preparation for the meeting, General Marshall 
requested from MacArthur a casualty estimate for OLYMPIC 
through the first ninety days. The answer came back from Pacific 
Headquarters: 105,000 battle and 12,600 non-battle casualties.39 

Marshall was upset. The casualty matter was so sensitive, and 
Truman was taking so much heat to get the boys home, that 
Marshall wired back to MacArthur that this estimate was too high 
to be acceptable. Did that stern-jawed battle hero stick to his esti­
mates? Not in the least. Here we have hard evidence of Douglas 
MacArthur's ambition to achieve eternal fame as the commander of 
the largest amphibious invasion in history: fourteen divisions ver­
sus Eisenhower's nine at Normandy. As Drea notes, this history­
making prospect "held overwhelming appeal to MacArthur's 
vanity.,,40 Knowing that if OLYMPIC loomed as too costly Truman 
might cancel it and wait for Japan to starve, MacArthur sent back a 
cable dismissing the first estimate as "purely academic and rou­
tine." MacArthur then said he did not really expect such high casu­
alties. He added, "I most earnestly recommend no change to 
OLYMPIC. "41 

Here we find not only a vainglorious general fudging the figures, 
but a statesmanlike and candid chief of staff letting him get away 
with it. 

So MacArthur's original estimate was not presented to the presi­
dent. Marshall had an estimate, extrapolated from the casualties on 
Luzon, of 31,000 in the first thirty days. There are several problems 
with this. Forrest Pogue, Marshall's biographer, notes that this fig­
ure did not reflect such things as the kamikaze losses at Okinawa.42 
More important, and entirely ignored by the Hiroshima cultists who 
make much of this conference, Marshall did not at this time have the 
ULTRA decrypts that were so devastating a month later. The min­
utes of the 18 June meeting read: "He [Marshall] said, in answer to 
the President's question as to what opposition could be expected on 
Kyushu, that it was estimated at eight Japanese divisions or about 
350,000 troops. He said that divisions were still being raised in Japan 
and that reinforcement from other areas was possible but it was 
becoming increasingly difficult and painful."43 
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Here Marshall was not conniving in a fraud. At that time 350,000 
was close to what ULTRA revealed, and the air force generals were 
confident that they could shut down any chance of Japan seriously 
reinforcing K yushu. 

The casualty matter was discussed much more before the meeting 
was through. Admiral Leahy thought Marshall's estimate too low, 
and said the Okinawa rate of 35 percent should apply. Nobody 
worked this out before the president.44 Admiral King argued that 
the rate would be lower on Kyushu than on Okinawa, since "there 
would be much more room for maneuver." King had not studied the 
relief map of Kyushu.45 

Truman appeared to be content with Marshall's low estimate, but 
nonetheless the minutes record Truman saying, "He had hoped that 
there was a possibility of preventing an Okinawa from one end of 
Japan to the other."46 

All these estimates were little better than necromancy. No one at 
this conference could know that the attempts at air interdiction 
would fail to the extent of allowing the Japanese to build up the 
army defending Kyushu to 900,000.47 No one could know what 
fighting with their backs to the wall, and on sacred soil for the first 
time, would do to Japanese ferocity. No one could know how many 
of the kamikaze planes, kaitens, suicide boats, and other unique 
devices would get through to u.s. ships. No one could know how 
effective the satchel charges prepared for lone Japanese soldiers to 
explode under American vehicles would be. No one could know 
whether as many things would go wrong with OLYMPIC as went 
wrong with OVERLORD (Normandy). 

Denis Warner and coauthors Peggy Warner and Sadao Seno, 
experts on kamikazes, in their projection of what might have hap­
pened on Kyushu, conclude "Those casualty figures that were 
tossed about before the White House meeting on 18 June might have 
been surpassed in a single day. Just a handful of suicide planes 
caused doubts as to the wisdom of the Lingayen Gulf landing in 
January. This time the suicide planes would have numbered hun­
dreds, if not the thousands the Japanese planned.,,48 

Hiroshima cultists who attempt to show that Truman could not 
have feared invasion casualties, hence had no good military reason 
to drop the bomb, make much of the 18 June meeting, and of the fact 
that Leahy's high estimate drops out of the discussion.49 But even if 
the low estimates on 18 June were credible at that time, by 1 August 
these conjectures were as out of date as bows and arrows. 
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On 21 June organized resistance on Okinawa was officially over, 
but alarm at the high casualties continued. Lt. Gen. Simon B. 
Buckner, commanding U.s. forces until killed in the last days of the 
battle, had "to defend his conduct of the campaign from rear-area 
criticism."so As Ronald H. Spector describes it in his landmark his­
tory, Eagle Against the Sun: 

On Kyushu, the Japanese waited. Okinawa-although a complete 
American victory had the paradoxical effect of discouraging the 
Americans while inspiring the Japanese. Imperial Navy strategists, 
reviewing the damage, real and imagined, which the kamikazes had 
inflicted on American shipping, estimated that 30 to 50 percent of the 
American invasion fleet could be put out of action prior to landing .... 
Japanese army planners were also encouraged by thoughts of the bat­
tle for Okinawa, where less than three divisions, cut off from all sup­
port and subject to naval gunfire, had nonetheless held out for over a 
hundred days against an American force more than twice as strong. 
They expected the battle for Kyushu "to be fought under conditions 
incomparably more advantageous to the Japanese."S1 

As one indication of the American mind in June 1945, the New York 
Times index for that month shows eighty-one stories about redeploy­
ment and demobilization of American forces. Secretary of State-desig­
nate James Byrnes' simmering distrust of the Soviet Union, which 
Hiroshima cultists largely blame for Truman's "strategy of showdown" 
and atomic diplomacy, was not the main concern in the White House. 

July was the crucial month. ULTRA and MAGIC (the diplomatic 
codebreaking operation) both fed discouraging information into the 
Allied Jecision-making apparatus. 

MAGIC carried news of the inhibited activities of the Japanese 
peace party, operating through Foreign Minister Togo Shigenori and 
Ambassador Sato Naotake in Moscow. Marshall, Byrnes (who 
became secretary of state on 3 July), and Truman read the MAGIC 
intercepts. They were very clear. They did not show a Japan ready to 
surrender. They showed an elite ready to negotiate an armistice, 
fearful of word getting to the military about what they were doing.52 

Army zealots had controlled the empire since the 1930s. The 
Emperor was with the peace party, but he too was in danger of 
being taken into custody by the hotheads. 

Even being suspected of wanting to end the war was enough to 
get one arrested. On 15 April, War Minister Anami Korechika 
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ordered the arrest of 400 suspected peace activists, including 
Yoshida Shigeru, former ambassador to Great Britain and future 
prime minister.53 The overtures to the Soviet Union to mediate an 
end to the Pacific War began in June, in the utmost secrecy. On 7 
July, the emperor instructed Togo to arrange to send Prince Konoye 
Fumimaro to Moscow bearing a message from the throne. MAGIC 
picked up these negotiations. A long series of cables between Togo 
and Sato revealed the elites as increasingly wanting to end the war, 
but unable to offer the Soviets any idea on what terms. One Togo to 
Sa to message read "Endeavor to obtain the good offices of the Soviet 
Union in ending the war short of unconditional surrender. ... "54 

These messages have been seized upon by Truman bashers to 
prove that with a slight adjustment of surrender terms, peace was 
available well before Hiroshima. The truth is that peace would 
have been available only had the peace party (Marquis Kido 
Koichi, Togo Shigenori, Yonai Mitumasa, and others) been in con­
trol. They were not. All of Gar Alperovitz's claims along this line 
depend for their plausibility on this verbal sleight of hand: "The 
one condition the Japanese asked was preservation of 'our form of 
government' .... With the interception of these messages there 
could no longer be any real doubt as to Japanese intentions."55 
What Japanese? The peace party. But they were not the Japanese 
who mattered. 

Minister of War Anami, Army Chief of Staff Umezu Yoshijiro, 
Navy Chief of Staff Toyoda Soemu: these were the Japanese in con­
trol, and they never favored surrender, not after Saipan was lost, not 
after Iwo Jima was lost, not after the Philippines were lost, not after 
Okinawa, not even after two atom bombs and a Soviet Declaration 
of War.56 They all supported fighting the decisive battle in the 
homeland, during which the American invaders would take such 
heavy casualties that the Allies would negotiate an armistice. The 
cables between Togo and Sato only told the Truman administration 
what it already knew: the military was in control, and the peace 
party could not impose terms acceptable to the Allies. Only the 
emperor's final order subdued Anami. 

Anami and supporters insisted up to the end on four conditions 
for a negotiated armistice: no change in the government, no occupa­
tion of the home islands, Japanese troops to disarm themselves, and 
Japan to conduct any war crimes trials. The fox wanted to continue 
guarding the chicken coop. Revisionists read these cables with one 
eye closed to the realities of power in Tokyo. 
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Sato's cablegrams to Tokyo during this period are a study in frus­
tration. The ambassador knew what a perilous situation his country 
was in, and what was necessary to preserve it. But answers kept 
coming back with nothing specific, just "Please follow instructions, 
and tell the Russians the Emperor wants to end the war." 

Truman knew what was going on. On 25 July, he wrote in his 
diary about prospective use of the atomic bomb: "The target will be 
a purely military one [we will never know whether he really 
believed this] and we will issue a warning statement asking the Japs 
to surrender and save lives. I'm sure they will not do that, but we will 
have given them the chance" (italics added).57 

MAGIC showed the elite scurrying about ineffectually, trying to 
prevent the ship from sinking; ULTRA showed the generals build­
ing up Kyushu defenses. No one reading the two intelligence 
sources could have believed the barons and marquises were about 
to face down the generals and admirals. 

Truman and entourage left for the Potsdam Conference on 7 July. 
Much has been made of Truman's closeness to Secretary Byrnes, 
presumably a relationship influencing Truman's alleged desire to 
intimidate the Russians by brandishing atomic bombs. Geoffrey 
Warner reminds us that not only is there no evidence of attempted 
intimidation on Truman's part, there is good evidence that however 
close Truman and Byrnes may have seemed on the trip to Potsdam, 
Byrnes did not have Truman in his pocket.58 From the president's 
diary, 7 July: "Had a long talk with my able and conniving Secretary 
of State. My but he has a keen mind: But all country politicians are 
alike. They are sure all other politicians are circuitous in their deal­
ings. When they are told the straight truth, unvarnished, it is never 
believed-an asset sometimes."59 

At Potsdam Truman learned of the success of the atomic device 
(not yet a bomb) at Alamogordo. In the first excitement of hearing 
that the tremendous project had largely succeeded, and with 
renewed promise that the Soviets would soon enter the Pacific War, 
he wrote in his diary on 18 July: "P.M. [Churchill] and I ate alone. 
Discussed Manhattan (it is a success). Decided to tell Stalin about it. 
Stalin had told P.M. of telegram from Jap Emperor asking for peace. 
Stalin also read his answer to me. It was satisfactory. Believe Japs 
will fold up before Russia comes in. I am sure they will when 
Manhattan appears over their homeland."6o 

This was not a considered judgment. Truman's euphoria wore off 
as his military people told him of new intercepts in the ULTRA 
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series; he came to realize that the Japanese military might be imper­
vious to atomic bombs and Soviet armies. As noted earlier, on 25 
July, a mere week later, Truman wrote he was sure the Japanese 
would not surrender. And while he knew of the increasing alarm of 
the Togo-Sato cables, he also knew those two were not running the 
country, and the emperor had only asked for peace, not offered to 
surrender. 

Also at Potsdam, the British and Americans put together a decla­
ration calling on Japan to surrender, giving a reasonably specific 
account of what would happen when it did; they then secured 
Chiang Kai-shek's agreement to the declaration, and published it to 
the world on 26 July. This declaration will be discussed in chapter 
three; here it need only be said that Premier Suzuki Kantaro dis­
missed it with a term translated as "we will ignore it."61 

While Truman was at Potsdam, MacArthur's people were grind­
ing out intelligence that would be useful to their coming task. G-2 
published an "Estimate of the Enemy Situation" every other day. 
Summary 1202, 19/20 July, had a long section on "Military Aspects 
of Empire Terrain and Communication." There was, this summary 
said, a "scarcity of areas suitable for large scale mobile warfare."62 
Japan was compared unfavorably with the Philippines for military 
operations; it was more hilly, more wooded, with a limited number 
of suitable landing beaches. All of these factors were disadvanta­
geous to a landing force. 

On 20 July, Gen. Carl Spaatz, commanding the Strategic Air Force 
in the Pacific, received a report from Gen. H.H. Arnold's headquar­
ters about the final targeting decisions for air operations against 
Japan. Several undated and often unidentified documents were 
attached to the report, at least two of them describing meetings 
between the Joint Target Group (JTG) and members of the United 
States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS). The USSBS conferees had 
returned from Germany, offering advice about what targets had 
been worthwhile in Europe, and what were likely to be worthwhile 
in Japan. 

It is clear from these documents that the USSBS people thought 
no bombing campaign could be decisive in the short run: "Based on 
German experience it would appear to be doubtful that any system 
of target selection would make possible effects which would have 
decisive military consequences within a period of four to five 
months."63 Translation: it will take more time than that to get Japan 
to surrender. The preferred targets of the USSBS group: food supply, 
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via nitrogen plants and rice production; and transportation. Urban 
area attacks rated very low. 

The JTG responded with its own priorities. This group agreed that 
attacks on transportation should rank high; next priority, as a group, 
would be stores of ammunition, airplane plants, and industrial hous­
ing; but "Rice production is not considered a profitable target." The 
reason for this: "indigenous food supplies may be very important to the 
commander charged with occupation" (italics added).64 This reason was 
never credited by USSBS, whose members failed to see into the future 
of Japan under American control-seventy million people would 
need to be fed. But there was another evaluation put forward by JTG: 

This program [bombing] must, however, be examined in the light 
of Japan's present military requirements. Her ground forces are at the 
present time nowhere actively engaged in such numbers as to impose 
any serious wastage of either equipment or supplies. It is estimated 
that Japan has in reserve ammunition equivalent to 1.5 to 2 million 
tons of steel content which is estimated to equal 350 months of defen­
sive fighting from fixed positions. This is equivalent to all the ammu­
nition Japan could produce in a year under favorable conditions and 
twice as much as the current estimated rate of production.65 

So this crucial part of the U.S. military did not anticipate surren­
der due to shortages in the near future. Invasion "in the next few 
months" seemed likely. The targeting priorities were modified only 
slightly by USSBS recommendations. 

In Moscow, Ambassador Sato was close to despair over the 
inability of his government to be specific about terms for ending the 
war. One of his last cables, 27 July, said: 

In presenting a proposal to end such a tremendous undertaking as 
the present large-scale war, we do not, in the final analysis, have a 
definite proposition but are only explaining our intention in an indi­
rect way. It is absolutely impossible to cause the Soviet Government 
to make a move with such a noncommittal attitude on our part.66 

Not only the Russians, but the listening Americans knew the 
bankruptcy of the peace initiative of the Japanese elite. 

Reaction in Tokyo to the Potsdam Declaration was not as hostile 
as Premier Suzuki's speech seemed to indicate. The vice-minister of 
foreign affairs, Matsumoto Shunichi, took the lead in arguing to his 
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colleagues that despite the "unconditional" rhetoric, the Allies were 
offering conditions. They were, Matsumoto thought, the best Japan 
could get, and should be accepted. Most of the peace party agreed; 
War Minister Anami and his supporters remained adamantly 
opposed, which meant that the Japanese government was opposed.67 

ULTRA intercepts now confirmed to MacArthur that attempts to 
prevent reinforcement of Kyushu were failing. On 28 July, Gen. 
Charles Willoughby told the chief of staff, Gen. KK. Sutherland, of 
the increasing danger: 

The rate and, probable, continuity of Japanese reinforcements into the 
Kyushu area are changing the tactical and strategic situation sharply. At 
least six (6) additional major units have been picked up in June/July; it is 
obvious that they are coming in from adjacent areas over lines of com­
munication, that have apparently not been seriously affected by air 
strikes. There is a strong likelihood that additional major units will enter 
the area before target date; we are engaged in a race against time .... 68 

Just one day later Willoughby was so exercised that he drafted an 
amendment to the existing "G-2 Estimate of the Enemy Situation," 
claiming "This threatening development, if not checked, may grow 
to a point where we attack on a ratio of (1) to (1) which is not the 
recipe for victory."69 But even ULTRA, accurate as it was in reveal­
ing Japanese reinforcement on Kyushu, missed a few troops. At the 
end of fighting, the Japanese had 900,000 soldiers defending 
Kyushu, with more to come, opposing the 766,700 Americans ready­
ing for the invasion. 70 

General Marshall was following the ULTRA decrypts; they jarred 
him out of his complacent 31,000 thirty-day estimate as given the 
president on 18 June. Truman claims in a letter dated 12 January 
1953 that he had asked Marshall at Potsdam "what it will cost in 
lives to land on the Tokyo plain and other places in Japan. It was his 
opinion that such an invasion would cost at a minimum one quarter 
of a million casualties, and might cost as much as a million, on the 
American side, with an equal number of the enemy."71 

Many historians write this estimate off as self-serving, nothing 
more than wishful reconstruction of a failing memory. Perhaps. But 
the laughably unrealistic underestimates put on paper by casualty­
shy military people certainly do not command the high ground of 
credibility. Marshall may have given such an estimate orally. 
Truman may have accurately remembered. Those who are so certain 
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that landing on Kyushu would have been a walk (meaning only 
31,000 casualties at D plus 30) must engage the ULTRA intelligence, 
as well as the confident beliefs of the Imperial Japanese Army com­
manders that they could not only have severely damaged the first 
wave attack, but beaten it back so convincingly that the United 
States would have sued for peace. 

Edward Drea, who has studied ULTRA decrypts a long time, 
says, "It seems likely that the wave of reinforcements that ULTRA 
spotlighted played heavily on Marshall's mind and caused him to 
revise his earlier casualty projection dramatically upward. Unlike 
Stimson, Marshall continued to worry about American losses during 
an invasion of Japan; his concern did not dissipate in the vision of a 
radioactive cloud over Japan.,,72 

However low the political generals put the expected losses on 
Kyushu, the medics, capable in this situation of need-free percep­
tion, told a different story. Chapter 15 of Medical Service in the Asiatic 
and Pacific Theaters contains a table compiled on 31 July 1945 by Lt. 
Col. D.B. Kendrick. The title of the table is: "Estimated casualties 
and calculated whole blood requirements, OLYMPIC." The "Total 
Casualties: X (or D Day) plus 30" figure is 71,341. "X plus 120" is 
394,859.73 Cut these heavily to be conservative. Perhaps Kendrick 
was a pessimist (he went on to become MacArthur's personal physi­
cian). These figures still have more credibility than the 31,000 for X 
plus 30 passed in front of Truman on 18 June. 

There was another pessimistic estimator in Secretary Henry 
Stimson's office, an expert consultant by the name of W.B. Shockley; 
he reported to Edward L. Bowles, a high-level scientist close to 
Stimson who managed to avoid the spotlight. Shockley's main task 
at the time was "to gather and organize information bearing on the 
problem of casualties in the Pacific War." One of the sources he con­
sulted was Quincy Wright of the University of Chicago, whose two­
volume A Study of War was published in 1942. Shockley was 
disturbed because he had such trouble getting data from various 
military commands; G-2 was supposed to study casualties, but dealt 
only with enemy casualties. Based on what Shockley put together, 
however, we know two things: (1) that he was not casualty-shy, as 
were MacArthur and the politically sensitive officers; and (2) he 
blew sky-high the contention that casualty figures for the invasion of 
Japan of a million or more, and estimates of U.S. deaths above the 
one-half million mark, were postwar inventions of Truman and col­
leagues. In his report to Bowles of 21 July 1945, Shockley said: 
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It seems to me most important that the facts relating to [casualties] be 
surveyed thoroughly and coordinated into a single well integrated 
picture. Such a study should be available for consideration in connec­
tion with the total casualties to be expected in the Japanese war, the 
rate at which land invasion should be pushed ahead in Japan or held 
back while attrition by air blockade proceeds, and the relative appor­
tionment of effort between Army Air Forces and the Army Ground 
Forces and within each Force. The reason why a study of casualties 
would have such diverse applications is that the big cost to the nation 
in this war will be dead and disabled Americans. Consequently, in 
evaluating one plan or another, the expected casualties should be esti­
mated as accurately as possible .... 

The most basic problem in the Japanese war is the establishment of 
what is necessary to cause Japan to capitulate. There is a very impor­
tant historical study which can be made in this connection but appar­
ently has never been made either in the War Department or outside. 
The object of the study is to determine to what extent the behavior of 
a nation in a war can be predicted from the behavior of her troops in 
individual battles. If the study shows that the behavior of nations in 
all historical cases comparable to Japan's has in fact been invariably 
consistent with the behavior of troops in battle, then it means that the 
Japanese dead and ineffectives at the time of defeat will exceed the 
corresponding number for the Germans. In other words, we shall 
probably have to kill at least 5 to 10 million Japanese. This might cost 
us between 1.7 and 4 million casualties including 400,000 to 800,000 
killed?4 

Here we have the social "scientist" mind in its purest form, 
assuming that one could find anywhere in the history of mankind 
"cases comparable to Japan's." But however unrealistic his project, 
and however sympathetic Quincy Wright might have been, 
Shockley accomplished one thing-he alarmed Stimson about the 
conceivable losses of his GIs. Stimson's claim to have been told that 
the invasion might cost over a million casualties was not a postwar 
invention. It came from his staff. 

Robert Messer, one of the more imaginative members of the 
"Truman knew Japan was ready to surrender" school, points to the 
"recent discovery" of statements Truman made in a journal he kept 
at Potsdam, and in letters to his wife, as showing that the president 
lied publicly about his reasons for dropping the bomb. After Stalin 
reaffirmed Soviet entry into the Pacific War, Truman noted in a letter 



20 TRUMAN AND THE HIROSHIMA CULT 

of 18 July, "I've gotten what I came for-Stalin goes to war on 
August 15 .... I'll say that will end the war a year sooner now, and 
think of the kids who won't be killed: That is the important thing." 
Messer claims this statement shows Truman expected that "Soviet 
entry alone would end the war before an invasion of Japan. "75 This is 
not a legitimate interpretation. The statement shows only that 
Truman thought the war would end a year earlier than previously 
anticipated. There is no warrant for holding that Truman thought 
Japan was ready to surrender. 

By 1 August fear of a bloodbath crested. The "Sixth Army G-2 
Estimate of the Enemy Situation, OLYMPIC Operation" is very pes­
simistic. Numerical strength, terrain advantages, and Japanese 
fanaticism indicated "that a very strong and ferocious defense will 
be interposed at the beaches." Caves, tunnels, and pillboxes were 
much more intensively developed than on Okinawa; on Kyushu, 
"strong measures are being taken to disperse and conceal aircraft 
and to accumulate stores of avgas, ammunition, and base ordnance 
in critical areas.//76 

Was it mere blind bureaucratic routine that caused the JCS on 6 
August to request from its planners a scenario for bypassing Kyushu 
and attacking northern Honshu? Certainly the Joint War Plans 
Committee took the request seriously. A ninety-six-page plan to 
accomplish this was ready by 9 August?7 

This planning process was not scientific, nor were the officers 
who staffed Marshall's headquarters clairvoyant. Consider a 12 
August memo for the chief of staff from Maj. Gen. Clayton Bissell. 
This was after the two bombs had been dropped, the Soviets were 
cruising through Manchuria, the Japanese government was partially 
in the hands of the emperor and the peace party (though Anami and 
his supporters were not fully agreed to surrender), and the United 
States' note implying that the emperor could remain head of the 
government was being considered in Tokyo. Bissell wrote 

Large, well-disciplined, well armed, undefeated Japanese ground 
forces have a capacity to offer stubborn fanatic resistance to Allied 
ground operations in the homeland and may inflict heavy Allied casu­
alties ... Japanese stock piling has established food and munitions in 
all areas of expected invasion in sufficient quantities to support opera­
tions for from about four to six months despite expected serious dis­
ruption of Japanese rail, road and water transport systems .... Atomic 
bombs will not have a decisive effect in the next 30 days. [italics addedf8 
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Let it be said that Bissell was right about the capabilities and 
intentions of the Japanese military. What he could not have known 
was the power and audacity of a hitherto acquiescent emperor, 
Privy Seal, and nobility. 

Even with Hiroshima and Nagasaki, with the Soviet entry, and 
with an impressive (though outnumbered) American invasion fleet 
shaping up, surrender barely came off in mid-August. Despite the 
final submission of War Minister Anami, Army Chief of Staff 
Umezu, and Navy Chief of Staff Toyoda, who had been the three 
Supreme Council holdouts, army hotheads got out of control. 
Dissident forces seized the Imperial Compound the night before the 
emperor's broadcast, turned the place inside out trying to find the 
recording of his surrender rescript, assassinated Lt. Gen. Mori 
Takeshi (commander of the Imperial Guard at the palace), attempted 
to assassinate Premier Suzuki Kantaro and burned down his house 
when they found he had escaped, and tried to take over the radio 
station that was to broadcast the emperor's surrender the next day?9 

The sticking point in Japanese surrender in August 1945 was not 
the terms of surrender; it was the still unknown ability of the 
emperor to make a surrender of any kind hold. 

John Dower has the ultimate answer to those who tell us now that 
peace was there to be had in 1944 and early 1945 if we had only 
modified the unconditional surrender rhetoric, and signaled accep­
tance of the emperor: liThe suggestion that there may have been 
serious lost opportunities for a peace settlement in 1944 or early 
1945 remains almost unbelievable, and the small murmurs about 
peace which Iriye [in his rose-tinted book Power and Culture] seizes 
upon seem as candles set against an inferno of hate."so 

The inferno of hate was stilled only by the inferno of the atom . 

• • • 

The preponderance of evidence shows that at the time of decision 
the Truman administration believed, with good reason, that inva­
sion plans threatened an unacceptable loss of life, to Japanese as 
much as to Americans. Hiroshima cultists deny this and go beyond 
it to claim that whatever Truman thought, postwar investigation 
showed Kyushu defenses to have been weak, and OLYMPIC if it 
had gone forward would not have been traumatic. A major theme of 
Hiroshima cultist's rhetoric is, "Even if Truman did think an inva-
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sion would be costly, he was wrong, hence dropping the bomb was 
wrong." 

Let us look briefly at what postwar investigators learned about the 
prospects for OLYMPIC. While wartime estimates of the cost in casu­
alties of invading Kyushu were all over the lot, postwar estimates 
were not so scattered. The majority of studies concluded that the 
invasion would have been costly, hence Truman was right to fear it. 

One document, however, disputes this conclusion, and has 
achieved notoriety through its "discovery" by Gar Alperovitz. In a 
New York Times op-ed story of 3 August 1989, titled "Did We Have 
to Drop the Bomb?", Alperovitz describes this "secret U.S. intelli­
gence study" as if he had found the Rosetta stone.81 Five years later, 
in a similar story in the Washington Post, he was still impressed with 
this "official study."82 

The truth is that this document had never been lost or misplaced, 
and when it was declassified in 1977, it was available for all to see.83 
But it is not a study of why Japan surrendered nor of what casualties 
the U.s. would have sustained had it invaded Kyushu. It is a puff 
piece by Col. R.F. Ennis, chief, Intelligence Group, War Department 
Operations Division. Ennis's superior told him on 29 January 1946 to 
study how the typhoon that struck Japan in October 1945 would 
have affected OLYMPIC had that invasion gone forward.84 

Two of Ennis's six pages discuss how the typhoon might have 
affected the American forces (not much). The third discusses how it 
would have affected the Japanese defenders (also not much). It is 
not clear what research Ennis did for this section; he may have 
debriefed officers returning from Asia and passing through the 
Pentagon. 

But then Ennis has two pages dealing with "Growth of Surrender 
Psychology," and a page dealing with "Development in Event 
Operation OLYMPIC Proved Necessary." Here Ennis is simply mis­
informed. Ennis alleges that the emperor told a cabinet meeting 20 
June that Japan should have a plan to end the war at once, and" As a 
result of this statement by the emperor, Premier Suzuki decided to 
stop the war." There was no cabinet meeting that day.85 Suzuki did 
not see the emperor; Togo and Kido did. Kido persuaded the 
emperor to call a meeting of the Supreme Council for the Direction 
of the War in two days. At this 22 June meeting, the emperor ques­
tioned previous decisions to fight to the end, suggested that there 
might be other means of coping with the current crisis, and solicited 
opinions from the Council members. Togo then suggested that an 
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envoy be sent to Moscow to obtain Russia's help in ending the war. 
War Minister Anami and Army Chief of Staff Umezu disagreed, the 
emperor rebuked them, and the Emperor left the room. Nothing like 
Ennis's scenario happened. 

Ennis also says, "Investigation shows that there was little mention 
of the use of the atomic bomb by the United States in the discussions 
[of the Japanese Cabinet and Supreme Council] leading up to the 9 
August decision."86 This stands to reason. There could have been no 
mention of the bomb until the United States dropped the first one 6 
August. By 7 August it was on every lip. Less imaginative, but 
equally fallacious, is Ennis' claim, emphasized by Alperovitz, that 
"The war would almost certainly have terminated when Russia 
entered the war against Japan." There is no warrant for this (see the 
discussion in chapter four). The Ennis study is worthless. 

The most recent study of invasion plans is Ray Skates' 1994 book, 
The Invasion of Japan: Alternative to the Bomb. Skates has used most of 
the significant wartime American planning and intelligence docu­
ments to assess the decision to use the bomb rather than invade, but 
he neglects the massive body of United States Strategic Bombing 
Survey and Far East Command interrogations. His casualty estimate 
for OLYMPIC is 60,000 to 75,000 with 15,000 to 20,000 deaths; this is 
higher than the 18 June estimates, and gives little support to the 
Hiroshima cultists.87 Where he does support those who believe the 
bomb was unnecessary is in his treatment of unconditional surren­
der; for Skates this was the sticking point that prolonged the war. 
Since the next chapter deals with that topic, it will not be discussed 
here. 

Of the systematic investigations of Kyushu defenses conducted 
by official bodies after the war, the only one to offer significant com­
fort to the "easy invasion" camp is that conducted by the Ninth 
Army Corps. Ponderously titled "Report of Reconnaissance and 
Survey of Japanese Dispositions in IX Corps Zone of Operations on 
Southern Kyushu Operation Olympic (Reconnaissance Made 3-5 
December 1945)," it suffers from the brevity of the investigation. 
Ninth Corps investigators knew what they were after, however, and 
went directly to the sources. The report is better organized than 
most. Terrain, kamikaze, and other desperate measures favored the 
defense, but the Japanese were short on weapons, vehicles, and 
communication. The conclusion: "Summarily, the soundness of the 
Operation Plan [for] IX Corps dated 12 August 1945 was con­
firmed. flss This is a minority opinion. 
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Supporting the belief that Japanese forces would have decimated 
the first wave of a u.s. landing is the testimony of almost every 
Japanese officer involved in the defense of Kyushu who was interro­
gated after the war. None claimed that Japan could have won the 
war; many of them believed that they could have done so much 
damage that the United States would have given up the invasion. 
The consensus was that they would have repulsed the first wave of 
attackers, whereupon they could have negotiated a favorable peace. 
"Favorable peace" in this context is what Anami and the two service 
chiefs demanded even after the atomic bombs and Soviet interven­
tion: retention of the emperor (which Truman obliquely approved), 
no occupation, self-disarmament of Japanese forces, and war crimes 
trials conducted only by Japanese. 

This unanimity from Japanese defense commanders is striking. 
Navy and air commanders presided over mere remnants of their 
forces, but the Japanese spirit, and their suicide devices, still gave 
them hope. The army, short as it was of fuel, was almost manic 
because of its powerful defense of Okinawa. Naturally all this 
Japanese testimony can be impeached. Pride and patriotism would 
mitigate against confessions of weakness. But it cannot be written 
off entirely; the witnesses stood to face war crimes trials that would 
have gone easy on those who believed that Japan should have sur­
rendered early, not those who thought Japan had a fighting chance 
of bloodying another American amphibious force. 

But the testimony of competent American investigators after the 
war cannot be so impeached. There were at least a half dozen who 
had no vested interest in their conclusions, no need to justify atomic 
weapons, no reputation at stake; and they were firmly convinced 
that OLYMPIC would have been the disaster that Truman wanted 
so desperately to avoid. 

One significant perspective comes from an officer who may never 
have been in the Pacific at all. Col. S.L. Weld was responsible for 
training and equipping U.s. divisions redeployed from Europe prior 
to departure for Japan. An eight-week period was regarded as mini­
mum training for the quite different task in the Pacific. The 
timetable for such training had always been tight; the Battle of the 
Bulge had delayed conclusion of the war in Europe. On 7 August 
1945 the War Department announced new readiness dates which 
precluded any retraining for two divisions; another would have had 
only twenty days, and a fourth only nine days. 
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Weld observed, "This situation was particularly disturbing in 
view of the fact that the scheduled operation was amphibious, and 
neither division had had amphibious training."S9 Robert R. Palmer 
and coauthors, in The Procurement and Training of Ground Combat 
Troops, conclude: 

Thus the course of events during the months between V-E Day and 
V -J Day had been such as to make the prospects of redeployment 
training most unfavorable. Personnel turnover and other difficulties 
had been so formidable, indeed, that a key officer [Weld] in the G-3 
Section of Headquarters, Army Ground Forces, was later constrained 
to remark: "The capitulation of Hirohito on 14 August saved our 
necks. With things being as they were it would have been absolutely 
impossible for us to have sent well-trained teams to the Pacific for 
participation in the scheduled invasion of Japan.,,90 

By far the most probative postwar investigation of Kyushu 
defenses was that of Edmund J. Winslett, officer in charge of Sixth 
Army photographic intelligence, preparatory to OLYMPIC. Winslett 
began development of tactical intelligence for this operation in early 
1945. Immediately after the war he was able to visit all the sites cov­
ered by his operation; the sixteen-page text of his report, "Defenses 
of Southern Kyushu," was presented at the United States Army 
Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks, 3 June 1946. 

There is no equivocation in Winslett's report; Southern Kyushu 
was fortified and supplied amazingly. Here is his description of one 
landing site, the area around Kagoshima: 

I travelled by jeep from Kagoshima, to Ibusuki, inspected the entire 
installation. Here is what was found. The road is defended by the 
same general plan as was Nakurazaki beach with the additional safe­
guards of hundreds of caves, artillery ports in the cliffs and prepared 
installations to concentrate both heavy and light fire on the road and 
paralleling railroad. I haven't the time to go into detail on the maze of 
caves, their completeness and complicated network of communication 
passageways. Underground installations were not confined to supply 
and ammunition, they had caves for everything, c.P.'s mess and 
housing, vehicles and even farmers had their safety caves. This sea­
plane plant was now being devoted to the manufacture of the 
Japanese version of the DUWKS, there were six among the burned 
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remains of the original plant and the parts for many hundreds of them 
were stored in the caves in the overhanging cliff .... Inside the burned 
plant were many concrete individual rifle strongpoints. The plan was 
easy to understand, a fight right in thru the plants, to the death.91 

After eleven pages of such descriptions, his conclusion: "After a 
personal survey of the areas in which our invasion landings were 
scheduled to take place, I am convinced that the greatest battle the 
American Armies have ever won was the one which was never 
fought-the INV ASION OF KYUSHU."92 

Hiroshima cultists who solicit our agreement to the proposition 
that Japan was a shaky derelict waiting to be pushed over when 
Truman dropped atomic bombs must come to grips with Winslett. 

A second highly credible analysis was completed by the organiza­
tion that would have landed at Kushikino had the invasion gone for­
ward, and which was put in occupation of Kyushu after the 
surrender. This is a balanced thirty-nine-page report, done by 
Headquarters, Fifth Marine Amphibious Corps, dated 30 November 
1945. It acknowledged weaknesses of the defenders (fortification not 
all completed, supplies inadequate) as well as strengths (12,725 
kamikaze planes available, with adequate fuel; great terrain advan­
tages). It concludes, "In theory, the Japanese plan of defense was 
conceived to be and probably would have been, in the initial phases, 
a costly one for the invasion forces."93 The invasion would have suc­
ceeded only after" gradual annihilation" of the defenders. 

The British had a "Combined Operations Observers" team on 
Kyushu by November; its extensive report was made on 4 April 
1946. This document is descriptive, with little evaluation. It empha­
sizes the "no retreat under any circumstances" order for the beach­
head defenders, and their dependence on lunge-mines and 
shoulder-pack mines-all suicide tactics.94 

Headquarters Sixth Army furnished a twenty-three-page report, 
"Japanese Plans for the Defense of Kyushu," on 31 December 1945. 
It is based entirely on questioning of Japanese military personnel, is 
nonevaluative, and hence adds little to the testimony compiled by 
USSBS and Far East Command. The Japanese tapped by Sixth Army 
were no less confident of holding the invasion beaches, at least 
through the first wave, than the ranking officers interviewed in 
Tokyo.95 

There were also reconstructions of the probable invasion scene by 
individuals. One of the most alarmist, by Lt. Comdr. Philip 
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Gustafson, USNR, appeared in the Saturday Evening Post 5 January 
1946. "What If We Had Invaded Japan?" takes its casualty projec­
tions from Gen. Charles Willoughby; they are upwards of a mil­
lion.96 This represents casualties not only of OLYMPIC, but of 
CORONET, on the Tokyo Plain, scheduled for March 1946. 
Gustafson's main contribution is in a report of a tour of the under­
ground defense network in the Tokyo area, and in extensive discus­
sions of the kamikaze program with two of its mid-level procurers. 
These two militarists seemed to see nothing wrong with encourag­
ing young men to fly to certain death, which bothered Gustafson. 

A more scholarly study was written in 1965 by K. Jack Bauer, an 
assistant to Samuel Eliot Morison during the writing of the History of 
u.s. Naval Operations in World War II; and Alvin D. Coox, historian 
at San Diego State College and collaborator with Hayashi Saburo on 
the excellent war history Kogun. The perspective of twenty years 
enabled these two scholars to produce a narrative that is both credi­
ble and moving-"Olympic-Ketsu-Go." 

Two quotations from Bauer capture the fantastic, but true, devo­
tion of the Japanese bitter-enders as well as the thought process of 
the emperor, when he called the whole thing off. The bitter-enders, 
unnamed, believed that: 

As late as surrender time-even after the A-bombs had been 
dropped-a staff lieutenant colonel, related to the War Minister him­
self, was fervently convinced that even if the whole Japanese race 
were all but wiped out, its determination to preserve the National 
Polity would be forever recorded in the annals of man; whereas a peo­
ple who sacrificed their will upon the altar of physical existence could 
never deserve resurrection. It would be useless for the people to sur­
vive the war, anyhow, if the structure of the State itself were 
destroyed. It was better to die than to seek ignominious "safety," ... 
Dignity and practicality demanded Japanese resistance to the end; cer­
tain victory might yet be snatched from uncertain defeat .... Eternal 
life was to be sought in death.97 

Fortunately, the emperor, whatever his complicity in Japan's 
early aggressions, at the last Imperial Conference saw things more 
clearly: 

He was profoundly troubled, continued the Emperor. What would 
happen if Japan plunged into decisive battle under such circumstances? 
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The entire race would be obliterated, and this would be a betrayal 
of the trust of ancestors and the duty toward posterity, lest Japan 
never again rise. Continuation of the war, then, could only serve to 
cripple Japan, extinguish civilization, and bring misfortune to 
mankind. 

The Japanese Emperor's decision to end the war, under enormous 
external and internal pressure, obviated the American landings and 
the hemorrhage that was bound to occur soon on the beaches of 
Miyazake, Satsuma, and Ariake. Not only would five U.S. ground 
divisions, etc., be saved from the destruction at sea which the 
Japanese resolutely promised them, but untold thousands of Japanese 
would not die either-such as the squadrons of Kamikaze pilots and 
sailors with one-way tickets to the shrine of heroes at Yasukuni; or the 
women and children clutching pitiful staves and bamboo spears. The 
Japanese themselves have called the ending of the war a form of mer­
ciful euthanasia, and thank their gods that the nightmare operations 
OLYMPIC and CORONET never had to be invoked.98 

Other speculations about OLYMPIC and its probable results add 
little to those mentioned here. This non-battle is still being argued 
about, but time has not diminished the consensus of 1945-46 that 
American forces would have won out, with losses that would have 
horrified Harry Truman, and would have permanently embittered 
an American public already bitterly anti-Japanese. 

Matsumoto Keisuke, It. col. in the Japanese Self-Defense Forces, 
briefed the U.S. -Japan Military History Exchange Conference on 25 
October 1987. His topic: "Preparations for Decisive Battle in 
Southern Kyushu in Great East Asia War." The U.S. forces, 
Matsumoto said, would have overwhelmed the spartan Japanese 
troops. But "if the war had not ended, spectacular and brilliant bat­
tles would still have been fought by the Japanese forces. "99 

• • • 

Harry Truman ordered the bombing of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki primarily to end the war as soon as possible and save 
lives. This conclusion is compelled by the evidence, and yet there 
are challenges to this motivation. The most powerful challenge is 
based on the belief that atomic bombs were dropped on Japan, 
and nowhere else, because of American racism. This belief will be 
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discussed further in chapter seven; here a summary of the argu­
ment against it will suffice. 

There are two intractable facts that destroy this argument: (1) 
Hiroshima cultists cannot challenge the timetable that made the first 
bomb available only after Germany had surrendered, leaving Japan 
as the sole Axis power yet to be overwhelmed. What evidence any­
where implies that the United States would not have used atomic 
weapons on Germany had it been still a belligerent, when the bombs 
were developed precisely out of fear Germany would get them first, 
and when the Allies obliterated Dresden and several other towns as 
thoroughly as the atom destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki? (2) The 
directive issued to Col. Paul Tibbets in September 1944 instructed 
him to train two bomber groups to make simultaneous drops on 
Germany and Japan. lOO This also is unanswerable. 

Japan's sense of victimization is so deeply rooted that the racism 
argument cannot be successfully countered in that country. There is 
no justification for its acceptance elsewhere. 

Then there is the atomic diplomacy argument, the main stock in 
trade of some American Hiroshima cultists: Truman dropped the 
bomb to intimidate the Soviet Union. This possesses a kernel of 
truth. Anticommunism and anti-Sovietism had burgeoned in 1920s 
America, receded during the war, and began growing in 1944 as the 
Russians occupied Eastern Europe. President Truman, James 
Byrnes, Ambassador Averell Harriman, and a few others worried 
about the extension of Soviet power, and welcomed the clout that 
possession of nuclear weapons gave the United States. But uneasi­
ness about the Soviets in the summer of 1945 was not a full-blown 
cold war. Checkmating Soviet moves did not dominate the Truman 
White House until much later. The dominant (and warranted) opin­
ion of American historians, as J. Samuel Walker noted in 1990, is that 
the bomb was used primarily for military reasons. lOI 

Most Hiroshima cultists realize the flimsiness of their arguments 
for atomic diplomacy, and seek to buttress them by claiming that 
Truman could have ended the war simply by guaranteeing the 
emperor (softening the unconditional surrender rhetoric); or by 
waiting a week or two until the Soviet Union entered the war; or by 
tightening the siege until Japan simply collapsed. These counterfac­
tual arguments cannot be sustained, and will be discussed in chap­
ter two. 

There is a bureaucratic answer to the question, "Why did Truman 
drop the bomb?" It is best developed by Stanley Goldberg, Gen. 
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Leslie Groves' biographer, in a paper at the American Historical 
Association convention in January 1995. Goldberg considers the con­
ventional explanation for using the bomb, to shorten the war and 
save lives; he also considers the atomic diplomacy theory. He does 
not find these incompatible; both could have been operative: 

But more important than that, on the basis of my work, I am con­
vinced that both of these motivations, while evident, are far less 
important than three others: 

1) Momentum (no one ever said "stop, it is not needed."), 2) 
Protection of the reputations of the civilian and military leadership of 
the project, and 3) The personal ambitions of some, especially of 
General Leslie R. Groves. These three factors were at play, almost 
from the beginning, by which I mean the spring of 1941, when 
Vannevar Bush, who was essentially FDR's scientific advisor, was 
struggling with the question of whether or not to initiate an all-out, 
crash program to try to build an atomic bomb.102 

As this all-out Manhattan Project gathered momentum, secretly 
absorbed money and resources, and by 1944 seemed unlikely to pro­
duce a bomb before Germany surrendered, the project's managers 
and supporters began to worry. Suppose it all came to naught? 
Inquisitive congressional committees were told that after the war, all 
would be explained. Goldberg's analysis: 

But as the costs mounted and the mystery deepened, Bush, Conant, 
Secretary of War Henry Stimson and Under Secretary of War Robert 
Patterson become more and more nervous. Several times late in the 
war, Stimson or Patterson would preface notes to each other concern­
ing Manhattan Project business with jokes about how, if the Project 
were not successful, they would spend the rest of their lives in 
Leavenworth, or worse, testifying before Congress.103 

Goldberg then leads us through the final hectic moments before 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Vast expenditures at Oak Ridge had to be 
justified by using a uranium bomb. Even vaster expenditures at 
Hanford had to be justified by using a plutonium bomb. Thus, 
"What the evidence does suggest to me is that we were determined 
to use the atomic bomb on Japan before we gave them the chance to 
surrender."104 The existence of the atom bombs delayed the end of 
the war! 
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This implies a degree of mendacity on Truman's part that is hard 
to credit. It implies that the Potsdam Declaration was phony, that 
had Suzuki signalled acceptance rather than the unfortunate word 
mokusatsu the war would have gone on anyway, and that Truman's 
expressed desire to avoid casualties was not quite sincere. It also 
implies that Truman was too soft to handle a congressional investi­
gation of the $2 billion Manhattan expenditure. Of course there 
would have been an investigation, but Truman's hands were clean, 
and he was feisty enough to have told congressional inquisitors to 
"come out to New Mexico, we'll show you that we do have a power­
ful new weapon that was worth the money." In the euphoria of the 
end of the war, this would have worked, just as the final indirect 
retention of the emperor worked despite overwhelming public dis­
approva1.105 

Harry Truman was a decent and considerate person. Sometimes 
he blew off steam. Sometimes he made unwise decisions (such as 
approving the crash program to build H-bombs in 1950), but the 
Hiroshima decision was not one of them, and does not deserve 
Martin Sherwin's incautious charge that Truman's exultation about 
the bomb's success, "This is the greatest thing in history," was a 
"vile remark."106 Chapter six will discuss what was really vile about 
the Pacific War. Truman was arguably the most honest and candid 
of American presidents since 1932. None of the major Truman biog­
raphers find him to be mendacious; nor do they believe anti-Soviet 
motives or racism dominated the 1945 decisions. 

Atomic diplomacy and other cultist variants purport to show a 
White House fixated on Russia, or strongly racist, or dominated by 
bureaucrats. One cannot quarrel with the claim that many bureau­
cratic and personal motives of the makers of the bomb were brought 
to bear upon the president; these analyses do not, however, remove 
the pressure point of decision, which lay with the president. He 
ordered the dropping of the first bombs "as available" as surely as 
he ordered cancellation of the third. And the White House was fix­
ated on securing Japan's surrender, on terms that would obviate 
recrudescence of militarism, as quickly and with as few casualties as 
possible. 





2 

Was Japan Ready 
to Surrender? 

The most important foundation for attacks on Harry 
Truman's use of atomic bombs against Japan is the claim that con­
ventional bombing and naval blockade had brought Japan to the 
point of surrender by the summer of 1945, and that the Allies could 
just sit tight and wait. Neither atomic bombs, Soviet entry into the 
war, nor invasion were necessary. This "early surrender" hypothesis 
comes from publications of the United States Strategic Bombing 
Survey (USSBS). The USSBS was directed in Japan, and its official 
reports edited and controlled by Paul H. Nitze. 

USSBS began as an effort by strategic bombing advocates to 
establish their craft as the ultimate arbiter of all future wars. 
"After-action" reports are common military activities; what set 
USSBS off from the garden variety of after-action reports, accord­
ing to David MacIsaac, was "its evolution into a Presidential 
Commission possessed of extraordinary powers and directed by 
civilians rather than soldiers."l And, one might add, by the magni­
tude of the desolation it was to survey, and the later prominence of 
its personnel. 

On 9 September 1944, President Roosevelt directed the establish­
ment of a USSBS to measure as precisely as possible the effective­
ness of strategic bombing in defeating Germany. Franklin D'Olier, 
president of the Prudential Insurance Company, was recruited to 
head the survey; he was to have a civilian board of directors and 
extensive staff support from the military. The civilian directors 
included some whose later careers were prominent: George Ball, 
John Kenneth Galbraith, and Paul Nitze.2 

The survey's first task was to follow Eisenhower's armies into 
Europe. This was a congenial operation for many of the Survey's 
Eurocentric members and directors. Galbraith's account of his 

33 
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exploits, particularly the interviews he, Ball, and Nitze conducted 
with Albert Speer, is lyricaP Inevitably the civilian investigators 
gave less credit for victory to the strategic bombers than the air force 
claimed. Galbraith's Overall Economic Effects Division was particu­
larly unimpressed with bombing damage to industry. Only when 
massive bombing of transportation and petroleum facilities began in 
mid-1944 was the operation held to be cost-effective. 

In June 1945, Nitze, Ball, and Maj. Gen. Orvil A. Anderson, head 
of air force personnel working for the survey, were brought from 
Europe to Washington to advise on the most effective bombing plan 
for Japan. No final reports had been written on their European find­
ings, but as Nitze put it, "we had accumulated sufficient information 
to draw tentative conclusions."4 Nitze's later account of his confer­
ences with the Joint Target Group (JTG) is crucial to an understand­
ing of the explosive USSBS publications a year later: 

A concentrated air attack on the essential lines of transportation, 
including railroads ... would isolate the Japanese home islands from 
one another and fragment the enemy's base of operations. I believed 
that interdiction of the lines of transportation would be sufficiently 
effective so that additional bombing of urban industrial areas would 
not be necessary. My plan of air attack on Japan was approved but not 
my estimate of when it would cause Japan's capitulation .... [Fred 
Searles and I] concluded that even without the atomic bomb, Japan 
was likely to surrender in a matter of months. My own view was that 
Japan would capitulate by November 1945. However, the Joint Chiefs 
saw matters differently. The upshot was that they unanimously rec­
ommended that plans go forward for an early invasion of the 
Japanese home islands. President Harry S. Truman ... was then left 
with the choice of using the atomic bomb against Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, or of authorizing the attack against Kyushu and the Tokyo 
Plain. He opted for the atomic bomb .... 5 

On 15 August 1945, President Truman asked D'Olier to continue 
USSBS operations in the Pacific. The authorization this time was 
broader, and since the navy had played a major role in bombing 
Japan, the Pacific group was to include navy as well as army air 
forces personnel. In addition, USSBS was to study more than just the 
effects of strategic bombing: Truman's letter to D'Olier instructed 
him to consider postwar military planning.6 Then there occurred 
what is now called "mission creep"; USSBS attempted to evaluate 
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the unique impact of atomic bombs, investigate why the Japanese 
attacked Pearl Harbor, and why they ultimately surrendered. 

With the war over, D'Olier had trouble persuading survey 
employees to transfer to the Pacific. Of the civilian directors, only 
Nitze was willing to take a major responsibility for the Pacific 
Survey; he was in effect CEO. D'Olier put in a perfunctory appear­
ance. Galbraith came over to Japan for a month. 

Paul Nitze welcomed the chance to give the world its first official 
and comprehensive evaluation of atom bombs, and he arrived in 
Japan with some opinions already formed. In addition to his belief 
that Japan would surrender by November without the bombs, he 
was ambivalent about the bomb itself. As Strobe Talbott puts it in 
his biography of Nitze: 

By the time he arrived at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Nitze was 
already an experienced observer of what bombs could do. He had seen 
places in Germany where more people were killed by conventional 
explosives than by the A-bombs .... Nitze saw it as his task to demys­
tify the bomb, to treat it as another weapon rather than the Absolute 
Weapon. While others believed that nuclear weaponry was truly 
something new under the sun, Nitze believed that the measurements 
of the Survey at Hiroshima and Nagasaki showed the effects to be 
roughly the equivalent of an incendiary bombing raid by 220 8-29s? 

It was a belief he never changed: the United States should try to 
avoid nuclear war, but if it came, it would not be Armageddon.8 

Nitze was in Japan from 27 September until 4 December. For 
some of this time he had 1,000 people working for him. In 
December, most survey employees returned to Washington, D. c., 
where they processed their data and wrote reports. There were 
dozens of reports from various divisions of the survey, but only 
three had the imprimatur of the chairman's office (and hence of 
Nitze): Summary Report (Pacific War), japan's Struggle to End the War, 
and The Effects of Atomic Bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

These reports, and most of the documents supporting them, are 
now in USSBS files (National Archives microfilms of these papers, 
M1654 and M1655, run to 514 rolls). By 1991, they all appeared to be 
declassified. Most of the documents concern such things as produc­
tion, shipping, armed force strength, and photos of bombed sites. 
These data are probably as accurate as could be expected when 
agents of a foreign enemy swarm over a defeated nation trying to 
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find out in two months what made that alien culture tick, and what 
happened to it under siege. But Nitze and his crew asked and 
answered questions about Japan's motives and intentions, much 
more convoluted matters. And it was in the official reports from the 
chairman's office that Nitze was able to get back at the Jes, and 
Truman, and their wrongheaded preference for invasion or nuclear 
weapons. Two of the three reports from the chairman's office claim 
that the atomic bombs had not been necessary to secure Japan's sur­
render. The most dogmatic statement of this counterfactual proposi­
tion appears in both the Summary Report and Japan's Struggle: 

Based on a detailed investigation of all the facts, and supported by 
the testimony of the surviving Japanese leaders involved, it is the 
Survey's opinion that certainly prior to December 31, 1945, and in all 
probability prior to November 1, 1945, Japan would ha.ve surren­
dered even if the atomic bombs had not been dropped, even if Russia 
had not entered the war, and even if no invasion had been planned 
or contemplated.9 

Here is a counterfactual proposition of breathtaking scope. It was 
used by critics of Truman's decision to prove that anti-Soviet politics 
or racism, rather than military necessity, motivated him. Truman 
could then easily be indicted as trigger-happy, indifferent to civilian 
casualties, or using the bomb only to intimidate the Soviet Union. 
And this II all the facts" USSBS rhetoric, coming from a presumably 
nonpartisan, objective fact-finding commission, effectively skewered 
Truman, General Marshall, and all the military leaders who had 
contemplated invasion and had unleashed the atom. 

One would think that when confronted with such an extreme 
claim students of the bomb decision would probe the warrant for it. 
What serious investigator has ever felt that he had "all the facts" 
about any matter so complicated as the Japanese decision to surren­
der? It is absurd on the face of it to claim that "detailed investigation 
of all the facts" could have been made in a mere two months, espe­
cially in a culture alien to the investigators. But such elementary 
cautions did not inhibit Truman's critics. Gar Alperovitz, Hanson 
Baldwin, P. M. S. Blackett, Paul Boyer, Gregg Herken, Paul 
Keckskemeti, Robert Messer, Leon Sigal, the authors of a planned 
Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum exhibit on the end of 
World War II, and many others swallow this conclusion of the 
USSBS whole. lO I have found only three writers on the end of the 
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Pacific War, Barton Bernstein, Robert Butow, and William L. O'Neill 
who overtly question the credibility of USSBS.ll 

Of course Nitze's crew did not gather all the facts. Subsequent 
investigation by Far East Command's Intelligence Section, by the 
fourteen members of the (Japanese) Pacific War Research Society, by 
a score of independent scholars and journalists, and by the staff of 
the International Military Tribunal for the Far East produced tens of 
thousands of pages of information, including more extensive and 
revealing interrogations of Japanese principals than USSBS obtained. 
And most of what USSBS obtained was not fact in any accepted 
sense, but only raw data that demanded interpretation. For example, 
it obtained data about Japan's steel production. Relating this to when 
Japan would have surrendered if there had been no bomb, no Soviet 
entry, no planned invasion, is a highly speculative business. 

Nitze's position, as he explained it to me in January 1994, is con­
sistent and plausible. Invasion would have been disastrous: "We 
weren't going to accomplish a damn thing by a ground invasion. 
These fellows were going to fight to the last man and if we were 
against that kind of thing, fighting to the last man on the ground, I 
thought the estimate of 500,000 U.S. casualties was a gross underes­
timate." Bombing of urban areas was unnecessary; this was the posi­
tion Nitze took in the Target Planning in June 1945. But "Blockade 
was having an effect. People were starving in Japan .... They 
couldn't even ship between islands. They would soon run out of 
food. This would cause the Emperor to work for peace." And when 
starvation really hurt, they would call it quits: "Even the military 
don't like to see all their people starve to death."12 

Plausible, this, but there are problems. How could the specificity 
of the dates of surrender be warranted? Of course Japan would sur­
render sometime before the country was completely destroyed, 
unless a Masada complex were overpowering.13 But when? And 
how long would starvation take? 

Starvation as a cause of surrender is hard to evaluate. Hundreds 
of Japanese soldiers on isolated Pacific islands starved rather than 
surrender. As to the home islands, USSBS quotes Hoshino Naoki, 
who had been chief cabinet secretary during the Tojo government, 
as saying that bombing Japan's rail lines instead of cities would have 
made resistance difficult: "It would simply have been a question as 
to how long it would have taken the Japanese people to starve."14 
But he qualifies this: "Of course, fighting might have continued, but 
it would have been meaningless." 
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The best discussion of Japanese nutrition levels is in Thomas R. 
H. Havens's, Valley of Darkness. He notes that in 1945 the Japanese 
people "took in just 1,793 calories a day ... yet even then the amount 
of protein people were eating held up reasonably well."15 And by 
way of summary, "To the very end people managed to find food, 
however sparse or untasty." Further observation about the food sit­
uation comes from Yoshida Shigeru, prime minister 1946-47. Food 
was short in 1946, he says: "Here again, however, the American 
Occupation forces were most helpful, enabling us to tide over the 
worst periods with the aid of the imported food they released ... 
and also the food stored in different parts of the country during the 
war-stocks that most fortunately proved to be far more abundant 
than was expected."16 

A similar observation is made by Herbert Passin, a member of the 
occupation: "During the last year or so of the war, the Japanese mili­
tary had stored away several years' supply of food, clothing, raw 
materials, equipment, and funds in its arsenals, caves, and other hid­
ing places."17 Surrender by starvation is at best an iffy business here. 
Some people did starve. But as William L. O'Neill points out, there 
was no way to tell how long a blockade would take; surrender was a 
political rather than a resource problem. IS 

Both Nitze and revisionist writers assume that tightening the 
blockade around Japan until enough people starved to impel Gen. 
Anami Korechika and his military diehards to surrender would have 
been a morally preferable way to end the war. Many ethicists doubt 
this conclusion. Whatever assumptions are made about the starva­
tion level necessary in Japan's case (one million deaths? two million? 
ten million?), it is still true that starvation is a horrible way to die, 
and that the weaker individuals-infants, the elderly, the ill-bear 
the brunt of it. And the official position of the Japanese state was that 
a hundred million would willingly die for the emperor. The virtue of 
the starvation scenario must be argued, not assumed. Nishi Toshio 
quotes General MacArthur saying what may be an exaggeration, but 
with more than a kernel of truth: "No weapon, not even the atomic 
bomb, is as deadly in its final effect as economic warfare. The atomic 
bomb kills by the thousands, starvation by the millions."19 Spencer 
Weart also deplores starvation: "It would not necessarily have been 
the kindest way to end the war; a blockaded nation feeds its soldiers 
while its old men, women and children die lingering deaths."2o 
Horrible as the 200,000 deaths from atomic bombs were, they do not 
automatically outweigh millions of deaths from starvation. 
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Bombardment of Japanese rice-growing areas, and use of herbi­
cides to bring starvation were discussed in the USSBS-JTG confer­
ences. One objection to this strategy brought by JTG was well-taken: 
"Japanese rice production is not considered a profitable target in 
view of currently accepted strategy. It is felt that indigenous food 
supplies may be very important to the commander charged with 
occupation:t21 JTG was assuredly right. There was little conspicuous 
foresight from military offices, but this was one instance. 

In USSBS publications, however, Nitze does not emphasize star­
vation. Page one of Japan's Struggle tells us how they know there 
would be early surrender: "The evidence is chiefly in the testimony 
obtained by Survey interrogation of the Army, Navy, Government, 
and Imperial household leaders who participated or were influential 
in the struggle within Japan over whether to continue the war to or 
accept surrender."22 This claim can be subjected to careful scrutiny. 

Such scrutiny should include the competence and bias of both 
interrogators and witnesses. Most of the interrogators were military 
figures with no special skills except martial arts; few were Japanese 
language specialists. USSBS did, however, obtain the services of a 
large number of native Japanese speakers (Nisei, and Caucasians 
raised in Japan) and academics and businessmen who had lived 
there to act as translators and interpreters. Biases of the American 
interrogators were obvious: army air force personnel wanted to hear 
that conventional bombing brought about surrender, navy officers 
that surrender was caused by the sea blockade and naval aviation. 
This means that when a Japanese respondent claimed that atom 
bombs were key factors in ending the war, this was prejudicial to 
that respondent and hence highly credible. 

The most likely informant bias was to claim support for an early 
peace, or to have been against the war from the beginning. 
Admitting support for the war from the beginning and the desire to 
fight to the bitter end could hurt the informant in the eyes of his cap­
tors, and also in war crimes trials. Thus those who admitted to bel­
ligerence were putting themselves in jeopardy, and their testimony 
is reluctant and highly credible. An additional bias was to exonerate 
the emperor; none of those interrogated by USSBS depicted the 
emperor as supporting the Japanese military. 

One liability of all investigations of the origin, conduct, and con­
clusion of the Pacific War was the scarcity of Japanese documents. 
Between the emperor's surrender rescript and American occupa­
tion of Japanese-held territories, there was an orgy of document 
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destruction. Fortunately the diary of Marquis Kido Koichi, lord 
privy seal, has not been seriously impeached, and thus sheds much 
light on the end of the war. 

Generally, the testimony taken by USSBS seems to be credible. 
How this testimony was processed by USSBS, especially by the final 
editor in the official reports from the chairman's office, is another 
matter. 

The influentials whose testimony might have given some kind of 
warrant to the early surrender hypothesis number about four dozen. 
Despite its massive program, USSBS interrogated less than half of 
them.23 The record shows that Nitze himself interrogated, or 
attended the interrogations of, ten Japanese. 

His first session was the 1 October questioning of Tatebayashi 
Mikio, chief of the Civilian Defense Bureau, Ministry of Home 
Affairs. 24 Tatebayashi was not a prime player in the surrender 
drama. He knew about air raid warning systems and civilian 
defense programs instituted after the Doolittle Raids of April 1942, 
but it is not clear why he drew Nitze and Maj. Gen. Grandison 
Gardner to his questioning. He said nothing about any of the big 
questions: why Japan went to war, why it surrendered, or how 
atomic bombs affected the surrender decision. 

On 4 October Nitze sat in on the interrogation of Araki Matsuo, 
chief of the Electrical Power Bureau, Ministry of Industry and 
Commerce. 25 The product of this interview could have been 
received and summarized for transmission to top echelons of USSBS 
by a bright sergeant. Araki brought four charts showing the struc­
ture of the industry and government regulation thereof. On declar­
ing war, quitting war, atomic bombs, there was nothing. 

On 5 October, Nitze and Gardner joined Adm. Ralph Ofstie in 
questioning a more important official, Adm. Toyoda Teijiro-navy 
minister 1940-1941, then foreign minister for five months, chairman 
of Japan Steel until March 1945, then minister of munitions.26 

Toyoda Teijiro (not to be confused with Toyoda Soemu, interviewed 
later) was important enough for Nitze to sit in on a second interro­
gation on 9 October. 

This first interrogation covered many military and economic mat­
ters, but there was no support of Nitze's early surrender hypothesis. 
When Nitze came back to the 9 October interrogation of Toyoda 
Teijiro, the transcript notes, "The meeting was largely taken up with 
arrangements to make available all the records of the munitions 
industry .... "27 There was nothing about war or peace decisions. 
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On 6 October, Nitze and Gardner interrogated Shiina 
Etsusaburo.28 He was a businessman with experience in Europe and 
Manchukuo who became head of the Japanese Total Mobilization 
Bureau in 1943. It is possible that his uninspired rendering of 
Japanese wartime mobilization was enlightening for his high-rank­
ing interrogators, but not likely. 

Abe Genki was interrogated on 10 October with Nitze and 
Gardner again sitting in.29 Abe was minister of Home Affairs in the 
Suzuki cabinet from April to August 1945. The surviving text of this 
interrogation is all about civil defense; there could have been noth­
ing of value to Nitze in this record. 

The last recorded interrogation for Nitze in October was on the 
15th, of Lt. Gen. Yoshizumi Masao, chief of the Military 
Preparedness and Equipment Bureau from April 1942 to March 
1945.30 Nitze learned more than he could have wanted to know 
about how requisition, supply, hierarchy, interservice conflicts, and 
transportation failures were handled by the Japanese. Yoshizumi's 
summary was at least succinct: "They [his bureau] were faced with 
an insoluble problem." There is no talk of starting or ending wars. 

Thus halfway through his time in Japan, Nitze had personally 
uncovered no confirmation whatsoever of his early surrender 
proposition; but he had not interviewed any leaders of the peace 
group, and only two second-level militarists. He then took leave of 
interviewing until 8 November. 

On that date, Admiral Ofstie, Paul Baran (a protege of John 
Kenneth Galbraith) and Lt. Comdr. G.N. Spinks interrogated 
Nomura Kichisaburo, who was both admiral and ambassador, with 
Nitze and others sitting in. This was the first top echelon witness to 
come within Nitze's purview. Nomura had been naval attache in the 
United States 1916-18, and came back as ambassador in 1941 to 
negotiate with Secretary Cordell Hull until Pearl Harbor; he was 
then interned, and returned to Japan in July 1942. He was appointed 
to the Privy Council in May 1945. This interrogation was a marathon 
session. The three interrogators elicited from the aging Admiral a 
short course on the events of the Pacific War. For the first three 
hours or so, Ofstie and Baran alternated in asking Nomura about the 
outbreak and first two years of the fighting. 

When Lt. Comdr. Spinks took over, he turned to the fall of the 
Tojo cabinet and the beginnings of the peace movement. Nomura 
believed that the people were willing to die fighting, that "it was the 
destiny of our country to continue this very unwise war to the very 
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end." Soviet entry into the war and atomic bombs were not major 
factors in his mind, but they did contribute to popular unease. 
Before the Suzuki cabinet came in, and the damage to Japanese cities 
and industries became apparent, the war could not have been 
stopped: "They [the people] had never been told the truth about the 
situation and there would have been civil war in Japan among the 
people."31 There were no direct answers from Nomura to Nitze's 
concerns. 

The next day, 9 November, was a high point for the survey. 
Chairman Franklin D'Olier was in Tokyo, one of the most renowned 
Japanese leaders was to be interrogated, and D'Olier himself joined 
Nitze, Galbraith, and Baran in questioning the witness.32 The wit­
ness was Prince Konoye Fumimaro, three-time premier of Japan, for­
mer president of the Privy Council, the strong anticommunist leader 
who took Japan into the alliance with Hitler. In 1944 and 1945 
Konoye had worked with the peace party to end the war. 

This interrogation, like that of Nomura, covered a wide range of 
Japanese activity during the previous two decades. Konoye, how­
ever, was more intent on self-exculpation than was Nomura. One 
thing he was not intent on: providing Paul Nitze with evidence to 
support his early surrender hypothesis. Frame 0503 of the transcript 
shows the interrogator drawing from Konoye the statement that the 
main obstacle to ending the war was opposition in the army. He 
claimed that even in July 1945, had the emperor tried to end the war, 
there would have been an uprising. Only in August was there a 
"decrease in the risk of disorders in the event of an Imperial 
rescript." And what factors contributed to the improved situation in 
August? Konoye did not hesitate: "The big thing was the deteriora­
tion of the war effort; then with the entry of Russia in the war, and 
the dropping of the atomic bomb, it did a lot to prepare the way for 
the next move." 

Were this not plain enough, the transcript has this exchange: 

Q. How much longer do you think the war might have continued had 
the atom bomb not been dropped? 

A. It is a little hard for me to figure that out. 
Q. What would your best estimate be? 
A. Probably it would have lasted all this year. 
Q. It would not have been terminated prior to November I-is that 

correct? 
A. Probably would have lasted beyond that. 
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The questioner was not happy with this answer, and worried the 
matter for two more pages. The final discussion: 

Q. Could Japan have continued to fight with these increasing attacks of 
the B-29's? 

A. There was bound to be a limit as to what she could do. 
Q. Yet you said if it weren't for the Emperor's statement [surrender 

rescript] they would be fighting today, did you not? 
A. Of course, that was a conditional statement. There was a limit to 

what they could do. They would do what they could. 
Q. Hadn't they almost reached the limit? 
A. Of course, they were nearing the limit, but the army would not 

admit it. They wouldn't admit they were near the end. 
Q. Would they not have been forced to surrender, therefore, even if 

Russia had not come in or even though we had not dropped the 
atomic bomb? 

A. The army had dug themselves caves in the mountains and their idea 
of fighting on was fighting from every little hole or rock in the 
mountains. 

Konoye had more to say. He thought the emperor would inter­
vene to prevent this last-ditch stand, but did not say when. He was 
candid about the class interest motivating the peace party: "These 
were all of the upper rank of men-of higher classes of men who 
carried on such activities. As far as I know, there was none of the 
lower ranks .... They were afraid of a revolution-a sort of commu­
nistic revolution."33 

And Konoye made abundantly clear that for this elite group, "The 
really big thing was to overcome the army." Most revisionist discus­
sions of the end of the war ignore this factor, assuming that the 
emperor could have ended the war by an order long before August 
1945. This is another hypothesis of dubious merit. The incidence of 
insubordination by junior officers and of assassination of government 
leaders by military fanatics in Japan-government by assassination­
was too great for any peace advocate to feel personally secure in pro­
moting his beliefs, or to feel confident that the emperor would not be 
captured and utilized by insurgents.34 Every peace activist inter­
viewed after the war mentioned this fear of assassination should his 
beliefs become known. Konoye was not paranoid in this respect. 

While Nitze got no satisfaction from Konoye, his luck was better 
the next day. On 10 November, Marquis Kido Koichi, Lord Keeper 
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of the Privy Seal and a prime mover in the peace faction, came 
before the illustrious group: D'Olier, Nitze, Galbraith, Baran, 
General Gardner, and four other American officers. Kido was close 
to Hirohito and saw the peace process from within the palace. 
Presumably much of the questioning during this interrogation also 
was conducted by Nitze: what would have happened without the 
Russians and the bomb was a frequent topic. 

At first, Kido would not accommodate Nitze's position. The main 
obstacle to surrender was the army's determination to continue the 
fight, though Kido thought Minister of War Anami really wanted 
peace. And the bomb? "The atomic bomb had a strong effect upon 
bringing those-for want of a better term I would use 'fence sit­
ters' -to the view that the war must be stopped .... To answer the 
question which of the two-the entry of Russia and the dropping of 
the atomic bombs-had the greatest effect on the army I can not 
say." 

There was more discussion of the role of the cabinet in the surren­
der and of the problem of securing army compliance. Then the inter­
rogator went directly to his main point: 

Q. In the event that atomic bombs had not been dropped and Russia 
had not entered the war, how long in your opinion might the war 
have continued? 

A. As I have stated, our decision to seek a way out of this war was 
made in early June before any bomb had been dropped and Russia 
had not yet entered the war. It was already our decision. 

Q. The dropping of the atomic bombs and the entry of Russia into the 
war apparently did speed the agreement of the services ministries 
to end the war. What we would like to get is the degree to which 
this was speeded up. 

A. It was not the time factor. It was the fact that it made the task easier 
to bring the war to a close by silencing those who would advocate 
the continuation of the war. If there had been no dropping of the 
atomic bomb or entry of the Soviet Union into the war, I am 
inclined to be very doubtful whether the policy to bring the war to a 
close would have progressed as smoothly. A rather large-scale out­
break within the armed forces could easily be imagined. 

Q. Is it proper then to interpret it as being your opinion that the war 
might have been over in any case prior to November 1st even with­
out the entry of Russia and the dropping of the atomic bombs? 



WAS JAPAN READY TO SURRENDER? 45 

A. I personally think that the war would have ended prior to 
November 1, as every possible effort was being exhausted to termi­
nate the war. 35 

Here was the first, and only, affirmation of the early surrender 
hypothesis by one of Japan's wartime leaders. It took a bit of badger­
ing and just a hint of suggestion; but Kido said it. He also said the 
effect of the atomic bombs was much greater than conventional 
bombing; Nitze did not want to hear that. But this was not the last 
word from Kido. 

Kido said many things that were not included in USSBS's "all the 
facts." Arnold Brackman tabulates Kido's outpourings in The Other 
Nuremberg: "His diaries contained 5,920 entries; his interrogations at 
Sugamo filled 775 pages .... Kido's American counsel ... put his 
client directly on the stand. Kido's week-long odyssey opened with 
his reading a 297-page deposition."36 Nowhere in all this testimony 
can one find even a hint at a belief in early surrender without the 
bomb and Soviet entry. 

And on the witness stand 16 October 1947 at the Tokyo War 
Crimes Trial (International Military Tribunal for the Far East, or 
IMTFE), under questioning by an interrogator not possessed of 
USSBS biases, Kido made a statement contradicting what he had 
told the survey. He identified the Nagasaki bomb as a "great shock 
to the nation, together with the Soviet Union's participation in the 
Pacific War. ... I thought there would be no course left but to broad­
cast an Imperial rescript to the nation ... terminating the war."37 
And free of USSBS badgering, he clearly indicated that he did not 
believe the war would have ended before invasion: "It is my inward 
satisfaction that I was instrumental in saving another twenty million 
of my innocent compatriots from war ravages and also the 
Americans tens of thousands of casualties, which would have been 
caused had Japan gone on fighting to the bitter end .... " (italics 
added).38 If he kept Japan from fighting to the bitter end, he could 
not have believed in Nitze's early surrender hypothesis. 

Nitze appeared at the interrogation of one other Japanese leader: 
Toyoda So emu, admiral, former chief of Naval General Staff and 
hence a member of the Supreme War Guidance Council in 1945. On 
13 and 14 November Toyoda appeared before interrogators 
Admiral Ofstie, Maj. Gen. Orvil Anderson, and Lt. Comdr. Walter 
Wilds, with Nitze sitting in. Toyoda had been one of three dis­
senters when Premier Suzuki tried to get agreement on surrender in 
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July; at the interrogation, however, he told USSBS that all members 
of the Supreme War Guidance Council had favored peace. He, War 
Minister Anami Korechika, and Army Chief of Staff Umezu 
Yoshijiro had merely wanted to obtain better terms than those the 
Potsdam Proclamation offered. American interrogators, who fre­
quently cross-examined their Japanese witnesses roughly, gave no 
indication of skepticism with Toyoda. Yet he had opposed surren­
der even when the American terms allowed retention of the 
emperor. 

The discussion was mostly about naval battles and tactics, but 
Wilds and Anderson asked him about surrender. One specific ques­
tion dealt with the atomic bomb and Russia: 

Q. At what time during the course of the war would the Navy have 
accepted an Imperial rescript terminating the war? 

A. That is very difficult to answer because even on the 15th (August) 
when the Imperial rescript to terminate the war was actually issued, 
even then we found it difficult to hold down the front-line forces 
who were all "raring to go," and it was very difficult to hold them 
back. I do not think it would be accurate to look upon use of the 
Atomic bomb and the entry and participation of Soviet Russia into 
the war as a direct cause of termination of the war, but I think that 
those two factors did enable us to bring the war to a termination 
without creating too great chaos in Japan.39 

Toyoda's position on the morale of the Japanese people under 
bombing was no help to the early surrender hypothesis. He told 
USSBS that "The effect on the people's morale was not as great as 
we haG. feared ... there was no idea that we must give up the war to 
avoid even a single additional day of bombing." General Anderson 
pressed him further on this; the air force wanted to prove conven­
tional bombing had done the most to bring Japan to its knees. 
Toyoda did not budge. He admitted that "if the air raids were to 
continue for months . . . it would be impossible for us to continue 
the war," but he had voted to continue the war in August.40 

These were the interrogation sessions that might have provided 
Nitze with first-hand testimony supporting the early surrender 
hypothesis. Unfortunately, it is not there, except for the one con­
strained statement by Kido. 

USSBS interviewed a dozen other high-ranking Japanese; their 
testimony overwhelmingly indicated that Japan was not about to 



WAS JAPAN READY TO SURRENDER? 47 

surrender before the bomb. None claimed the war would have come 
to an early end.41 Following is the relevant testimony that Nitze had 
in his files and should have factored into his conclusion. 

Lt. Gen. Endo Saburo, chief of the Cabinet Bureau of Research, was 
interrogated 7 November. Endo was a soldier's soldier, and delighted 
in emphasizing Japanese fighting spirit to the seven Americans pre­
sent. The Japanese, he said, were fighting for a righteous cause, and 
"winning" was not the big thing. After noting that neither Napoleon 
nor Hitler had won their wars he said "Whether we win the war or 
lose the war was not the primary purpose. Therefore, I told my men 
that they could fight without worrying whether they would actually 
win the war ... they should be willing to die gladly, knowing that it 
was unavoidable and that they were doing the right thing.,,42 Endo 
gave no specific statement on when Japan would have surrendered, 
but gave abundant evidence of the Masada attitude. 

Funada Atsuyasu, secretary of the Board of Information and for­
mer Foreign Office official, was interviewed 12 December. 
According to Funada, the Suzuki cabinet wanted to surrender, but 
"the die-hards among the military still held out. The hopes of the 
die-hards were dashed to pieces by participation in the war by 
Russia and the atomic bomb. Both of these gave good material to the 
peace group.,,43 

On 8 December, Field Marshal Hata Shunroku, commanding gen­
eral of the Second General Army (Hiroshima) in 1945, was interro­
gated. Here was another bitter-ender. He stressed to his troops that 
Japan would win the final decisive battle of the homeland. They 
would dig in deeply to survive preliminary bombing: "We intended 
to stand and fight on the beaches .... However, when the atom 
bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, I believed there is nothing more 
we can do, we might as well give up.,,44 

Baron Hiranuma Kiichiro, president of Privy Council, had been 
wounded by an assassin in 1941, and was one of the most important 
of the elder statesmen who engineered the surrender. He was inter­
rogated 20 and 23 November. Hiranuma claimed to be one of sev­
eral Japanese leaders who advocated immediate acceptance of the 
Potsdam Proclamation. As to causes of surrender, "The biggest fac­
tor ... there came the atomic bomb, so that the country was faced 
with terrible destructive powers and Japan's ability to wage war 
was really at an end."45 

On 2 November, USSBS interrogated Lt. Gen. Kawabe 
Torashiro, deputy chief, Imperial General HQ, and director of 
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kamikaze operations in the Philippine and Okinawa battles. A fire­
breathing supporter of war to the death, Kawabe intended to fly a 
kamikaze mission himself when the invasion came. He believed his 
forces had effectively concealed sufficient numbers of kamikaze 
planes near easily repaired runways to evade and withstand any 
American bombardment: "We believed probably we would lose the 
war and we knew we could never win the war; but we never gave 
up the idea of continuing the fight, using whatever [kamikaze] 
planes we could manufacture, and we intended to continue to fight 
unto the very end and make a showdown fight of it. "46 

Fleet Admiral Nagano Os ami, who had been chief of Naval 
General Staff at the time of the Pearl Harbor attack, and was 
supreme naval advisor to the emperor at the end of the war, was 
interrogated 30 November. Most of this interrogation concerned the 
beginning of the war, but Admiral Ofstie, the questioner, did get 
around to the vital question: "Admiral, could the war have been 
brought to a close, in your opinion ... without the entry of Russia 
into the war and without the employment of either Atom bomb?" 
Nagano acknowledged that even without these two events, Japan 
could not win, but "Speaking very frankly, I think we would have 
been able to extend the war for a considerable time at considerable 
sacrifice on your part .... "47 

The chief cabinet secretary at the time of surrender was Sakomizu 
Hisatsume, one of the peace activists; his interrogation on 11 
December is one of the most interesting in the whole USSBS series. 
David B. Truman was in charge, and approached the surrender by 
asking Sakomizu what he thought when news of the Hiroshima 
bomb arrived: 

A. When this news came on the morning of the 7th I called the Prime 
Minister on the phone and reported the announcement. Everyone in 
the government and even in the military knew that if the announce­
ment were true, no country could carryon a war. Without the 
atomic bomb it would be impossible for any country to defend itself 
against a nation which had the weapon. The chance had come to 
end the war. It was not necessary to blame the military side, the 
manufacturing people, or anyone else-just the atomic bomb. It was 
a good excuse. Someone said that the atomic bomb was the 
kamikaze to save Japan. 

Q. How long do you think the war would have continued if the atomic 
bomb had not been used? 
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A. We had already asked the Russians to intercede, and we could 
expect that they would eventually give us some answer. If it had 
been unfavorable there was just one way to bring peace and that 
was to broadcast directly to the United States. But it would have 
been difficult to find a good chance to do so. I think you can under­
stand. Suzuki tried to find a chance to stop the war and the atom 
bomb gave him that chance.48 

Most of Truman's critics assert that the atom bombs "changed no 
minds" in Japan. The claim is false, and also irrelevant. The bomb cre­
ated a situation in which the peace party and emperor could prevail. 

Adm. Baron Suzuki Kantaro, premier at the time of the surrender, 
was interrogated 26 December. Here, of all people, was the witness 
who might have been able to dislodge any lingering support for the 
early surrender hypothesis. Unfortunately the civilian leadership of 
USSBS was back in Washington. Gens. Anderson and Gardner and 
civilians Paul Baran and Burton Fisher asked the questions. Suzuki 
was responsive, even to questions about his instructions from the 
emperor. About his plight when he became premier (7 April 1945) 
Suzuki said: 

It seemed to me unavoidable that in the long run Japan would be 
almost destroyed by air attack so that merely on the basis of the B-29s 
alone I was convinced that Japan should sue for peace. On top of the 
B-29 raids came the Atomic bomb, immediately after the Potsdam 
Declaration, which was just one additional reason for giving in and 
was a very good one and gave us the opportune moment to make 
open negotiations for peace. I myself on the basis of the B-29 raids felt 
that the cause was hopeless. The Supreme War Council, up to the time 
the Atomic Bomb was dropped, did not believe that Japan could be 
beaten by air attack alone. They also believed that the United States 
would land and not attempt to bomb Japan out of the war. On the 
other hand there were many prominent people who did believe that 
the United States could win the war by just bombing alone. However 
the Supreme War Council, not believing that, had proceeded with the 
one plan of fighting a decisive battle at the landing point and was 
making every possible preparation to meet such a landing. They pro­
ceeded with that plan until the Atomic Bomb was dropped, after 
which they believed the United States would no longer attempt to 
land when it had such a superior weapon-so at that point they 
decided that it would be best to sue for peace.49 
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No clearer, nor more probative, statement exists giving the reason 
why Japan surrendered when it did. 

Maj. Gen. Takashima Tatsuhiko, chief of staff of the Twelfth Area 
Army defending the Kanto Plain, was interrogated 24 November. 
This interrogation is a forecast of Armageddon. Takashima knew 
every detail of the plan by which his army confidently expected to 
drive MacArthur out of Honshu with intolerable casualties. Was it 
mere braggadocio? It is difficult to imagine the motive for such a 
performance. His description of the fortifications of the Kanto Plain 
fully justifies MacArthur's projection of heavy casualties there, as 
compared with relatively light casualties on Kyushu. Here was a 
leader full of bushido and self-confidence, who obviously believed 
he had been sold out by cowardly civilians: 

Q. How were these troops protected in their positions on the coast? 
A. The majority of them were in caves. In a local area, they were of the 

fox-hole type. By August we had communications trenches between 
squads. We intended to have them between platoons by November. 
The best caves could withstand a hit by one- or two-ton bombs. By 
August the total length of under-cover emplacements equalled the 
length of the shore line in the area. 

Q. What is your estimate of the success you would have had, if we had 
attacked as you estimated? 

A. I think we would have been successful and won. We would have 
succeeded in driving you off the beaches. 

Q. Did the dropping of the atomic bombs change your mind in any 
way? 

A. No. There was no change in our plans. Its greatest effect was on 
civilians. It did not affect the army. Our men were dug in deeply 
enough to protect themselves. There was only one area where we 
couldn't get under cement.50 

This startling interrogation was conducted by two American 
colonels and a captain. No high-ranking member of the survey was 
present. Takashima belittled atomic bombs, but there can be no 
doubt that surrender was the last thing on his agenda. 

Rear Adm. Takata Toshitane, air specialist on the Naval General 
Staff, was interrogated twice. On 1 November the talk was technical 
and dealt with campaigns from Midway to Okinawa. The next day 
he was interviewed by Alexander de Seversky, a representative of 
the secretary of war. Had Takata realized the war was lost when the 
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Americans took Saipan and could then bomb Japan? Yes he realized 
then that the bombers could destroy Japan's industrial capacity, 
"but our hope was that, if we could destroy the invasion fleet when 
it came to actually land in Japan-although Japan could not win the 
war-it could hold out indefinitely for any number of years .... "51 

On 15 November, Rear Adm. Tomioka Sadatoshi, operations offi­
cer of the Naval General Staff from November 1944, was interro­
gated. Tomioka was conversant with Japanese intelligence and 
planning, and heavily involved in the defenses of Iwo Jima, 
Okinawa, and Kyushu. After the fall of Saipan, he did not think that 
Japan would win the war: "Our only hope was that we could dis­
courage you by inflicting great damage on your forces. We esti­
mated that we would destroy 30-40% of the initial assaulting forces 
when you hit the homeland." He expected the invasion of Kyushu in 
July or early August 1945, since "We felt that your home front pres­
sure would require you to move fast and try to end the war as 
quickly as possible .... You couldn't bomb us into submission, I 
thought, and therefore you would have to land on the home 
islands. "52 No hint of early surrender here. 

Lt. Gen. Wakamatsu Tadakazu, chief of staff of the Second 
General Army (Hiroshima) until July 1945, then vice-minister of 
war, was interrogated 7 November. He was candid about Japan's 
liabilities in 1945: "Japan expected to repel only the first wave of the 
invasion. They had no hopes of repelling the second and third 
waves, but planned to retreat to the mountainous section ... and not 
surrender. "53 

Early surrender? With no atom bombs, no Russians, no invasion? 
Careful inspection of the "testimony of the surviving Japanese lead­
ers involved" -even that incomplete sample available to USSBS 
during its two short months in 1945-shows only Kido supporting 
Nitze, everyone else stating that Japan would have fought on indefi­
nitely. When would Japan have surrendered without the bomb and 
the Russians? The only credible answer is that given by Robert 
Butow when Freeman Dyson asked him about it: "The Japanese 
leaders themselves do not know the answer to that question."54 

USSBS conclusions suffer not just from Nitze's preconceived 
opinions about early surrender, but from the worst features of 
instant history. There was no time for thoughtful investigators 
familiar with Japanese history to formulate really probing questions, 
or to assimilate what was learned in early interviews and use it to 
sharpen later ones. 
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Nor was USSBS exempt from the organizational politics that exist 
in any group; in this case, naval and air forces were at each other's 
throats, leading witnesses into identifying sea power or air power as 
decisive, each trying to improve its status in postwar budget and 
power allocations. Paul Nitze presided over this turbulence as effec­
tively as one could wish, but the bitterness and back-stabbing could 
not be suppressed. 

Dissident opinions were suppressed, however, at least until Nitze 
left the survey in the summer of 1946. Minor reports finished after 
that time did not conform faithfully to the party line. One writer in 
the Urban Affairs Division was particularly deviant. Urban Affairs 
had commissioned a committee of Tokyo Imperial University, 
headed by Dean of the Faculty C. Maiide, to make a report on bomb 
damage to urban areas. Maiide's committee summarized the statis­
tics on damage to Japan's urban areas and noted that though the 
people still hoped Japan would win lithe decisive battles in Japan 
proper,// their leaders had lost heart. The reason, as stated in The 
Effects of Air Attack on Japanese Urban Economy, March 1947, was this: 
"Particularly, the debut of atomic bombs in the Pacific War theater 
was decisive.//55 The writer of this demeaning line obviously did not 
have rank to take his opinions to the top; Admiral Ralph A. Ofstie 
did. 

Ofstie, top naval officer on the Pacific survey, was so agitated by 
a report submitted to Nitze by his air force counterpart, Maj. Gen. 
Orvil Anderson, that he exploded: liThe volume presents a com­
pletely inaccurate and entirely biased account of our war with Japan 
which is of absolutely no historical value, consistently misrepresents 
facts, and indeed, often ignores facts and employs falsehoods. From 
this light treatment of the Pacific war, the authors have arrived at a 
series of biased conclusions which ... impose a threat to our future 
security.//56 Ofstie's purple prose goes on for several paragraphs. 
Feeling was so bitter that David MacIsaac subtitles one of his chap­
ters liThe Great Anderson-Navy War.// 57 Fortunately, the worst 
excesses of this rivalry broke out after the publication of the three 
official reports of the chairman's office, but it had affected the con­
duct of inquiry from the start. 

Military experience and linguistic competence may have been 
available in good measure to the USSBS, but there was one deficiency. 
MacIsaac is surely right in observing that one of the specialties 
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... lacking in the inner councils of the Survey's top level was that of 
the historian. That they should have their historian, someone to keep 
a record [of USSBS activities], they had no doubt. But that they should 
have one or two of the country's most noted historians working with 
them in an advisory capacity never entered their heads. It seems evi­
dent that the very nature of their task required the presence of an his­
torian noted for his ability to ask tough questions of the evidence. 
[italics originalj58 

MacIsaac suggests someone such as William L. Langer or Carl 
Becker. Such an historian would no doubt have noted the discrep­
ancy between the interrogation results and Nitze's counterfactual. 

But the presence of a Langer or Becker would not have lessened 
the frantic pace of the investigation in Japan. Calm deliberation was 
never in the cards. James Beveridge, the survey's in-house historian, 
reports that at the 28 November staff conference in Tokyo just before 
Nitze returned to the United States, "Mr. Nitze congratulated the 
whole group on the conduct of what he called the fastest moving, 
hardest-hitting post-war organization on record."59 

That speed and power were not conducive to successful interro­
gation and evaluation has escaped the consumers of USSBS intelli­
gence. There is no room here for an extensive review of the data 
USSBS did not gather, but one example is suggestive. The Historical 
Division, Military Intelligence Section of the Far East Command, 
U.S. Army, on 23 December 1949 interrogated Lt. Col. Inaba Masao, 
chief of the Budget Branch, Military Affairs Bureau, Japanese War 
Ministry, in 1945.60 Inaba was active in the group determined to 
"fight on with unshakable determination" even as the cabinet was 
wrestling with terms of surrender on 11 August. This group 
usurped the authority of War Minister Anami Korechika and pub­
lished a fire-breathing proclamation in the newspapers calling on all 
Japanese to "eat grass, swallow dirt, and lie in the fields" if neces­
sary to destroy the arrogant enemy.6l 

Inaba was clearly not toadying to his inquisitors when he was 
interrogated. In response to a question about the attitude of the 
imperial family in August, he said: 

he thought the members of the imperial family had become too ner­
vous, especially after the appearance of the atomic bomb. It appeared 
that the Empress Dowager had wished to have a strong aerial shelter 
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constructed in the OMIY A Palace but the Army did not approve of 
the idea. A sturdy aerial shelter had been constructed already in the 
Imperial Palace. The Army wished her to use this in time of emer­
gency, since it was located close to the OMIYA Palace. However, it 
appeared that this incurred her displeasure. Prince MIKASA was also 
extremely nervous, and rebuked the War Minister, or did various 
other things. Anyway, the members of the Imperial Family appeared 
to have been shaken extremely by the atomic bomb. We presumed 
these facts greatly influenced the minds of the advocates of peace.62 

Here is a mind-boggling possibility: the war ended when it did 
because of the fearfulness of the imperial family. 

This is one of the few negative comments about the imperial fam­
ily in the whole series of interrogations. The reason for Inaba's 
deviance can only be guessed at. His testimony strongly supports 
the orthodox position that the bomb was a motivating shock con­
tributing to surrender.63 Had USSBS done anything approximating a 
thorough job, it would have taken Inaba's testimony and might have 
acknowledged it. 

But not necessarily. The most consequential of the Pacific 
Survey's publications, Japan's Struggle to End the War, says nothing 
of the attempted coup d'etat by Inaba and five other junior military 
officers on the evening of 14-15 August, the night before the 
emperor's surrender rescript was broadcast. This is an amazing 
omission. Robert Butow devotes a sixteen-page chapter to the insur­
rection. Japan's Longest Day is primarily about that specific event. 
One can understand its omission from Japan's Struggle only by 
assuming that the attempted coup demonstrates such fanatical resis­
tance to surrender that Nitze's conclusion becomes unbelievable. 

As recounted in chapter one, even as late as 14 August, dissident 
forces seized the Imperial Compound and went on a rampage of 
assassinations, attempted assassinations, and arson. There were 
other rebellions even after the emperor's broadcast. Surrender, in 
August 1945, barely came off. It was not just around the corner 
absent Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and a rumored third atomic bomb due 
on Tokyo.64 

In addition to ignoring the final convulsion, Japan's Struggle con­
tains errors that more time, greater care, and less bias would have 
prevented. All of these errors support the early surrender hypothe­
sis. Japan's Struggle says that when Tojo Hidecki fell and Koiso 
Kuniaki replaced him in July 1944, "Koiso received an Imperial 



WAS JAPAN READY TO SURRENDER? 55 

admonition to give Japan's situation a 'fundamental reconsidera­
tion' looking to the termination of the war;" Robert Butow refutes 
this.65 Japan's Struggle states that "The Emperor on his own initiative 
in February 1945 had a series of interviews with the senior states­
men whose consensus was that Japan faced certain defeat and 
should seek peace at once." Grand Chamberlain Fujita's notes, taken 
at these interviews, show these claims to be false.66 

Japan's Struggle says that Prince Konoye told the survey that he 
had secret instructions from the emperor in July 1945 to negotiate 
through the Russians for "peace at any price." No such statement 
appears in the transcripts of Konoye interviews, and the testimony 
of Foreign Minister Togo contradicts it.67 Japan's Struggle says that in 
April 1945 when Suzuki was made prime minister, the emperor told 
him to make peace at any price, and that this was known to all 
members of his cabinet. This is wholly false. 68 

Japan's Struggle admits that the atomic bombs shortened the war 
and expedited the peace, but the basic thrust of the document faith­
fully reflects Nitze's pre-investigation opinion. Conventional bomb­
ing and naval blockade are alleged to have set in motion an 
irrevocable course toward surrender. Starvation was the thing; 
atomic spectacles were irrelevant. 

Nitze's pre-investigation opinion meshed conveniently with the 
biases of army air forces personnel at the time. Hap Arnold and 
others made every effort to secure an independent U.s. Air Force, 
equal to army and navy (or perhaps superior to its competitors for 
the budget dollar). This was thought to be a distinct possibility 
after the war. The specific goal was a seventy-group air force. 69 
Atomic bombs were seen as an obstacle to this level of air strength. 
If one bomb carried by one plane could wipe out a city the size of 
Hiroshima, what need for seventy groups? Their fliers would be 
out of business. This goal changed, in a year or two; the U.S. Air 
Force came to want seventy groups with nuclear armed planes 
predominating. 

Perhaps more debilitating than these biases and errors was the 
failure of USSBS to obtain and use the massive pre-surrender intelli­
gence gathered by ULTRA. Whatever testimony USSBS took after 
the war, however desolate the bombed-out landscape, the most pro­
bative evidence of Japanese intentions and capabilities during the 
last months of the war is in these intercepted communications. 

The feeble and vague attempts of the Japanese peace party to 
negotiate a favorable armistice through Moscow are well known. 
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The belligerent and successful efforts of the Japanese military to pre­
pare for the "decisive battle of the homeland" lay buried in the 
decrypted cable traffic. There were no distortions of special pleading 
or memory lapse here. There was only evidence of Japanese deter­
mination to fight on, sufficient to alarm MacArthur's intelligence 
chief, General Willoughby, and to justify a substantial increase in 
casualty estimates.7o 

The accepted belief in American commands was that air power 
could shut off reinforcement of Kyushu, and Gen. Curtis LeMay's 
bombers had been working at this for months. Japan was thought to 
be all but prostrate; USSBS cites exhaustively the surveys by mem­
bers of the peace party showing that Japan could not continue the 
war, that it had to accept Allied terms.71 Willoughby saw a different 
reality: "we are engaged in a race against time."72 

USSBS claims victory was just waiting to drop into Allied laps. 
USSBS, fascinated with interviewing Japanese grandees, was 

determined to show that conventional strategic bombing (with some 
help from the navy) had brought Japan down. It concocted a sce­
nario in which "Japan's Decision to Surrender" simply took a little 
time. The peace party had to beat down the militarists. It would 
have happened soon, atom or no. 

There is no basis for this scenario. No one can ever know how 
long the war would have gone on. 
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Was the Policy of Unconditional 
Surrender Justified? 

Almost as important in the theology of Hiroshima cultists as 
the atomic diplomacy and racism doctrines is the claim that the 
unconditional surrender policy kept Japan from capitulating. Had 
this policy been repudiated, we are told, the bombs would not have 
been necessary. This approach enables cultists to attack Franklin 
Roosevelt as well as Harry Truman. 

Some even extend their disapprobation to Winston Churchill, and 
Churchill biographer John Charmley now wants us to believe that 
Churchill's rejection of appeasement and insistence on bitter-end 
opposition to Hitler were equally wrongheaded.! Mr. Charmley will 
not be defended here; I intend only to inspect Roosevelt's reasons 
for insisting on unconditional surrender, and to establish that 
Truman's stance on that doctrine was not fanatical. In doing this, I 
shall contend the following: (1) Truman had no good reason to 
believe that the only tolerable modification of unconditional surren­
der, permitting retention of the emperor, would have led to early 
Japanese capitulation and (2) that the Potsdam Declaration defined 
surrender in a fashion acceptable to the Japanese peace forces. The 
Potsdam specification of what unconditional surrender meant, cou­
pled with Hiroshima, Soviet entry, and Nagasaki, brought the end 
of the war. 

Two of the most vigorous attacks on unconditional surrender are 
British. Lord Hankey, secretary of the Versailles Peace Conference in 
1919 and then for twenty years secretary to the British cabinet, after 
an inaccurate account of the doctrine's development in World War 
II, says that "the results were deplorable, and whoever was respon­
sible, a snap decision on such a far reaching subject was one of the 
gravest errors of the war."2 Elizabeth Anscombe, the British philoso­
pher who campaigned to dissuade Oxford University from giving 

57 
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an honorary degree to Mr. Truman because of Hiroshima, is even 
more negative: "It was the insistence on unconditional surrender 
that was the root of all evil. The connection between such a demand 
and the need to use the most ferocious methods of warfare will be 
obvious."3 Historian Herbert Butterfield, in an address at Chatham 
House 19 June 1951, is less colorful but equally derogatory of unlim­
ited aims in war, of wars to end war, or of wars of right versus 
wrong. He does not mention the unconditional surrender slogan, 
but it is clearly the object of his disapproval: "It is argued that if you 
are quarrelling about Alsace you had better say that you are quar­
relling about Alsace, and not that you are fighting for righteousness; 
for in the one case you can transact business when you are tired of 
fighting, while in the other case you are dedicated to a war of 
destruction." Nor, says Butterfield, should you "awaken the moral 
indignation of the people" in a war, since then you cannot withdraw 
from the war when it is possible to do so.4 

Of course there were also American opponents of unconditional 
surrender; Anne Armstrong was one of the most vigorous. After 
interviewing a number of German generals, she says that doctrine 
was the root of the failure of the anti-Nazi movement to overthrow 
Hitler in 1944; Manstein, Guderian, and JodI "gave as explicit rea­
sons for their refusal to cooperate with the plot" the fact that the 
alternative to Hitler was unconditional surrender.5 

Hanson Baldwin, prominent American writer on military affairs, 
called the doctrine "perhaps the biggest political mistake of the 
war."6 

Unconditional surrender was not the invention of President 
Roosevelt, sprung on an unsuspecting world at the Casablanca 
Conference. One of the few who have traced the phrase back 
through history is Lord Hankey: he found it in Polybius, where 
Carthaginian envoys agreed in 150 B.C.E. to a Roman demand for 
unconditional surrender. The Romans then set as their terms sur­
render of all territory, people, and buildings. The Roman Senate 
softened these terms at first, demanding only 300 hostages. But the 
terms stiffened, demanding evacuation of the entire population to a 
site ten miles from the sea. Carthage resisted, a bitter war ensued, 
and in 146 B.C.E. Carthage was destroyed. Hankey observes that 
such tragedies "nearly always follow from such extortionate 
demands. "7 

Before World War II, foreign wars in which the United States was 
involved ended in negotiated armistices. The unconditional surrender 
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phrase entered the American lexicon in the Civil War: Ulysses S. 
Grant demanded unconditional surrender of the Confederate troops 
at Fort Donelson, and the Williams Resolution of 1865 required "the 
unconditional submission of those who have rebelled against us."8 
Roosevelt referred inaccurately to the Civil War events both at 
Casablanca and at a later news conference in Hawaii, but the real ori­
gin of his devotion to unconditional surrender was his experience 
during and after World War I. 

Roosevelt was an active participant in the settlement of World 
War I. He was assistant secretary of the navy from 1913 to 1920, 
when he absorbed the "big stick" philosophy of his cousin Theodore 
Roosevelt, disagreeing with Woodrow Wilson's 1917 "peace without 
victory" speech. As Earl Pomeroy shows in his article, "Sentiment 
for a Strong Peace, 1917-1919," the Wilsonian program, with its 
Fourteen Points, did not have widespread support. Theodore 
Roosevelt, Henry Cabot Lodge, William Howard Taft, and other 
prominent politicians wanted a hard peace, and American military 
leaders were of a like mind.9 

Gen. John Pershing was perhaps the most adamant of those 
demanding the complete destruction of German armies. His pres­
sure on President Wilson was partially effective, and Wilson told the 
Germans on 23 October 1918 that the United States would deal with 
the "military masters and the monarchial autocrats of Germany" 
only on the basis of surrender. But the Allies nonetheless granted an 
armistice. Pershing, in his memoirs, complained that "Instead of 
requiring the German forces to retire at once, leaving material, arms 
and equipment behind, the Armistice terms permitted them to 
march back to their homeland with colors flying and bands playing, 
posing as the victims of political conditions .... The surrender of the 
German armies would have been an advantage to the Allies in the 
enforcement of peace terms and would have been a greater deter­
rent against possible future German aggression."ID 

Laurence Stallings, in his study of World War I, repeated some of 
Pershing's more colorful language: "Foch . . . wanted the Germans 
on the ropes when he, as referee, would stop the bout, but Pershing 
wanted the German champion stretched cold on the canvas for the 
count of ten .... At Paris, there was a meeting of the Allied Supreme 
War Council, three members keeping it secret from the fourth 
[Wilson]. Clemenceau and Lloyd George and Orlando quietly 
steamed the stamp from a fresh deck and began to mark the 
cards."ll Wilson was out of it. And as Pershing told a friend in 1923, 
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"They never knew they were beaten in Berlin. It will all have to be 
done all over again.',12 

Franklin Roosevelt was thoroughly in sympathy with Pershing. 
As acting secretary of the navy in 1918, he dealt with the disposition 
of the German fleet. Against heavy opposition he recommended that 
the fleet be surrendered rather than simply interned. He convinced 
Wilson to back him, and the armistice so provided. But it was a 
minor success.13 There should have been no armistice until the 
Germans were forced back to their own soil, visibly defeated, com­
pletely foreclosed from a future claim that they did not lose the war 
on the battlefield. 

General Pershing's eighty-third birthday was 13 September 1943; 
American forces were then struggling in their ill-fated invasion of 
Italy. Roosevelt sent Pershing a birthday greeting: "Today brings 
forcibly to mind that you wanted to go through to Berlin in 1918."14 

Roosevelt did not impose the doctrine on unwilling subordinates. 
It also bubbled up from below. The best account of how it developed 
during World War II comes from Iokibe Makoto, professor of his­
tory at Kobe University, in an article in the Japanese Journal of 
American Studies. As Iokibe tells us, the influential Council on 
Foreign Relations began studying postwar policy as soon as the war 
broke out. On 8 April 1942, Grayson Kirk, then professor of govern­
ment at Columbia University, presented a paper, "The Armistice 
Negotiations, 1918," to a meeting of the CFR in New York. Kirk's 
conclusion could have come from the lips of Franklin Roosevelt: 

It is clear that if, instead of an armistice, there had been an uncondi­
tional surrender including, as implied, a speedy conclusion of a mili­
tary settlement of the war, recovery might have been expedited, the 
peace conference would not have had hanging over it the fear of a 
renewal of hostilities by Germany, and German resentment over 
military aspects of the settlement might not have been so intense or 
prolonged.15 

Kirk's paper was sent to the newly formed State Department 
Advisory Committee on Postwar Foreign Policy, a subcommittee of 
which was headed by Norman H. Davis, president of CFR and an 
intimate of President Roosevelt. This subcommittee rapidly 
endorsed the CFR's conclusions. On 20 May 1942, Davis told his 
group that he had discussed surrender with the president, who 
agreed with the committee's position.16 
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America's allies were fully aware of Roosevelt's intentions. The 
United Nations Declaration, signed 1 January 1942, did not use the 
unconditional surrender phrase, but said the same thing in other 
words: "The governments signatory hereto ... Being convinced that 
complete victory over their enemies is essential ... Declare ... 
[etc.]'m 

Shortly before the Casablanca Conference, Roosevelt discussed 
unconditional surrender with his Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS). The 
minutes of the meeting of 7 January 1943 record: "The President said 
he was going to speak to Mr. Churchill about the advisability of 
informing Mr. Stalin that the United Nations were to continue on 
until they reach Berlin, and that their only terms would be uncondi­
tional surrender."18 

At Casablanca, Roosevelt did speak with Churchill, who 
approved the idea and suggested that they issue a statement about it 
after the British cabinet was consulted. This was done, the Cabinet 
approved and suggested that Italy be included in the public state­
ment. 19 Roosevelt was to make the statement at the end of the con­
ference, and a script was prepared for him to read: 

The President and the Prime Minister, after a complete survey of 
the world war situation, are more than ever determined that peace 
can come to the world only by a total elimination of German and 
Japanese war power. This involves the simple formula of placing the 
objective of this war in terms of an unconditional surrender by 
Germany, Italy and Japan. Unconditional surrender by them means a 
reasonable assurance of world peace, for generations. Unconditional 
surrender means not the destruction of the German populace, nor of 
the Italian or Japanese populace, but does mean the destruction of a 
philosophy in Germany, Italy, and Japan which is based on the con­
quest and subjugation of other peoples.20 

For some unknown reason, Roosevelt scuttled this script at the 
news conference and ad-libbed. What came out was a reference to 
"Unconditional Surrender Grant" plus a reasonably coherent state­
ment about what the policy could mean, and not mean, for the Axis 
powers. He concluded, "This meeting is called the Unconditional 
Surrender meeting. "21 

Roosevelt did not say that the policy had been discussed in 
twenty-one meetings of a CFR study group, that it had been 
approved by a committee of the U.s. State Department, that it had 
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been discussed with his Joint Chiefs of Staff, nor that Churchill had 
approved it and gained the approval of the British cabinet. No lis­
tening reporter knew that he and Churchill had written out a state­
ment about it in advance. In truth, William M. Franklin's statement 
that "In 1943, unconditional surrender was a newly publicized slo­
gan for an already well-known policy," is quite accurate.22 

Roosevelt's casual handling of the announcement left the door 
open for all kinds of silliness. Churchill was the worst offender; his 
memory played tricks on him and he wrote to Robert Sherwood that 
"I heard the words 'unconditional surrender' for the first time from 
the President's lips at the [news] conference."23 

Roosevelt's memory was hardly better; he told Sherwood: "We 
had so much trouble getting those two French generals together that 
I thought to myself that this was as difficult as arranging the meet­
ing of Grant and Lee-and then suddenly the press conference was 
on, and Winston and I had had no time to prepare for it, and the 
thought popped into my mind that they had called Grant 'Old 
Unconditional Surrender' and the next thing I knew, I had said it."24 

Elliott Roosevelt added to the confusion, Samuel Rosenman and 
E.L. Woodward gave misleading versions of the background, and 
anti-Roosevelt writers have perpetuated a mythical version ever 
since. The accurate version was published in Sherwood's Roosevelt 
and Hopkins in 1948: "What Roosevelt was saying was that there 
would be no negotiated peace, no compromise with Nazism and 
Fascism, no 'escape clauses' provided by another Fourteen Points 
which could lead to another Hitler .... He wanted to ensure that 
when the war was won it would stay won."25 There were other rea­
sons for using the phrase; it was intended as a morale booster for the 
Allies, and specifically for the Soviet Union. Stalin was outraged at 
continual postponement of a second front on the European conti­
nent. He feared the United States and Britain were unwilling to bear 
their share of the fighting and casualties, when the Soviet Union had 
already paid in torrents of blood on the eastern front. Roosevelt 
wanted some gesture of reassurance for Stalin, and unconditional 
surrender, which committed the Western powers not to compromise 
with the Nazis, seemed to be such a gesture.26 

Partly because of Roosevelt's sloppy introduction of the phrase, 
much uncertainty existed as to exactly what it meant. One effort to 
clarify its application to Japan came at the Cairo Conference on 1 
December 1943. The declaration of this Anglo-Sino-American gath­
ering read "The three Great Allies are fighting this war to restrain 
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and punish the aggression of Japan. They covet no gain for them­
selves and have no thought of territorial expansion." The declaration 
goes on to indicate that Japanese conquests (Manchuria, Formosa, 
and "all other territories which she has taken by violence and 
greed") should be taken away from it, and the independence of 
Korea granted.27 

Both Roosevelt and Churchill provided definitions of a sort. They 
usually distinguished between the Axis leaders and the common 
people, as in this Roosevelt statement in 1943: liThe people of the 
Axis-controlled areas may be assured that when they agree to 
unconditional surrender they will not be trading Axis despotism for 
ruin under the United Nations. The goal of the United Nations is to 
permit liberated peoples to create a free political life of their own 
choosing and to attain economic security."28 

Similarly, Churchill told the House of Commons in February 
1944: 

The term "unconditional surrender" does not mean that the 
German people will be enslaved or destroyed. It means however that 
the Allies will not be bound to them at the moment of surrender by 
any pact or obligation. There will be, for instance, no question of the 
Atlantic Charter applying to Germany as a matter of right and barring 
territorial transferences or adjustments in enemy countries. No such 
arguments will be admitted by us as were used by Germany after the 
last war, saying that they surrendered in consequence of President 
Wilson's Fourteen Points. Unconditional surrender means that the 
victors have a free hand .... If we are bound, we are bound by our 
own consciences to civilization .... 29 

Public opinion in both the United States and Britain was strongly 
behind the idea of being tough with the Axis powers. Michael 
Howard, in his essay, liThe Challenge of Fascism 1935-1945," finds 
that British opinion changed radically after the outbreak of the war, 
and even people formerly sympathetic to Germany's placement of 
blame on Versailles were now ready for a war to the finish: 

It became accepted as much on the Left as on the Right that this 
was a war specifically against Germany, against a philosophy which 
appeared to be distinctively German and one which inspired a 
depressingly high proportion of the German people. In November 
1941 even Aneurin Bevan wrote that "it was Prussian militarism, with 
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all its terrible philosophy, that had to be got rid of from Europe for all 
time": and the following September the President of TUC told his 
annual conference "that until the German people, not alone their 
gangster ruler, have meted out to them what they have meted out to 
millions of their fellow creatures ... the German people will again, if 
not prevented, make another attempt to enslave Europe. ,,30 

In the United States, Japan was the object of more hostility than 
Germany. Every public opinion poll showed that large majorities 
wanted Japan thoroughly beaten and the emperor deposed or tried 
as a war criminaPl That the soft peace advocates ultimately won 
their main objective, the retention of the emperor, was due to 
Truman's sagacity in realizing that peace would not come without 
some flexibility on that topic. The slogan had to stay; the policy 
could give just a bit. 

Hard peace advocates carne in two flavors: left-wing New 
Dealers, who wanted Japan completely liberalized, with monarchy 
and industrial combines destroyed; and right-wing J apanophobes 
motivated primarily by racism.32 

New Dealers such as Dean Acheson, Archibald MacLeish, Elmer 
Davis, and Owen Lattimore, all of whom worked either for the 
Department of State or the Office of War Information, believed the 
emperor, and the imperial system, were responsible for Japanese 
aggression, and believed the social system to be rigged against the 
common people. Unconditional surrender was necessary to recon­
struct Japanese society. They accepted Roosevelt's geopolitical out­
look: peace required complete destruction of Japan's war potentiaP3 
The American Communist Party also took this view. One of the last 
columns Louis Budenz wrote as editor of the Daily Worker, just 
before he renounced Communism and rejoined the Catholic Church, 
was a castigation of the" Anti-Soviet Gang" seeking a soft peace 
with Japan.34 (Within a year, Budenz was attacking the same people 
for being pro-Soviet.) 

Also supporting unconditional surrender was a conservative 
group that did not care what happened in Japan after the war; it was 
interested in punishing Japan for Pearl Harbor and other atrocities, 
and in destroying the country so thoroughly that it could never 
again challenge the West. Sen. Richard Russell, Rep. Roy O. 
Woodruff, and the Chicago Tribune were typical of these forces. 35 

Opposition to unconditional surrender in the United States came 
from two groups: Japanophiles, motivated by ideology; and the 
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military, fearful of the huge casualties should Japan not capitulate 
before the scheduled invasion. Japanophiles, mostly conservative, 
felt that however mistaken Japan's rampage through the Pacific had 
been, Japan (not China) was the most plausible bulwark against the 
spread of Communism in Asia. If unconditional surrender was held 
to strictly, and the Japanese state was reduced to anarchy and 
impotence, the Soviet Union would assume hegemony in that area. 

Foremost among the Japanophiles were Joseph Grew, the last pre­
war American ambassador to Japan; Joseph Ballantine and Eugene 
Dooman of the State Department; Harry Kern of Newsweek; Hanson 
Baldwin of the New York Times; economist James Lee Kauffman; and a 
dozen others who later formed the American Council on Japan 
(ACJ).36 These people wanted no mention of unconditional surrender, 
but rather a clear statement that the Japanese could choose their own 
form of government-which meant retention of the emperor system. 

It was this Japan lobby, as much as the noisy but unwieldy China 
lobby, that first tagged New Deal reformers, who opposed the 
emperor, as Communists. The ACJ after the war worked quietly but 
effectively to overturn the liberal reforms of MacArthur's occupa­
tion forces, and then during the inquisition fingered their opponents 
to Joe McCarthy, Pat McCarran, the House UnAmerican Activities 
Committee, and the FBI.37 During the war, the Japanophiles were 
unable to influence policy. 

The most influential force for modifying unconditional surrender 
came from the military. During 1944, worried that the casualties 
likely to be caused by strict adherence to unconditional surrender 
would be unacceptable, Gen. George Strong, an army planner, 
drafted two sample surrender documents. Both implicitly allowed 
the emperor to continue to function under the control of American 
occupiers. These drafts were presented to Undersecretary of State 
Joseph Grew. In February 1945, the new State-War-Navy 
Coordinating Committee (SWNCC) considered and modified them, 
since they seemed to weaken unconditional surrender.38 

SWNCC deliberations were overtaken by the Anglo-American 
discussions at Malta and Yalta, 30 January to 11 February 1945. Here 
the military leaders of the United States and Britain came to grips 
with problems of the Pacific War, including plans, logistics, and sur­
render policy. Churchill was then in favor of mitigating the harsh­
ness of unconditional surrender; he said this "would be worthwhile 
if it led to the saving of a year and a half of a war in which so much 
blood and treasure would be poured out."39 After the defeat of 
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Germany, Churchill wanted the Allies to issue an ultimatum to 
Japan, retaining the unconditional surrender wording, but defining 
it to allow retention of the emperor. Brian Villa believes this pro­
posal of Churchill's was the true origin of the Potsdam 
Declaration.40 

From Yalta until the Potsdam Conference in July, the question of 
surrender terms was rarely off the agenda of SWNCC, the Joint Staff 
Planners, the Joint Intelligence Staff (JIS), the War Department 
Operations Division, the Department of State, or the desks of Grew, 
Stimson, Byrnes, and even President Truman. Military advice was 
strongly against a strict interpretation of unconditional surrender. 
On 7 April, for instance, the Joint Intelligence Staff distinguished 
between defeat and surrender, claiming that the literal meaning of 
unconditional surrender "is unknown to the Japanese." And even if 
a Japanese government surrendered unconditionally, the JIS 
thought, Japanese resistance would cease only if the people and 
army believed the emperor approved the surrender.41 

Harry Truman, taking over the presidency 12 April, gave his first 
address to Congress 16 April. He had not been privy to Roosevelt's 
decision making, but he knew Roosevelt's rationale for uncondi­
tional surrender, and affirmed his own commitment in his speech to 
Congress. In his Memoirs, Truman notes that "There were many 
indications of approval of what I said. I was applauded frequently, 
and when I reaffirmed the policy of unconditional surrender the 
chamber rose to its feet."42 Few events could have confirmed his 
support of the doctrine more indelibly. 

Nonetheless, military efforts to modify the doctrine were felt in 
the White House. In his V-E Day press conference 8 May, Truman 
went further than Roosevelt had in explaining what unconditional 
surrender meant for Japan, and subtly modified the doctrine. Instead 
of assuming Japan to be monolithic, he separated the people from 
their leaders and especially from the military. He did not demand 
surrender of Japan, but only of the military and naval forces: 

Just what does the unconditional surrender of the armed forces of 
Japan mean for the Japanese people? 

It means the end of the war. 
It means the termination of the influence of the military leaders 

who brought Japan to the present brink of disaster. 
It means provision for the return of soldiers and sailors to their 

families, their farms and their jobs. 
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And it means not prolonging the present agony and suffering of 
the Japanese in the vain hope of victory. 

Unconditional surrender does not mean the extermination or 
enslavement of the Japanese people.43 

This change was noted in Japan. Advocates of peace saw a signifi­
cant softening of the Casablanca attitude. The die-hard Japanese mil­
itary ignored the change. 

On 28 May, in a conference with the primary advocate of retaining 
the emperor system, Joseph Grew, Truman said he had been thinking 
of further modification of surrender terms, but he refused to include in 
his upcoming Memorial Day address the statement Grew suggested 
specifically allowing for continuance of the "present dynasty." 
Instead, Truman wanted the matter referred to the JCS and SWNCc.44 

The military advised against any such statement. American forces 
were then being butchered by the fanatic defenders of Okinawa, and 
modifying the surrender terms at that time would be seen by the 
Japanese as a sign of weakness. Consequently, on 1 June, Truman 
issued a militant call for unconditional surrender. He was back on 
the same wavelength as his predecessor.45 

But the controversy continued. Unconditional surrender domi­
nated the meetings of the secretaries of war, state, and navy in June. 
On the 12th, Secretary Stimson mentioned a letter former President 
Herbert Hoover had written to Truman advocating flexibility on the 
surrender issue. Stimson said the unconditional part should be 
abandoned if the United States could secure its strategic objectives 
without it.46 On 18 June, Truman met with the JCS and the secre­
taries; Stimson tried to get Truman to publicly define "surrender" to 
allow retention of the emperor. He was supported by Truman's 
chief of staff, Adm. William Leahy. They failed. The minutes of the 
meeting show Truman saying that "he had left the door open for 
Congress to take appropriate action with reference to unconditional 
surrender. However, he did not feel that he could take any action at 
this time to change public opinion on this matter.,,47 Assistant 
Secretary of War John McCloy, who was present at this meeting, 
later told friends and journalists that Truman had approved a 
change in surrender terms, and had urged McCloy to take the mat­
ter up with James F. Byrnes, who was about to be appointed secre­
tary of state, and who might have been persuasive with the general 
public.48 But Byrnes was never to be an ally in this project; he was 
against retention of the Emperor. 
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On 19 June, the three secretaries (Artemus Gates sitting in for 
Navy Secretary James Forrestal) went over the same ground with 
the same results. Surrender simply had to be clarified before any 
invasion. Once American troops landed, it would be too late; they 
would face "cave-by-cave" battle to the bitter end.49 

Truman agreed to appoint a high-level committee to word a pub­
lic surrender demand. Drafting of the statement was in the hands of 
a group chaired by McCloy; at this stage, everybody in the War 
Department got into the argument. Brig. Gen. George Lincoln, Col. 
Charles Bonesteel, CoL Dean Rusk, and many others all had a say.50 
A Lt. Col. Fahey wrote a substantial memo saying, "It should be 
made perfectly clear that a Japanese 'Yes' or 'No' is the only type 
answer sought, and that no Allied-Jap negotiations will be toler­
ated."51 Mark Howe, in Stimson's office, advised that" Although 
present plans being formulated ... are based on the assumption that 
unconditional surrender will include the total capitulation of the 
Japanese Government and the Emperor (JCS 1275), the United States 
is neither committed to that assumption, nor to any particular defin­
ition of unconditional surrender. It is clear, however, that any modi­
fication of tacitly assumed policy would be unacceptable if it 
substantially jeopardized the objectives of the United States. It 
would be short-sighted in the extreme to save the lives of this gener­
ation only to lose those of the next."52 

John McCloy, in charge of putting all this together, noted in a 
memo to Stimson on 29 June in regard to the emperor's retention, 
"This point seems to be the most controversial one and one on which 
there is a split in opinion in the State Department. The draft ... may 
cause repercussions at home but without it those who seem to know 
most about Japan feel there would be very little likelihood of accep­
tance.,,53 

Few historians of the long conflict over surrender policy realize 
that an event of 3 July tipped the balance against overt, explicit modi­
fication of unconditional surrender. James F. Byrnes was sworn in as 
secretary of state. Grew was now sidelined, efforts by Stimson, 
McCloy and Marshall failed, and Truman departed for the Potsdam 
Conference having turned over the issue to his new Secretary of State. 

James Byrnes was nothing if not a politician. He followed the 
polls, and the polls showed 33 percent of Americans favored execu­
tion of the emperor, slightly more than that wanted him tried for war 
crimes, imprisoned for life, or exiled. Dean Acheson and Archibald 
MacLeish menacingly challenged the advocates of retaining the 
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emperor: if such a departure from accepted policy were made, "the 
American people have a right to know it."54 Former Secretary of 
State Cordell Hull told Byrnes that the Stimson statement "seemed 
too much like appeasement of Japan ... it seemed to guarantee 
continuance not only of the Emperor but also of the feudal privi­
leges of a ruling caste under the Emperor."55 If Byrnes had been 
wavering, the "appeasement" warning from Cordell Hull would 
have stiffened his resolve. "Appeasement" in 1945 was as potent a 
charge as "Comsymp" in 1952. Moreover, Hull represented a link 
with Roosevelt, and Truman wanted to stick close to Roosevelt's 
policies. Both Truman and Byrnes would listen very carefully to 
Hull's opinions. 

Byrnes, in his memoirs, has little to say about his handling of the 
reams of conflicting advice, or of the turmoil in Potsdam over word­
ing of the surrender demand. In fact, he takes less responsibility for 
deleting the language about the emperor than most historians 
attribute to him. He writes, 

Secretary of War Stimson, on July 2, had submitted to the President a 
wise memorandum setting forth a proposed message to Japan. Using 
this memorandum as a basis, the president prepared a draft of a dec­
laration to be issued jointly by the United States, the United Kingdom 
and China. The President and I spent some time on it. Then Prime 
Minister Churchill made some suggestions which were adopted. The 
declaration to which Mr. Churchill agreed followed the general lines 
of Secretary Stimson's proposal except that it did not contain a refer­
ence to the future of the Emperor.56 

So the famous Potsdam Declaration (officially it was a proclama­
tion, but that label did not stick) went out on 26 July 1945.57 The first 
paragraphs warned the Japanese that unless they seized the oppor­
tunity to end the war, they would be devastated as was Germany. 
Paragraph five was also tough: "Following are our terms. We will 
not deviate from them. There are no alternatives. We shall brook no 
delay." Japan's experienced diplomats immediately saw that if there 
were terms, this was not really an unconditional surrender. Nor were the 
terms a surprise, coming on the heels of various Truman speeches 
and the Cairo Declaration: eliminate the power of the militarists, 
submit to occupation until a peaceful and responsible government is 
established, give up all conquered territories, and "proclaim now 
the unconditional surrender of all the Japanese armed forces." 
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All this was demanded afJapan. But there were also promises: the 
disarmed military would be permitted to return home and lead pro­
ductive lives; freedom of speech, religion, and thought would be 
established; civilian industries would be permitted; international 
trade would be permitted eventually; and the Allied occupation 
would be ended when the new government was established. 

The word "unconditional" was still there, but the rhetoric had 
softened. How much it had softened was revealed in an anony­
mous memo produced in McCloy's office on 4 September. The 
memo was headed "Rights and Powers over Japan." The first 
paragraph observed that although MacArthur had full power to 
"take such steps as he deems proper to effectuate the surrender 
terms," he was nevertheless bound by the Potsdam Declaration. 
Then: 

2. In the sense in which "Unconditional Surrender" has been used 
in relation to Germany, the Japanese surrender is not an uncondi­
tional surrender. On the contrary it is based on the terms of the 
Potsdam Declaration, the exchange of notes resulting in the accep­
tance of those terms, and the surrender instrument, which itself con­
stitutes an acceptance of those terms. 

3. A moment's consideration of the effect of those documents will 
make this clear: Under the Potsdam Declaration we have bound our­
selves to continue Japanese sovereignty in the home islands (par 8); 
to permit Japanese military forces "to return to their homes with the 
opportunity to lead peaceful and productive lives" (par 9); not to 
enslave the Japanese race, and to establish freedom of speech, of reli­
gion, and of thought. ... 

The rest of the Potsdam conditions were reviewed, and the 
memo concluded: "All of these are expressly 'terms' which were 
offered to Japan in order to induce her to surrender, and which 
were accepted by Japan. No such situation arises in our relations 
with Germany."58 

Here is a conclusive answer to those who insist that uncondi­
tional surrender was a purely punitive stance, carried out by a 
malevolent president fanatically asserting American superiority 
over an inferior race. At the end, not even the rhetoric was that of a 
zealot. Potsdam can of course be interpreted different ways. Writers 
who wish to put Truman in the wrong see the declaration as just 
another instance of American and British vindictiveness. Martin 
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Sherwin, for instance, says, "The Potsdam Declaration of July 26 
calling for the surrender of Japan was decidedly unhelpful to those 
Japanese who were searching for a means of bringing the war to a 
conclusion."59 Leon SigaC in Fighting to a Finish, is contemptuous of 
the Potsdam Declaration: "Adding little to the threats and promises 
that might alter Japan's calculations to continue the war, the decla­
ration was also released in a way that denied time for rational 
choice .... Neither conciliation nor ultimatum, the Potsdam 
Declaration was no more than propaganda."6o 

Careful inspection of the attitudes of leaders of the Japanese 
peace party yields different conclusions. They saw in the Potsdam 
terms an acceptable alternative to the destruction Japan would oth­
erwise sustain. 

Foreign Minister Togo Shigenori was foremost among them. He 
felt that the phrase "Following are our terms" clearly indicated that 
there were terms, that surrender was not without conditions. 
Further, 

It appeared also that a measure of consideration had been given to 
Japan's economic position; at a time when such Draconian retribution 
upon Germany as the "Morgenthau Plan" for her reduction to a "pas­
toral state" was being proposed, I felt special relief upon seeing the 
economic provisions of the declaration-the gist of them being that 
the function of Japan as a processing nation, as contemplated by 
Secretary Hull during the Japanese-American negotiations [of 1941] 
would be recognized, and that to this end severe reparations would 
not be imposed.61 

Baron Hiranuma Kiichiro, president of Privy CounciC said 
"Following the Potsdam Declaration, I felt that we should accept it 
at once since it did state that the position of the Imperial House 
would be maintained."62 

Kase Toshikazu, officer for American affairs in the Japanese 
Foreign Office in 1945, discusses the declaration in Journey to the 
Missouri: 

Instead of demanding unconditional surrender from our govern­
ment the last item significantly called upon it to proclaim the uncondi­
tional surrender of all our armed forces. This was a deft move, as it spared 
the imposition of indignities upon His Majesty's government. ... The 
Army at first opposed the publication of the proclamation, but it was 
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finally prevailed upon by the Foreign Office to agree to it. ... Also, the 
newspapers were encouraged to denounce the proclamation as a device 
to intimidate our people into submission. 

The popular reaction, however, was that the terms were far more 
lenient than had been generally expected .... I remember that quite a 
few people came to see the foreign minister in order to urge upon him 
the necessity of immediately accepting the offer. [italics added]63 

In his book The Lost War, reporter Kato Masuo offers similar inter­
pretations of the declaration: "Foreign Office Officials quickly inter­
preted it as offering Japan considerable latitude, even though it 
called for 'unconditional surrender'. Actually, aside from purely 
military considerations, the Allied demand was far from 'uncondi­
tional'. It left Japan no sane alternative but acceptance."64 

Shigemitsu Mamoru, an active member of the peace party and 
foreign minister before Togo, told Samuel Eliot Morison that despite 
the absence of an explicit statement about the emperor, the "refer­
ence in paragraph 7 to withdrawing occupation forces after 'a peace­
fully inclined and responsible government' had been set up 
indicated to the Japanese that they would be permitted to determine 
their own future government. "65 

Akira Iriye, one of the foremost contemporary students of 
Japanese foreign relations, also holds the Potsdam Declaration to 
have been just what the peace party was seeking, a "peace on the 
basis of something other than unconditional surrender. "66 

The Japanese officials in Switzerland, led by Minister Kase Shunichi 
and director of the Bank for International Settlements Kitamura 
Kojiro, after initial negative reaction to the Potsdam Declaration, 
decided that it was an "astute document which left a possible way 
out." According to an Office of Strategic Services (OSS) report sent to 
Truman through channels, the Kase-Kitamura group cabled Tokyo on 
30 July stressing the favorable terms from Potsdam.67 

At the Tokyo War Crimes Trial, counsel for Togo and Sato argued 
their innocence on the basis that "unlike Germany, Japan had sur­
rendered not unconditionally, but conditionally, i.e. in the form of 
acceptance of the Potsdam Declaration."68 Since crimes against 
peace and humanity were not mentioned in the declaration, Togo 
and Sato could not be charged with them. 

In 1974, when the Japanese Northern Territories Issue Association 
published its brief for the return of Southern Sakhalin and the Kurile 
Islands to Japan (an issue that still poisons the relationship between 
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Japan and Russia), it depended on the terms of Potsdam and the pre­
ceding Cairo Conference to justify its claim against Russia. 69 

From the perspective of 1992, Japanese historian Iokibe Makoto 
emphasizes the importance of Potsdam: 

Between May and June 1945, the political leaders of the United States 
and Japan formulated the desire to avoid a continuation of the war. 
America showed itself prepared to step down from an insistence on 
unconditional surrender, if by doing so it could bring about an early 
end to war. The rational course for the Japanese government would 
have been to announce Japan's capitulation to the United States in the 
middle of June 1945 .... However, at the time, the Japanese govern­
ment did not have sufficient information to detect the crucial change 
that had taken place at the top levels of government in Washington. It 
had to wait until July 26 for the Potsdam Declaration. Although 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Togo Shigenori, Prime Minister Suzuki, 
and Emperor Hirohito recognized the declaration's significance as a 
step toward ending the war, the Japanese army exerted strong pres­
sure on the prime minister to reject it. He was thus forced to make his 
famous mokusatsu statement to the press ... ?O 

Unconditional surrender may have dampened the peace forces 
until Potsdam, but they were impotent anyway?l After reading the 
defiant statements of the Japanese generals to USSBS and 
MacArthur's staff, it becomes clear that they were not about to sur­
render with or without conditions. They were going to do exactly as 
they had done on Okinawa, but on a massive scale: punish the 
attackers so severely that the attackers would sue for peace. To carry 
out this policy, they defied the Japanese politicians, even the 
emperor, until the horror of the atom was brought against them. 
This, and only this, led them to bow to the imperial order to surren­
der. Even after the shocks of 6-9 August, military leaders were 
unwilling to surrender except on their totally unacceptable terms.72 

The Japanese government finally decided on 10 August, after the 
atomic bombs and Russian entry into the war, to accept the Potsdam 
terms with the understanding that "the prerogatives of His Majesty 
as a sovereign ruler" would remain. 73 Thus, the Japanese did 
demand a condition that the Allies had not offered, but peace was 
too tantalizing to resist. President Truman and Secretary of State 
Byrnes found a way out by allowing the emperor to stay on as long 
as his rule was subject to MacArthur's directives. 
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So the policy changed, but the slogan remained the same. Truman 
handled it just right. He conceded what was necessary to concede 
indirectly, while maintaining the appearance of toughness. 

Barton Bernstein's analysis of the way this was handled is percep­
tive. Stimson, Forrestal, and Leahy, who were less worried about 
public opinion than Byrnes, 

... may have believed that widespread American opposition to the 
Emperor and to modification of unconditional surrender would 
quickly pass in the glow of victory and the delights of peace. These 
military leaders may also have recognized that their government 
could manipulate public opinion by both retreating from uncondi­
tional surrender and denying it. In fact, such "double think" proved 
ultima tel y successful. 74 

Suppose Truman had scuttled unconditional surrender in June, 
when the revisionists claim he could have obtained surrender? 
Certainly relations with the Soviet Union would have been further 
embittered. Stalin would have been confirmed in his suspicion that 
the United States simply wanted to keep Russia out of postwar 
affairs in the Pacific by securing an early surrender. The domestic 
consequences in the United States could have been explosive. Dean 
Acheson, Cordell Hull, and Archibald MacLeish were right about 
this. Secretary Byrnes put it bluntly: he told Truman the American 
people would crucify their president if unconditional surrender 
were publicly renounced?5 British historian A.E. Campbell empha­
sizes Roosevelt's sensitivity to Woodrow Wilson's failures at the end 
of World War I: Wilson "failed to carry either the Allied leaders or 
his own countrymen with him in his grand design."76 Truman was 
well advised to also heed a strong public demand for unconditional 
surrender; it would have been unrealistic to reverse policy in the 
spring of 1945.77 Only the atom, and the startling reversal of the 
Japanese position to acceptance of the Potsdam terms made it possi­
ble for Truman and Byrnes, on 11 August, to offer the Japanese 
"slight reassurance" that the emperor could remain?8 

The Allies had conflicting objectives in the summer of 1945. They 
desperately wanted to end the war without a bloodbath on K yushu. 
This objective required the cooperation and continued reign of 
Hirohito, hence tacit easing of unconditional surrender. But they 
also wanted to defeat Japanese forces so convincingly as to make a 
recrudescence of Japanese militarism unlikely. 
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Did they achieve both objectives? About the first there can be lit­
tle doubt. Despite U.S. Army estimates at the conclusion of the 
Okinawa slaughter that Japan could not be brought down until late 
1946, with the aid of the August shocks (the atom and Soviet entry) 
the war was over long before that. 

About eradicating Japanese militarism, we cannot be so certain. 
Most early reports from the occupation were pessimistic. Richard 
Johnston's story in the Washington Post of 4 September 1945 said: 

Tokyo, September 4---The Japanese people do not know they lost the 
war. The Japanese Army is relatively intact and has no awareness of 
defeat. The Japanese Navy virtually ceased to exist, but its officers 
excuse the debacle on the basis of maladministration by the Army. 

Japanese intellectuals criticize the military-but not for taking 
Japan into war-only for failure to win it. 

The mass of the Japanese people believed the war was halted by 
the magnanimous gesture of the Emperor rather than as a result of 
Allied force .... "We are embarrassed at the failure of the Army and 
Navy to triumph for the Emperor-next time we will do better. ,,79 

Richard Russell quoted this dispatch in his long and bitter speech 
to the Senate 18 September 1945 to protest the coddling of the 
Japanese.so 

On 5 September, Maj. Gen. Clayton Bissell, U.S. Army G-2, 
reported similar conclusions to his superiors: 

The Japanese government and Imperial Headquarters will insure 
complete compliance by the Japanese armed forces with the surrender 
terms and will keep the general public calm and under control. 
Japan's leaders hope to keep the present Japanese political and social 
structure essentially intact by avoidance of overt acts against the 
Allies and by well considered pressure for the mildest possible inter­
pretation of the Potsdam terms. Fear of Communism will color their 
political outlook considerable [sic] in the immediate future .... 

Japan's present ruling groups will continue to try to create the 
impression that Japan is on the road toward democracy, with the pur­
pose of hastening the evacuation of Allied occupation forces. 
Although many Japanese would welcome a truly democratic Japan, 
no fundamental change has occurred in Japanese psychology, aspira­
tions to control the East or determination that Japan shall become a 
great world power. She is simply making the best of a bad situation 
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while she gains the power and knowledge for another try for a place 
in the sun.81 

The long story of Japan's development from a defeated military 
empire to a triumphant economic empire under American tutelage 
is well known. Less well known is the continuing campaign of suc­
cessive Japanese administrations to deny, explain away, justify, and 
whitewash the events of its assault on the peoples of Asia and the 
Pacific. Despite the peace clause in the Japanese constitution, 
Yamato racism, the bushido spirit, belief in the right of Japan to rule 
the Pacific area, contention that the only atrocity of World War II 
was American bombing, denial of the rape of Nanking and the 
Bataan Death March, and the prolonged pretense that there were no 
Korean and other women conscripted into prostitution for Japanese 
soldiers, and other distortions of history are still strongly supported 
in Japan.82 

These dogmas from the glory days linger, partly because the lib­
eralization and democratization that Acheson, MacLeish, and 
Lattimore wanted to impose on Japan was never completed. For the 
first two years of the occupation, MacArthur and his New Deal 
advisers sought to break the power of the great industrial combines, 
to strengthen labor and liberal parties, and to reform agriculture and 
education. The decision of the Truman administration to make 
Japan into an anti-communist bulwark, which was intensified by the 
Korean War, caused an about-face-"reverse course" is the term 
most often applied to the 1948 change in occupation policy. The 
elites came back into power, the textbooks were rewritten to glorify 
the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, and government offi­
cials cc:.me once again to worship at the Yasukuni Shrine.83 

Japan prospered. Most of what it failed to obtain by military force 
it has gained with economic power. 

These developments cast doubt on the viability of Roosevelt's 
belief that a thorough trouncing of the enemy would make this war 
stay won. Japan does not seem to be contrite (as the Germans seem to 
be) for the horror and devastation it visited upon the rest of Asia.84 

But one thing is positive; both Japan and Germany have learned that 
prosperity and economic growth do not demand control of an 
empire. 

Thus on the big strategic question: Did substantially carrying out 
Roosevelt's unconditional surrender doctrine in the Pacific War 
teach Japan a lesson, eradicate militarism, promote "peace in our 
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time"? The answer is "perhaps." But had Truman officially aban­
doned the doctrine, the war party, not the peace party, would have 
benefitted. Anami, Umezu and Toyoda would have been better able 
to resist pressure from the emperor: "Look, now the Americans are 
backing down. If we just hold out long enough to severely punish 
their invasion forces we can get an armistice with no occupation, no 
war crimes trials, no American-conducted disarmament." As Brian 
Villa emphasizes in his discussion of the final tense moments, 
"There was present the eternal dilemma of truce making, the endless 
truism, 'If the enemy is weak, concessions are unnecessary, if he 
appears strong, concessions look like a confession of weakness."'85 

Thus, what Hiroshima cultists insist was a viable alternative for 
Truman to end the war early without using the bomb-retaining the 
emperor-was really no alternative at all. It would not have con­
verted the Japanese military to surrender, but would instead have 
stiffened their resolve to fight the decisive battle of the homeland. 
Had the United States been willing to grant all of Anami's demands, 
the determination of the military to fight it out would have been 
even more intensified. Even if the emperor could have overpowered 
the military before Hiroshima and secured a cease fire on the basis 
of softening of the unconditional surrender demand, it would not 
have been wise. A Japanese conviction that they had not really been 
defeated would have taken firm hold. 

There is also the tactical question: Did unconditional surrender 
help solidify the Allies, help convince the Soviets that America and 
Britain would not make a truce behind their backs? Probably it did. 
John L. Chase, in his perceptive 1955 study, says: "For the short run 
it prevented Russian recrimination in spite of the further postpone­
ment of the promised second front. At the same time it served notice 
on Germans, Russians and Americans [and Japanese] alike that there 
would be no compromise or deals with the Axis governments by 
any of the Allies .... On all counts, and contemporary criticisms of it 
notwithstanding, it was one of the most effective achievements of 
American statesmanship of the entire war period.,,86 

When he wrote his memoirs, Truman was not so sure uncondi­
tional surrender could be as therapeutic as Roosevelt thought. He 
noted: 

This time unconditional surrender was decided on. The Allies 
wanted to be sure that there would be no room left for doubt in the 
German [and Japanese] mind as to the reason or the completeness of 
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their military defeat. I am not certain that things always work that 
way .... It seems to me that what happens is that national pride out­
lives military defeat. It is a delusion to think otherwise. I also think 
that it is a mistake to insist on unconditional surrender for moral or 
educational purposes .... If there were any reason for unconditional 
surrender, it is only the practical matter of taking over a defeated 
country and making its control easier.87 

And on that rationale, Truman earned high marks for his han­
dling of the end of the war. 



4 

Why No Warning 
or Demonstration? 

Many critics of the bomb decision believe that it was the 
way in which the bombs were used as much as the devastation they 
created that was damning. If the Japanese had seen a demonstration 
of the bomb's power, and still refused to surrender, dropping 
another bomb on a Japanese city might have been warranted. Or if a 
specific warning had been given: "If you do not surrender by 5 
August we will destroy Hiroshima with a new and terrible 
weapon"-then the Japanese could evacuate the city, saving many 
lives. Often associated with these approaches is the belief that if the 
United States had not been so secretive; had, perhaps, shared knowl­
edge of the bomb and plans for its use with the Soviet Union, the 
postwar nuclear arms race might have been slowed or avoided. 
There is a moral component to these beliefs, but they rest primarily 
on a political basis: warning or demonstration would have brought 
speedy surrender; openness would have been advantageous to the 
postwar American position. 

The stimulus for the Manhattan Project was defensive: fear that 
Germany would develop nuclear weapons, probably before the 
Allies did. German science was capable of major innovations; the V­
weapons alone were evidence of German technological prowess. 
Once American authorities were convinced that atomic fission was 
possible, the race to beat Germany was on. But it was a tremendous 
task, and by the time the Manhattan engineers could set a timetable 
for producing useful bombs, the back of Germany's power had 
apparently been broken, and the end of that war was in sight. No 
Allied authority could be sure that Hitler would not at the last 
minute produce an atomic bomb, but by May 1943 the Manhattan 
Engineer District's Military Policy Committee (Vannevar Bush, Gen. 
William D. Styer, and Adm. William R. Purnell) realized that the 
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first American bombs might not be ready before the European War 
was over, and would probably be used on Japan. The Japanese naval 
installation at Truk seemed the best target. 1 

This early concern with targeting seems not to have been fol­
lowed up in the military. President Roosevelt, however, had it on his 
mind. When Winston Churchill visited Hyde Park after the Quebec 
Conference of September 1944, he and Roosevelt discussed how the 
first bomb should be used. The conclusion in an aide-memoir ini­
tialled by both: lilt might perhaps, after mature consideration, be 
used against the Japanese, who should be warned that this bom­
bardment will be repeated until they surrender."2 

Use of the bomb carne up again four days later when physicist 
Vannevar Bush conferred with Roosevelt. The president wondered if 
the bomb should actually be used against the Japanese, or merely 
held as a threat. Bush did not commit himself; there was no need to 
decide that yet.3 But Roosevelt's inquiry stimulated Bush to discuss 
the matter with James B. Conant, and when a Bush-Conant memo 
went to Secretary of War Henry Stimson on 30 September 1944, their 
suggestion resembled the Churchill-Roosevelt position: "This 
demonstration might be over enemy territory, or in our own country, 
with subsequent notice to Japan that the materials would be used 
against the Japanese mainland unless surrender was forthcoming.,,4 

One of Roosevelt's advisers, however, was pushing for a more 
specific plan. The first record of anything like a detailed proposal for 
use of the bombs came from Alexander Sachs, economist and 
Roosevelt confidant who had been instrumental (along with Albert 
Einstein, Leo Szilard, and others) in convincing Roosevelt to 
approve the atom project in the first place. Sachs saw the president 
irregularly, sometimes reading memos about the atomic project, the 
course of the war, or relations with U.S. Allies. In May 1944, Sachs 
first mentioned the need for target planning; in November 1944, he 
claims he handed the president a memo with some detail: 

Following a successful test, there should be arranged (a) a 
rehearsal demonstration before a body including internationally rec­
ognized scientists from all Allied countries and, in addition, neutral 
countries, supplemented by representatives of the major [religiOUS] 
faiths: (b) that a report on the nature and the portent of the atomic 
weapon be prepared by the scientists and other representative figures; 
(c) that, thereafter, a warning be issued by the United States and its 
allies in the project to our major enemies in the war, Germany and 
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Japan, that atomic bombing would be applied to a selected area 
within a designated time limit for the evacuation of human and ani­
mal life, and, finally, (d) in the wake of such realization of the efficacy 
of atomic bombing, an ultimatum demand for mediated surrender by 
the enemies be issued, in the certainty that failure to comply would 
subject their countries and peoples to atomic annihilation.S 

Sachs wrote that Roosevelt had accepted this plan, and that it was 
being set in motion in February 1945 when Sachs last talked with the 
president. Gen. Edwin (Pa) Watson, a Roosevelt aide, presumably 
knew of the plan, but FDR's administrative methods were so devi­
ous that no documentary proof remains. 

There is much documentary proof of the endless discussions 
among Manhattan scientists about how the bomb was to be used and 
how atomic energy was to be managed after the war. The same dis­
cussions took place in the offices of Secretary of War Stimson and 
Army Chief of Staff George Marshall. On 1 May 1945, Stimson orga­
nized an "Interim Committee" to advise him on atomic matters; 
despite the innocuous name, the committee was to have great influ­
ence on the outcome of the Manhattan Project. It consisted of 
Assistant Secretary of War George Harrison, Vannevar Bush, Karl T. 
Compton of MIT, Under Secretary of the Navy Ralph Bard, Assistant 
Secretary of State William L. Clayton, and Secretary of State desig­
nate James Byrnes. Advising this group was a scientific panel: Arthur 
Compton, Ernest Lawrence, Robert Oppenheimer, and Enrico Fermi. 

On 9 May, the Interim Committee met with Stimson. He told the 
committee its task was to develop proposals for controls on atomic 
information; texts of public announcements to be made after the 
bomb was used; and plans for postwar research, development, and 
contro1.6 At this first meeting, use of the bomb against Japan was 
apparently not discussed, but since the members of the scientific 
advisory panel were under pressure from their colleagues at 
Chicago and Los Alamos to raise this matter in Washington, it soon 
appeared on the agenda. 

Even without agitation from Szilard and colleagues, the issue of 
using of the bombs would have reached Stimson from an unknown 
engineer in a subcontractor shop in New York. On 24 May, O.c. 
Brewster, a specialist in uranium isotope separation, wrote a 3,000-
word letter addressed to President Truman with copies to Stimson 
and Secretary of State Edward Stettinius. Brewster had willingly 
worked on the bomb when the United States seemed to be in a race 
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with Germany. Now the bomb had become a monster, and the 
United States could not become the first to use it and thus set a 
precedent for a rogue regime to destroy the world. But if absolutely 
necessary in the Pacific War, it should be demonstrated to the 
Japanese before combat use. The United States should halt further 
production as evidence of good faith? 

Stimson was much impressed with Brewster's plea. He sent a 
copy to General Marshall with a covering letter, and said he would 
see that Truman got it too; that probably did not happen.8 

In Chicago, Szilard was one of the most active agitators. He 
believed that the Soviet Union would get nuclear weapons in the 
near future; that American use of these weapons against Japan 
might alienate the Soviet Union and speed Soviet atomic research; 
and that in six years, the Russians would be able "to destroy all of 
our major cities in a single sudden attack."9 In March 1945, Szilard 
wrote a long memo addressed to President Roosevelt covering this 
and many related matters. He did not, in this first memo, complain 
specifically about the inability of Manhattan Project scientists to 
influence government policy, nor did he emphasize the idea that if 
the bomb were used against Japan prematurely there would be 
adverse reactions. He left these two points to Einstein, who wrote a 
covering letter on 25 March. The Einstein letter and Szilard's memo 
were to be transmitted via Eleanor Roosevelt.1° Franklin Roosevelt 
died on 12 April, before Szilard's letter reached him. 

Undaunted, Szilard searched for an avenue to the new president. 
He found it in a Chicago lab employee from Kansas City, and via 
that channel, he got through to Truman's appointments secretary, 
Matt Connelly. Szilard and a Chicago friend, Walter Bartky, saw 
Connelly at the White House 25 May. Connelly read Szilard's mate­
rials, and then said, as Szilard reports, "The President thought that 
your concern would be about this matter, and he has asked me to 
make an appointment for you with James Byrnes, if you are willing 
to go down to see him in Spartanburg, South Carolina."ll 

Szilard was puzzled by this. He knew Byrnes had been a major 
player in Roosevelt's administration, but was then out of govern­
ment service. Szilard guessed Truman intended to put Byrnes in 
charge of atomic matters, which was plausible but still short of the 
reality. Byrnes was to be secretary of state when the United Nations 
had been fully launched and Secretary Stettinius could be gracefully 
retired. Puzzled or not, Szilard, Bartky, and Harold Urey entrained 
for Spartanburg. 
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The confrontation of the three scientists and the canny politician 
was paradigmatic of the relations between scientists and power bro­
kers during mid-century. The scientists were taking the long view, 
anxious to secure international control of atomic energy, concerned 
with avoiding an arms race in the future. The power brokers were 
straining to end a costly war, and to keep the Soviet Union from 
gobbling up all of Europe in the short run.12 Alice K. Smith, in A 
Peril and a Hope, which is her version of the involvement of scientists 
in nuclear politics, also notes this phenomenon in these words: 
"What divided the seven scientists advising the War Department­
three on the Interim Committee and the four panel members - from 
the [agitators at Chicago] far more than any difference in the realm 
of ideas was their degree of closeness to the nerve center of decision. 
Those who bore responsibility tended to deal first with the most pal­
pable peril-the continuance of the war; those without this burden 
could take the longer view that the real impact of the bomb and its 
imminent peril lay in the future."13 

The long view of the scientists was idealistic and commendable. 
To some extent, their position was conditioned by the experiences of 
the core of scientific refugees from Nazism. The very origin of the 
Manhattan Project was the result of fear of the triumph of Hitlerism 
if Germany were to develop nuclear weapons first. The Manhattan 
scientists as a group were Eurocentric, and since the European 
Fascists were near destruction the basic reason for the project disap­
peared. They had little knowledge of, or concern for, the equally 
malicious Japanese tyranny in the Pacific. Thus when they found out 
later how devastating their creation had been to Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, and when they heard that some Japanese had been 
angling for a negotiated armistice through the Russians, many of 
them had guilty consciences. 

So Szilard and friends visited James F. Byrnes on 28 May 1945, 
carrying with them a revision of Szilard's earlier memorandum 
designed for Franklin Roosevelt. It is possible that the many writers 
who castigate Byrnes for being so harsh with Szilard have not actu­
ally read this revised Szilard memo. It gives far less explanation of 
the various technical and political issues Szilard was concerned with 
than the original version designed for Roosevelt. Rhetorically, it was 
a much inferior product. In only two pages six complicated, almost 
arcane "points on which decisions appear to be most urgently 
needed" are set forth, staccato. Witness "point" number 3: "Can we 
materially improve our chances to obtain the cooperation of Russia 
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in setting up such a system of controls by developing in the next two 
years modem methods of production which would give us an over­
whelming superiority in this field at the time when Russian [sic] 
might be approached?"14 

If the density and apocalypticism of Szilard's six points did not 
disturb Byrnes' equilibrium, the arrogance of Szilard's claim that 
only he and his colleagues could lead the Truman administration 
out of the wilderness would have sufficed: 

Thus the Government of the United States is at present faced with 
the necessity of arriving at decisions which will control the course that 
is to be followed from here on: These decisions ought to be based not 
on the present evidence relating to atomic bombs, but rather on the sit­
uation which can be expected to confront us in this respect a few 
years from now. This situation can be evaluated only by men who 
have first-hand knowledge of the facts involved, that is, by the small 
group of scientists who are actively engaged in this work. This group 
includes a number of eminent scientists who are willing to present 
their views; there is, however, no mechanism through which direct 
contact would be maintained between them and those men who are, 
by virtue of their position, responsible for formulating the policy 
which the United States might pursue. IS 

James F. Byrnes does not rank as a great world statesman; 
nonetheless it is easy to justify the acerbic statement he made about 
this event in his biography: "[Szilard's] general demeanor and his 
desire to participate in policy making made an unfavorable impres­
sion on me, but his associates were neither as aggressive nor appar­
ently as dissatisfied."16 Szilard too had a negative attitude toward 
the confrontation: "I was rarely as depressed as when we left 
Byrnes' house and walked toward the station. I thought to myself 
how much better off the world might be had I been born in America 
and become influential in American politics, and had Byrnes been 
born in Hungary and studied physics. In all probability there would 
have been no atomic bomb and no danger of an arms race between 
America and Russia. "17 

Szilard's assumption that had he not initiated action that led to 
the Manhattan Project, there would have been no atomic bomb, is 
certainly unwarranted. There might have been no crash program in 
the United States at that time; however someone would have pro­
duced a bomb. 
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Yet another player in the atomic drama was beginning to think 
about use of the bomb. On 29 May, General Marshall told Secretary 
Stimson and Assistant Secretary McCloy that the weapon should be 
used first on "straight military objectives such as a large naval 
installation." If that did not bring the Japanese to capitulate, bombs 
could be used against "large manufacturing areas from which peo­
ple would be warned to leave-telling the Japanese that we 
intended to destroy such centers." The warning before bombing 
cities was particularly important: "Every effort should be made to 
keep our record of warning clear. We must offset by such warning 
methods the opprobrium which might follow from an ill-considered 
employment of such force."18 

Two days after Marshall's conference with Stimson and McCloy, 
on 31 May, the Interim Committee held an all-day meeting; the scien­
tific panel, plus Generals Marshall and Leslie Groves, Manhattan 
Project director, met with it. No council of war in American history 
was more fateful. Every major atomic development and prospect was 
discussed, and some urgent matters decided. Stimson explicitly stated 
that he and Marshall viewed the Manhattan Project in cosmic terms: 
atomic energy represented a new relation of man to the universe, and 
the conferees were to provide their best advice as to postwar organi­
zation, wartime controls, public announcements, legislation, and 
future research.19 A proposal to bring the Soviet Union in on the pro­
ject was discussed and rejected, largely on Byrnes's advice. 

During the morning, Ernest Lawrence had suggested giving the 
Japanese a harmless demonstration before using the bomb for mili­
tary advantage. This suggestion was taken up during the noon hour. 
General Marshall was not present; perhaps the outcome would have 
been different had he been able to argue for the moral position he 
had presented to Stimson. Without him, the demonstration idea was 
shot down. In hindsight it is easy to see why. 

Where would such a demonstration be held? In neutral territory, 
as Alexander Sachs suggested, with many observers from other 
nations? Much time would be required to make arrangements, no 
one knew the bomb would work, and a dud would be disastrous. 
There was no warrant at all for believing that General Anami 
Korechika and his military colleagues would give up their determi­
nation to fight to the bitter end however spectacular the demonstra­
tion. Since the military firmly controlled what appeared in the 
Japanese press, the people would not be informed no matter what 
demonstration was staged. 
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If the demonstration were held very high over a Japanese city, 
where the fireball could be seen but would do little damage, the 
Japanese generals would treat it as so much pyrotechnics.20 No one 
present at the luncheon believed that a bloodless demonstration 
would impress the Japanese military. If the time and place of a 
demonstration over a sparsely populated area of Japan were 
announced, the remnants of Japan's air force could still interfere 
with the planes.21 American prisoners of war could be brought to 
the spot. Should the demonstration take place anyway, the generals 
could again deny that the weapon was lethal. And there was still the 
dud possibility. The Alamogordo test was of a stationary device, not 
a bomb. 

Further, a demonstration, however impressive, would preempt 
the shock value of the weapon, and it would waste a bomb, very few 
of which would be available in 1945. The consensus on 31 May was 
"no demonstration." 

The Chicago scientists were not immediately exposed to the full 
argument against a demonstration. In fact, their Eurocentrism and 
their isolation from the domestic pressures to keep down casualties 
and get the boys home caused them to ignore the administration 
rationale for using the bomb. When Arthur H. Compton returned to 
Chicago from the Interim Committee meeting, he reported to his 
staff what security allowed him to say about the committee's con­
cerns. Most of this dealt with postwar control, organization, and leg­
islation. He also noted that nothing was yet definite, and that the 
committee would meet again in two weeks at Los Alamos. 

The Chicago scientists sensed that their worry about first use of 
the bomb was not being considered at the top. Therefore, with 
Compton's approval, they organized six committees to systematize 
their thoughts.22 These committees dealt with future research, social 
and political implications of the bomb, educating the public about 
atomic energy, production, control, and organization. No committee 
was formed to study how to use the bomb to cause Japanese surren­
der. The scientists were distant-future minded. Military strategy and 
tactics in the Pacific War were minor matters to them. 

The most significant committee at the Chicago lab, Social and 
Political Implications, was chaired by James Franck. Eugene 
Rabinowitch, Glenn Seaborg, and Leo Szilard were members, along 
with three others less well known. They quickly organized their 
thoughts; the first meeting was 4 June, and a final report was ready 
by 11 June. The Franck Report became the most prominent artifact 
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of the Chicago scientists' beliefs and concerns, and a sacred text of 
the antinuclear movement. One needs to analyze this text carefully 
to understand where the scientists were coming from, and where 
they sought to guide their considerable following. 

The report begins with the claim that "nuclear power is fraught 
with infinitely greater dangers than were all the inventions of the 
past.,,23 These dangers, and the threat of nuclear weapons to the 
United States, can be avoided only by an international authority 
controlling all nuclear developments. The United States cannot 
depend on maintaining such a lead in nuclear arms that no one will 
dare attack us for fear of retaliation; too many other nations know 
the fundamental facts of nuclear power, and the United States can­
not control the raw materials needed to make weapons.24 Because of 
the great advantage in a future war of first use of such weapons, we 
cannot be safe from sudden attack even if we have a massive lead. 

The only apparent defense is "dispersal of those industries which 
are essential to our war effort and dispersal of the populations of 
our major metropolitan cities."2S This is of course a staggering task; 
we would be at a great disadvantage compared with nations more 
diffusely populated and more authoritarian. 

What are the prospects for the essential international control? 
Even the Soviet Union would shudder at the thought of a sudden 
disintegration of Moscow and Leningrad: "Therefore, only lack of 
mutual trust, and not lack of desire for agreement, can stand in the 
path of an efficient agreement for the prevention of nuclear warfare" 
(italics in original).26 

The report then shifts to the Pacific War. Some officials want "to 
use them [atomic bombs] without warning on an appropriately 
selected object in Japan. It is doubtful whether the first available 
bombs, of comparatively low efficiency and small size, will be suffi­
cient to break the will or ability of Japan to resist, especially given 
the fact that the major cities like Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka, and Kobe 
already will largely have been reduced to ashes by the slower 
process of ordinary aerial bombing.,,27 What were they saying here? 
Were they saying, "This bomb is not so powerful after all"? Then 
how can its use be as provocative as the report claims: "Russia, and 
even allied countries which bear less mistrust of our ways and inten­
tions, as well as neutral countries may be deeply shocked. It may be 
very difficult to persuade the world that a nation which was capable 
of secretly preparing and suddenly releasing a weapon as indiscrim­
inate as the [German] rocket bomb and a million times more 
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destructive, is to be trusted in its proclaimed desire of having such 
weapons abolished by international agreement."28 

At this stage of the argument, two, and only two, alternative pos­
sibilities are presented: (1) it is possible to create international agree­
ment on a total prevention of nuclear war, and (2) effective 
international control is impossible. Franck and his members obvi­
ously lean to the first. But somewhat obtusely, having already told 
us that dropping the bomb on Japan might not have much effect, 
they now shift to telling us that "the military advantages and the 
saving of American lives achieved by the sudden use of atomic 
bombs against Japan may be outweighed by the ensuing loss of con­
fidence and by a wave of horror and repulsion sweeping over the 
rest of the world and perhaps even dividing public opinion at 
home."29 Therefore, we should have a demonstration in the desert 
or on a barren island; then, when we obliterate a Japanese city (but 
will a low efficiency bomb really obliterate anything?) there will be 
no "wave of horror and repulsion."3o 

Yet more puzzling recommendations are to come. Atomic 
weapons have been compared to poison gas, which cannot be used 
because of public opinion.31 Now we read that after a demonstration, 
and an "ultimatum to Japan to surrender or at least to evacuate cer­
tain regions as an alternative to their total destruction," we might just 
bomb them.32 "This may sound fantastic," says the report, "but in 
nuclear weapons we have something entirely new in order of magni­
tude of destructive power. ... "33 No, not fantastic, just confusing; 
will military use on a Japanese city shock them into surrender or not? 

Now the second alternative comes into focus. Perhaps effective 
international control is impossible. On this view, "early use of 
nuclear bombs against Japan becomes even more doubtful-quite 
independently of any humanitarian considerations. If an interna­
tional agreement is not concluded immediately after the first 
demonstration, this will mean a flying start toward an unlimited 
arms race. If this race is inevitable, we have every reason to delay its 
beginning as long as possible in order to increase our heads tart still fur­
ther" [italics added].34 What would be more likely to induce "a fly­
ing start toward an unlimited armaments race" than increasing our 
lead as fast as we can? 

Of course all this argument takes place in an intelligence vacuum. 
The race was already on. Stalin ratcheted it up several notches the 
minute he knew the United States had a bomb, even though it had 
not yet been used. 
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There follows a technical discussion of "stages of production" of 
nuclear weapons. The United States had reached only the first stage, 
but was on the threshold of the second: 

This stage probably requires no elaborate plans and may provide 
us in about five or six years with a really substantial stockpile of 
atomic bombs. Thus it is to our interest to delay the beginning of the 
armaments race at least until the successful termination of this second 
stage. The benefit to the nation, and the saving of American lives in the 
future, achieved by renouncing an early demonstration of nuclear 
bombs and letting the other nations come into the race only reluc­
tantly, on the basis of guesswork and without definite knowledge that 
"the thing does work," may far outweigh the advantages to be gained 
by the immediate use of the first and comparatively inefficient bombs 
in the war against Japan. [italics added]35 

Which nations did the Franck Committee think would "come into 
the race only reluctantly"? 

The concluding sections of this document, about "Methods of 
International Control" were dead right about one thing: the decision 
on use of the first atomic bombs "should not be left to military tacti­
cians alone."36 

Alice K. Smith's discussion of the report contains a strange error: 
"The final report rested its argument against dropping the bomb on a 
target in Japan solely on the ground that announcing its existence to 
the world in this way would make agreement about international con­
trol virtually impossible."37 This was not the sole argument against 
use. The committee clearly stated that the first "low efficiency bombs" 
might not achieve anything. This is quite a different argument. 

Smith also says, "The accuracy with which the framers of the 
Franck Report forecast the course of the postwar armaments race 
has been often and truly remarked."38 How could any observer of 
man's warlike history fail to predict that every nation capable of 
acquiring a new and potent weapon would rush to do so? 

A more astute judgment from Robert S. Stone, director of the 
Chicago laboratory's health division, was found in committee files, 
and is printed without comment by Smith: 

The fact that we have developed this weapon without the knowl­
edge of our allies other than the British convinces me that there will be 
a certain element of mistrust amongst the other allies no matter how 
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we introduce it. Moreover, it is inconceivable to me that the French 
and Russians are not already well aware of the possibilities even 
though they may not be as far along in the practical development as 
we are. Under these circumstances I feel that we would be losing noth­
ing by using the weapon in our war against the Japanese. Any respect 
which the Russians have for us will not be increased if they later find 
that we had a valuable weapon which we did not use .... I feel quite 
strongly that we will be in a better position to secure international 
agreement on its suppression after its effectiveness has been demon­
strated.39 

Franck himself carried the committee's report to Washington, 
where on 12 June it was left with Secretary Stimson's assistant, 
George L. Harrison. Smith believes that Stimson never gave the 
report his "careful and personal attention."40 

Peter Wyden's summation of where the major players stood in 
mid-June of 1945 is fair: "The scientists hoped to shock the entire 
world into disarmament. Stimson and his men wanted primarily to 
shock Tokyo into surrender. If coincidentally, they could also shock 
Moscow into international cooperation, that would be a welcome 
dividend. ,,41 

Not all the scientists agreed with the Franck Committee. Harold 
Urey was among the dissenters. He was not sure what the bomb 
would do if it were dropped, he didn't know if it would bring 
Japanese capitulation, and according to a story in the New Yorker, "if 
it were dropped as a demonstration, the world might not be suffi­
ciently impressed with its frightful reality and the concomitant 
solve-or-perish problem of world peace. 'It was the difference 
between abstraction and reality,' he said."42 

The Franck Report was classified and could not be circulated 
even in the Chicago lab; it dropped from sight until a sanitized ver­
sion was declassified and published by the Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists 1 May 1946. It then began its life as the "I told you so" text 
of those who protested Hiroshima and the arms race. 

Foremost among those who used the Franck Report to bolster a 
revisionist interpretation of Truman's Hiroshima decision was 
Patrick Maynard Stuart Blackett, Fellow of the Royal Society, promi­
nent physicist at Manchester University, a member of Great Britain's 
Advisory Committee on Atomic Energy from 1945 to 1948, pioneer 
in the development of Allied anti-submarine measures during the 
war, the leader of the largest school of cosmic ray research in 
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Europe, and in the 1950s and 1960s one of the students of rock mag­
netism who challenged the mistaken (largely American) permanent 
view of continents and oceans for the current plate tectonic theory.43 

In 1948, the same year he was awarded the Nobel Prize for 
physics, Blackett published Military and Political Consequences of 
Atomic Energy in Britain; a year later it was published in the United 
States as Fear, War, and the Bomb. Sensing, and deploring, the patho­
logical American fear of the Soviet Union, Blackett (unwisely) 
accepted the unwarranted conclusions of the United States Strategic 
Bombing Survey about Japan's readiness to surrender in 1945 with­
out the bomb, the Russians, or invasion. His lengthy analysis of the 
closing months of the war concludes "that the dropping of the 
atomic bombs was not so much the last military act of the Second 
World War, as the first major operation of the cold diplomatic war 
with Russia now in progress."44 

Blackett's account is a reasonable formulation from the data avail­
able at the time. I believe it is wrong, but it is far superior to the con­
voluted and dishonest "atomic diplomacy" tracts of later writers. 
Blackett, like the authors of the Franck Report, does not give suffi­
cient credit to the powerful and legitimate demands by the 
American electorate to forestall casualties, get the conscripts out of 
harm's way, and bring them home at the earliest moment consistent 
with destroying Japan's power to make war. 

Blackett's book was a sensation in Britain. Lord Cherwell, 
Churchill's scientific adviser during the war, attacked it vigor­
ously.45 Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Vyshinsky quoted it ten 
times in a speech at the United Nations. The American edition 
attracted less attention; the political climate was not yet hospitable 
for such a heretical work. The House Committee on UnA me ric an 
Activities was riding high, and McCarthyism/McCarranism was 
about to dominate the domestic arena. The surge of anti-Truman 
sentiment was yet to come. 

• • • 

What James Franck and his colleagues hoped for in 1945 was a 
sympathetic hearing by the Scientists Advisory Committee at the 
mid-June meeting in Los Alamos. No minutes were kept of this 
meeting, and we have only later recollections to go on. Those of 
Arthur H. Compton are the most extensive: 
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Ten days later, at Oppenheimer's invitation, Lawrence, Fermi and I 
spent a long weekend at Los Alamos .... We were determined to find, 
if we could, some effective way of demonstrating the power of an 
atomic bomb without loss of life that would impress Japan's warlords. 
If only this could be done! Ernest Lawrence was the last one of our 
group to give up hope for finding such a solution. The difficulties of 
making a purely technical demonstration that would carry its impact 
effectively into Japan's controlling councils were indeed great. We 
had to count on every possible effort to distort even obvious facts. 
Experience with the determination of Japan's fighting men made it 
evident that the war would not be stopped unless these men them­
selves were convinced of its futility. 

So again, they recommended military use, but Compton says 
their "hearts were heavy."46 

There is some evidence that Enrico Fermi was the last to agree to 
military use.47 Whatever the internal arguments, the committee pre­
sented a unanimous report. Its first point was that the bomb should 
be discussed with the Soviet Union, France, and China before it was 
used (Britain would necessarily be consulted). Its third point was 
that although the committee was consisted of scientists, it had "no 
special competence in solving the political, social, and military prob­
lems" of atomic power. This disclaimer tends to vitiate the most 
salient conclusion, which is number two in the report: 

(2) The opinions of our scientific colleagues ... are not unanimous: 
they range from the proposal of a purely technical demonstration to 
that of the military application best designed to induce surrender. 
Those who advocate a purely technical demonstration would wish to 
outlaw the use of atomic weapons .... Others emphasize the opportu­
nity of saving American lives by immediate military use .... We find 
ourselves closer to these latter views; we can propose no technical 
demonstration likely to bring an end to the war; we see no acceptable 
alternative to direct military use.48 

Robert Oppenheimer later confessed that the disclaimer was based 
on the fact that the scientists "didn't know beans about the military 
situation in Japan," so they assumed invasion was inevitable because 
they had been told that.49 But they did read newspapers, they did 
know about the escalating fanaticism of the Japanese defenders of Iwo 
Jima and Okinawa, and they did trust decisions of the Joint Chiefs of 
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Staff (JCS), who were planning the invasion. They had not yet been 
infected by the Strategic Bombing Survey hypothesis that Japan was 
ready to capitulate. And they did have special knowledge: they knew 
what had happened at Alamogordo. Oppenheimer referred to this 
insight in his testimony to the Atomic Energy Commission trial board 
during his loyalty hearing in 1954: "We did say that we did not think 
exploding one of these things as a firecracker over a desert was likely 
to be very impressive .... The destruction in the desert is zero, as I 
think Mr. Gray may be able to remember."5o 

However modest they were about their knowledge of the Pacific 
War, the advice of this committee was accepted by the Interim 
Committee, by the secretary of war, by the JCS, and by President 
Truman. The issues of demonstration, warning, and informing the 
Russians did not disappear, but the arguments and conclusions 
remained the same. 

At Truman's crucial meeting 18 June 1945 with the JCS and the 
service secretaries, Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy raised 
the subject of the atom bomb; he thought the United States should 
use it after a warning to the Japanese. The suggestion was rejected; 
nobody present could know the bomb would go off as planned.51 
The Interim Committee met again in Washington 21 June; the oppo­
sition of Franck, Szilard and other Chicago scientists to use without 
warning was discussed, but the Oppenheimer committee's recom­
mendation was retained.52 The undersecretary of the navy, Ralph 
Bard, wrote a memo 27 June that he had had second thoughts, and 
that perhaps a warning should be reconsidered. This memo reached 
Stimson, but nothing came of it.53 

Szilard was not willing to give up. On 19 July, he gave a petition 
signed by sixty-eight scientists to Arthur Compton for forwarding to 
the president. Compton sent it via the Manhattan Engineer District 
Office, not the most sympathetic courier.54 It never reached the pres­
ident; he was en route to Potsdam. Szilard's final effort was a more 
moderate and reasonable enterprise than the April memo he took 
down to Byrnes. All it called for was a warning to Japan before the 
bomb was dropped.55 

• • • 

When Szilard came to write his recollections, he acknowledged 
the futility of the demonstration proposal: "I think it is clear that you 
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can't demonstrate a bomb over an uninhabited island. You have to 
demolish a city."S6 

In the interrogations of Japanese leaders conducted by the United 
States Strategic Bombing Survey, and by MacArthur's G-2, I have 
been unable to find any Japanese leaders who claim that the destruc­
tion of Hiroshima and Nagasaki could have been avoided, and 
Japan brought to surrender, by a nonlethal demonstration of the 
bomb. Instead, there is abundant testimony that the Japanese mili­
tary even minimized the significance of the damage at Hiroshima. 
Fortunately the civilian elite, the peace party, knew that something 
disastrous had occurred; and the emperor used it to face down 
Anami. 

Hiroshima cultists never come to grips with the very cogent rea­
sons why the Interim Committee and its scientific advisers rejected 
the idea of a demonstration. Some writers, such as Peter Wyden, 
claim the idea never got "serious analysis," yet he devotes two chap­
ters to the consideration it did get.S7 The pressure point of the argu­
ment is whether a nonlethal demonstration could have produced the 
triumph of the peace party and the acquiescence of the militarists. 
On this matter, the pro-demonstration argument is bankrupt. Its 
supporters do not even attempt to analyze the proposal from the 
Japanese viewpoint as of the summer of 1945; they assume a strictly 
Western point of view. 

The only prominent scientist I have found who inquired into the 
probable reactions of Japanese to a nonlethal demonstration is 
Mitchell Wilson. As a young physicist he declined to work at Los 
Alamos on such a destructive weapon. In the late 1960s, the pub­
lisher Sir George Weidenfeld sent Wilson, as a senior physicist, 
around the world to investigate "the differences of national styles in 
doing science." Japan was one of his target countries. The 
Manhattan Project physicists he had come to know were still com­
plaining that Truman had been wrong to reject a demonstration. 
From what Wilson heard, 

There are those who have become absolutely certain that the 
bombing of Hiroshima was a mistake. Not until I went to Japan did I 
realize that all the discussions I had heard had been among Western 
scientists only, thinking only in Western terms, and taking for granted 
that the Japanese High Command would necessarily have reasoned 
along similar lines. In Tokyo, I discussed the question at last with a 
number of Japanese scientists who were old enough to have lived 
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through the times. When I asked these men to describe for me what 
sort of demonstration of the atomic bomb by the United States in the 
summer of 1945 would have convinced the Japanese High Command 
of the inevitability of defeat and the need for immediate surrender, I 
drew a blank stare at the total unreality of the question in the light of 
the situation as it then existed. 58 

The situation, Wilson heard, was one of total fanatical devotion to 
the god/emperor, to Japan's imperial mission and the Greater East 
Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere; death for this cause was a blessing. 
Japanese did not quail before the first atom bomb; the government 
noted that people in shelters escaped unscathed, and in any case, 
said one admiral, "even America could not have enough radioactive 
material ready to make a sufficient number of bombs to carryon 
such attacks. Even when Nagasaki showed there was more than one 
bomb in the American arsenal, the cabinet debated for more than 
seven hours on what to do. "59 

Wilson concludes his reflections on this issue: "Whatever verdict 
history will pass on the need to destroy Hiroshima and Nagasaki ... 
when the matter is put in terms of the Japanese values generally 
accepted during the war, Japanese scientists themselves can suggest 
no realistic alternative to what happened. That there might have been 
a pre military demonstration of the atom bomb turns out to be 
another one of history's myths."6o 

One could expect that advocates of demonstration would have 
found powerful support for their position in the tens of thousands of 
pages of testimony from Japanese leaders. The Japanese bias was 
plain: atomic warfare was unfair. The government filed a formal 
protest with the Red Cross to this effect. Why, then, did not many of 
them tell DSSBS, MacArthur's G-2, Butow, and other investigators, 
"You could have ended the war without totally destroying these 
two cities simply by a demonstration?" And why did not the out­
raged Western moralists produce significant testimony from Japanese 
that a demonstration would have been effective? 

In its 1972 book, The Day Man Lost, the Pacific War Research 
Society naturally regards the atomic bombings as tragedies. But it 
does not tell us a demonstration would have made military use 
unnecessary. Nobody, in fact, offers any substantial case for a 
demonstration. Mitchell Wilson had it right. A demonstration would 
have wasted time, allowed the casualties in POW camps and naval 
encounters to continue, possibly have brought many Allied soldiers 
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to the site of the demonstration, and still have been ineffective. 
William E. Juhnke, typical of the naive believers in a demonstration, 
says a "dramatic pyro-technical display over Tokyo Bay, at the win­
dow of the Japanese government as it were" might have ended the 
war.61 His conception of the Japanese Government bears no resem­
blance to the reality of Anami and his bitter-end supporters. John J. 
McCloy, who as Stimson's assistant had recommended reconsidera­
tion of the "no demonstration" decision on 18 June, twenty years 
later was sure Stimson and the Interim Committee had been right: 

The decisions recommending the use of the bomb, made by the 
interim committee formed by President Truman, were reached after 
thorough exploration of every possible angle: Could you have a 
demonstration? What would be its effects? We had not at that time 
seen the explosion at Alamogordo, but I can just say that if I had been 
a Japanese observer and seen the bomb go off at Alamogordo, I would 
not have advised surrender. It's one thing to see something go off, 
causing no damage at all but creating a great ball of fire and obviously 
of tremendous power, but it's another thing to say: "Well, now, they 
set this off on a tower; maybe it weighs 50 tons. How do we know 
they can deliver it?" And I am sure that anyone who was a sound 
thinker would have said: "No, that doesn't convince us. In the first 
place, would they have another?" For example, the German scientists 
believed that it would be impossible for us to make an atomic bomb, 
and that if we did we could make only one. The Germans thought of 
an atomic bomb as something that would have to contain as much as 
20 tons of uranium 235, a practically impossible quantity.62 

The demonstration alternative was bankrupt. 

• • • 

But what about a warning? 
Many scientists and philosophers felt a warning was called for; the 

very sober General Marshall felt the same way; even the Far Eastern 
Department of the British Foreign Office took that point of view.63 
Stimson and his advisers, and hence Truman, believed otherwise. 

The only analyst to consider the "no warning" position in depth 
is Lawrence Freedman of the Royal Institute of International Affairs 
in London. In a 1978 article, "The Strategy of Hiroshima," he con-
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dudes: "As more thought was given to the most effective use of the 
bomb, the strategy evolved from a simple one based on maximizing 
the impact of the bomb's destructive power to one aimed at maxi­
mizing its shock value. To achieve this it became necessary to distin­
guish the use of this new weapon from conventional strategic 
bombing. "64 

Supporting this contention, he notes that in April 1945 Gen. 
Groves set the following as governing factors: (1) that the targets 
chosen should be places the bombing of which would adversely 
affect the will of the Japanese people to continue the war; (2) the tar­
gets should be military in nature, consisting either of important 
headquarters or troop concentrations, or centers of production of 
military equipment and supplies; and (3) to enable military planners 
to assess accurately the effects of the bomb, the targets should not 
have been previously damaged by air raids.6s 

The will of the people criterion was the most important, but let us 
examine the other two first. The second criterion was almost mean­
ingless; there were few large, strictly military targets left in Japan. 
Ironically, Hiroshima came as dose as any to meeting this criterion, 
since it was headquarters for the army charged with the defense of 
Kyushu.66 The third criterion, designating targets not previously 
damaged, was important enough to become a bone of contention 
between Groves and Stimson. Groves thought Kyoto the best target; 
Stimson had visited there, regarded it as Japan's greatest cultural 
heritage, and refused to let Groves target it.67 The four cities on the 
final target list met this third criterion reasonably well. But it was 
the first criterion that consciously or not predominated. The word 
"shock" was not used, but "affecting the will of the people" implies 
it. This had been the objective of Gen. Curtis LeMay's incendiary 
raids in the beginning, but his raids became routine, evolving into a 
strategy of cumulative pressure. In the Interim Committee meeting 
of 31 May, the minutes read: 

VIII. EFFECT OF THE BOMBING ON THE JAPANESE AND THEIR 

WILL TO FIGHT: 
It was pointed out that one atomic bomb on an arsenal would not 

be much different from the effect caused by any Air Corps strike of 
present dimensions. However, Dr. Oppenheimer stated that the visual 
effect of an atomic bombing would be tremendous. It would be 
accompanied by a brilliant luminescence which would rise to a height 
of 10,000 to 20,000 feet. 6S 
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Robert Oppenheimer sensed the true potentialities of the new 
bomb. It was not just an extension of LeMay's conventional bomb­
ing campaign; it was something new under the sun. Lawrence 
Freedman observes, "It was on the basis of this spectacular quality 
that those considering the use of the bomb began to move away 
from the previous, implicit, strategy of cumulative pressure to one 
of maximum shock."69 Maximum shock demanded maximum sur­
prise; a specific warning would have eliminated this factor?O 

It was precisely the shock of the bombs and the assumption that 
more were coming that brought about Japan's surrender at that time. 
The emperor, by mid-June, agreed with the peace party that the time 
to give up had arrived. He could not, however, despite his godlike 
stature, simply impose his will on a military machine determined to 
fight a decisive battle of the homeland, and capable of governing by 
assassination if thwarted. Kido, Suzuki, Togo could have been assas­
sinated and the emperor taken into protective custody in order to 
keep fighting. 

The shock of the atom gave the emperor the leverage he needed 
to compel compliance with his decision. William Manchester, whose 
experience in the Pacific gives him considerable insight, describes 
part of what transpired in Tokyo the sixth of August: Hiroshima just 
disappeared from the communication net. No one knew why. Then, 

At dawn the next day Lieutenant General T. Kawabe, deputy chief of 
the army general staff, received a single-sentence report that made no 
sense to him: "The whole city of Hiroshima was destroyed instantly 
by a single bomb." Subsequent details sounded to Kawabe like rav­
ings. Later accounts to the contrary, Hiroshima had not been without 
military significance; the Japanese Second Army had been quartered 
there. At 9:15 August 6 the entire army had been doing calisthenics on 
a huge parade ground. The Thin Man had exploded almost directly 
overhead, wiping it out. That was one of the messages that reached 
Kawabe. It was as though the Pentagon had been informed that the 
United States Marine Corps had been annihilated in less than a sec­
ond while turning somersaults.71 

Anami and others made convincing arguments that the United 
States could not have more bombs. Nagasaki, when it came so soon 
after, was equally a shock. These shocks were fundamental to end­
ing the stalemate in the cabinet and the Supreme Council for the 
Direction of the War, and needed to convince Anami, Toyoda, and 
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Umezu not to join Hatanaka, Ida, and the other insurgents who 
assassinated the commander of the Palace Guard and attempted to 
reverse the emperor's decision. 

The centrality of the bomb in effecting capitulation is vigorously 
denied by Hiroshima cultists. For most of them Soviet entry was the 
key, but they do not engage the evidence on this matter. 72 Part of the 
relevant evidence consists of pre-surrender communications 
between Japanese commanders and staff as revealed in the ULTRA 
decrypts. Prior to September 1944, Japanese forces in Manchuria, 
known as the Kwantung Army, had operated under a plan for 
attack on the Soviet Union. As Japanese forces elsewhere were debil­
itated by Allied attack, and as Soviet capabilities for entering the 
Pacific War increased, these orders were changed to a defensive 
strategy. After discussing developments in Manchuria during 1944, 
Edward J. Drea summarizes Japanese expectations at the beginning 
of 1945: 

The Japanese, then, had no illusions about an eventual Soviet inva­
sion of Manchuria. In late January 1945, then Vice-Chief of Staff of the 
Imperial Japanese Army, Lieutenant General Hata Hikosaburo, sent 
to Japanese military attaches in Europe a forecast of the world situa­
tion as it might appear in mid-1945. Concerning the U.S.S.R., the mes­
sage acknowledged that the Soviets would probably abrogate the 
Japanese-Soviet Neutrality Pact (due for renewal in April 1945) but 
"for awhile" thereafter would remain neutral. Hata cautioned, 
though, that if a favorable opportunity presented itself, the Soviets 
would enter the war against Japan in the latter half of 1945.73 

Drea then follows speculations about when the Soviets would 
attack. Japanese intelligence knew it was coming, but thought the 
Soviets would not have adequate forces until the spring of 1946.74 

The Kwantung Army was thus taken by surprise and overwhelmed. 
This constituted a "shock" of sorts, but nothing comparable to the 
atom bomb. 

Not only did Japan expect Soviet entry, it expected the Russians 
to penetrate Manchuria. Tokyo'S order to the Kwantung Army 
dated 30 May 1945 directed Japanese units to "conduct a delaying 
action designed to exhaust the Soviet invaders."75 Japanese troops 
would slowly withdraw to the rugged terrain near the Korean bor­
der, where they could conduct a "protracted defense" for six 
months.76 This delaying action would give the defenders of the 
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homeland enough time to smash the first wave of the expected 
American invasion, at which time a cease fire favorable to Japan 
would be negotiated. This military timetable was not upset on 8 August 
when the Soviets invaded: only the illusory hopes of the diplomats for 
Soviet neutrality and mediation were upset. 

Until the recent disintegration of the Soviet Union, the official line 
in that country was that its entry into the Pacific War was the decid­
ing blow for Japan. Now that independent scholarship is again 
becoming possible in Russia, more candor is appearing. Oleg A. 
Rzheshevsky, in 1994 the head of the Department of the History of 
War in the Institute of Wodd History of the Russian Academy of 
Sciences, wrote that "The atomic bombs dropped by U.s. bombers 
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki on 6 and 9 August were, of course, piv­
otal in the Japanese decision to surrender.//77 

Hiroshima cultists make much of a Combined Chiefs of Staff 
(CCS) "Estimate of the Enemy Situation as of 6 July 1945," prepared 
for the Potsdam Conference?S One section of this document reads: 

We believe that a considerable portion of the Japanese population 
now consider absolute military defeat to be probable. The increasing 
effects of sea blockade and cumulative devastation wrought by strate­
gic bombing, which has already rendered millions homeless and has 
destroyed from 25% to 50% of the builtup area of Japan's most impor­
tant cities, should make this realization increasingly generaL An entry 
of the Soviet Union into the war would finally convince the Japanese 
of the inevitability of complete defeat?9 

Note what this document does not say: that Soviet entry would 
induce surrender, which is the issue here.so The CCS believed that 
nothing would bring Japanese capitulation until the unconditional 
surrender doctrine was significantly modified. It was wrong about 
this, and for good reason the British and American leaders at 
Potsdam retained the unconditional surrender demand (see chapter 
three). 

The really reprehensible failure of cultist argument on this point, 
however, is its total disregard of postwar interrogations of Japanese 
principals and of subsequent Japanese scholarship. 

In the USSBS interrogations, many respondents commited them­
selves to the belief that the atom bombs alone brought surrender; a 
lesser number identified both Soviet entry and atom bombs as effec­
tive. Only one, Col. Hayashi Saburo, secretary to War Minister 
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Anami, implied that Soviet intervention, rather than the bomb, 
ended the war. Hayashi's interrogation includes this exchange: 

Q. It is said that Minister of War Anami's attitude changed after the 
dropping of the atomic bomb and the entry of the SOVIET UNION 
into the war. Will you please elaborate on this point? 

A. Although it is true that his desire for a quick termination of war 

suddenly became strong after the entry of the SOVIET UNION into 
the war, I nevertheless believe that he wanted somehow to ease the 
conditions even slightly [secure concessions from the Allies]. Up 
until that time, he spoke very little about the question of ending the 
war.81 

This is not exactly a compelling statement. 
One other military leader, Maj. Gen. Takashima Tatsuhiko 

(quoted in chapter two), denied that atom bombs had any effect on 
the army, though they did affect civilians.82 

Thus the sum total of relevant Japanese testimony supporting the 
Hiroshima cultists is thin indeed.83 Supporting the contention that 
the bomb ended the war is the judgment of a phalanx of Japanese 
authorities. It needs to be stressed again that with the official 
Japanese position holding atomic weapons to have been an atrocity, 
any acknowledgement by Japanese that the bombs served a useful 
purpose by ending the war has to be seen as reluctant and highly 
credible testimony. There is plenty of it. 

At least seven principals in the Japanese surrender gave approxi­
mately equal weight to the atom and the Soviets: Prince Konoye, 
Toyoda Soemu, Funada Atsuyasu, Ikeda Sumihasa, Kawabe 
Torashiro, Abe Genki, and Arisue Seizo.84 Those who believed the 
atom bombs deserved predominant credit for precipitating surren­
der were Hata Shunroku, Hiranuma Kiichiro, Nagano Osami, 
Sakomizu Hisatsume, Baron Suzuki Kantaro, Inaba Masao, Marquis 
Kido Koichi, and Prince Higashikuni.85 

Many Japanese interrogated by USSBS and Far East Command 
refused to commit themselves; what caused the end of the war was 
even then an inflammatory subject. 

The point at issue here is not what defeated Japan; naval, army, 
and air forces can all claim much credit. Nor is it when Japan realized 
it was defeated; this happened at various times, some admitting 
defeat after the loss of Saipan, others after MacArthur retook the 
Philippines, or after Iwo Jima or Okinawa. What is at issue is the 
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trigger that motivated the emperor to surrender and emasculated 
military opposition. No revisionist historian even begins to come to 
grips with the best evidence here.86 

Japanese historians, many of whom declare nuclear weapons 
immoral, nonetheless generally agree that the shock of the atom 
ended the war. Togo, writing his memoirs, states baldly that the 
Hiroshima bombing sent him to the emperor with advice that the 
war should be ended forthwith, and the emperor agreed.87 The col­
lective authorship of Japan's Longest Day endorses Togo's version of 
events.88 Kase Toshikazu's Eclipse of the Rising Sun says, "both the 
bombs and the Russians facilitated our surrender."89 

Ienaga Saburo, an anti-bomb pacifist, admits in his volume The 
Pacific War that "the twin shocks of the atomic bombings and the 
Soviet declaration of war broke the stalemate in Tokyo.,,9o 

Toyoda Toshiyuki, writing in 1986, is emphatic that the atom 
alone ended the war: 

The explosion of a uranium bomb over Hiroshima on August 6, 
1945, and of a plutonium bomb over Nagasaki three days later gave a 
tremendous shock to Japan's wartime rulers. After studying the 
report of the Japanese scientists who surveyed the devastated cities, 
the leaders realized the extraordinary power of the atomic bomb: a 
single shot could instantly obliterate an entire city. They moved 
quickly to surrender in order to avoid a third use of this awesome and 
inhumane weapon on another Japanese city.91 

Takemi Taro, a Japanese physician, has a slightly different sce­
nario for activating the emperor; he says Count Makino convinced 
Hirohito to end the war in a conference lasting one hour and forty 
minutes. But his causal analysis is the same: "When I showed the 
data about the atomic bomb to Count Makino, he became gravely 
concerned and immediately asked for an audience with the Emperor 
to tell his majesty of the danger of the threat of bombing Tokyo. The 
Count was afraid that there would be no chance for peace talks if the 
atom bomb was indeed dropped on Tokyo.,,92 Makino told Takemi, 
a relative, that the emperor then agreed to accept the Potsdam 
Declaration. 

Other Japanese are equally emphatic. The widespread support of 
the Hiroshima cult has not extinguished candid historical analyses 
of what ended the war. Murakami Hyoe, Kato Masuo, Nakayama 
Takashi, and Nakamura Masanori are among other analysts who 
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say the bomb was decisive; American revisionists ignore this com­
pelling evidence that, terrible as it was, the atom brought peace.93 

Henry Stimson and the Interim Committee did not perceive the 
true fulcrum of Japanese decision making in this crisis; the effect of 
bombs on the Japanese people was largely irrelevant. The people 
were kept in the dark about how destructive the atom had been. But 
the leaders knew, and they were shaken. Robert Butow captures the 
essence of the event: 

The revulsion with which these samurai-inspired men viewed 
defeat and surrender often made them blind to all other considera­
tions. Their thinking processes were befuddled by the emphasis they 
placed upon the ability of the spirit to triumph miraculously over the 
power of material force. These men, who had once been the wardens 
of the prison in which they had confined the whole nation, had now 
joined the ranks of the inmates. The real significance of the explosions 
over Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the Soviet dash into Manchuria was 
that these events produced a shock great enough to crack the walls of 
the prison. Even this shock did not result in an escape but it did force 
everyone, the guards and guarded alike, to face the full and glaring 
light of day-to acknowledge a fact which could no longer be denied. 
It was not that the military men had suddenly become reasonable ... it 
was rather that they, like the machinery of government with which 
they had been tinkering, had momentarily been caught off balance.94 

In the furious controversy over surrender that shook the Japanese govern­
ment in the first days of August 1945, the atomic bombing of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki was the decisive event. 

Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy in his 1965 retrospective 
says as much: liThe reason that we did not have a demonstration of 
the bomb was, first, that it would have completely wiped out the ele­
ment of surprise, which in my opinion was extremely important. As 
it turned out, that was one of the reasons why Japan surrendered so 
quickly. They weren't prepared for it. It was a bolt out of heaven. 
There has never been a surprise to equal it since the Trojan horse."9S 

Lawrence Freedman, in his analysis, is careful to note that the 
Japanese situation was unique, and that the shock effect of atomic 
bombs cannot be extrapolated to future wars.96 So far, the desperate 
circumstances of the Pacific War have not been repeated, nor is it 
likely that they will be. 





5 

Was a Second Bomb Necessary 
to End the War? 

To probe the warrant for the second bomb, one has to start 
with the Truman administration's objective. Lawrence Freedman 
believes, correctly, the objective was to shock a weakened Japan into 
early surrender.1 Mere quantitative destruction was not the objective; 
LeMay's B-29s were achieving that with conventional bombs, but the 
Japanese military continued to hold out for a final decisive battle of 
the homeland that would yield lenient surrender terms. 

The United States had no reason to think that one shock would be 
sufficient; the Japanese military could, and did, claim that there was 
only one bomb, and that it was not so terrible anyway.2 

Hence a second bomb following close on the heels of the first one, 
keeping the Japanese off balance, was called for. Truman's order 
was that atomic bombs would be dropped as ready. Two were avail­
able in early August; a third was ready by mid-August but was can­
celed by Truman.3 

Many commentators hold that the Japanese government did not 
have adequate time to settle on surrender in the three days between 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and if it had had more time, the war 
would have ended without dropping the second bomb.4 Who would 
have used this time, and how, to overcome the rock-ribbed opposi­
tion of the military is never explained. 

Despite Truman's euphoria at Potsdam about the Alamogordo 
test ("I am sure [the Japanese will fold up] when Manhattan appears 
over their homeland")5 his military authorities were not counting on 
one bomb to cause surrender. Barton Bernstein notes, "Before 
Hiroshima, they did not believe that the nuclear attacks would pro­
duce a surrender within a few days or weeks, or even in August."6 
This pessimism was partly due to underestimating the bomb's 
power, hence its shock value, but mostly due to the increasingly bit-
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ter resistance of Japanese soldiers and to continued belligerent state­
ments coming from Tokyo. 

Consequently, when physicist Norman F. Ramsey was sent to 
Tinian as chief scientist to supervise preparation of the atomic 
bombs for loading on aircraft, he expected a long assignment. Peter 
Wyden's description of Ramsey's situation offers the best account: 

He had been instructed that fifty nuclear bombs might be 
required to force the surrender of the Japanese and end vVorld War 
II. The dreaded alternative was an invasion of Japan against fanati­
cal resistance .... Each bomb was equivalent to about one week of 
bombing raids with conventional explosives .... So when Oppie dis­
patched Ramsey, his most trusted senior physicist, to Tinian ... 
Ramsey had expected routine duty .... Ramsey had told his crew of 
nuclear specialists that they would serve a six-month tour of duty on 
the island .... The Tinian contingent had planned their personal 
lives to fit this timetable. One engineer brought along hop seed in 
the belief that he would have ample leisure to brew his own beer? 

This preparation for a long run of atomic bombing represented 
excessive prudence, a worst case scenario. No one in the Manhattan 
Engineer District (MED) thought it would take so long. Adm. 
William Purnell, naval member of the MED Military Policy 
Committee, believed that two bombs would end the war.8 But 
nobody could be sure. 

Even on 12 August, after the atomic bombings, Soviet entry, and 
the first tentative Japanese offer to accept the Potsdam terms, Maj. 
Gen. Clayton Bissell, Army G-2, wrote a memo to General Marshall 
speculating on Japanese actions. "Atomic bombs," wrote Bissell, 
"will not have a decisive effect in the next 30 days.,,9 

Fortunately Purnell was right, Bissell wrong. 
The pressure point of the argument is this: "Would Japan have 

surrendered soon without the second bomb immediately following 
the first?" Of course no certain answer can be given. For rational 
analysis, this question must be translated into "Was the u.s. desire 
to keep the Japanese off balance, and to prove immediately that 
there was more than one bomb, sufficiently well-grounded to justify 
Nagasaki?" Certainly the demonstrated Japanese capacity to absorb 
punishment and still remain bellicose warranted the belief that just 
one superbomb might not cause them to give up. Since the Japanese 
militarists controlled information tightly and could easily minimize 
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the significance of one superbomb and since every day that went by 
without another bomb would reinforce Anami's claim that, what­
ever it was, the United States only had one, the belief that two 
bombs in quick succession would be more potent than spreading 
them out seems reasonable. 

Richard Rhodes interviewed naval Ens. Bernard J. O'Keefe, who 
was on the assembly team and recalled the "mood of urgency" as 
they got the Nagasaki bomb ready: 

With the success of the Hiroshima weapon, the pressure to be 
ready with the much more complex implosion device became excruci­
ating. We sliced off another day, scheduling it for August 10. 
Everyone felt that the sooner we could get off another mission, the 
more likely it was that the Japanese would feel that we had large 
quantities of the devices and would surrender sooner. We were cer­
tain that one day saved would mean that the war would be over one 
day sooner. Living on that island, with planes going out every night 
and people dying not only in B-29s shot down, but in naval engage­
ments all over the Pacific, we knew the importance of one day; the 
Indianapolis sinking also had a strong effect on us.10 

On the other side of the Pacific, in the fevered councils of a reel­
ing Japanese empire, the militarists were doing what they could to 
calm the fearful. Edwin Hoyt's narrative of events the morning of 9 
August reconstructs what happened at the palace: 

At 11:00 in the morning, as the B-29 carrying the plutonium bomb 
approached Nagasaki, the generals, admirals, and civilian members 
of the Supreme War Council met at the Imperial Palace .... The mil­
itary members began by arguing that if, as now seemed indicated, 
the bomb dropped on Hiroshima had been an atomic bomb, and if 
just one bomb was dropped when everyone knew the Americans 
had thousands of B-29s, then there must simply have been that 
one bomb. Therefore, said War Minister Anami, one need have no 
further fear of atomic attack. The destruction of Hiroshima was, 
quite to the reverse of the civilian way of thinking, really an asset 
to the government, because now it would be far easier to rally the 
people of Japan-who were admittedly growing restless in the 
shadow of constant defeat-to the last great struggle that should 
bring "victory.ull 
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General Umezu took a slightly different approach. He argued 
that "even the United States could not possibly possess enough 
radioactive material to make a sufficient number of bombs to permit 
a continuation of such attacks."12 Anami, Umezu, and Toyoda stood 
their ground. There was only one atomic bomb, Soviet entry had 
already been discounted, the decisive battle of the homeland must 
be fought. 

Given these facts, Barton Bernstein's claim in the January­
February 1995 Foreign Affairs is surprising: "Evidence now available 
about developments in the Japanese Government-most notably the 
emperor's then-secret decision shortly before the Nagasaki bombing 
to seek peace-makes it clear that the second bomb could undoubt­
edly have been avoided."13 Evidence that the emperor made his firm 
decision to recommend peace after the Hiroshima bombing and 
before the Nagasaki bombing has been available for decades. The 
sticking point during this interim was not the will of the emperor; it 
was the refusal of Anami and the military to give up their hopes for 
a decisive battle of the homeland, at which they would finally con­
vince the United States to back off and negotiate.14 

No account of the deliberations in the Supreme Council for the 
Direction of the War, or in the Japanese cabinet, on 9 August war­
rants the belief that absent Nagasaki, the emperor would have been 
able to prevail when he finally declared himself. Japan's Longest Day 
is quite clear; the Hiroshima bomb, the Soviet entry into the war, 
and the Nagasaki bomb were together insufficient to move the mili­
tary. Only the Emperor's opinion, stated twice, ended the war. How 
can one believe any lesser trauma could have been effective?15 

So stubborn was the military resistance that Japanese waffling 
went on until 14 August. On that day, the British political affairs 
officer in Washington reported to the Foreign Office, "When I saw 
the President at midday on Tuesday morning (14 August) he was a 
very worried man, pinned down in his office at the White House by 
a mob of news-hungry journalists parked on a twenty-four-hour 
vigil in the anteroom. He had just received a report that the mes­
sages from Japan did not contain the expected reply and he sorrow­
fully remarked that another bomb now seemed the only way to 
hasten the end."16 Then, of course, the Japanese acceptance arrived . 

• • • 
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Everything we know about the death throes of the Japanese 
empire indicates that even with the modification of the uncondi­
tional surrender doctrine to allow continuation of the emperor, even 
with the devastation caused by conventional bombing and two 
atomic bombs, even with the feared entry of the Soviet Union, sur­
render hung by a thread. Twice the emperor had to direct his minis­
ters to accept the Potsdam terms. When they finally gave in, 
obedience by the fanatical junior officers was not assured. The 
Pacific War Research Society emphasized in Japan's Longest Day that 
War Minister Anami stated bluntly, "Our men will simply not lay 
down their arms." Home Minister Abe "served notice that he could 
not promise civil obedience if the Cabinet decided to attempt to end 
the war through capitulation."17 

Of all the histories of the emperor's triumph over the militarists, 
Japan's Longest Day is the one that shows most clearly how narrow 
was his victory, and how dangerous to the surrender process were 
the several insurrections. IS None of the "bomb wasn't necessary" 
theorists acknowledge the fact that the Japanese Foreign Office was 
so alarmed at the rumor that a third bomb was to be dropped on 
Tokyo on 12 August that Domei News Agency was ordered to 
broadcast the text of Japan's conditional acceptance of the Potsdam 
Declaration even before the status of the emperor had been settled, 
to convince the United States not to drop another.19 

Samuel Eliot Morison's oft-quoted metaphor, that lithe atomic 
bomb was the keystone of a very fragile arch" that brought 
Japan's surrender,2o needs to be modified; there were two bombs, 
two keystones. 

Although the known bias of Japanese participants in the surren­
der decision was to deplore atomic bombs as atrocities, there is a 
glaring absence of "Nagasaki was unnecessary and cruel" state­
ments in their interrogations. Fuchida Matsuo offers the only strong 
comment. According to Gordon Prange, "he didn't blame the United 
States, but he did resent the timing of the second bomb. An interval 
of only three days between the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings 
was unrealistic."21 Fuchida, however, does not factor into this opin­
ion Anami's stubborn insistence that the Hiroshima event was not 
an atomic bomb, or that if it was, it was the only one. Fuchida him­
self claims to have felt as soon as he learned of Hiroshima that the 
bomb was atomic, and that "The war is over."22 And he admitted 
that "If Japan had had the atomic bomb we would have dropped it 
on the United States."23 
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The most probative testimony comes from Marquis Kido. The 
affidavit he introduced at the Tokyo War Crimes Trials shows the 
following entry: 

304. On August 10, 1945 [9 August U.S. time] atomic bombs were 
dropped at Nagasaki City causing a large number of victims. This 
gave a great shock to the nation, together with the Soviet Union's par­
ticipation in the Pacific War on the Allied side, imparting a sudden 
and powerful stimulus to controversies as well as moves and counter­
moves between the peace and war parties in this country. Surveying 
the situation, I foresaw various difficulties ahead, to overcome which I 
thought that there would be no course left but to broadcast an 
Imperial rescript to the nation on the part of the Emperor terminating 
the war.24 

There is no countervailing testimony. Kido was assuredly prime 
mover in the emperor's decisions to end the war; he was also on the 
assassination list of the army insurgent groups. 

Hayashi Saburo, military secretary to the minister of war (Anami) 
from April to August 1945, also credits the Nagasaki bomb with a 
significant effect. He explains in Kogun: The Japanese Army in the 
Pacific War how the army denied that the Hiroshima bomb was for­
midable, and claimed that countermeasures were available. 
Truman's broadcast claiming that the bomb had been atomic was 
rejected by the Japanese military as 

... strategic propaganda directed against Japan. On-the-spot investiga­
tions failed to make satisfactory progress. It was only later that it was 
tacit:y understood that the Truman statement was not a lie; i.e., after a 
second bomb had been dropped upon Nagasaki. City dwellers were 
gripped with great fear that their own communities might become the 
next target. In Tokyo, when air raid warnings were sounded, not a soul 
was to be seen out of doors. In particular, the psychological effect upon 
the authorities conducting the war was tremendous. It could not be 
denied that sentiment for accepting the Potsdam Declaration was 
growing stronger.25 

One of the most perplexing treatments of the importance of the 
Nagasaki bomb is in Martin Sherwin's A World Destroyed. Sherwin 
approaches the bomb by asserting: "The rationale that had loosed 
the first atomic attack was about to unleash the second one too-
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unconditional surrender had to be accepted immediately or, as 
Truman announced, the Japanese 'may expect a rain of ruin from 
the air, the like of which has never been seen on this earth."'26 By 
then, however, as chapter three shows, unconditional surrender 
rhetoric had already been modified by the Potsdam terms, and the 
Japanese knew it. 

Sherwin goes on to quote Robert Butow: the atomic bomb and 
Soviet entry were a "supreme opportunity" for the peace party; 
Sherwin implies that the Nagasaki bomb contributed nothing to this 
"opportunity."27 Butow says of the morning of 9 August that "By 
the time Marquis Kido arrived at the palace in midmorning, the city 
of Nagasaki was on the verge of becoming a graveyard with not a 
tombstone standing, and the forces of the Soviet Union were well 
into Manchuria. Without wasting either time or words, His Majesty 
requested the Privy Seal to get in touch with Premier Suzuki and to 
urge upon him the need for action."28 But, contrary to Sherwin, 
Butow factors the Nagasaki bombing into his analysis. 

In discussing the deadlock in the Supreme Council for the 
Direction of the War that morning over whether Japan should 
demand more concessions than just the retention of the emperor, 
Butow very clearly asserts what Sherwin is so anxious to deny: 

The council was deadlocked, with Suzuki, Togo, and Yonai on the 
one side, and Anami, Umezu, and Toyoda on the other. Although the 
atomic attack upon Hiroshima had made it impossible for anyone pre­
sent to continue to deny the urgency of Japan's situation, it apparently 
had not made a deep enough impression upon the chiefs of staff and 
the War Minister to make them willing to cast their lot outright for a 
termination of the war. 

While the two sides were still debating the issue, however, the 
news that Nagasaki had suffered the fate of Hiroshima was carried 
into the council chamber. There had been an interval of only two days 
between the two attacks. This seemed to suggest that in two more 
days, or three, the map of Japan might grimly sport another black­
faced X drawn through the name of a third or even a fourth Japanese 
city. Certainly the fact that a second A-bomb had been dropped did 
not offer much consolation to those who were wistfully speculating 
about the total number the United States might have on hand.29 

Having conveniently overlooked the awkward passages in 
Butow, Sherwin confronts the Nagasaki issue directly: "What effect 
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did this second holocaust delivered only three days after the first 
have on the decision of the Japanese to surrender? The fact that 
Nagasaki was destroyed before Japan's leaders had absorbed the 
shock of Hiroshima, or the shock and implications of the Soviet dec­
laration of war, precludes an accurate assessment. The rapid succes­
sion of crises blurred the significance of each."3o 

Of course it did. The rapid succession of crises was intended to 
destabilize Japan. It was one more disruption of the military domi­
nance that had existed in the Japanese polity. It threw the Supreme 
Council for the Direction of the War off balance. This turbulence 
benefited the peace party, which was seeking change. Then the con­
troversial assumptions of Yamato racial superiority, of Japanese mil­
itary invincibility, of inevitable triumph were shaken to their 
foundations. 31 Turmoil strengthened the people who knew what 
they wanted, and weakened the people who then had to contem­
plate, in addition to all their other troubles, atomic bombs and 
Russians. 

Sherwin quotes Joseph L. Marx, who writes that the bombing of 
Nagasaki "did give the Emperor a means by which to convince the 
military that the Potsdam terms had to be accepted," which is a mis­
statement of the situation.32 The emperor didn't convince the mili­
tary; he simply overpowered them. But Marx's misstatement does 
not justify Sherwin's next claim: "[This argument] assumes that until 
the emperor was informed about Nagasaki he was not inclined 
either to accept or to advocate surrender."33 No such assumption is 
legitimate, nor does Marx say that the Nagasaki bomb by itself 
enabled the Emperor to win out. It was simply another argument in 
his brief. The balance of argument is clearly supportive of the valid­
ity of the U.s. dual shocks strategy. 

There is another attack on the use of a bomb against Nagasaki, 
based on the claim that since it was a different kind of bomb than 
that dropped on Hiroshima, the U.S. military wanted to drop it to 
see how it worked-as an experiment. 

The pacifist A.J. Muste was one of the most vociferous critics. To 
him, since he could see no military justification at all for the second 
bomb, the basic evil was the scientist's "urge for experimentation 
running wild."34 Christian Century cited with approval a Human 
Events commentary that "The bombing of Nagasaki, on the other 
hand, was a 'purely experimental matter'; scientists wanted more 
data on atom bomb results."35 Even crusty old Adm. William 
Halsey, no lover of the air force, said the Nagasaki bomb was 
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dropped because the scientists "had this toy and they wanted to try 
it out. ... "36 

Certainly the Manhattan scientists had a paternal interest in the 
product of their labors. To assert that the Nagasaki bomb was 
dropped primarily because of this interest, however, flies in the face 
of all the artifacts of the scientists' strenuous activity. They, no less 
than other Americans, wanted desperately to bring the war to a 
close. Had they been interested primarily in experimentation, they 
could have exploded their progeny under less stressful and danger­
ous conditions far away from the war zone-as they did in the fol­
lowing years of Cold War excesses. 

Could the necessary convulsion in the Japanese government have 
been produced if the second bomb had been held off for, say, a 
week? We will never know. What we do know is that every day 
without a follow-up to Hiroshima played into Anami's hands. 





6 

Was Dropping These Bombs 
Morally Justified? 

The fundamental moral dilemma remains for me unsolved. The 
infliction of suffering is in itself an evil, corrupting the agent as well as 
harming the patient. The conduct of war consists of deploying armed 
force so as to inflict, or threaten the infliction of suffering on an adver­
sary-which may mean, under contemporary political and economic 
conditions, on all members of his society. War, thus, is in itself 
inescapably an evil. But those who renounce the use of force find them­
selves at the mercy of those who do not; and the value-system which 
enables us to see the infliction of suffering as an evil is in itself the prod­
uct of a certain kind of society which is as liable as any other social sys­
tem in history to destruction from without, as it is to corruption and 
disruption from within. On one horn of the dilemma lies suicide, on the 
other a moral degradation which may be a more subtle form of self­
destruction. There are no easy answers: we have no right to expect them. 

Michael Howard1 

There are easy answers to the question of this chapter from a host 
of commentators. No dilemma or moral ambiguity exists for them: 
Truman's decision was clearly and unquestionably immoral. 

John Haynes Holmes of the Community Church of New York 
called Hiroshima "the supreme atrocity of the ages.,,2 Lewis 
Mumford wrote in a prominent essay that "our moral nihilism has 
brought us down to the level of Genghis Khan, or, if that is possible, 
somewhat lower."3 

A commission of the Federal Council of Churches concluded, 
"the surprise bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are morally 
indefensible."4 Dwight MacDonald, writing in his magazine, Politics, 
placed the United States on a moral level with the Nazis and their 
extermination camps.5 Father Edgar R. Smothers in the Jesuit journal 
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America acknowledged that the bombs might have shortened the 
war, but their use violates "a primary principle of sound morality: 
no end-however good, however necessary--can justify the use of 
an evil means."6 The Christian Century, in an editorial entitled, 
"America's Atomic Atrocity," said, "What the use of poison gas did 
to the reputation of Germany in World War I, the use of atomic 
bombs has done for the reputation of the United States in World 
War 11."7 

It is not always easy to tease out a clear basis for these moral 
judgments. One basis for condemnation rests on the belief that 
nuclear weapons are intrinsically evil, like poison gas; they are qual­
itatively different from other weapons in their horrible effects, both 
immediate and latent. In this respect, as with poison gas, mankind 
should regard them as beyond the pale and forbid their production 
and deployment. 

A second ground on which some condemn the use of atomic 
bombs against the Japanese is that it violated the principle of non­
combatant immunity. Such bombs cannot be targeted or restricted to 
fighting forces. Truman and his advisors knew that thousands of 
women and children, most of whom were not engaged in prosecut­
ing the war, would be killed. This argument also applies to any 
bombing that will kill noncombatants, as well as to conventional 
blockades and sieges designed to starve or otherwise incapacitate 
enemy populations. 

Many moralists acknowledge this principle, but some qualify it. 
They hold that noncombatants may be killed incidentally to a legiti­
mate military action (the current term is co~lateral casualties) if the 
prospective benefit of that action outweigh~ the evil of noncombat­
ant injury. This is a utilitarian calculation; the ends achieved must be 
in proportion to the means used. This proportionality principle 
allows the commentator to generally approve area bombing of 
Germany when that was the only way in which Britain could engage 
the Nazis, while condemning area bombing (especially atomic 
bombs) in Japan, which did not appear to pose the same threat to 
the Allies as did Germany. 

Third, many critics claim that the bombs were used on the basis 
of invalid motives: retribution, revenge, reprisal. We were, in using 
them, lowering ourselves to the level of our opponents; or we used 
the bombs against Japan where we would not use them against 
Germany because of racism; or we were merely experimenting or 
justifying a $2 billion expenditure. 
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Fourth, some attack the morality of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
bombings because no specific warning was given. The force of this 
argument is diminished by the certainty that despite any conceiv­
able warning thousands of Japanese would have been killed any­
way. The use of poison gas, for instance, would not be excused by 
warning the enemy. 

• • • 

The "intrinsically evil" argument is made by those opponents of 
nuclear weapons who are most outraged. It is preemptive. If one 
accepts it, all other arguments are irrelevant. The judgment that the 
bombs used at Hiroshima and Nagasaki are inherently cruel, bar­
baric, unconscionable is a private and personal judgment: the ends 
to which such weapons are directed do not matter. No conceivable 
benefit of atomic bombing, such as shortening the war, or diminish­
ing total casualties, cancels out its cruelty. 

One explicit statement of this point of view comes from Thomas 
Nagel: 

... one can justify prohibitions against particularly cruel 
weapons: starvation, poisoning, infectious diseases ... weapons 
designed to maim or disfigure or torture the opponent rather 
than merely to stop him .... The effect of dum-dum bullets, for 
example, is much more extended than necessary to cope with 
the combat situation in which they are used.s 

Nagel is here concerned with American conduct of the Vietnam 
War, but the strictures apply equally to nuclear weapons. 

Robert Jay Lifton is among those who emphasize the inherently 
evil nature of nuclear weapons. He titles the book he wrote with 
Richard Falk Indefensible Weapons. To him, when we discuss the use 
of atomic bombs, "we are no longer talking about war or weaponry 
but about a technology of destruction so extreme, of such a quantum 
jump from anything we have known, as to border on the absolute." 
His visceral rejection of these weapons was reinforced in 1962 by six 
months he spent in Hiroshima. What he found was "not just death; 
it was grotesque dnd absurd death, which had no relationship to the 
life cycle as such. There was a sudden and absolute shift from nor­
mal existence to the overwhelming immersion in death."9 Lifton's 
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descriptions of the pathologies left in the wake of this first use of 
atomic weapons are chilling. 

Norman Cousins took the "inherently evil" position after reading 
John Hersey's Hiroshima: "Do we know ... that many thousands of 
human beings will die of cancer during the next few years because 
of radioactivity released by the bomb? Do we know that the atomic 
bomb is in reality a death ray, and that the damage by blast and fire 
may be secondary to the damage caused by radiological assault 
upon human tissue? Have we as a people any sense of responsibility 
for the crimes of Hiroshima and Nagasaki?"l0 

Dwight MacDonald emphasizes "that the real horror of the Bomb 
is not blast but radioactivity." He attacks not only Truman but the 
scientists who "whelped this monstrosity ... the white coat of the 
scientist is as blood-chilling a sight as Dracula's black cape."ll 
Hanford, Los Alamos, and Oak Ridge were equal to Frankenstein's 
laboratory. 

Despite such colorful rhetoric, the preemptive argument on 
intrinsic evil is far from compelling. Hanson Baldwin deplored 
Hiroshima, but on pragmatic grounds; he thought "the atomic bomb 
is no worse qualitatively than other lethal weapons; it is merely 
quantitatively more powerful; other weapons cause death in fearful 
ways; the atomic bomb caused more death."12 

Ralph McGill, prominent editor of the Atlanta Constitution, also 
belittled the qualitative argument: atomic weapons were "fully as 
moral as the shotgun, the spear, the ax ... the tommy gun ... the 
slingshot of David ... or any other weapon of death."13 Even 
Thomas Nagel, whose list of immoral weapons is as long as any, 
acknowledges in a footnote that the matter may not be certain: 
"Ordinary bullets, after all, can cause death, and nothing is more 
permanent than that."14 

McGill is right; there are ways of killing, commonplace in every 
war, that are as grotesque and repulsive as the bombs used on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Consider the intolerable incidence of mass 
slaughter, maiming, debilitating, incinerating, from the trenches of 
World War I; the destruction of Guernica by the Luftwaffe in the 
Spanish Civil War; the rape of Nanking by Japanese soldiers; 
Mussolini's target practice on Ethiopians; the atrocities of the 
Gestapo throughout Europe; the Bataan Death March; the Japanese 
"construction" camps throughout Southeast Asia; the flamethrowers 
American soldiers used on Pacific islands; the fire storming of 
Hamburg, Dresden, Tokyo-these terrible events were as traumatic 
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for their victims as the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. They all 
involve degradation and cruelty. Perhaps the aftereffects of radia­
tion are worse than the aftereffects of flamethrowers, or high explo­
sive amputations, or fragmentation grenades; in 1945, this was 
unknown. The two atomic bombs loosed on Japan were not worse 
than many other events in mankind's sordid history. They were sim­
ply more spectacular, with a fireball and a mushroom cloud, concen­
trated in time and space, affecting thousands of people all at once, 
appearing mythically as the vengeance of God. 

However one evaluates the "intrinsic evil" argument, it has little 
purchase on Harry Truman's decision in this case. Until late in 1946, 
neither Truman nor his top advisers knew the range of damages 
caused by atomic weapons, hence they could not be aware of the 
extent to which this weapon might be viewed as different from con­
ventional explosives. They knew from Robert Oppenheimer that 
there would be danger from radiation, but not how much nor how 
long it would last; and Oppenheimer predicted 20,000 casualties 
from one bomb, far short of the reality. 

Plans for tactical use of atomic bombs in proximity to American 
troops show complete disregard for radioactive effects of early 
bombs. Barton Bernstein and Marc Gallicchio have reconstructed 
General Marshall's plans for battlefield use of bombs that were to be 
ready in November for the invasion of Kyushu. One bomb would be 
exploded at a height of 1,800 feet. It could "wipe out resistance over 
an area 2000 feet in diameter ... paralyze it seriously over an area 
five miles in diameter .... " Damaging effects of residual radiation? 
None: " ... we think we could move troops through the area imme­
diately, preferably by motor but on foot if desired."lS 

There was consideration of tactical use of atomic bombs right up 
to the Japanese surrender. General Marshall recalled in 1957 that he 
had planned to use nine atomic bombs, three for each of the three 
army corps scheduled to land on Kyushu. One bomb was to be 
dropped in each corps area right in the path of the American 
invaders, shortly before they went ashore.16 These were the plans of 
a military commander to whom the atomic bomb was merely a pow­
erful explosive. Given the 1945 state of knowledge of atomic explo­
sions, one could hardly call them more immoral than the strategic 
bombing carried out by all the major participants (except China). 

Full knowledge of the destructiveness of nuclear weapons came 
later. Jack Schubert and Ralph E. Lapp, in their study, Radiation, 
observe, "Alamogordo, then, provided only a mild foretaste of 
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things to come. Nor did the two bombs exploded over Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki reveal the true dimensions of fallout as a biological 
hazard .... Our first real taste of what residual radioactivity from a 
bomb would be like came from the Operation Crossroads (Bikini) 
bomb tests in the summer of 1946." After these tests, the U.S. Navy 
built a laboratory at Hunter's Point, San Francisco, to explore the 
nature of fallout.I7 Today, we know our nuclear arsenals to be lethal 
far beyond the two bombs loosed in 1945. The case for immorality of 
today's overkill arsenals and war-fighting doctrines is strong. To 
apply the same case retrospectively to 1945, however, is senseless . 

• • • 

The legitimacy of wars, and of the means by which they are 
fought, have long been concerns of Christian moralists. In this, they 
depart from their Judaic predecessors. As Michael Howard notes, 
"The Old Testament describes with bloodthirsty relish a succession 
of massacres, deceptions, trickeries, and assassinations which were 
considered not only innocuous but positively praiseworthy since 
they forwarded God's purpose for the Children of Israel."18 Christ, 
however, preached a different gospel. "Love thine enemy" was to 
replace "an eye for an eye." Beginning at least with Augustine, the 
tortuous process of reconciling an ethic of love and forgiveness with 
the political practices of militaristic nations has occupied a great 
number of moralists. 

Augustine began the process of rationalizing Christian participa­
tion in war, and Robert L. Holmes is right in claiming that 
Augustine "turned Christ's teaching on its head."19 Certainly no 
subsequent Western moralist who deals with war can afford to 
neglect Augustinian doctrine. This is not to hold that Augustine was 
right in his convoluted doctrine of Just War. As with all problems of 
moral philosophy, arguments still rage, and will continue to rage, 
about the morality of initiating war, and equally of fighting it. 
Nuclear weapons have only intensified controversy over what is 
moral in war. 

The prime pressure point of controversy in contemporary argu­
ment about the morality of fighting wars arises from the inevitabil­
ity of massive civilian casualties from strategic bombing. There are 
three positions here. "Realists" hold that war is by its very nature 
immoral, that both sides in a war must do whatever is necessary to 
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win, and that only the law of the jungle prevails. This point of view I 
will disregard. 

Other observers agree that some means of fighting are not to be 
tolerated, and that killing innocent civilians (the wording Holmes 
uses) or noncombatants (the more common term) is presumptively 
wrong. "Absolutists" (Richard A. Wasserstrom's term) insist that to 
knowingly kill noncombatants is always and absolutely wrong; 
"utilitarians" or "consequentialists" believe that if the end achieved 
is crucial, killing of noncombatants is justified.2o This is the ancient 
means / ends controversy. 

Ironically, the first major theorist of strategic bombing advocated 
a kind of war that would kill many civilians in order to avoid the 
horrible bloodbath of World War I trench warfare. Italian general 
Giulio Douhet was the most influential of the military theorists; after 
observing the carnage of that war, where hundreds of thousands of 
young men died needlessly seizing or defending inconsequential 
pieces of territory, he thought that air power could put an end to 
such madness in the next war. Ronald Schaffer's summary of the 
kind of war Douhet envisaged puts the matter succinctly: it would 
be 

a conflict of whole peoples, employing the entire human and material 
resources of society, a struggle in which the distinctions between com­
batant and noncombatant vanished. In modern war everyone took 
part, "the soldier carrying his gun, the woman loading shells in a fac­
tory, the farmer growing wheat, the scientist experimenting in his lab­
oratory." In this total war the primary object of military action would 
no longer be the enemy's armed forces, as in Clausewitz's time, but 
the vitals of the nation itself, the source of enemy military power, now 
exposed by technology to attack from the air.21 

Douhetian-style, total war clearly rejects the noncombatant principle. 
The statesmen who gathered periodically to draw up conventions 

for the conduct of war, however, refused to condone a concept of 
total war. The Fourth Hague Convention (1907), which was adopted 
by most Western nations, forbids any bombardment of undefended 
towns, but allows bombardment of defended towns, or towns that 
are under attack on the ground.22 This prohibition was disregarded 
in World War I. Balloons and zeppelins were used by both sides to 
deliver bombs behind the combat areas, but these unwieldy delivery 
vehicles did little damage. By 1917, German Gotha and R-bombers 
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were able to carry 2,000 pounds of explosives, and the world's first 
"serious strategic bombing campaign" attacked London; 1,400 peo­
ple were killed.23 Few subsequent wars have been without some 
strategic bombing. 

The advent of aircraft carrying bombs made existing rules of 
acceptable conduct obsolete, and in 1923 another meeting convened 
at the Hague to consider rules of aerial warfare. Its work was never 
ratified, though some countries indicated they would comply. 
Paragraph 3 of Article XXIV of the 1923 Hague Draft Rules of Aerial 
Warfare reads: "The bombardment of cities, towns, villages, 
dwellings or buildings not in the immediate neighborhood of the 
operations of land forces is prohibited." 

This rule worked to the advantage of the Fascist powers. Thus, 
when the German Condor Legion obliterated Durango and 
Guernica in March and April of 1937, the Fascist bombers were able 
to claim that these acts were permitted by the "rules" of warfare, 
since Franco's army was about to attack those towns.24 Similarly, 
when the Germans bombed Warsaw and Rotterdam, Hitler claimed 
that their destruction was justified by the nearby operation of land 
forces. Later, when the Germans blitzed London, razed Coventry, 
and launched their Baedeker Raids, there was no longer any pre­
tense of following the Hague rules. 

At the beginning of World War II, both Churchill and Roosevelt 
endorsed the principle of noncombatant immunity, and for a while 
Allied bombers attempted precision bombing of military and indus­
trial targets. But the power of the German Wehrmacht, the rout of 
British and French armies, and the losses to British air crews in day­
light precision bombing made it seem as if the only way in which 
the lone defenders of Western civilization could injure the Nazis 
was by strategic or area bombing. By early 1942, the British were 
attacking German cities as such. 

The history of bombing escalation in World War II is long and 
complicated. Here it is only pertinent to note that Harry Truman 
was in no way involved. 

Those who spoke out against strategic bombing in the 1940s were 
the absolutists, for whom no conceivable objective could justify 
killing civilian populations. Vera Brittain, a popular English essayist, 
was the most outspoken of the protesters. Her book, Seed of Chaos, 
was bitterly assailed in England; it roundly condemned the Bomber 
Command's targeting. In 1944, extracts from Brittain's book were 
published in the United States by the Fellowship of Reconciliation 
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under the title "Massacre by Bombing"; the reception there too was 
frosty. But strong Catholic voices came to her defense, among them 
John C. Ford, S.J., who in "The Morality of Obliteration Bombing" 
acknowledged Brittain's pioneering work, and agreed that "the 
majority of civilians in a modern nation at war enjoy a natural law 
right of immunity from violent repression.,,25 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki expanded the influence of the anti­
bombing position. One surprising convert was Norman Cousins. In 
1944, he was agung ho bomber, specifically disagreeing with 
Brittain. His ground was retribution: "But once the enemy starts it, 
it becomes no longer a moral but a military question, no longer a 
matter of argument but a matter of action .... And the only ques­
tion remaining is whether we can beat the enemy at a type of war­
fare which he has made inevitable because he himself had initiated 
it."26 

By 14 September 1946, Cousins had reversed himself. As noted 
earlier, his editorial in the Saturday Review of that date called the 
atom bomb a death ray, and castigated American leadership for 
using it. Cousins had been turned around by John Hersey's 
Hiroshima.27 Prior to this, the residents of Hiroshima were faceless, 
nameless enemies who had done great damage to the United States. 
Hersey made them seem innocent and human; the ethics of oblitera­
tion bombing suddenly concerned not just philosophers and moral­
ists, but a broad attentive public. As the Cold War developed, 
criticism of bombing merged with fear of nuclear proliferation to 
activate a lasting antinuclear constituency. Leading this constituency 
were Catholic theologians. We need not go into the fine points of 
their doctrine; it was basically simple: the primary principle of 
sound morality is to "uniformly insist on the innocence and conse­
quent immunity of civil populations.,,28 

There are two influential full-scale attacks on the morality of 
Truman's bomb decision. One comes from a rigid absolutist 
(Catholic), the other from a secular consequentialist. 

The first is the 1957 pamphlet by Elizabeth Anscombe, entitled 
Mr. Truman's Degree.29 In the spring of 1956, G.E.M. Anscombe was 
a research fellow in Philosophy at Somerville College, Oxford. When 
she heard of the proposal to award Truman an honorary degree, she 
decided to oppose the move in Oxford's deliberative body, 
Congregation. Normally, Congregation is about as exciting, and 
well-attended, as the average American faculty meeting. When 
word got out that Anscombe would oppose the motion to honor 
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Truman, the dons bestirred themselves, and more than 100 turned 
out on 1 May 1956. As Anscombe describes the event, 

I informed the Senior Proctor of my intention to oppose Mr. 
Truman's degree. He consulted the Registrar to get me informed on 
procedure. The Vice-Chancellor was informed; I was cautiously asked 
if I had got up a party. I had not; but a fine house was whipped up to 
vote for the honour. The dons at St. John's were simply told "The 
women are up to something in Convocation; we have got to go and 
vote them down." In Worcester, in All Souls, in New College, how­
ever, consciences were greatly exercised, as I have heard. A reason 
was found to satisfy them: It would be wrong to try to PUNISH Mr. 
Truman! I must say I rather like St. John's. 

The Censor of St. Catherine's had an odious task. He must make a 
speech which should pretend to show that a couple of massacres to a 
man's credit are not exactly a reason for not showing him honour. 
[italics in originalj30 

The head of St. Catherine's, Alan Bullock (now Lord Bullock), who 
proposed the degree, hardly defended Truman on the merits. He 
"admitted that the dropping of the atomic bombs was probably a 
mistake, as we could now see. At the time, however, the decision to 
use them appeared unavoidable, and was pressed on Mr. Truman 
by all his senior advisors." Further, Mr. Truman had "substantial 
claims on England's gratitude" for securing the continued U.S. pres­
ence in Europe, and for defending South Korea. 31 This argument 
was enough for Congregation; the motion was carried by acclama­
tion. Anscombe did not press for a recorded vote. 

But she got back at Truman in her pamphlet. It was widely circu­
lated, and along with her 1961 article, "War and Murder," it is still 
cited by philosophers. It is a curious bit of argument, strong on emo­
tion and lamentably weak on its historical claims. Her first para­
graph reminds us that in 1939, Franklin Roosevelt asked the 
European belligerents not to attack civilian populations. Her second 
paragraph says, "In 1945, when the Japanese enemy was known by 
him to have made two attempts towards a negotiated peace, the 
President of the United States gave the order for dropping an atomic 
bomb on a Japanese city; three days later a second bomb, of a differ­
ent type, was dropped on another city. No ultimatum was delivered 
before the second bomb was dropped."32 
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Two things stand out. (1) Truman was in no way responsible for 
failure of the Allies to continue observing the prohibition against 
bombing cities. All the belligerents conducted obliteration bombing 
before Truman came on the scene. (2) The Japanese enemy had not 
made two serious attempts toward a negotiated peace. Some mem­
bers of the peace party had made unauthorized peace feelers 
through Switzerland, the Vatican, and Sweden. The first authorized 
peace feelers, made through Japan's ambassador to Moscow, were 
so vague and insubstantial that Ambassador Sato, who was to 
explore them, cabled Tokyo, in effect, to get serious.33 

Even had the peace feelers through Moscow been clear and firm, 
they would have been of no consequence. War Minister Anami, who 
had absolute veto over such things, and his two like-minded col­
leagues on the Supreme Council for the Direction of the War, 
wanted to stage another Okinawa when the Americans landed, and 
only then negotiate an armistice. Their terms? As stated in chapter 
one, they were totally unacceptable: no change in government struc­
ture, retention of Hirohito, the Japanese military to disarm itself, no 
occupation of the home islands, and any war crimes trials to be con­
ducted by the Japanese.34 U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey interroga­
tions, as well as extensive intelligence gathered by others, show that 
the Japanese military firmly intended to kill so many Americans 
when Kyushu was invaded that the United States would offer 
lenient peace terms.35 

No doubt Professor Anscombe read somewhere (probably in 
P.M.5. Blackett) that the Strategic Bombing Survey said Japan was 
ready to surrender; she definitely had heard of the peace feelers 
through the Russians.36 But before committing herself to such dra­
conian rhetoric, she should have probed a bit deeper. The facts were 
available when she wrote. Robert Butow's 1954 book, Japan's 
Decision to Surrender, could have suggested to her that she modify 
her charge that Truman acted in defiance of a clear Japanese intent 
to surrender.37 Anyone of a dozen accounts of the Pacific War could 
have helped her see that Truman had reason to believe that the 
bombs might eliminate a bloodletting on the invasion beaches. 

The fourth paragraph of Anscombe's pamphlet begins, "The only 
condition for ending the war was announced to be unconditional 
surrender."38 For Germany, this was true. But Japan is the focus of 
Anscombe's attack, and Allied conditions for the surrender of Japan 
were spelled out, most specifically, at Potsdam. Anscombe belittles 
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the Potsdam Declaration; the terms set forth, she writes, "were 
mostly of so vague and sweeping a nature as to be rather a declara­
tion of what unconditional surrender would be like than to consti­
tute conditions."39 Anscombe seems not to have read the Potsdam 
Declaration. The Potsdam terms were not vague; they were sweep­
ing; and they were conditions. They told Japan what would happen 
when it surrendered. 

Surprisingly, Anscombe appears to credit the argument that the 
bomb, by hastening the end of the war, had a good result: 

"It pretty certainly saved a huge number of lives." Given the condi­
tions, I agree. 

That is to say, if those bombs had not been dropped the Allies 
would have had to invade Japan to achieve their aim, and they would 
have done so. Very many soldiers on both sides would have been 
killed; the Japanese, it is said-and it may well be true-would have 
massacred the prisoners of war; and large numbers of their civilian 
population would have been killed by "ordinary" bombing. I do not 
dispute it. Given the conditions, that was probably what was averted 
by that action. But what were the conditions? The unlimited objective, 
the fixation on unconditional surrender. The disregard of the fact that 
the Japanese were desirous of negotiating peace.40 

But these were not the conditions. The Allies did not have an 
unlimited objective, as the Potsdam Declaration showed and 
Japanese peace leaders acknowledged. Nor did they have a fixation 
on unconditional surrender. When the right time came to enunciate 
the conditions the Allies would impose, they did so. 

Yet another surprise in this censorious pamphlet is Anscombe's 
attack on pacifism. It is a false doctrine, she says: "The state actu­
ally has the authority to order deliberate killing in order to protect 
its people or to put frightful injustices right." This authority war­
rants going to war to ameliorate the plight of the Jews under 
Hitler, she adds. But we must not commit murder in such a war, 
and killing noncombatants is murder. Harry Truman is the prime 
murderer.41 

The fundamental objection to Anscombe's attack is that it rests on 
an absolutist doctrine. There are ends that justify bombing of cities, 
even, in 1945, with atomic bombs. (There is no conceivable justifica­
tion for using hydrogen bombs.) R.M. Hare is right: the conse­
quences of an act are always morally relevant. George Mavrodes is 
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also right: choosing the greater evil by letting this war go on would 
have been wrong.42 

Beyond that, Anscombe compromises her position by applying it 
selectively, ignoring the most glaring instance of destruction­
Dresden-that was disproportionate to whatever end was achieved. 
She weakens her case by implying that a warning would have miti­
gated Truman's guilt, by asserting that Truman was fixated on 
unconditional surrender when he was not, and by accepting uncriti­
cally a claim that Japan was ready to surrender without the shock of 
atomic bombs. She asserts that Allied strategic bombing policies 
were "taken largely out of a villainous hatred."43 

Sheldon Cohen comments on Anscombe's position: 

The generation that fought WWII was well aware that Germany 
started the war only 21 years after WWI ended. I imagine their first 
priority after defeating the enemy was to ensure that Germany and 
Japan wouldn't rise up again in 20 years to start the cycle once more, 
and this was a legitimate goal, and one they achieved with stunning 
success: it is 50 years later, and we are all still famous friends. The 
benign and even magnanimous nature of the post-war occupation, 
given the ferocity of the war, was part of what made this possible, and 
this must give pause to anyone who thinks that two weeks earlier we 
were acting out of blind hatred, as Anscombe thought.44 

Hers was an intensely felt campaign. Her last paragraph reveals 
how intense: "It is possible still to withdraw from this shameful 
business in some slight degree; it is possible not to go to [the awards 
ceremony]; if it should be embarrassing to someone who would nor­
mally go to plead other business, he could take to his bed. I, indeed, 
should fear to go, in case God's patience suddenly ends."45It is diffi­
cult to understand how God could wait until 1956 to evince His 
wrath if the matter were really so heinous as she claims. Anscombe's 
absolutist position as well as her application of it to Truman's deci­
sion must be rejected. 

The second influential document relevant here is Michael 
Walzer's book Just and Unjust Wars. 46 First published in 1977, 
reprinted with a new preface in 1992, it has been widely hailed in 
the United States. Walzer subtitles his book A Moral Argument with 
Historical Illustrations. It is hard to quarrel with his theoretical posi­
tion, that strategic bombing of cities, and nuclear bombs, are horri­
ble and presumptively wrong, but may be moral in some cases. He 
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errs, howerver, in talking about the war with Japan, about which he 
seems to have read very little. He attempts to deal with historical 
events reaching from the Peloponnesian Wars to the Persian Gulf 
War of 1991; unfortunately this breadth of coverage assured superfi­
ciality in dealing with the Pacific War. 

Walzer supports the principle of noncombatant immunity in 
general, but unlike Anscombe, waives the principle in the case of 
the war against Germany, at least in the early years when Britain 
appeared lost. Thus British obliteration bombing was justified as a 
response to a "supreme emergency"; the very existence of the 
British polity was at stake, Allied forces had been swept from 
Western Europe, and "the decision to bomb cities was made at a 
time when ... the specter of defeat was ever present. And it was 
made when no other decision seemed possible if there was to be 
any sort of military offensive against Nazi Germany.,,47 German 
victory appeared imminent, and a Nazi-controlled Europe was very 
frightening: these two factors justified talking of a supreme emer­
gency. By February 1945, when Dresden was obliterated, the emer­
gency was past and Allied triumph was assured; hence the 
destruction of Dresden, according to Walzer, was wanton and evil. 

In the case of bombing Japan, however, Walzer does not acknowl­
edge even a minor emergency. We had already "won" the war when 
General LeMay started his incendiary campaign against Japanese 
cities; what was at stake, according to Walzer, was "only the speed 
or the scope of victory."48 To Walzer, Japanese militarism was noth­
ing like the threat of German Nazism: "Japan's rulers were engaged 
in a more ordinary sort of military expansion, and all that was 
morally required was that they be defeated, not that they be con­
quered and totally overthrown."49 

Here Walzer reveals his ignorance of the Pacific War and of 
Japan's depredations throughout Southeast Asia. It is monstrous to 
contend that in early 1945, U.S. forces should have withdrawn from 
combat (since Japan was then "defeated"), leaving the crew of 
Japanese torturers in charge of so much of Asia and the Pacific. Nor 
was it tolerable that u.s. forces should simply "tighten the noose" of 
blockade, hoping to achieve surrender by imposing mass starvation 
on Japan-eventually. Millions of subject peoples would then have 
perished with the Japanese. Our forces would have continued to be 
subject to kamikaze and submarine attack (the Indianapolis was sunk 
by the Japanese on 29 July 1945 with a loss of 883 American sailors). 
No administration that ever occupied the White House could have 
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ridden out the storm that would have erupted had the United States 
at that stage repudiated clear-cut victory and simply waited for 
Japan to collapse. Millions of overseas GIs would have demanded 
discharge, and the Japanese militarists, claiming they were right that 
the United States did not have the fortitude for a long war, would 
have dug in and made life even more horrendous for the conquered 
peoples. 

The millions of subjects of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 
Sphere would not have tolerated cessation of the drive to bring 
Japanese militarism down. There may not have been a "supreme 
emergency" for the United States, as Walzer thinks necessary to jus­
tify bombing, but there certainly was for Japan's Asian subjects, 
especially the Chinese, on whose behalf we had originally restricted 
exports of war materiel to Japan and hence triggered the attack on 
Pearl Harbor. 

Walzer wants us to believe that the United States should not have 
pressed the war further: "In the summer of 1945, the victorious 
Americans owed the Japanese people an experiment in negotiation. 
To use the atomic bomb, to kill and terrorize civilians, without even 
attempting such an experiment, was a double crime."so In the sum­
mer of 1945, Americans owed the Japanese people exactly nothing. 
Nevertheless, the United States gave them deliverance from their 
military masters, and an enlightened occupation that started them 
on the road to such prosperity as their previous rulers could not 
even envisage. 

Walzer also sees unconditional surrender as crucial in the bomb­
ing of Japan: "If killing millions (or many thousands) of men and 
women was militarily necessary for their conquest and overthrow, 
then it was morally necessary-in order not to kill these people--to 
settle for something less."Sl Like continuation of the Japanese 
empire? Like a recrudescence of Japanese expansionism later? 
Sheldon Cohen answers this argument summarily: 

Our first priority was to end the war by compelling an Axis surren­
der that would allow us to restructure their political process. Walzer 
spends a great deal of ink arguing, rightly, that nations have a right to 
live in peace, and that aggression is a very serious crime .... We were 
ready to invade Japan to end the war on lasting terms. It would have 
been cheaper to walk away, at least in the short term, but we didn't 
want to have to come back a decade or two or three later .... The U.s. 
was willing to take 100-200,000 casualties to end the war on terms that 
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would prevent another such war in the 50's, 60's, or 70's, and these 
terms were legitimate and right. 

They did so with amazing success ... the peace has lasted for 50 
years, and it is hard to imagine France and Britain at war with 
Germany in the foreseeable future, or Japan at war with the, u.S.52 

We did not completely restructure the Japanese political process, 
but no one would contend that the present Japanese polity is no bet­
ter than the one operated by Tojo Hidecki. 

Hiroshima was no Dresden. The Japanese, even more than the 
Germans, threatened to fight to the last death and take tens of thou­
sands of Allied soldiers with them. Churchill was right on this mat­
ter, and the quotation Walzer uses from Churchill to show the 
latter's insensitivity instead goes precisely to the heart of the reason 
for using the atomic bombs: "To avert a vast, indefinite butchery ... 
at the cost of a few explosions seemed, after all our toils and perils, a 
miracle of deliverance."53 

Averting a vast indefinite butchery even at the cost of several 
hundred thousand noncombatant casualties was worth it. The doc­
trine of noncombatant immunity needs contemporary rethinking. In 
previous times when soldiers were volunteers, in the business of sol­
diering for money, a distinction between them and ordinary folk 
had some moral force. In times when soldiers are mostly conscripts, 
when noncombatants are often as implicated in the war-fighting 
policies and economies of the state as those in uniform, it is not self­
evident why the lives of conscripts should be valued less than their 
fellow-citizens. In the case at issue here, Japanese citizens were not 
abject (and hence innocent) victims of a militaristic regime. As 
Bamba Nobuya describes his fellow countrymen: 

According to the Marxist interpretation of imperialistic war, the 
"people" should have been innocent, but they were not. The Japanese 
populace did not [just] passively support the nation's military expan­
sion, nor did they back the government simply because they feared 
the police. On the contrary, most people competed to get front seats 
on the fascist bandwagon, as the then common saying "Basu ni 
noriokureruna" (Don't miss the bus) vividly suggests. It was rather 
the people that agitated for tough diplomacy.54 

Hiroshima cultists do not come to grips with analyses like this. 
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• • • 

Truman's detractors view his use of atomic bombs through lenses 
with a significant moral blind spot. They resolutely ignore the facts 
that Japan also had an atomic bomb project, that this project was 
regarded as of potentially supreme importance, and that the 
Japanese had every intention of using atom bombs on American tar­
gets had they succeeded in producing them. The atomic bomb pro­
ject never got off the ground, unlike the Japanese Unit 731 that 
experimented with lethal biological weapons successfully enough to 
use such weapons against the Chinese.55 But the intention to make 
and use atomic weapons cuts the moral ground out from under hyp­
ocritical Japanese claims that American production and use of such 
weapons was illegitimate and an atrocity. If it was legitimate for 
them, they cannot claim it was illegitimate for the United States. 

The point is not that the Japanese intention to make and use 
atomic weapons settles the moral argument. What is at issue is moral 
standing; in the atomic weapons case, Japan has no moral standing to 
criticize the United States. Japanese condemnation of Harry Truman 
is therefore hypocritica1.56 

Nor is it true that the Japanese tried to conceal, and then deny the 
existence of, their nuclear project. John Dower makes clear the fal­
sity of charges published in Science, the New York Times, and the 
Bulletin of The Atomic Scientists-that the Japanese conspired to keep 
their atomic project secret, and are therefore culpable.57 Naturally 
the Japanese did not publicize their atomic intentions extensively. 
They could hardly do this and maintain the posture of victimization 
that underwrites the Hiroshima cult. Nor was the United States in 
an atomic "race" with the Japanese; neither Gen. Leslie Groves nor 
the Manhattan Project scientists worried about a Japanese bomb as 
they did about a German one.58 But the pressure point of moral con­
troversy here is not whether there was a "race"-it is instead 
Japanese intentions. 

A relatively full account of Japan's efforts to produce its own 
bomb is in The Day Man Lost, written by the Pacific War Research 
Society (PWRS) in Tokyo and published by Kodansha. PWRS, writ­
ing of the year 1941, observes "Japan, recently so determinedly isola­
tionist, was now, like some of the 'advanced' countries of Europe, 
preparing for armed world conquest; and, though a late starter in 
the Western science sweepstakes, she was also keenly aware that the 
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ability to make destructive use of atomic fission was a virtual guar­
antee of total victory in the fast approaching conflict."59 

Originally, both army and navy (whose cooperation was some­
times nil and at best minimal) had a hand in atomic research; the 
army program was at Japan's Physical and Chemical Research 
Institute under Nishina Yoshio, who had studied with Niels Bohr in 
Copenhagen. He had working under him "a total of 110 researchers, 
including many of Japan's brightest young scientists. Nishina's labo­
ratory was, at that time, not only the nerve center for Japanese phys­
ical research, it was a magnet that attracted all the most brilliant 
minds in the field."6o 

Despite this enthusiastic beginning for the army program, PWRS 
tells us that in spring 1942 the navy also started an atomic program 
to be housed in its Technological Research Institute. The navy was 
manic at having completed the battleships Yamato and Musashi 
ahead of schedule; at the second meeting of the navy committee for 
the study of atomic research, Capt. Ito Yoji chided some pessimistic 
scientists enlisted for the navy program: "You college professors are 
apt to be too conservative. You tell us that the problem is so difficult 
that success within a reasonable time is impossible to hope for. But 
listen to me. People who make warships have a different way of 
approaching problems .... I ask you, then, not to tell us that you are 
unable to produce the bomb within the necessary time but rather to 
exert every effort to do so. I want you to continue your research."61 
At the end of 1942, PWRS believed that "Japan, however belatedly, 
was at last a serious contender in the atomic sweepstakes."62 

In 1943, things seemed to be progressing. Nishina's laboratory 
announced on 5 May that the staff felt production of an atomic 
bomb was technically possible. Prof. Tanakadate Aikitsu, an aerody­
namics engineer, tried to persuade the Diet to appropriate more 
money for the project by telling it, "You gentlemen who are gath­
ered here today are probably unaware of the fact that the progress of 
nuclear physics has made it possible to utilize atomic energy. It is 
now possible to produce a bomb the size of a matchbox which has 
the explosive power to sink a battleship."63 PWRS says the legisla­
tors yawned; but the newspapers picked up the story. Good news 
was needed by then. Despite the handicap of material shortages, the 
researchers worked at the problem assigned to them "with almost 
demonic fury."64 

The rest of the story must be skipped over, but it merits note that 
not just shortages of uranium plagued the Japanese effort. On 13 April 
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1945, a B-29 raid on Tokyo hit the Research Institute, and "Japan's last 
forlorn hope of developing an atomic bomb" went up in flames.65 

But the scene shifts to Kyoto, and in July 1945, PWRS tells us 
"Japan was making a frantic, last-minute effort to produce an atomic 
bomb. This was taking place in one of Kyoto Imperial University's 
two physics research laboratories."66 Here the navy was in charge, 
and pessimistic professors were still giving impatient naval officers 
fits. Says PWRS, 

... in the research laboratory headed by Professor Arakatsu Bunsaku, 
work was going on, both by day and by night, in an attempt to separate 
U-235 through the centrifugal method .... The Arakatsu project in 
Kyoto was proceeding under the orders of the navy, which, having lost 
most of its ships, was now trying to reestablish itself through a new and 
decisive weapon. When it had first approached Arakatsu, he had 
replied that producing the bomb would be impossible in time for it to 
be used during the war. The navy countered blandly that in that case it 
could be used in the next war; Arakatsu and the scientists who worked 
with him were ordered to carry out research around the clock.67 

PWRS was clearly supportive of Japanese efforts to produce 
nuclear weapons. Only when the United States succeeded at the 
same task did such weapons become reprehensible. 

It does not solve Michael Howard's dilemma to observe that we 
did to Japan what it would have eagerly done to us. This truth does, 
however, invalidate the moral warrant for the cult of Hiroshima . 

• • • 

Racism was a major factor in the Pacific War. It was virulent on 
both sides. John Dower's War Without Mercy has been cited many 
times in this book. Was racism behind the use of atomic bombs on 
Japan? 

Allied soldiers were arguably less racist than the Japanese; 
atrocities committed by the Allies were not supported by official 
policy, such as Japan's claim of Yamato right to rule Asia. Nor 
were racist incidents by American troops as ubiquitous as were 
those by Japanese. Nor was Allied treatment, of the few Japanese 
who surrendered, characterized by racism. 68 Japanese in 
Australian and New Zealand POW camps were dumbfounded by 
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the amenities available to them; they explained it on the assump­
tion that the Australians and New Zealanders were storing up 
credits for themselves, knowing that Japan would win the war.69 

Nor was the American occupation of Japan after the war signifi­
cantly racist. The Japanese were astonished how few incidents 
attributable to American feelings of racial superiority took place. 
Nevertheless, the claim of racism as the major explanation for the 
use of atomic weapons has fallen on fertile soil, as chapter seven 
will show. Most Japanese accept the claim with an invincible igno­
rance that no argumentative discourse can puncture. Even some 
Western observers, such as Robert Guillain, accept the racism 
explanation?O 

The most careful student of the Hiroshima decision, however, 
does not. Barton Bernstein's 1975 statement is: "Probably policy­
makers found it easier to use the bomb against yellow people (the 
Japanese) than against whites (the Germans), but racism did not dic­
tate the decision to drop the bombs on Japan. u.s. leaders would 
undoubtedly have used the bombs against Germany if they had 
been developed in time to speed a surrender in Europe."71 

The 1944 orders to Col. Paul Tibbets to prepare atomic attacks on 
both Germans and Japanese cannot be explained away, nor can the 
timing of the bomb's availability, nor the destruction of Dresden 
with atomic-like ferocity. Perhaps the most persuasive argument of 
all is a counterfactual one. Imagine the Normandy invasion being 
repulsed; or the German attack in the Battle of the Bulge cutting 
British forces off from American, creating another Dunkirk; or, ear­
lier, Soviet loss of Leningrad, Moscow, or Stalingrad, with conse­
quent Soviet demoralization and successful German occupation of 
European Russia. With anyone of those events, who can seriously 
maintain that the United States would not have used any atomic 
bomb it possessed against Hitler's hated regime? 

Alistair Horne, in his biography Monty, speculating on what 
would have happened had the Normandy invasion failed in 1944, is 
certain that American atomic bombs would have been used on what 
remained of Germany in 1945.72 

• • • 

The question of revenge (reprisal, retaliation, retribution) also 
merits discussion. Statesmen, soldiers, intellectuals, even divines 
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have justified bombing of all kinds because "they" did it first, and 
"they" deserve to have it meted out to them. 

Those who seek guidance from Holy Writ are confronted with the 
vast divergence between the Old Testament and the New. The lex 
talionis simply cannot be reconciled with Rom. 12:19: "vengeance is 
mine; I will repay, saith the Lord." 

Many pundits follow the Old Testament ethic. Norman Cousins 
invoking revenge as a reason for bombing before Hiroshima has 
already been noted?3 A.L. Goodhart, Professor of Jurisprudence at 
Oxford, asserted in 1940 that what he calls reprisals are morally jus­
tified: "It has occasionally been said that no acts of reprisal are ever 
justifiable because two wrongs cannot make a right. The answer is 
that one wrongful act can make the other act rightful. International 
Law is therefore correct when it speaks of the right to reprisal. This 
right has been exercised by nearly all belligerents in nearly all wars, 
so that, whether we like it or not, we cannot close our eyes to its 
existence."74 

Many Americans talked as if revenge were their prime motive for 
bombing the Japanese. Opinion polls showed a healthy minority (23 
percent) favored dropping even more atomic bombs on Japan, 
largely in retaliation for Pearl Harbor. Churchill, Roosevelt, and 
Truman frequently sought to stimulate enthusiasm for the war by 
what seem to be calls for revenge. One of FDR's purple passages: 
"Yes, the Nazis and Fascists have asked for it-and they are going to 
get it."7s But this is not necessarily a call for revenge; it is simply a 
promise to give "them" a hard fight. 

The coolly practical men in the American War Department, and 
the politicians of Truman's White House, were not significantly 
vengeful. Truman recoiled from the possibility of a third atomic 
bomb on Japan, and ordered that it not be scheduled without his 
express directive. And try as one might, it is impossible to paint the 
promises of the Potsdam Declaration as vengeful; disarmed soldiers 
were to be able to return home and resume productive lives, in con­
trast to Japan's enslavement of conquered Europeans and Asians; 
freedom of speech, religion, and thought were offered; civilian 
industries would be permitted, and trade would be allowed on an 
equitable basis when a responsible civilian government was estab­
lished. These are not the terms of a conqueror bent on vengeance. 

Despite the "eye-for··an-eye" precept of the Old Testament, 
revenge does not seem to be a legitimate motive for dropping the 
bombs. The evidence that the bombs were necessary to force an 
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early end to the war simply made revenge, whether legitimate or 
not, moot. 

But this is not the end of the matter; a more sympathetic view of 
the desire for retaliation expressed by so many Americans in the 
1940s comes from reading about Japanese atrocities on Allied pris­
oners of war and to Asian peoples whom the Japanese conquered. 
One must also consider this analysis from Sheldon Cohen: 

I agree with you in being unhappy with [revenge as a motive for 
dropping the bombs], but that's not the same thing as being against 
revenge tout court. In some cases I am not sure how justice and 
revenge differ. Julius Streicher's execution was just; it may also have 
been an act of revenge-certainly we weren't trying to reform him. If 
so, taking revenge can sometimes be morally justified, or even obliga­
tory. Not to punish the miscreant might be, as St. Anselm said in Cur 

Deus Homo, to make light of his crime, and therefore, a moral affront. 
I also believe that adult German and Japanese civilians in the 30's 

and 40's bore some responsibility for the acts agents of their govern­
ment were performing or soon would be performing. It seems incon­
sistent to hold a right of national self-determination, and to grant that 
these were the legitimate governments of Germany and Japan, while 
denying that the population shares any responsibility for the deeds of 
their governments.?6 

How do justice and revenge differ? Is it not true that the people 
and factories of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, as well as the rest of 
Japan, armed Tojo's butchers and sent them forth on their cam­
paigns of pillage, rape, and murder? 

Despite the official effort to rehabilitate Japan's wartime record, 
the passage of time has loosened lips of Japanese who regretted par­
ticipating in that war-who, in fact, had guilty consciences. One 
poignant instance is in Haruko Taya Cook and Theodore Cook's vol­
ume of interviews with Japanese who lived through the war. The 
Cooks were talking to Hayashi Shigeo, who had been an engineer in 
Manchuria, and was sent in late 1945 on a team to Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki to determine what actually happened there. Hayashi was 
in Nagasaki: 

One day I went to the Mitsubishi arsenal and was photographing 
the torpedo plant. I was being escorted around by a Mitsubishi man. At 
some point he said to me, "This is where we made the first torpedoes, 
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the ones dropped on Pearl Harbor at the onset of the Pacific War." 
The wrenches and tools used by the workers were lying there, all 
around me, as if they'd been set down a minute ago. I could have 
reached out myself and picked them up. Finally he said quietly, "Mr. 
Hayashi, the very first torpedo was launched from here in Nagasaki, 
and in the end here's where we were stabbed to death. We fought a 
stupid war, didn't we?" The two of us just stood there in silence?7 

It is not the relatively rare Japanese mea culpas that are important 
here, but the overwhelming anguish of the millions of victims of the 
Japanese empire. Reading these accounts, sympathy for the 200,000 
or so victims of the atom begins to fade. The books describing what 
the Japanese did to other human beings are never ending. These 
people had no John Hersey. Their stories are not often in his grip­
ping prose. But they are heartrending accounts nonetheless. Had 
John Hersey visited Nanking or Manila and written about those cat­
astrophes; had there been no competing and overshadowing specta­
cle in Japan fueled by supernatural science; had Hiroshima not 
become a shrine to the peaceminded, the anguish of Japan's victims 
might be more on our consciences. 

And it is not just their anguish; it is their sheer numbers. Only 
after several years of study did I realize that, for some reason, I 
could find no one who had put together comprehensive figures 
showing the extent of Japanese-caused deaths. Statistics of the num­
bers who died at Hitler's hands are in every account of his crimes. 
The same for victims of Stalin. Deaths during World War II's battles 
in the European-African theaters are readily available. Why is there 
no similar compilation for deaths caused by the Japanese? Perhaps 
that would be more difficult to compile than Hitler's statistics. Japan 
did conquer more different and far-flung territories and put Allied 
captives in 424 prison camps scattered over one-quarter of the 
globe?8 

Nevertheless, it is possible to put together an estimate of how 
many people perished at Japanese hands. John Dower gives death 
figures for nine countries in his book; a United Nations (UN) docu­
ment covers four other countries?9 Problem cases are China, where 
estimates of deaths from 1931 to 1945 range from two to thirty mil­
lion; the Burma-Siam railway, where Murakami Hyoe gives a low 
estimate of 32,000, the Associated Press lists 116,000; and the Dutch 
East Indies, where the UN lists three million for Java, one million 
for the other islands; but the probable error must be high. I use the 
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lowest figure in all cases except China, where ten million is a con­
sensus figure, and the Burma-Siam railway, where I use the figure 
of the Allied War Graves Registration Unit:80 

Deaths Attributable to the Japanese Empire, 1931-1945 

China 
Java (Dutch Indies) 
Outer Islands 
Philippines 
India 
Bengal famine 
Korea 
Burma-Siam railway 
Indonesia, Europeans 
Malaya 
Vietnam 
Australia 
New Zealand 
United States 
Total 

10,000,000 
3,000,000 
1,000,000 

120,000 
180,000 

1,500,000 
70,000 
82,500 
30,000 

100,000 
1,000,000 

30,000 
10,000 

100.000 
17,222,500 

These were not painless deaths. They served no legitimate pur­
pose. Many of them were nonbattle atrocities. 

Gavan Daws, in his Prisoners of the Japanese, summarizes the 
incredible record: 

Asia under the Japanese was a charnel house of atrocities. As soon 
as the war ended, evidence of war crimes began piling up, in moun­
tains. POWs, civilian internees, and Asian natives starved, beaten, tor­
tured, shot, beheaded. The water cure. Electric shock. Cannibalism. 
Men strung up over open flames or coiled in barbed wire and rolled 
along the ground, nails tom out, balls burned with cigarettes, dicks 
cut off and stuffed in mouths. Women dragged naked behind motor­
cycles, raped and ripped open, babies skewered on bayonets. Cities in 
China and provinces in the Philippines laid waste, mass murders in 
the Indies, towns and villages wiped out, all the way to the remotest 
of small places in the Pacific, the island of Nauru, where the thirty­
four sufferers in the leprosy hospital were taken out to sea and 
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drowned, and Ocean Island, where days after the war ended all the 
native laborers were pushed over a cliff.81 

The summary cannot do justice to the details. From the view­
point of seeking justice, Pearl Harbor is no big deal; a mere 2,400 
casualties. This pales before seventeen million. At least ten million 
of these occurred between 7 December 1941 and 30 August 1945. 
During these forty-five months, 200,000 to 300,000 persons died 
each month at Japanese hands. The last months were in many ways 
the worst; starvation and disease aggravated the usual beatings, 
beheadings, and battle deaths. It is plausible to hold that upwards 
of 250,000 people, mostly Asian but some Westerners, would have 
died each month the Japanese Empire struggled in its death throes beyond 
July 1945. 

Battlefield deaths, in the time after Okinawa, were slackening, but 
the carnage at sea and in Marshal Terauchi Hisaichi's domain, 
where several hundred thousand Westerners were imprisoned, 
went on apace. Laurens van der Post, in one of Terauchi's prisons, 
watched conditions of prisoners worsen as the Japanese cause 
became more hopeless, and Japanese morale plummeted. He feared 
that unless the war ended in a way that left the Japanese some shred 
of honor (as the atomic bombs did), the Japanese would try to "pull 
down their own sprawling military temple, Samson-like, and to 
destroy the European Philistine along with themselves rather than 
endure defeat with ignominy."82 It is an apt analogy, but even with 
the excuse of the bomb and the emperor's firm order to cease fight­
ing, there were hundreds of subsequent deaths at the hands of sadis­
tic POW camp guards. 

There is no way to represent adequately the "mountains of evi­
dence" from the Tokyo War Crimes Trials, or from survivors of 
Japanese conquest and rule. The most graphic and repulsive events 
are recorded in the stories of Western paws; occasional apologists 
for Japan attempt to impeach these accounts, but such attempts fail 
utterly. Former paws usually bear physical scars of their mistreat­
ment. Many photos exist of their emaciation when rescued. Some 
kept clandestine diaries, the authenticity of which can be estab­
lished. With the passing of time and Hirohito, in whose name 
Japanese tyrannized so many nations, some of them have even 
begun to describe atrocities committed fifty years earlier. The Cooks, 
in Japan at War, give one of the chilling accounts, from Tominaga 
Shozo, who was sent to China in 1941 as a green second lieutenant. 



140 TRUMAN AND THE HIROSHIMA CULT 

His first week there was an orientation with the twenty other new 
officers reporting for duty; at the end of the week, to prove them­
selves fit for command, they had to demonstrate the ancient samurai 
art of chopping off heads. 

In the final day, we were taken out to the site of our trial. Twenty­
four prisoners were squatting there with their hands tied behind their 
backs. They were blindfolded. A big hole had been dug-ten meters 
long, two meters wide, and more than three meters deep. The regi­
mental commander, the battalion commanders, and the company 
commanders all took the seats arranged for them. Second Lieutenant 
Tanaka bowed to the regimental commander and reported, "We shall 
now begin." He ordered a soldier on fatigue duty to haul one of the 
prisoners to the edge of the pit; the prisoner was kicked when he 
resisted. The soldier finally dragged him over and forced him to his 
knees. Tanaka turned toward us and looked into each of our faces in 
tum. "Heads should be cut off like this," he said, unsheathing his 
army sword. He scooped water from a bucket with a dipper, then 
poured it over both sides of the blade. Swishing off the water, he 
raised his sword in a long arc. Standing behind the prisoner, Tanaka 
steadied himself, legs spread apart, and cut off the man's head with a 
shout, "Yo!" The head flew more than a meter away. Blood spurted 
up in two fountains from the body and sprayed into the hole. The 
scene was so appalling that I felt I couldn't breathe. 

But Tominaga did breathe, and he did cut off a prisoner's head, 
and" At that moment, I felt something change inside me. I don't 
know how to put it, but I gained strength somewhere in my gut." 

Other candidates were not so accurate, and slashed the prisoner's 
head rather than his neck: "One prisoner ran around crazily, his 
blindfold hanging down, his head gashed. 'Stab Him,' Tanaka 
ordered. The candidate officer swung and missed again. 'You fooll' 
Tanaka scolded. This time Tanaka swung his sword. All of us did. 
Everyone got covered with blood as we butchered him."83 

Hiroshima cultists, both Japanese and American, set forth vivid 
descriptions of the horrors inflicted on residents of that devastated 
city. These can be matched in intensity, and buried in quantity, by 
the horror stories of those who suffered Japanese captivity. Where is 
the goddess of justice, when the travail of 300,000 victims generates 
a cult following, but the deaths of seventeen million, equally as horri­
ble, go unremembered? 
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Gavan Daws felt the Japanese bayonet but vicariously. His search 
for the truth about prisoners of the Japanese was awesome, his con­
clusion terrifying: 

The Japanese were not directly genocidal in their POW camps. 
They did not herd their white prisoners into gas chambers and burn 
their corpses in ovens. But they drove them toward mass death just 
the same. They beat them until they fell, then beat them for falling, 
beat them until they bled, then beat them for bleeding. They denied 
them medical treatment. They starved them. When the International 
Red Cross sent food and medicine, the Japanese looted the shipments. 
They sacrificed prisoners in medical experiments. They watched them 
die by the tens of thousands from diseases of malnutrition like 
beriberi, pellagra, and scurvy, and from epidemic tropical diseases: 
malaria, dysentery, tropical ulcers, cholera. Those who survived could 
only look ahead to being worked to death. If the war had lasted 
another year, there would not have been a POW left alive.84 

There were a mere 100,997 deaths of Americans at the hands of 
the Japanese.85 This number by itself is not startling. Comparison of 
death rates of Allied POWs in the two major arenas of conflict is. 
Few authors discuss this, for obvious reasons. Gavan Daws is not 
inhibited: "In German prison camps, the death rate was only four 
percent. In Japanese prison camps, it was 27 percent. The Japanese 
camps were between seven and eight times more lethal. To be a pris­
oner of the Japanese was like being caught in a twentieth-century 
version of the Black Plague.,,86 

By far the greatest carnage was of other Asians, especially 
Chinese. In an effort to get Japan to finally acknowledge its wartime 
destruction, secure reparations, and convince American readers that 
unrepentant Japan did not warrant a permanent seat on the United 
Nations Security Council, the Chinese Alliance for Memorial and 
Justice placed a full-page ad in the New York Times of 17 June 1994. 
Grant some possible exaggeration; basically the Chinese case holds 
up: 

Japan has a problem remembering history. Its officials even try to 
distort and erase history. 

On the occasion of Japanese Emperor Akihito's state visit to the 
United States, we are obliged to present a record of atrocities commit­
ted by the Japanese Imperial Army during World War II, for which 
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Japan has never acknowledged or compensated. Japanese troops, act­
ing in the name of the late Emperor Hirohito, carried out an orgy of 
killing, raping, and looting in the Chinese city of Nanking. These sav­
age crimes lasted from the day Nanking fell, on December 13, 1937, to 
as late as March 1938.340,000 civilians and unarmed prisoners of war 
were massacred. At least 80,000 women were raped. (Tokyo war 
crime trials held in 1946 recorded that in the first six weeks alone, an 
estimated 20,000 women were sexually mutilated and murdered.) The 
three month pillage reduced a third of Nanking to dust. 

From 1937 on, more than 1,300 occasions of germ warfare were 
inflicted over 14 provinces throughout China, costing hundreds of 
thousands of lives. 26 secret military laboratories in occupied China 
engaged in human experimentation, vivisection and mass production 
of germs of various diseases, including the bubonic plague and 
cholera. One of these biological warfare death camps, the notorious 
Unit 731, whose use of human guinea pigs caused the deaths of over 
3,000 captured Chinese, Korean, Russian, and American civilians and 
paws, was under direct Imperial jurisdiction in Tokyo and visited by 
Hirohito's brother, Prince Mikasa, then Lt. Col. of the Imperial Army. 

Throughout the war, under the euphemism "comfort women," the 
Japanese Imperial Army coerced more than 200,000 Korean, Chinese 
and other Asian, as well as European young girls into sexual slavery. 
90% percent of these girls died from abuse, diseases, and desertion by 
retreating Imperial units.87 

Perhaps emboldened by Chinese efforts to embarrass the 
Japanese into action, Filipinos are now organizing to press their 
claims. The leader is Vicky Quirino, daughter of one of Manila's 
promir,ent families, who has been unwilling for fifty years to discuss 
the terrible events of 1944. She was prompted by the celebration of 
the American recapture of Manila: "It's only now that the remaining 
survivors are telling each other what really happened," she said. 
Her own story is typical. She was running for cover from American 
shelling when Japanese machine guns opened fire, killing her 
mother and elder sister. Her two-year-old sister lay on the street, 
still alive; "A Japanese soldier walked over, tossed the girl in the air 
and speared her with his bayonet.,,88 U.S. Army records show an 
estimated 100,000 civilians killed when Japanese troops put the city 
to the torch. 

Not only the Chinese and Filipinos; in August 1945, according to 
a Japanese Foreign Office report obtained by General MacArthur, 
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6,516,959 servants of the emperor were stationed abroad, tyranniz­
ing the people of China, Korea, the Bonins, Formosa, Indochina, 
Thailand, Burma, Malaya, Sumatra, Java, the Lesser Sundas and 
Timor, Borneo, Celebes, Moluccas, New Guinea, Bismarcks, and 
Solomons.89 Even if only 10 percent of Japanese occupiers commit­
ted one atrocity per week, the sum total of the trauma inflicted far 
outweighs the pain and suffering of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The 
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere was no "ordinary military 
expansion," as per Michael Walzer. 

Part of the uniqueness of the Japanese empire was its develop­
ment and battle use of biological warfare (BW). The Japanese did not 
deliberately exterminate millions of people as did the Nazis, though 
had they been better organized and informed when the Soviet 
armies crashed into Manchuria in 1945, perhaps their BW victims 
would have numbered in the millions rather than the tens of thou­
sands. 

Knowledge of this Japanese BW activity was concealed from the 
West for many years. The managers of the enterprise plea-bargained 
with their American captors: no war crimes prosecution, you get our 
BW data. This devil's compact was covered up in the West until the 
1980s, but it was sufficiently well known in Japan to compromise the 
reputation of the International Military Tribunal for the Far East 
(IMTFE). Lt. Gen. Ishii Shiro, the major promoter of BW usage, 
escaped prosecution; thousands of Japanese knew that he was far 
more culpable than Hirota Koki or Kido Koichi.9o 

The Japanese BW program was originally designed, according to 
Sheldon Harris' 1994 book, Factories oj Death, for use against the 
Russians. Harris writes of General Ishii, "His plans for BW research 
met with an enthusiastic response from almost every key player in 
Manchuria, since the principals were convinced that war with the 
Soviet Union was inevitable, and BW theoretically could play an 
important role in defeating enemy armies .... Bolsheviks greatly 
outnumbered the Japanese .... "91 

The story of Japanese BW use is too long to present here in any­
thing but bare outline. For this purpose, the treatment in 
Calvocoressi, Wint, and Pritchard is adequate: 

Briefly, the story of Japanese biological warfare implicates more than 
half the persons tried by the International Military Tribunal for the Far 
East, and more than 5,000 others who worked on the BW programme in 
some capacity. It involved a genuine conspiracy of silence that began 
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soon after the Japanese occupation of Manchuria and spread its tenta­
cles throughout all Japanese occupied territories .... Thousands of peo­
ple were butchered in the name of science and for the sake of war 
technology .... Field trials of Army biological munitions were con­
ducted, first in Manchuria and then in China proper. Attacks were 
made at Ningpo in 1940, at Changteh in 1941 ... and elsewhere. Later 
the mad Japanese medical scientists operated in Burma, Malaya, French 
Indo-China, Thailand .... They applied their skills at Nomonhan 
against the Russians and sent saboteurs across the Soviet Union itself in 
a succession of secret missions .... A ship carrying a biological warfare 
assault team was dispatched to Saipan to slow down the American 
advance: it was sunk en route by an American submarine.92 

American BW researchers were only too eager to learn from the 
Japanese. Six chapters of Harris' Factories of Death relate how the 
transfer of the Japanese information to U.s. BW centers at Fort 
Detrick and elsewhere took place under tight secrecy. The Japanese 
information was mostly crude and many of their experiments had 
been ineffective; they had never developed a reliable distribution 
package for plague, typhoid, cholera, anthrax, or any of the virile 
toxins. Yet the U.S. scientists exerted themselves to pick the Japanese 
scientists' brains. 

Harris writes that "One hypothesis that appears to be credible is 
that American scientists hungered after forbidden fruit. They were 
prohibited by law and a code of ethics that denied researchers access 
to involuntary human experimentation."93 Much about this subject 
is still unavailable, but Harris is clear that "The cost to the United 
States in terms of honor and integrity appears to be high in compari­
son to the worth of the material it purchased from Ishii and the 
remaining BW specialists."94 

Harris's opinion of Truman is as low as his opinion of the BW sci­
entists and soldiers. Had the invasion of Japan actually produced an 
Okinawa from one end to the other, Harris has no doubt Truman 
would have authorized the use of BW or gas.95 This is doubtful. 
Atomic bombs were just a step up in power from explosives that 
had come into common use by all belligerents; clearly, BW would 
have been qualitatively different from anything practiced in the 
West. The later Communist charge that the United States used BW 
in Korea is not warranted. 

The Japanese were so uneasy about their experiments on human 
beings and their field usage of BW that they destroyed every installa-
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tion as they retreated before the Russians. Animals used in their 
experiments were turned loose, and according to Harris, "the area 
surrounding the ruins was a veritable Noah's Ark."96 All human sub­
jects still alive were killed.97 The Chinese Alliance for Memorial and 
Justice claims in its ad that "From 1937 on, more than 1,300 occasions 
of germ warfare were inflicted over 14 provinces throughout China, 
costing hundreds of thousands of lives."98 Grant some exaggeration, 
the charge is not unreasonable given what we know about Japanese 
behavior throughout its empire. Calvocoressi, Wint, and Pritchard, 
writing in 1989, say that BW research "has become a matter of great 
public concern in Japan today."99 As it should. 

For all its horrors, Japanese bestiality does not justify terror 
bombing as revenge. Only shocking the Japanese into surrender 
warrants the use of 20,000 kiloton atom bombs. The appropriate 
revenge would have been to put Lt. Gen. Ishii Shiro and all his 
accomplices in the dock at IMTFE. The Allied failure to do this is 
inexcusable. 

• • • 

One of the more indefensible moral judgments was made by the 
writers of the original script for the Smithsonian Air and Space 
Museum's Enola Gay exhibit, scheduled for May 1995, then can­
celled. They included this statement: "For most Americans, this ... 
was a war of vengeance. For most Japanese, it was a war to defend 
their unique culture against Western imperialism."lOO This white­
washing of Japanese motives miscarried. 

There were two main forces driving the Japanese into Manchuria 
in 1931, then into China proper, and on to the Pacific War. The first 
of them, as described by Hilary Conroy in 1970: 

It will no doubt come as a shock to many Americans to learn that 
Japan's war in China, which later became merged into the Pacific 
War, was to the Japanese government and the majority of the 
Japanese people in many ways like today's war in Vietnam. To them 
it was not at all a war of aggression, not a war against China, not a 
war to seize Chinese territory. It was not a war at all, but a defense 
action against Communists and their allies in China.101 
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Unfortunately, the Japanese action in China got out of hand. 
Conroy points out that there is no real historical parallelism with 
U.s. fighting in Vietnam: "The United States is a functioning democ­
racy; Japan was not. The United States has civilian control of the mil­
itary; Japan apparently did not. The United States has a deep 
tradition of freedom of speech and press; Japan did not. However, 
lest we become too sanguine .... There was no national referendum, 
no declaration of war in either case."102 

Another landmark study of Japan's descent of the slippery slope, 
Robert J.e. Butow's Tojo and the Coming of the War, also emphasizes 
the anti-Communist theme. Tojo was not a Hitler, but a Japanese 
chauvinist determined to hang on to Manchuria and defend it 
against anticipated Soviet aggression. 103 

More than fear of Communism was involved, however; Japanese 
appetite for empire grew with the growth of its armies. Maruyama 
Masao, who reconstructed Japanese actions from the testimony 
offered at the Tokyo War Crimes Trial, gives a non-pejorative analy­
sis of the process: 

The men in the dock at the Tokyo trials had unquestionably been 
motivated by a common aspiration: the desire to establish a Greater 
East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, to build up a new order with "Eight 
Corners of the World under One Roof," to proclaim the Imperial Way 
throughout the world. Not one of the defendants ever indicated that 
he regarded this as a mere quixotic dream. Some of them, it is true, 
were inhibited by intellectual scruples from openly voicing their 
dream, while others ... placed the happy date rather farther in the 
future; and even the most fanatic among them, as they gradually 
drew near to the windmill, were momentarily daunted by its size 
when compared with the puny lances in their hands. Yet: all of them 
were driven ahead, as ifby some invisible force.104 

None was defending unique Japanese culture against Western 
imperialism. Countries that initially welcomed Japanese as libera­
tors from European colonialism soon turned against them; Japanese 
oppression was worse than European. 

Ienaga Saburo, no admirer of the United States, is as authoritative 
and blunt as any writer about the depths to which Japanese soldiers 
descended: "World War II brought atrocities on an unprecedented 
scale, and they were an infamous hallmark of the Japanese military .... 
Here I wish to elaborate on this theme, and show by concrete 



WAS DROPPING THESE BOMBS MORALLY JUSTIFIED? 147 

examples that the Greater East Asian War, which has been glori­
fied as a moral cause, was a dirty war of sadistic cruelty.,,105 

It was also a war of imperialistic expansion beyond East Asia. 
Hawaii was one of the targets. Most documents about Japan's 
extensive plans for conquest and incorporation of the Hawaiian 
Islands were destroyed out of fear of postwar trials, hence many 
writers did not know about them, and assumed Japan carried out a 
simple hit-and-run attack. In 1984, John J. Stephan published the 
results of a long investigation: "On 9 December 1941, less than 48 
hours after the attack on Pearl Harbor that launched the Pacific 
War, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, commander in chief of the 
Combined Fleet and at that moment the most celebrated officer in 
the Imperial Japanese Navy, ordered his staff to prepare plans for 
an invasion of Hawaii. This order set in motion what was to be the 
most ambitious and far-reaching Japanese operation of the Second 
World War."106 

Japan did not have similarly elaborate plans for all its actual and 
hoped-for conquests; but its appetite grew with each victory. 
Indochina fell so easily that the rest of Southeast Asia seemed ripe for 
plucking. At the manic height of its 1942 successes, India and even 
Australia went on the Japanese wish list. Had American aircraft car­
riers been in port at Pearl Harbor when Yamamoto struck, American 
forces could not have stopped Japan's advances at Midway. It would 
have been a wholly different war. For Japan, however, it was never a 
war to "defend their unique culture" against Western imperialism or 
anything else. 

Former Ambassador to Japan Joseph c. Grew, universally known 
as a Japanophile, was never taken in by rationalizations for Japan's 
aggression: 

We know what that euphemistic slogan "Co-Prosperity" means: it 
denotes absolute hegemony-economic, financial, political-for 
Japan's own purely selfish interests, and the virtual enslavement of 
the peoples of those territories to do the bidding of their Japanese 
masters. This statement is not a figment of the imagination; it is based 
on practical knowledge of what happened in other regions already 
subjected to Japan's domination .... 

During all my ten years in Japan I have read the books, the speeches, 
the newspaper and magazine articles of highly placed Japanese, of 
Generals and Admirals, of statesmen and diplomats and politicians. 
Sometimes thinly veiled, sometimes not even veiled, has emerged their 
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overweening ambition eventually to invade and conquer these United 
States.I07 

Defenders of Japanese aggression in the twentieth century have 
excused it as being no worse than the imperialistic policies carried 
out in previous centuries by the Western powers. Japan was merely 
following their example, but then the Western powers wanted to 
change the rules. Western leaders did indeed want to change the 
rules, Woodrow Wilson foremost among them. Had the League of 
Nations established after World War I been universally supported, 
and had it functioned as Wilson intended, self-determination would 
have become the norm and imperialism would have been phased 
out. It was the attempt by Germany, Italy, and Japan to reverse 
Wilsonian principles that brought on World War 11.1°8 

This picture of Japan as innocent victim of a rule change by the 
Western powers cannot be completely sustained. Not only the intent 
of their aggression but its scope and tactics put Japan at odds with 
the international community. The 1933 League of Nations vote con­
demning Japan's attack on China was all but unanimous, and Japan 
withdrew from the league. Many Japanese were aware of their coun­
try's reversion to unacceptable practices, but the bushido mentality 
and Japanese racism blunted all protest. Kinoshita Junji, prominent 
Japanese critic speaking at a 1983 symposium on the Tokyo War 
Crimes Trial, refers to what he calls "the three original sins of 
Japanese modernization ... the plunder of Okinawa, the coloniza­
tion of Korea, and the aggression in China." These sins had been 
identified by a historian named Fujushima, and Kinoshita does not 
think they cover everything: 

There are still other "original sins" in Japan's modern history besides 
the three identified by Mr. Fujushima. Japanese aggression against 
China was the origin of the Fifteen Year War, which was the object of 
judgment at the Tokyo trial. But what made that aggression possible, 
the very source from which it sprang, was the contempt with which 
the Japanese Empire, and the people of that empire, viewed other 
Asian peoples. This, I think, was the greatest original sin of all. Even 
after Japan was defeated and forced to relinquish its colonial empire, 
this contempt remained deeply rooted. How deeply rooted can be 
appreciated, I think, if one considers that even today an extremely 
large number of Japanese fail completely to grasp the meaning of the 
loss of Japan's former colonies. Despite what may appear on the 
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surface, they have inherited this ideology of contempt for other Asian 
peoples without the slightest fundamental change.109 

The same symposium at which Kinoshita spoke was addressed 
by B.V.A. Roling, the remarkable Dutch jurist who sat on the IMTFE 
bench as The Netherlands representative, and who had written the 
most penetrating critique of that tribunal. Roling was asked, in 1983, 
to comment on the opinions of the one IMTFE justice, Rodhabinod 
Pal of India, who accepted completely the Japan-as-victim position, 
hence voted to acquit all defendants. 

Dr. Roling: Justice Pal's attitude, from the very beginning, was that the 
war fought by Japan was a war for the liberation of Asia and that 
therefore it should not be regarded as an aggressive war. It was a more 
or less belated reaction against the (Western) aggressive wars by which 
the (Western) colonial system was established centuries ago. That was 
his opinion in respect to crimes against peace. In regard to conven­
tional war crimes, Pal's opinion was that every party in war will com­
mit war crimes, and that it was unfair in principle to punish only the 
war crimes committed by defeated nations. His attitude can be easily 
understood, and I have respect for the opinions of my friend Pal. 

But I regretted very much that his attitude prevented him from 
seeing the Tokyo trial as an expression of the belief that redressing the 
injustices of the world by war is now a thing of the past. In former 
times, such wars were fought and they were tolerated. But that time is 
over, for our history of wars has left behind weapons of destruction 
that no longer permit war for any cause. 

Therefore, I think Pal's judgment is understandable if we look at 
the past, but not when we look at the future. It takes away from the 
Tokyo trial the important aspect that the judgment contributes to the 
opinion, which is an essential condition for survival, that wars are no 
longer possible, and that we should learn other ways of conducting 
international relations and maintaining peace.l1O 

Roling's wisdom is hard to fault. Had he been in charge of 
IMTFE, the world would have had more justice and less polemic 
from both the conquering Allies and the unrepentant Japanese . 

• • • 
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Much anger still lingers from the Pacific War. Many of Japan's 
victims harbored vengeful thoughts for decades. Lord Mountbatten 
told his biographer that he "knew just how horrible [the Japanese] 
were after seeing such terrible things in Singapore and in the camps. 
It was the one thing during the war that seared my mind. There 
were no extenuating circumstances, and I could find no compassion 
for them at all."l11 

On the other side, Japanese have turned Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
into a victimization cult, which allows them to flush their responsi­
bility for wartime atrocities down the drain. As William Lanouette 
says of this phenomenon, "In a flash, the villains of the Pacific War 
became its greatest victims."112 

Neither of these positions is sound. The most cogent treatment of 
the emotional aftermath of the war is the tale of suffering in captiv­
ity, and eventual one-minute-to-doomsday release, by Laurens van 
der Post, published in the United States as The Prisoner and the Bomb, 
in Britain as The Night of the New Moon. By August 1945, van der Post 
had been in Japanese captivity, unbelievably traumatic, for more 
than three years. His prison, in Java, was under the command of 
Field Marshal Terauchi, the conqueror of Malaya, the builder of the 
Thai-Burma Railway. Van der Post and his fellow prisoners were 
informed that Terauchi had issued orders for all prisoners to be exe­
cuted when the Allied attack on Southeast Asia began.113 This attack 
was set for 6 September. 

To van der Post, who knew a great deal about Japanese ways of 
thinking and feeling, the atomic bomb alone enabled the emperor to 
gather sufficient support to beat down the militarists: 

if the bomb had not been dropped and the Emperor had not been able 
to intervene, Field Marshal Terauchi would have fought on and the 
prisoners in his power would have been killed .... 1 had heard 
enough from prisoners-of-war in other areas of Field Marshal 
Terauchi's command to estimate that anywhere between 200,000 and 
400,000 people would have been massacred. Even had we not been 
deliberately massacred, we were near our physical end through lack 
of food. The war had only to drag on some months for most of us to 
have perished.114 

Despite his suffering and narrow escape, van der Post was 
unwilling to join in the cry for vengeance. He writes, "There seemed 
to me something unreal, if not utterly false, about ... war crimes 
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investigators from Europe, who had not suffered under the 
Japanese, more bitter and vengeful about our suffering than we 
were ourselves .... I came out of prison longing passionately ... that 
the past would be recognized as the past and instantly buried before 
it spread another form of putrefaction in the spirit of our time."llS 

Not until 1970 did van der Post write about his imprisonment and 
release. By then, Japanese atrocities had faded from the Western 
mind, Japanese education was ignoring the wartime transgressions 
of its empire, the Yasukuni shrine was again drawing chauvinistic 
politicians to its war relics, and Hiroshima had become a cult, useful 
for bashing Americans, especially because of the shame of 
Vietnam.ll6 Van der Post saw something that was out of perspective: 

I would have been silent even now if it had not been for the fact 
that I see another kind of one-sidedness being introduced into the 
thinking of our time, as dangerous as the other one-sidedness that I 
feared in ourselves at the end of the war. This one-sidedness results 
from the fact that more and more people see the horror of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki out of context. They tend to see it increasingly as an act 
of history in which we alone were the villains. I have been amazed to 
observe how in some extraordinary kind of way my own Japanese 
friends do not seem to feel that they had done anything themselves to 
provoke us into inflicting Hiroshima and Nagasaki on them and how 
strangely uncurious they are about their own part in the war. I felt 
that it was extremely important for them as well as for us to maintain 
a view of this cataclysmic event as steady as it was whole. ll7 

My judgment is that van der Post does see the war, and its 
denouement, steady and whole. He welcomed the war's coup de 
grace to European colonialism. He forgave Japanese cruelties to 
himself and millions of Asians. He deplored the Allied urge for 
revenge, and wanted to start with a clean slate. But he also knew 
that the bomb had served a purpose-a purpose that needed only 
one historical fulfillment. The Prisoner and the Bomb was about a mir­
acle of deliverance for him, and for 200,000 plus Allied prisoners of 
one fearsome Japanese general, but it was also a compelling plea for 
a moral code willing to erase the past and create a future in which 
nuclear weapons would not exist. 

We have not done that. Perhaps we never shall, but in chapter 
eight, we will see how W orId War II might have turned out differ­
ently, and worse. 
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There are no final answers to moral questions, as Michael 
Howard says; but Albert Einstein comes the closest: 

It should not be forgotten that the atomic bomb was made in this 
country as a preventive measure; it was to head off its use by the 
Germans, if they discovered it. The bombing of civilian centers was 
initiated by the Germans and adopted by the Japanese. To it the Allies 
responded in kind-as it turned out, with greater effectiveness-and 
they were morally justified in doing so.118 



7 

Why Has the "Japan-as-Victim" 
Myth Been So Attractive? 

By the last years of World War II, the Japanese were per­
ceived as villains almost everywhere. The Asian and Pacific powers, 
some of whom (Thais, Burmese, Indonesians) had originally bought 
into the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, were by 1945 
largely alienated by Japanese cruelty and racist arrogance. The 
Chinese and Koreans, with long experience of Japanese brutality 
and clear memories of atrocities such as the Rape of Nanking, had 
never entertained illusions about Nippon. 

In the United States, endemic Caucasian racism directed at the 
Japanese, coupled with outrage over the sneak attack on Pearl 
Harbor, was intensified in January 1944 when President Roosevelt 
authorized release of the horror stories from American servicemen 
who escaped from Japanese POW camps in 1943. These stories 
about the victims of the Bataan Death March and similar incidents 
brought the emotional pitch of what was already a War Without 
Mercy (the title of John Dower's book) to a high level of outrage.1 
From the first stories about Bataan until at least the end of 1945, no 
week went by without a new account of Japanese atrocities. The end 
of the war did not shut off the flow; it was several months before all 
the inmates of Japanese prisons were recovered; those who were not 
psychically numbed told unimaginable stories of systematic mis­
treatment by their captors. There is no argument here; at the begin­
ning of 1946, the whole world viewed Japan as villainous. 

In Japan, of course, images were reversed during the war. Yamato 
chauvinism and military control of public information led Japanese 
citizens to regard Caucasians, especially Americans, as evil incar­
nate. American incendiary bombing strengthened this hatred. 
William Chapman, in his account of postwar Japan, notes: 

153 
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For the average Japanese, Japanese atrocities were the rumors of 
war. The facts of the war, those that they knew to be true, were all on 
the other side. The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 
incendiary raids on Tokyo and other cities-these were indisputable. 
When looked at from the perspective of these terrible events alone, 
the war made sense only if Japan were a victim, and that is how a 
great many people remembered it.2 

Even many of those who had been in the West were learning to hate 
Caucasians. Some few Japanese servicemen had surrendered to 
Americans despite the cultural taboo against such disloyalty, and 
they knew their captors had treated them fairly; but they were out of 
communication with their home towns. The average Japanese 
viewed occupation by an American army with great trepidation. 

Very little of this trepidation was due to the atom bombings. 
Asada Sadao has written the best analysis of Japanese perceptions of 
the atomic bomb events. He notes that the U.S. Strategic Bombing 
Survey poll of 5,000 Japanese in late 1945 showed only 19 percent of 
the respondents resented Americans for the atom bombs. The figure 
probably "underestimated the actual extent of hostility toward the 
United States,"3 but it is nonetheless surprising. 

Asada notes several reasons why Japanese might not blame 
Americans for the bombing: 

... the fatalistic attitude best summarized in the expression "c'est la 
guerre"; the respondents' unwillingness to express their true feelings 
out of fear or "politeness"; the total discredit into which Japanese war 
leaders had fallen and the all-time high prestige of the Americans in 
Japan under the great "Shogun" General Douglas MacArthur. 

These and other biases seem to have been borne out thirty years 
after the Strategic Bombing Survey, when a monthly magazine Ushio 
searched out and reinterviewed as many as possible of the same per­
sons who had been interviewed in 1945. They were asked what their 
feelings toward the United States had been then and what they were 
now. Many stressed the fears they initially had about the American 
troops, then their great relief at seeing the friendly behavior of the 
ordinary GIs, and their emerging sense of gratitude for the non-ret­
ributive occupation policies.4 

Emperor Hirohito never stated what Westerners would regard as 
an adequate apology for Japan's conduct of the war, but he did 
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refuse publicly to blame the United States for atomic bombs. In 
response to a journalist's question about war responsibility, Hirohito 
said "I feel it is very regrettable that nuclear bombs were dropped, 
and I feel sorry for the citizens of Hiroshima. But it couldn't be 
helped because it happened in wartime."s A similar posture is taken 
by Imai Ryukichi, writing in 1971 of Japanese perceptions twenty­
five years earlier: "The great shock which descended on them in that 
unusually hot and tragic summer of 1945 was almost an 'act of God' 
before which humans were powerless."6 

Japanese were not only remarkably favorable toward their con­
querors during the early occupation years, they were not basically 
disillusioned about their own polity. The emperor (as distinct from 
Premier Tojo and the militarists) was still held in esteem, and ordi­
nary citizens had no knowledge at first about Japan's role in begin­
ning the Pacific War. Pearl Harbor was not wrong. Japan was only 
doing in the twentieth century what Europeans had done earlier. 
The attempt to establish a Japanese empire was not wrong; only the 
inept conduct of the war was wrong. There was little guilt in post­
war Japan. 

Nor, except for a tiny minority, was there guilt among the Allies. 
They had fought against tyranny, for democracy, had been outra­
geously provoked by Japan's sneak attack, and wanted only to 
achieve a lasting peace, not to deny prosperity to their enemies. The 
atom bomb? Just another weapon. Given Japan's transgressions, it 
was not only a legitimate weapon, it provided warranted retribu­
tion. Even many religious leaders endorsed use of the bomb, by 
God's people, that is, against an evil foe? 

At war's end, most of the world agreed; the Allies were the good 
guys, the Axis-including Japan-the bad guys. 

By and large, the Germans admitted they had been in the wrong. 
Why did they, both as a nation-state (West Germany) and a people 
acknowledge their guilt for waging aggressive warfare (and for 
genocide), whereas the Japanese state and its people refused with 
minor exceptions to admit any guilt? Answers to this question will 
throw light on the propagation of the "Japanese as victims" myth. 

The only book-length treatment of the factors producing candor 
from Germany, evasion and suppression from Japan, is The Wages of 
Guilt by Ian Buruma.8 Buruma explains well why there was no 
Dresden cult. I borrow from that work, as well as other sources, for 
this comparison: 
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Factors in German 
Acknowledgement of Atrocities 

Many Germans resisted Hitler, espe­
cially toward the end. 

German atrocities were high visibility; 
reporters saw the death camps, which 
were in Central Europe. 

An influential international activist 
constituency (Jewish) pressed the case 
against Germany. 

German atrocities left spectacular arti­
facts: Buchenwald, Auschwitz, etc. 

Germany had an indigenous religious 
minority hostile to aggressive war 
(Christians). 

Germany was not furnished with any 
spectacular event to distract attention 
from German atrocities-Dresden was 
not as spectacular as Hiroshima. 

The Nuremberg results were generally 
accepted by Germans. 

The man in whose name German 
atrocities were committed was exe­
crated as a devil. 

None of the shrines of German fascism 
continued to function. 

German government was totally abol­
ished; the successor government had 
no loyalty to its predecessor. 

Germany had to face a powerful liter­
ary work, the Diary of Anne Frank, that 
highlighted German guilt. 

Factors in Japanese Denial of 
Atrocities 

Few Japanese resisted Tojo. 

Japanese atrocities were (mostly) low 
visibility, carried out in distant lands, 
with few contemporary observers. 

No influential international con­
stituency pursued the case against 
Japan; the Korean comfort women, 
Indonesian slaves, etc. were not orga­
nized. 

Japanese atrocities left few artifacts: 
nothing to match the German death 
camps. 

No indigenous minority hostile to 
aggressive war; Shinto and Nichiren 
Buddhism supported the military. 

Japan was given a promethean novelty 
in atom bombing that took attention 
away from their own atrocities. 

After their conclusion, Tokyo War 
Crime trials were not generally 
accepted by Japanese. 

The man in whose name Japanese atroc­
ities were committed was exonerated by 
MacArthur and continued to rule. 

Japanese patriotic shrines (particularly 
Yasukuni) continued to function. 

Japanese government continued to 
function with slight modification. 

Japan had no similar challenge; instead 
it had a powerful literary work, 
Hersey's Hiroshima, that evoked great 
sympathy. 
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Given such a powerful set of factors conducive to Japanese denial 
of guilt for the Pacific War, it is not surprising that some Japanese 
began to focus on Hiroshima as an American atrocity of sufficient 
importance to overshadow, cancel out, or neutralize their own 
wartime conduct. Eventually this Hiroshima cult became dominant. 

Murakami Hyoe explains the slowness of the Hiroshima cam­
paign to catch on as due in part to "the Buddhist idea that one should 
forget what is past and done with; it was peculiarly characteristic of 
the Japanese people, moreover, that most of them should have 
viewed the atomic bomb as a kind of natural disaster akin to an 
earthquake or a typhoon.,,9 Ienaga Saburo adds another reason: 
MacArthur's staff required the textbooks put out by the Ministry of 
Education in the first years after the war to contain phrases such as, 
"Military leaders suppressed the people, launched a stupid war, and 
caused this disaster"; "Japan and Germany must accept the greatest 
responsibility for World War II, which caused vast suffering, distress, 
and dislocation in the world." Ienaga adds that "These publications 
were not perfect, but at least as far as the war was concerned, they 
were unequivocal on its 'recklessness' and Japan's 'responsibility."'l0 

Would-be anti-bomb activists were largely shut down by occupa­
tion censorship. During the late 1940s, very little about the continu­
ing health problems in the two atom towns made it into the press. 
Items that might "invite mistrust or resentment" of the United States 
were forbidden. This censorship, coupled with the general liberality 
of occupation economic and political policies, and the friendliness of 
the GIs, created a strong barrier to the flourishing of the Hiroshima 
myth. 

Later, when censorship was lifted and the anti-bomb activists 
could saturate the publishing and entertainment channels, things 
began to change. But even then as Ian Buruma notes: 

... despite these diatribes, the myth of Hiroshima and its pacifist cult 
is based less on American wickedness than on the image of martyred 
innocence and visions of the Apocalypse. One moment there was nor­
mal life-laughing children, young girls singing, housewives clean­
ing, good men working-then, in an instant all was turned to ash. The 
comparison between Hiroshima and Auschwitz is based on this 
notion: the idea, namely, that Hiroshima, like the Holocaust, was not 
part of the war, nor even connected with it, but "something that 
occurs at the end of the world ... we had been flattened by a force­
arbitrary and violent-that wasn't war."u 
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The significant foundation of c'est la guerre attitude in Japan was 
strongly supported beginning on 3 May 1946 when the International 
Military Tribunal for the Far East (IMTFE) opened for business in 
Tokyo. Tales of Japanese atrocities had reached the Japanese public 
before from trials in the Philippines and Indonesia; now a veritable 
torrent of their countrymen's misdeeds assaulted them. The trials 
were later to backfire, primarily because many culpable militarists 
were not tried, and several people (Hirota Koki, for one) were con­
victed on flimsy evidence.12 But enough credible evidence was pro­
duced about wartime leaders to impress the Japanese. 

Today most of what one reads about IMTFE is negative, but there 
is powerful witness to its effectiveness in counteracting bitterness 
about the atom bomb and helping at least some Japanese to a real­
ization of what their agents abroad had done. Ienaga says, "Despite 
the IMTFE's imperfections, the majority of the Japanese people were 
certainly not opposed to the tribunal. ... A genuine shift of opinion 
occurred even among those who had patriotically supported the 
conflict because it was national policy."13 Murakami agrees: "The 
war-crime trials were particularly effective in breaking the pride of 
the Japanese and casting a pall over the nation."14 The high point of 
acceptance of American use of atom bombs was probably 1948. 
After that, the "Japan-as-victim" myth began to snowball. 

Powerful novelistic treatments of the Hiroshima experience were 
written in the years of the occupation. Most of them were sup­
pressed by the MacArthur censorship, but some anti-bomb writings 
were more successful at outwitting the U.s. authorities, as Lawrence 
Wittner puts it. IS There were mimeograph machines in Japan, and 
copies of anti-bomb writings were distributed as samizdat docu­
ments were in the Soviet Union. Religious groups held memorial 
services for the dead. Intellectuals held poetry readings. In 1947, 
peace groups in Hiroshima held a memorial day festival, and 
MacArthur was constrained to send a message to the 10,000 people 
who attended; he said the bomb had changed war, which must be 
abolished.16 But there was still no possibility of overt criticism of the 
American decision to use the bomb; peace groups merely supported 
disarmament and world government in the future. 

In 1948, American leaders began building up Japan as an ally 
against the Soviet Union, and the aims of the occupation shifted 
from democratization and liberalization to economic reconstruction 
and support of Communist containment. Japanese intellectuals 
began to sense that the "no armed forces" clause MacArthur had 
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demanded in the Japanese constitution was phony. The constitution 
had originally been popular with all but bitter-end militarists; then, 
as Buruma observes: 

... when the Cold War prompted the Americans to make the Japanese 
subvert their constitution by creating an army which was not sup­
posed to exist, the worst of all worlds appeared: sovereignty was not 
restored, distrust remained, and resentment mounted. Kamei's hawks 
are angry with the Americans for emasculating Japan; Oda's doves 
hate the Americans for emasculating the "peace constitution." Both 
sides dislike being forced accomplices, and both feel victimized, 
which is one reason Japanese have a harder time than Germans in 
coming to terms with their wartime past.17 

Nineteen forty-nine was a watershed year. John Hersey's 
Hiroshima, which had been prohibited in Japan by MacArthur but 
about which many Japanese had heard, was published in Japanese 
in April. Asada Sadao believes it to have been the most notable 
American document about the bomb to reach Japanese readers.18 In 
August, the Soviet Union exploded an atomic bomb; Japan was then 
ringed by atomic powers who were at each other's throats. And on 
31 January 1950, Truman added to the anxiety by announcing a pro­
gram to build the H-bomb. 

From then on, almost every international development, and a 
host of American domestic developments, strengthened Japan's 
belief that it had been victimized, and would be a cosmic casualty 
should war between the two nuclear superpowers break out. 

It did break out, in Korea. The Japanese knew who controlled the 
North Koreans and who supplied their armaments and training, and 
who alone could cause them to settle the war. The United States was 
fighting a Soviet surrogate. American pressure on Japan to rearm 
and to supply American forces in Korea fixed the Japanese even 
more firmly into the superpower rivalry, and made them ground 
zero for a looming nuclear Armageddon. 

By 1951, occupation censorship was slackening, and a book that 
probably did more to alter the opinions of younger Japanese than 
any other was published by Hosei University Press: P.M.S. 
Blackett's Fear, War, and the Bomb. Asada Sadao believes: "This book 
had a seminal influence in shaping Japanese views of the A-bomb 
decision, because the Japanese public tends to hold Nobel prize sci­
entists in such high esteem that their words are taken almost as an 
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oracle even when they venture into the unfamiliar area of interna­
tional politics and history. One index of Blackett's influence on our 
students is the fact that his translated book is recommended and 
excerpts from it included in high school teachers' manuals."19 

With the end of the occupation in 1952, there was a "flood of pub­
lications on the' A-bomb problem'" in Japan.2° This increased criti­
cism of the IMTFE and other war crimes trials. These were now seen 
as simply "victor's justice.,,21 They had not indicted many of the 
main criminals, but had tried and convicted Yamashita Tomoyuki, 
Hirota Koki, Kido Koichi, and others against whom many observers 
believe there was no case. Fifteen million Japanese signed a petition 
to release all those still in prison. The relatively candid textbooks 
that had introduced students into at least some comprehension of 
the enormity of Japan's aggression were replaced by books with lit­
tle or no criticism of Japanese militarists, and considerable sympathy 
for the glorious aims of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. 

And in 1954, in one of the first publicly exposed imbecilities car­
ried out by the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission (AEC), the Japanese 
experienced their third taste of atomic destruction. The BRAVO test 
of a very powerful H-bomb was scheduled for 1 March 1954 in the 
Bikini Atoll.22 Wind patterns, expected fallout, and other danger fac­
tors were calculated-or miscalculated-and several islands in the 
area were evacuated. Ships were warned not to be within an area of 
50,000 square miles around Eniwetok. 

There was, however, a Japanese tuna trawler, the Lucky Dragon, 
eighty-five miles east-northeast of Bikini. This was well outside the 
proscribed area. It was not outside the area where capricious nature 
sent an upper-level wind that day. And the force of the explosion far 
exceeded anything the scientists had predicted. Radioactive debris 
(Bikini Ash, as it came to be known in Japan) fell on the Lucky 
Dragon and its twenty-three crewmen. One of the crew members 
saw a dazzling light in the west, and seven minutes afterward they 
felt the shock wave from BRAVO. Suspecting they had been near an 
atomic test, they shortly thereafter pulled up their nets and headed 
for their homeport, Yaizu. 

One might, perhaps, forgive the scientists who miscalculated the 
risks involved in BRAVO. Perhaps one can forgive Truman, who first 
decided the United States should build H-bombs; and Eisenhower, 
for testing the creature in the sensitive Pacific areas, where two A­
bombs had already been dropped on Asian cities. What cannot be 
forgiven is the lying and stonewalling that followed. Unfortunately, 
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the chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission at the time was 
Lewis Strauss, whose talents included the ability to make money sell­
ing shoes, selling stocks, and selling himself first to James Forrestal, 
then to Harry Truman, and finally to Dwight Eisenhower. Robert 
Divine compares Strauss to John Adams: "pompous, shrewd, patri­
otic but often mean, petty, and unpredictable.,,23 He was also a certi­
fiable paranoid; he told James Hagerty, Eisenhower's press secretary, 
that "the Lucky Dragon was not a fishing boat at all-it was a 'Red 
spy outfit' snooping on the American nuclear tests."24 Strauss was 
instrumental in cancelling Robert Oppenheimer'S security clearance. 
Altogether, Strauss was the worst conceivable person to handle 
American relations with the Japanese whom all Asia then perceived 
as victims of a third nuclear detonation. 

All the Lucky Dragon crew were sickened and hospitalized. The 
radioman, who had tasted the Bikini Ash out of curiosity, died 23 
September 1954. The rest lived, but recovery was long and painful. 

The fish brought in by the Lucky Dragon were radioactive and had 
to be condemned. All fish brought in to Japanese harbors from sus­
pect areas were checked for radioactivity for several months; 683 
tuna boats were found to have contaminated fish. The Japanese fish­
ing industry was well-organized and politically powerful, employ­
ing one million workers. One of its most popular products was now 
suspect. Thousands of pounds were condemned, and the bottom 
dropped out of the market. Tokyo'S Tsukiji Central Fish Market was 
closed for the first time since a cholera scare in 1935. For the 
Japanese media, the tuna panic was more important than the sick 
fishermen. 

Japanese citizens had clearly been victims of an atomic test; this 
reinforced the 1945 charge that the bombs dropped on Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki had also been mere experiments. The Lucky Dragon 
fishermen had become surrogate guinea pigs for the whole Japanese 
people. Even if most of the crew lived, it was clear that many of 
them would not be able to work for a long time, and in Japan, this 
was a living death. The five most important Japanese newspapers 
took a common position: this was the third atomic bombing.25 

Japanese doctors could not know the best treatment for their 
patients, since they did not know the chemical composition of Bikini 
Ash, and the AEC would not tell them. It had to be kept secret from 
the Russians. Not only were the fishermen's blood counts danger­
ously low, their hair fallen out, and their gums bleeding, many of 
them were sterile. (Some recovered, and fathered children.) To 



162 TRUMAN AND THE HIROSHIMA CULT 

demonstrate his contempt for the alarmist Japanese, Merrill 
Eisenbud, director (without a doctorate or any scientific distinction) 
of AEC's Health and Safety Laboratory, flew to Japan and visited the 
Lucky Dragon with an armful of instruments. As Ralph Lapp 
describes it, "The jaunty AEC expert refused to put on gloves, mask 
or protective clothing and rather horrified some of the Japanese sci­
entists by his nonchalance."26 They were also put off by his lack of 
credentials. Meanwhile, in the United States Sen. Joseph McCarthy of 
Wisconsin was tearing the American government apart with charges 
that the army was infiltrated by communists. A.M. Halpern in a 
RAND monograph dated 1 September 1954 noted that all this gave 
final confirmation to Japanese newspapermen of "their conviction 
that freedom was dead and hysteria reigned in the United States."27 

On 31 March 1954, Eisenhower directed AEC chairman Strauss to 
appear at the end of a presidential press conference to read a state­
ment about the BRAVO test and the Lucky Dragon mishap. After 
explaining why search planes had not seen the ship before the test, 
and how the wind changes were unexpected, Strauss misrepre­
sented what had happened: he claimed none of the Marshall 
Islanders had been injured, there was no significant contamination 
of fish, the skin lesions of the fishermen were not due to radioactiv­
ity, and the fault for the whole thing lay with the tuna captain-he 
had entered the proscribed zone. All these things were false. 28 One 
cannot claim that the chairman of the U.S. Atomic Energy 
Commission lied. His paranoia was intense enough, and the self­
protectiveness of the super-secret agency was powerful enough, that 
he could have believed what he was saying.29 

No Japanese did. And if the head of America's atomic energy 
agency could so misrepresent American motives and actions in 1954, 
so could America's president have misrepresented the reasons for obliterat­
ing Hiroshima and Nagasaki nine years earlier. 

Worse: Chairman W. Sterling Cole of the Joint Committee on 
Atomic Energy of the U.S. Congress suggested publicly that the 
Lucky Dragon might have been a spy ship.3o 

Eisenhower, who was more composed than Strauss, moved to 
mend relations with Japan, and eventually the United States gave $2 
million to the Lucky Dragon and other claimants. But Japan's honey­
moon with its conquerors was over. 

Asada notes that "the Bikini incident of 1954 ... suddenly galva­
nized the Japanese peace sentiment into a mass movement against 
nuclear weapons.,,31 Tanaka Yasumasu, in his 1970 study of 
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"Japanese Attitudes Toward Nuclear Arms," says Lucky Dragon "liter­
ally ignited the fiery resentment and protests against nuclear 
weapons."32 Roger Dingman's careful study of the incident shows 
that the fishermen who did not die recovered reasonable health, most 
married and had children, and all but three were still living thirty 
years later: "But the Lucky Dragon incident generated fallout that 
influenced relations between the United States and Japan for decades 
to come. The 'ashes of death' that rained down on March 1, 1954, 
formed part of the antinuclear mantle in which Japan wrapped 
itself. "33 

The Japanese were victims of this third atomic incident, and there 
was no supreme emergency to justify it, no horrible war to bring to 
an end, no stubborn militarists whose determination to fight to the 
end had to be overcome. There was only the atomic-military com­
plex riding on the growing American paranoia about the Soviets. 

There was much tension in the United States-Japan relationship 
which strengthened the Japanese peace and antinuclear forces, and 
contributed to Japan's feeling of victimization. Contributing to the 
tension were two treaties: the mutual defense treaty signed at San 
Francisco 5 September 1951, and the peace treaty between Japan and 
the Western Allies (no Communist nations signed).34 The mutual 
defense arrangements gave the United States extensive basing rights 
on Japanese territory. Japan's conservative governments supported 
these bases strongly; the antinuclear activists did not, partially due 
to fear that nuclear arms would be stationed on Japanese soil or 
brought into Japanese ports. 

Tension over the mutual defense treaty came to a boil when the 
treaty was up for renewal in 1960. Historian Nishi Toshio, then a 
college student, viewed the situation this way: 

Popular sentiment in Japan was overwhelmingly against renewal. 
Massive street demonstrations, one after another, day after day, kept 
Japan on the edge of open revolt. University students ... staged many 
violent confrontations with the special riot police force. My friends 
and I joined in massive street demonstrations for we felt that Japan 
did not need this defense treaty and that the United States was mak­
ing a convenience of us for the sake of its own hegemony in Asia. We 
felt that if war started between the United States and the Soviet 
Union, the Soviets would attack us first, and worse yet, the war 
would be fought upon our soil. "Yankee, Go Home!" was a slogan 
spontaneously inspired by Japanese nationalism.35 
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Prime Minister Kishi Nobosuke was determined to renew the 
treaty. He went to Washington to sign it on 16 January 1960. Left 
wing students occupied the Tokyo airport lobby in protest, but 
failed to prevent Kishi's departure. Kishi was well received in 
Washington, and invited Eisenhower to Tokyo in June for a ratifica­
tion exchange ceremony. In May, when the treaty was before the 
Diet, 330,000 people surrounded the building in protest.36 Kishi 
pushed it through with opposition members absent, and the country 
exploded. Eisenhower's visit was cancelled, Kishi resigned 23 June, 
an assassin attempted to kill him 14 July, and on 12 October, the 
most vocal leader of the anti-treaty forces was assassinated by a 
right wing student. 

Growing out of the mutual defense treaty was another major con­
tretemps: Japanese involvement, as staging area and important sup­
plier, for the American war in Vietnam. Japanese opposition to this 
was visceraL Thomas R.H. Havens calls the 1965 escalation of that 
war a "shuddering jolt" to Japan, the "most powerful shock" to the 
previously favorable opinion of the United States.37 Despite 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, John Hersey, P.M.S. Blackett, Lucky 
Dragon, and the other irritants in the U.S.-Japan relationship, in 1964 
public opinion polls showed 49 percent of the public listed the 
United States as their favorite foreign country. Anguish over 
Vietnam was probably the most important factor in the decline of 
this popularity to 18 percent by 1973.38 

The main target of Japanese displeasure was the bombing. Many 
more tons of bombs were dropped on Vietnam than on Japan in 
World War II. The many antiwar demonstrations in Japan were trig­
gered by the bombing escalations. Havens' thorough study, Fire 
Across the Sea: The Vietnam War and Japan, 1965-1975, explains the 
intricate relationship of the antiwar movement to the antinuclear 
movement. 39 They were not identical. Antinuclear forces had 
become politicized, and were spearheaded by leftist groups. 
Opposition to the Vietnam War was more broadly based; photos of 
B-52 raids reminded Japanese of the B-29s twenty years earlier. 
Opinion polls in 1965 showed 74 percent of Japanese opposed the 
bombing. 

The conservative government of Sato Eisaku calculated correctly 
that it could ride out domestic opposition if it supported the United 
States in Vietnam, but the price was high. When Sato visited South 
Vietnam on 8 October 1967, protesters staged a bloody clash with 
police at the Tokyo airport; this was "The first violent moment in a 
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vast chain of rallies and demonstrations over foreign policy that 
drew 18,730,000 participants during the next two-and-a-half 
years."40 

One high point of protest was the visit of the nuclear powered 
aircraft carrier Enterprise to Sasebo on 19 January 1968. Havens 
writes: 

Conventionally powered aircraft carriers capable of carrying nuclear 
weapons visited Sasebo regularly during the Vietnam War without 
major opposition. What was different about the Enterprise was the 
synergy of its gigantic size, its nuclear fuel, its pivotal function in the 
war, and the timing of its arrival in port .... The Enterprise affair was a 
moment of high theater in the antiwar movement, a week-long drama 
that is remembered more vividly in Japan two decades later than any 
other Vietnam protest. ... The Enterprise offended the sensibilities of 
many Japanese who did not like having the United States and 
Japanese governments deliberately irritate their innate nuclear 
allergy. Few of them enjoyed being forcibly awakened from the non­
nuclear idyll they had created for themselves since Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki.41 

The Enterprise visit sparked a week of riotous demonstrations, 
with police clubbing students in front of the television cameras, and 
all Japan watching. At this stage, the protesters were generally non­
violent, and won much sympathy. Their failure to influence govern­
ment policy led them to more vigorous measures later. No nuclear 
carrier came to Japan again until 1983, but the dreaded atom 
sparked headline stories for nearly a month, when in May 1968 high 
levels of radioactivity were found in the waters of Sasebo harbor 
close to the nuclear-powered submarine Swordfish.42 

The siege of Khe Sanh, February to April 1968, brought another 
crisis. B-52s based on Okinawa dropped 10,000 tons of high explo­
sives a week on Vietnamese attacking the U.S. Marine post. 

Stories about the My Lai massacre began to appear in Japanese 
papers in November 1969; they coincided with Prime Minister Sato's 
departure for Washington to renegotiate the mutual security treaty 
and to secure an American promise to return Okinawa to Japanese 
controL This time the five days of demonstrations drew fewer peo­
ple than before, but led to more arrests.43 Turmoil continued to the 
end of the war. By the time President Nixon actually got out of 
Vietnam, many Japanese were convinced that the U.s. effort in that 
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tortured nation was inspired not just by anti-Communism, but by 
racism. 

Not all the factors promoting the Japan-as-victim myth were due 
to American stupidities and blunders. One powerful cause was the 
determination of the Ministry of Education to indoctrinate Japanese 
students with a sanitized picture of Japan's 1931 to 1945 rampage 
throughout East Asia and the Pacific. 

As soon as the occupation ended in 1952, the ministry began to 
eliminate from history texts all accounts that showed Japanese 
aggression in its true light. The horrors brought out by the IMTFE 
were by then fading from memory, and beginning in the mid 1950s, 
the only story known to younger Japanese was one of glorious 
achievements in freeing Asia from Caucasian imperialism, establish­
ing a wholly altruistic Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, and 
defending the holy Japanese homeland from the aggressive racism 
of the Americans. 

In February 1953, Minister of Education Okano Seigo told the 
Diet, "1 do not wish to pass judgment on the rightness or wrongness 
of the Greater East Asian War, but the fact that Japan took on so 
many opponents and fought them for four years ... proves our 
superiority.,,44 Hattori Takashiro's History of the Greater East Asian 
War, published in 1953, described the bravery of Japanese forces as 
"so gallant that the gods would be moved to tears.,,45 Ienaga Saburo, 
an iconoclast who has no kind word for any World War II combat­
ant, was one of the few scholars who tried to keep a picture of 
Japan's depredations before students. A high school history text he 
wrote in 1963 was rejected by the Education Ministry. lenaga sued: 

During the trial a government brief elaborated on the shortcomings 
of my manuscript. Certain phrases such as "The war was glorified as a 
'holy cause,'" "atrocities by Japanese troops," and "reckless war" were 
objectionable because "These are excessively critical of Japan's position 
and actions in World War II and do not give students a proper under­
standing of this country's position and actions in the war." 

... Whereas the great majority of students and children used to 
have a negative attitude toward the war, recently approval of Japan's 
actions has been increasing.46 

The court battle went on for decades. The ministry was deter­
mined to allow only a whitewashed version of the Pacific War to be 
presented. lenaga kept coming back with new challenges to his 
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opponents. In 1993, twenty-eight years after he filed his first suit, the 
Japanese Supreme Court ruled "that the Government was well 
within its rights when it forced Mr. Ienaga to delete uncomfortable 
particulars about how Japan invaded Korea and Manchuria, and to 
skip by the rape and killings that accompanied the occupation of 
Southeast Asia."47 

A year later, in 1994, the Court reversed itself, condemning 
Education Ministry censors and upholding Ienaga.48 It remains to be 
seen whether the history taught in Japanese schools will now change 
significantly. 

Japan's textbook controversy was never a hot news item in the 
United States. In China it was one of the greatest irritants in Sino­
Japanese relations. Allen Whiting, in his book China Eyes Japan, 
devotes a chapter to the intense Chinese reaction in 1982 and 1986 
when the Japanese Education Ministry authorized textbook changes 
to further prettify Japan's wartime record. Whiting quotes a 15 
August 1982 editorial in the official Chinese youth newspaper warn­
ing that the Japanese "attempt to deceive the younger generation 
through education" was part of a dream of reviving militarism, but 
it would fail; "how could historical facts written in blood be con­
cealed by lies written in ink?" There follows a brief but graphic list 
of Japanese atrocities and the contention that "even the German fas­
cists labeled Japanese soldiers as a 'group of beasts."'49 China was 
not buying any "Japan as victim" scenario. China's killed and 
wounded at Japanese hands may not have been as high as the 
Chinese now claim (21.8 million), but Japan was certainly in the cat­
egory of perpetrator rather than victim. 

Whiting is correct on the significance of Chinese bitterness about 
this matter: 

The repeated references in the Chinese media to the Nanjing death 
tolls as greater than the combined casualties from the atomic bombs 
dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki convey multiple messages. 
First, these references imply that there is a double standard at work: 
world attention focuses on the victims of the atomic bombs and 
ignores China's greater loss. Second, these references also seek to 
point out that Japan wins sympathy as the victim and the United 
States is cast as the nuclear villain even though Japan started the war. 
This allows Japan to avoid any feelings of guilt for the invasion of 
China and the Nanjing atrocities. Third, these references make the 
point that the Nanjing Massacre was worse than Hiroshima and 
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Nagasaki because it occurred piecemeal through the personal actions 
of individuals whereas the atomic holocausts occurred instanta­
neously from high-altitude bombing.SO 

The third implication should perhaps be amended. The atomic 
bombings were justified not because they came from great altitude, 
but because they had a legitimate purpose: to end the war. The 
Nanking massacre was sheer bestiality. 

Filipinos are close behind the Chinese in rejecting Japanese 
attempts to conceal their wartime atrocities and portray themselves 
as victims. F. Sionil Jose, a Filipino who has studied extensively in 
Japan, laid out the folly of Japanese pretenses in 1988. We must hope 
atom bombs will never be used again, he said, but the ones in 1945 
were necessary. Truman was right in promptly going to sleep after 
issuing the orders. Not only was the war shortened, "Japan did not 
have to contend with Soviet occupation .... We must also continu­
ally remind the Japanese of what they did during the war and 
should not be deluded about their weeping over Hiroshima."Sl 

But in Japan the victimization myth holds full sway. Asada 
Sadao, one of the most accomplished Japanese historians, has writ­
ten more candidly about this than anyone. He begins with the 
"steady diet of popular histories, journalistic writings, and tenden­
tious treatises that harp on the two themes of 'atomic blackmail' 
against the Soviet Union and American racism." This was "rein­
forced by analogy with what happened in Vietnam-the My Lai 
case, incidents in Cambodia, and other reported expressions of the 
contempt in which Asian lives were held by the American military. 
Suddenly revived was the old image of white men against yellow 
men, which became superimposed on Japanese views of the A-bomb 
decision. "52 

But this is not all. The early c' est la guerre attitude, the view that 
the atom bombs were a natural catastrophe such as a typhoon or an 
earthquake, has changed to attribution of personal responsibility: 

Regarding the "responsibility" for the A-bomb disasters, the polls 
indicate an increasing tendency among the Japanese, especially 
among the atomic survivors, to focus their resentment on one individ­
ual, former President Truman, rather than direct it toward the 
American people in general ... what has baffled, irritated, and 
offended the Japanese was Truman's repeated disavowal of any sense 
of "guilt" or "regret."S3 
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As Asada goes on to show, Truman did indeed have regrets. He 
expressed these to Henry Wallace when he reflected on his decision 
to cancel the third bomb even though the Japanese had not surren­
dered. 54 But that the first two bombs were necessary he had no 
doubts. 

Thus, the deep-seated Japanese belief in their own righteousness, 
their delusion that the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere was for 
the benefit of Asian colonies oppressed by Europeans, and their belief 
in the need for aggressive action to prevent economic strangulation by 
America and Britain, all predisposed them to see themselves as vic­
tims of American atrocities. By 1989, Hatana Sumio could describe 
majority opinion even among Japanese scholars as accepting the 
Blackett thesis and racism as explanations for Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki.55 

• • • 

Acceptance of the Japanese-as-victims belief in the United States 
is harder to explain. The tiny pacifist constituency was without 
influence. With the exception of the Vera Brittain pamphlet men­
tioned in chapter six, there was no significant attack on terror 
bombing. Polls in 1945 showed that a substantial number of citi­
zens thought the air forces should have dropped more atomic 
bombs on Japan. Belief that Japan got what it deserved was almost 
universal. 

William B. Breuer has one of the clearest descriptions of how 
things changed. "Hardly had the ink dried on the surrender docu­
ment signed aboard the battleship Missouri in Tokyo Bay on 2 
September 1945, than the American home front went on an unprece­
dented binge of self-indulgence and the pursuit of pleasure. The 
Death March and the Japanese POW camps became ancient history, 
and most Americans didn't want to be reminded of those unpleas­
ant events."56 By 1994, things had changed so much that the design­
ers of the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum exhibit portrayed the 
Japanese as the main sufferers during the Pacific War.57 Opposition 
to these original plans for the museum exhibit was furious, but the 
plans showed that the Japanese-as-victims thinking had penetrated 
to high places. 

Fundamental to the power of this myth to override and displace 
such graphic stories as the accounts of suffering in Japanese prisons 
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is the phenomenon of the unforgettable spectacle. Hiroshima was 
the paradigm. Ronald Spector states the situation well: 

The sudden, awful end of the war in the radioactive ruins of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki has obscured the less spectacular horrors 
which both sides had inflicted on each other by 1945. The conduct of 
the Japanese military forces in Southeast Asia and China and their 
treatment of prisoners of war is well known. Less obvious are the 
thousands of other deaths from famine and disease caused by the 
crushing demands of the locust-like Japanese war machine upon the 
fragile agricultural economies of the countries it occupied.58 

There were sensitive people who were not going to allow the 
spectacles to be forgotten, especially pacifists. Lawrence Wittner 
gives a graphic account of how, few as they were, they were jarred 
into feverish activity by Hiroshima and Nagasaki.59 Their activity 
was aided by watershed events already mentioned as influential in 
Japan: the Bikini fiasco, the USSBS early surrender doctrine and its 
use by P.M.S. Blackett, and the Vietnam quagmire were all signifi­
cant. But the long-term effects of the Cold War, the mid-century 
eruption of a witch hunt, and the accompanying rampage of the 
atomic-military-industrial complex played major roles. Five decades 
after Hiroshima the atomic diplomacy belief is respectable and prob­
ably dominant among American intellectuals. 

The first organization formed to influence nuclear development 
and prevent an arms race was begun by Manhattan Project veterans. 
The Federation of Atomic Scientists leaped into the political arena to 
caution the world that the bomb had changed things.6o 

Few of the scientists acknowledged a guilty conscience over 
Truman's use of their product, but Reinhold Niebuhr was not so 
sure. He thought their activism suspicious and misplaced.61 The sci­
entists did manage to convince Congress to place nuclear matters 
under a civilian agency, the AEC, rather than under the Pentagon. 

The scientists' other objective was to secure firm international 
control over nuclear weapons. In this, they were unsuccessful. The 
nations of the world were not about to be scared into giving up any 
amount of sovereignty, even if Armageddon threatened. Paul Boyer 
believes that 

the scientists' manipulation of fear, rather than the particular causes 
they espoused, seems their principal legacy. Indeed, they may have 
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served as unwitting advance agents of the very anticommunist hyste­
ria most of them deplored. The emotions they worked so mightily in 
1945-1947 to keep alive and intensify created fertile psychological soil 
for the ideology of American nuclear superiority and an all-out cru­
sade against communism.62 

The scientists' rhetoric produced another outcome. Spencer Weart 
believes that the fearful hostilities generated by nuclear weapons 
and the alarms of the scientists were displaced not only onto those 
who might use the bombs in future, but onto those "who had 
already used them."63 Truman. The scientists who objected to 
Hiroshima gave a powerful stimulus to the growth of the cult. 

While the scientists' movement ran its course by 1950, it left one 
enduring legacy: The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, still appearing 
as a prestigious source of information. As a counterweight to the 
overpowering printed output of the atomic-military-industrial com­
plex, it may seem feeble; but without the Bulletin, our knowledge of 
the nuclear behemoth would be impoverished. 

The Hiroshima story underwrote a more provincial concern: the 
possible dangers of nuclear power plants. Long before the Three 
Mile Island event of 1979, the safety of nuclear power was called 
into question. In 1963, applications to build nuclear reactors at 
Bodega Head, near a California fault zone, and at Ravenswood in 
New York City, were violently opposed and ultimately withdrawn 
by the applying utilities.64 Nucleonics Week, an industry trade jour­
nal, charged that nuclear critics used misleading comparisons of 
nuclear plants with bombs.65 

In 1969, Sheldon Novick's book, The Careless Atom, though not 
alarmist or exaggerated, was advertised by the publisher with the 
line "The Hiroshima bomb is alive and ticking-in Indian Point."66 
Another controversy over licensing a nuclear plant in Minnesota 
saw opponents comparing the plant with Hiroshima.67 

In 1975, when the Union of Concerned Scientists issued a 
"Scientists' Declaration on Nuclear Power," signed by 2,000 mem­
bers, it noted that it was "presented to Congress and the President of 
the United States on the 30th anniversary of the atomic bombing of 
Hiroshima."68 The declaration urged a drastic reduction in nuclear 
power plant starts; the risks were too great. James Bryant Conant 
signed the declaration, as did George Kistiakowsky, Harold Urey, 
and Victor Weisskopf, all prominent scientists on the Manhattan 
Project. The bomb lingered in their minds. 
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As it did everywhere. When American Catholic bishops issued a 
pastoral letter on nuclear weapons in 1983, they called for the coun­
try to "express profound sorrow over the atomic bombing in 1945. 
Without that sorrow, there is no possibility of finding a way to repu­
diate future use of nuclear weapons."69 

The fall 1994 issue of Peace Action (formerly SANE/FREEZE 
News) described plans for the Peace Action Education Fund to join 
the Japan Congress Against A- and H-Bombs for the fiftieth anniver­
sary of the bombings in 1995. There was a new and surprising ele­
ment in this story. Burt Glass, program director of Peace Action, 
writing about workshops held with the Japanese, said "During these 
presentations, Japanese activists were especially careful to note 
Japan's role as an aggressor nation in World War II and its treatment 
of other Asian countries. It became clear to me that the activists I 
met opposed more than just the first two atomic bombings. They 
opposed militarism itself."7o This is a welcome note in the 
Hiroshima story. Perhaps it will lead to Japanese satisfaction of the 
claims of the comfort women, and of the survivors of the seventeen 
million who perished at the hands of the Greater East Asia Co­
Prosperity Sphere. 

• • • 

The Manhattan Project was an uneasy amalgam of military rigid­
ity and freewheeling genius, held together by a fervent desire to 
beat the Germans to atomic weapons. Stewart Udall belittles this 
motive, trying to make a case for the view that Gen. Leslie Groves 
could ~tave found out, had he wanted to, that there was no German 
atomic bomb project.71 Since Manhattan was a prestigious and afflu­
ent operation, and its director a powerful executive, Groves pro­
tected his domain from any skepticism about its justification. 

Udall makes the case that Groves would do anything to avoid a 
challenge to Manhattan's mission; but he can make no case against 
the sincere and urgent devotion of the Manhattan scientists to assur­
ing Hitler's defeat. Whatever foibles one can attribute to them, the 
Manhattan elite were not power-driven zealots (except for Edward 
Teller, whose later fanaticism put him in a different class). Following 
is Udall's condemnation of the whole Manhattan Project, of the 
expenditure of so much money uselessly, of using a new weapon 
when it was unnecessary to secure Japan's surrender: 
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The atomic age would have had a more modest and balanced 
beginning if Japan had surrendered before the bombs were ready, or 
if an objective assessment of Germany's plans had influenced our 
leaders to slow the pace of the Manhattan Project and convert it into a 
clandestine, postwar-oriented program of research and development. 
The surprise announcement of the success of this venture in 1946 or 
1947 would have added to America's military and moral strength and 
encouraged a thoughtful global dialogue about the role of the atom in 
the modern world.72 

Here, too, is a speculation of zero credibility. Slowing the pace of 
Manhattan would have brought certain electoral reprisal against the 
administration that had pulled its punches in the desperate denoue­
ment of the Pacific War. And who can believe the operation could 
have been kept secret for even a month with the war over? 
Announcing the success of such a venture in 1946 or 1947? Surely 
any student of the end of World War II realizes that the frantic rush 
to get back to normalcy would have cut off any decent appropria­
tions for such a visionary and uncompleted project; there might 
have been nothing to announce in 1947. In the Soviet Union, how­
ever, the Russians would have produced their bomb in about the 
same time regardless. And what kind of arms race would we have 
had then? Imagine the congress of Joe McCarthy, William Jenner, 
Pat McCarran, Karl Mundt, Bourke Hickenlooper, John Rankin, 
Parnell Thomas, and Harold Velde when they discovered that 
Truman had dragged his feet on a weapon that might have saved 
the lives of 50,000 or more GIs. 

"The atomic age would have had a more modest and balanced 
beginning" if we had slowed down Manhattan and not bombed 
Hiroshima? Not likely. In addition to the liabilities just mentioned, 
Harry Truman would have been impelled to use the bomb during 
the dark days in Korea, instead of just thinking about it. 73 Would 
that have furthered any cause Udall believes in? 

Udall's late conversion to the "Japanese-as-victims" belief is per­
haps the paradigmatic instance of projecting the sins of Groves' suc­
cessors back onto an earlier and entirely different era. 

Groves's successors were an arrogant and mendacious lot.74 It is 
easy to understand the scientists' movement against nuclear 
excesses, even to understand how the atomic-military-industrial 
complex turned so many level-headed citizens to antinuclear 
activism. Even had the peacetime management of the AEC (and its 
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successors, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Energy Research 
and Development Administration, Department of Energy) been 
modest and self-effacing (only David Lilienthal fits this descrip­
tion), the power and prominence of nuclear bosses would have 
brought trouble. 

Ironically, Bertrand Russell, one of the gurus of the British antinu­
clear movement, specifically excludes scientists from the ranks of 
the truly powerful in his 1938 book Power: A New Social Analysis: 

We have already noted the curious fact that, although knowledge 
plays a larger part in civilization now than at any former time, there 
has not been any corresponding growth of power among those who 
possess the new knowledge. Although the electrician and the tele­
phone man do strange things that minister to our comfort (or discom­
fort), we do not regard them as medicine-men, or imagine that they 
can cause thunderstorms if we annoy them. The reason for this is that 
scientific knowledge, though difficult, is not mysterious, but open to 
all who care to take the necessary trouble?5 

The atomic age changed that. The physicist-managers who con­
trolled the magical atom accumulated power almost beyond imagin­
ing. H. Peter Metzger, who by reason of his expertise in 
biochemistry lectured for the AEC, and thus was almost one of the 
priesthood, notes that: "As it was the glamour agency of the day, the 
chairman of the AEC at that time [late 1950s] was as high as number 
four on the State Department's protocol list .... This entitled him to 
appear at state functions just after the Vice-President, the Secretary 
of State, and the Speaker of the House."76 

Lord Acton may not have said it first, but he is credited with say­
ing it best: "Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts 
absolutely."77 What Robert Michels said about the leaders of the 
early trade unions also speaks to the pathologies of the AEC scien­
tists-managers: "he who has once attained to power will not readily 
be induced to return to the comparatively obscure position which he 
formerly occupied.,,78 Udall, immersed in the prevarications of the 
AEC, and kinder to his opponents than many, notes that the normal 
power syndrome was exacerbated by a sacred mission: maintaining 
the national security. Thus, "The functionaries who executed this 
policy were not evil men, but rather loyal men who wore blinders 
and fulfilled their missions with such dedication and zeal that these 
virtues, in excess, resulted in dishonorable deeds, not unlike the 
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'good Germans' who valiantly and without moral reflection, fol­
lowed the orders of their Fuhrer."79 

No doubt many of the true believers among the atomic establish­
ment were merely excessively concerned about "The Threat." The 
behavior of some, however, violates any code of integrity imagin­
able. 

AEC activity at the Nevada Test Site was under the direction of 
Norris Bradbury, and by 1962, more than a decade of bomb tests 
had been conducted with many claimed instances of fallout damage. 
The official position of Bradbury's operation was, "There is no dan­
ger." Bradbury knew this was not true. Consider Udall's narrative of 
events before a major test: 

In 1962, members of Norris Bradbury's family were 'living under' 
fallout in a dangerous corridor of the downwind zone at Zion National 
Park, due east of St. George. His son, a park ranger, his pregnant 
daughter-in-law, and his first grandson, age two, resided in a canyon 
near the park. 

Bradbury surely knew that small children-and especially embry­
onic children in utero--were exceptionally vulnerable to the impacts of 
low-level radiation. As a result, he made a special trip to Zion and took 
action to protect his grandchildren. He showered the parents with 
safety tips ("Keep them indoors on windy days ... don't let them eat 
snow," etc.) and provided airline tickets to his daughter-in-law so she 
and her son could visit relatives during the month-long 1962 tests.80 

There were many other evil men involved in the three-decade­
long effort of the AEC to deny compensation to the affected down­
winders. Udall lists some of them. They include lawyers, 
veterinarians, medical doctors, physicists, and no doubt other elites. 
The judges of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Tenth Circuit 
(Denver) in the Bulloch decision of 1985 are among them.81 

The Eisenhower administration made a sincere effort to negotiate 
a nuclear test ban treaty with the Soviet Union. Harold Stassen, as 
Ike's chief disarmament negotiator, seemed to be making progress. 
The AEC, backed by the Lawrence Livermore weaponeers and by 
Edward Teller, was determined to sabotage the whole effort. Its 
position was that a ban could not be enforced; the Soviets would test 
underground, and underground tests could not be detected more 
than 200 miles away. Hence a test ban would be detrimental to 
national security. 
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To prove this, AEC conducted an underground test at the Nevada 
site in the fall of 1957. I.F. Stone, a heretic on nuclear weapons as on 
other topics, noticed inconspicuous news stories saying that this first 
underground test had been detected in Toronto, Rome, and Tokyo. 
He did not have resources to cable these places for verification, but 
he did the next best thing: he called the seismologists at the U.S. 
Coast and Geodetic Survey. These scientists, not beholden to Lewis 
Strauss or Edward Teller, told Stone their seismographs had picked 
up the test all over the continent, for instance in Fayetteville, 
Arkansas, 1,200 miles away, and Fairbanks, Alaska, 2,600 miles 
away.82 

The AEC found out Stone had outflanked them, phoned him, and 
admitted he was right. But they did not correct their lying press 
release, and every paper in the country except the St. Louis Post­
Dispatch, where Stone tipped off a friend, carried the false story. 
Stassen's efforts were sabotaged; testing went on. In 1989, the 
Department of Energy, successor to AEC, acknowledged 802 tests of 
nuclear weapons since 1957.83 How many unacknowledged tests 
took place we do not yet know. 

Secrecy was a major asset of the AEC in its long string of false­
hoods. The government often controlled all information about its 
operations, especially information about the incidence of cancer 
among workers in nuclear plants. By refusing to give independent 
scholars access to health and employment records, AEC could pre­
tend that exposure to low-level radiation, even over an extended 
period, was harmless. 

One of the most notorious abuses of the secrecy barrier occurred 
in the case of Dr. Thomas F. Mancuso, epidemiologist with the 
Graduate School of Public Health at the University of Pittsburgh.84 

In 1965, Mancuso was given an AEC grant to study the health 
records of workers in American nuclear weapons plants. By 1975, he 
had completed a study of workers at the Hanford, Washington 
plant, with results showing higher than normal levels of cancer. Just 
to be sure, he brought the most prominent British epidemiologists, 
Alice Stewart and George W. Kneale, to Pittsburgh to inspect his cal­
culations. They concurred. 

The atomic establishment could not tolerate this outcome. It cast 
doubt on its claim that radiation had to exceed a certain threshold 
level to damage humans. By then AEC had been replaced by the 
Energy Research and Development Administration; that organiza­
tion took Mancuso's grant away, he was denied further access to the 
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Hanford figures, and he gave up his studies. Alice Stewart, how­
ever, regularly visited the United States to lecture and testify before 
congressional committees; she maintained all along that Mancuso 
had been right. Finally in 1990, as principal investigator for the 
Three Mile Island Public Health Fund, she regained access to the 
Hanford records. Her most recent analysis reaffirms the 1975 con­
clusions, and is accepted by epidemiologists, even some on govern­
ment payrolls.85 The government's long struggle to conceal bad 
news only reinforced the image of the atomic establishment as a 
lying bully. 

Every controversy that arose left the nuclear people looking bad. 
Take the matter of weapon overkill. Why were the nuclear operators 
(working, of course, with and even for the military) so intent on 
ridiculous numbers of warheads? Any observer of the American (or 
Soviet) nuclear arsenal knew that the number of warheads was 
entirely divorced from any need for them. As early as 1954, in an 
editorial "The Bang Gets Bigger-Why?" the New Republic asked; 

What is the purpose of doubling and tripling our thermonuclear 
weapons? The largest possible enemy target that they are intended to 
obliterate is Moscow. Five million humans live in Moscow's 235 
square miles; the five megaton bomb was powerful enough to devas­
tate this area. 

No other potential target approaches Moscow in size. So, forsaking 
all other considerations, what military justification is there for a 12 
megaton bomb?86 

There was no answer then; there has never been one.87 As J. 
Carson Mark, wh~ retired in 1973 as head of the theoretical division 
of the Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory wrote a decade later, war­
head goals were set in accordance with the beliefs of the most rabid 
nuclear promoters in Congress, Senators Brien McMahon and Henry 
M. Jackson, both of whom publicly stated that the United States 
should possess every nuclear weapon that it could possibly manu­
facture. As Mark observed, these goals "did not reflect any judg­
ment of what might actually be needed in the event of a war."88 

Accurate charges of overkill in the 1950s and later seemed to 
legitimate charges of overkill levied at the Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
bombs. 

Survivability: How many converts to the atomic diplomacy thesis 
were made by reaction to the unbelievable claims of cold warriors 
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such as Edward Teller and Herman Kahn that we could survive a 
nuclear war?89 

Preventive war: Air force general Orvil Anderson, by April 1950 
commandant of the Air War College and a convert to an unlimited 
nuclear arsenal, told a reporter in August of that year that the fight­
ing had already begun (in Korea), and that he would have no trou­
ble explaining to Christ why he wanted to "break up Russia's five 
A-bomb nests in a week."9o Secretary of the Navy Francis P. 
Matthews, during a ceremony at Boston Naval Shipyard, declared 
that we should be willing to institute a war "to compel cooperation 
for peace.,,91 Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson was saying the 
same thing privately. Anderson and Matthews were fired. Even 
some of the supporters of a limited nuclear arsenal were appalled. 
But the idea was out in plain sight. 

Fallout from testing has been discussed very briefly here; its 
repercussions were widespread.92 Tests at the Pacific site, above­
ground tests in Nevada, and underground tests after the Limited 
Test Ban Treaty all caused damage to people. The AEC did its best 
to keep the lid on. Stewart Udall describes this contemptible effort 
in a section of his book titled, "Big Lies, Big Cover-Ups."93 To this 
scenario he had been a witness, and his accounts are corroborated 
by a long string of whistle-blowers and investigative reporters, 
some still on AEC payrolls when they first exposed the commis­
sion's mendacity. Two of the most vocal whistle blowers, John 
Gofman and Arthur Tamplin, were prestigious enough to rate pho­
tographs in J. Samuel Walker's authorized study of the AEC from 
1963 to 1971.94 

Walker devotes twenty-six pages to Gofman and Tamplin as crit­
ics of AEC's radiation standards. They are treated gingerly until the 
final paragraph. There Walker expresses his basic support of the 
Commission: 

Cofman and Tamplin's contribution to the debate over radiation 
was more rhetorical than substantive .... While Cofman and Tamplin 
succeeded in helping prompt the AEC to tighten its regulations, they 
also needlessly alarmed the public with their implausible estimates of 
cancer potentially caused by nuclear power and their allegations that 
the AEC was indifferent to the hazards of radioactivity. They did not 
offer their views as constructive criticism but as immutable and incon­
testable truth. Cofman and Tamplin had some valid complaints about 
their treatment by the AEC ... but this hardly seemed to justify the self-
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righteous, uncharitable, and often inaccurate allegations they levelled at the 
AEC and others who questioned their positions. [italics added]95 

Significantly, Walker does not record the outcome of a long study 
by the National Academy of Sciences, which was reported well 
within the time frame of his book. The New York Times did record 
this study: Anthony Ripley, in "Political Shifts Threaten Growth of 
Atomic Power," 26 March 1972, says that the AEC had been forced 
to change its role from ally of the nuclear industry to arbiter. Partly, 
this was due to environmentalists' victories in safety litigations. But 
there was a new factor: "In addition, critics of the nuclear industry 
who were routinely ridiculed or dismissed as 'kooks' for almost two 
decades are now finding willing ears on both the Atomic Energy 
Commission and the Congressional Joint Committee on Atomic 
Energy." As to the credibility of the two critics whom Walker dero­
gates as "needlessly alarming the public": 

A committee of the National Academy of Sciences and National 
Research Council reported in a long study that the amount of radia­
tion allowable for the general population should be lowered. This was 
seen as vindicating the position of two dissident scientists at the 
Lawrence Livermore Laboratory of the commission, Arthur Tamplin 
and John Gofman.96 

Did Gofman and Tamplin needlessly alarm the public? Perhaps. 
But their excess looks good compared to the "self-righteous, unchar­
itable" inaccuracies of the AEC.97 Gofman and Tamplin will enter 
the Pearly Gates long before Lewis Strauss, Merrill Eisenbud, 
Edward Teller, Glenn Seaborg and their host of prevaricating under­
lings transit Purgatory. 

There is no question what independent scholars-meaning those 
not on government or industry payrolls-think about the credibil­
ity of nuclear industry advocates in power disputes. J. William 
Fulbright, observing the equally contentious course of the Vietnam 
War, endorsed the cynical but warranted opinion that academic 
expertise was no less marketable than boxes of detergent on the 
grocery shelf.98 H. Jack Geiger's "Generations of Poison and Lies" 
in the 5 August 1990 New York Times represents the conclusions of 
an independent group of physicians who studied fallout from 
Hanford and other AEC installations. He found that even more con­
temptible than actual damage to humans was concealing from them 
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the extent to which they had been exposed: "Secrecy is the ultimate 
crime."99 

George Wald, Nobelist in Physiology/Medicine, analyzed AEC 
credibility in 1976. In "The Nuclear Power-Truth Maze," Wald 
found the whistle-blowers usually accurate, and AEC officials will­
ing to compromise on safety to promote the nuclear industry-even 
when those officials were hired from the best universities. IOO 

Daniel Ford's The Cult of the Atom, written in 1982 when large 
numbers of internal AEC documents were becoming available, 
shows in chilling detail how the commission stonewalled, sup­
pressed, denied, and ignored the warnings of its own safety 
experts.101 To adopt new and more stringent safety standards in the 
1980s would be to acknowledge that the whistle blowers were right; 
AEC had been derelict all along. The incident at Three Mile Island 
had proven it. Three major design faults that AEC safety people had 
repeatedly warned against had combined with inept operators to 
produce "one of the worst industrial accidents in history."I02 

The AEC successors to Manhattan were involved in other absur­
dities, but since these do not involve damage to people, only to the 
planet, I mention them but briefly. 

The atomic establishment proclaimed time and again that far 
from being a menace to mankind, atomic power would usher in a 
shining age of health and affluence. Electricity would be too cheap 
to meter. The deserts would be made to bloom, mountains would be 
leveled, a sea-level canal in Panama would be dug with a few H­
bombs, medical use of isotopes would all but end disease, airplanes 
would be built that would cross oceans on a thimbleful of fueP03 
The bankruptcy of all these fantasies reinforced suspicions of the 
whole nuclear enterprise, going back to the beginning. 

Official histories of the AEC and its successors, enlightening as 
they may be, are still official histories. They may reveal more than 
just the tip of the iceberg, but there is a vast arena of hidden activi­
ties. Energy Secretary Hazel O'Leary has courageously led the 
Clinton administration in exposing many secrets from the early 
years of the atom. The Committee on Human Radiation 
Experiments, established on her recommendation, has begun to pre­
sent its findings. 104 They reinforce critics of the atomic establish­
ment, and help explain a resurgence of Truman-bashing. Some of it 
is justified; Truman was too quick to hit the panic button in 1950, for 
instance. But the bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were necessary 
to end a vicious war. What came after was a new dispensation. 
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• • • 

The arrogance and mendacity of the atomic establishment were 
exacerbated by a number of domestic and international events. By 
1949, the Cold War and its domestic analog, the witch hunt, domi­
nated American media and afflicted the conduct of government.1°5 

These were two sides of the same coin, both fueled by American 
anticommunism and messianism, by Soviet truculence and early 
acquisition of nuclear weapons, and by discoveries of Soviet espi­
onage that apparently gave the Russians atomic secrets. 

These shocks of mid-century explain much of what followed. 
Domestic and international events were interwoven, bringing on 
massive armaments and hysteria about subversion. There is no clear 
starting point for this process, but the sixteen months from 
September 1949 to December 1950 were particularly virulent. By the 
end of 1950, the United States was firmly in the grip of megadeath 
merchants and loyalty inquisitors. 

In September 1949, the Soviet Union exploded an atomic device, 
announced by Truman on 23 September. This was years earlier than 
some had predicted. On 1 October, Mao Tse-tung proclaimed the 
existence of the People's Republic of China, ending hopes of a vast 
American constituency for the triumph of China's great Christian 
leader, Chiang Kai-shek. 

On 21 January 1950, a federal court convicted former State 
Department official Alger Hiss of perjury for denying that he had 
spied for the Soviet Union. Truman announced his decision to build 
hydrogen bombs, each thousands of times more destructive than the 
Hiroshima bomb, on 30 January. On 3 February, Klaus Fuchs, a 
physicist who had worked at Los Alamos, confessed giving atomic 
information to the Soviets. 

Sen. Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin began his red-baiting career 9 
February in a speech at Wheeling, West Virginia. A short time later he 
fingered Owen Lattimore, a sinologue at Johns Hopkins University, as 
the "top Soviet spy" in the United States, and the boss of Alger Hiss. 

On 25 June, North Korea attacked across the 38th parallel, provid­
ing what many thought was proof that the Soviet plan for aggressive 
world conquest was under way. Truman quickly moved to defend 
South Korea. On 17 July, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were arrested 
for atomic spying. In September 1950, Truman approved NSC-68, a 
blueprint for massive increases in all defense categories.106 
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Perhaps the most fateful event was in October, when Chinese 
Communist armies joined the war in Korea, first in a brief skirmish, 
then on 28 November in a full scale attack, decimating the U.S. 
Eighth Army and forcing it into inglorious retreat. Less talked 
about, but on the domestic front more consequential than 
McCarthy's rantings, on 21 December Patrick Anthony McCarran, 
senator from Nevada and a fanatical anticommunist, established 
under his Senate Committee on the Judiciary a Subcommittee on 
Internal Security, which for a decade paced the inquisition.107 

These happenings help explain the growth of nuclear overkill and 
anticommunist hysteria, but they are not justifications.108 

During this crucial mid-century period, resistance to such chau­
vinistic excesses was relatively weak. Peace forces, antinuclear 
activists, and Hiroshima cultists were largely quiescent. The scien­
tists' movement ran its course, lending in the process some strength 
to the movement for a world federation that would have sovereign 
powers over weapons.109 But that too failed to change the rush of the 
major powers to build nuclear arsenals. The War Resister's League, 
Fellowship of Reconciliation, Henry Wallace's Progressive Party 
campaign for the presidency in 1948, and various lesser organiza­
tions struggled but failed in the cause of peace and disarmament. 

Nineteen fifty-seven was the year of rebirth for the peace and 
antinuclear forces. There are two major explanations of what hap­
pened. Spencer Weart places emphasis on the shock of Sputnik, 
which promised swift delivery of nuclear warheads to distant tar­
gets.1l0 Lawrence Wittner believes the fallout damage from nuclear 
testing was the major factor.1 11 In any case, activists such as J.B. 
Priestly in Britain and Norman Cousins in the United States spear­
headed a new antinuclear drive. Britain's Campaign for Nuclear 
Disarmament and America's National Committee for a SANE 
Nuclear Policy became broad-based channels for public protest. 

Whatever the primary stimulus for the 1957 revival, the underly­
ing foundation was still the spectacle of 1945. Weart notes: 

The movement's message was embodied in a set of familiar 
images, bundled together and thrust in the public's face. A British 
pamphlet explained how bombs would kill people everywhere "in a 
lingering and horribly painful manner ... just as they are still dying in 
Hiroshima." This was the movement's most characteristic picture, the 
world as Hiroshima.112 
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The most explosive popular protest, however, came in the 1960s 
with the war in Vietnam. Attempting to suppress the forces of Ho 
Chi Minh, a veteran Communist, by working through a puppet anti­
Communist regime in the southern part of Vietnam was arguably 
the worst blunder in American foreign policy. Citizen outrage at 
that brutal war not only set college campuses ablaze, it brought out 
a middle class constituency that believed the government was lying 
and not to be trusted.1 13 Many who became disillusioned with 
American terror bombing in Vietnam became converts to the 
Hiroshima guilt trip. 

There is a significant generational difference here. Converts to 
the Hiroshima cult among those who had reached adulthood dur­
ing World War II are few. Mark Stoler once put the matter to me 
beautifully, "For the generation that fought World War II, the bomb 
ended the greatest horror of their lives. For their children, the bomb 
began the greatest horror of their lives." Any teacher who has 
plumbed the attitudes of the 1960s generation knows how powerful 
and widespread the disillusionment of the young became. 
Government lies, area bombing of Vietnamese peasants, chemical 
defoliants, massacres such as My Lai, and the killings at Kent State 
caused millions of young people to distrust their parents and coun­
try. This was the climate of revolt from which the Hiroshima Cult 
obtained its adherents. 

Paul Boyer, who in one chapter seems to argue that Vietnam was 
so all-absorbing that antinuclear sentiment took a backseat during 
those protests, observes in another that P.M.5. Blackett's anti­
Hiroshima book got a serious hearing for the first time in the cul­
tural and political climate of the 1960s.114 Stewart Udall explicitly 
identifies his "moral qualms" about Vietnam as the stimulus that led 
him to think about and question his former heroes, Stimson and 
Truman, decide that the entire atomic fraternity was corrupt, and 
finally come to membership in the Japanese-as-victims cult.115 

Barton Bernstein, in his 1974 review of the bomb controversy, 
writes that the atomic diplomacy position of \Villiam Appleman 
Williams "met indifference or hostility until the mid-sixties when 
opposition to the Vietnam War created sympathy for critical analyses 
of American foreign policy."116 Gaddis Smith, reviewing Gar 
Alperovitz's second edition for the New York Times in 1985, notes that 
although the book never mentioned Vietnam, its attack on u.s. for­
eign policy aroused strong feelings, pro or con, among the disputants 
on Vietnam.117 J. Samuel Walker's review of the 1974 to 1989 literature 
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on the bomb controversy also credits Vietnam with part of the atten­
tion paid to Alperovitz.H8 

Hostility toward the Hiroshima bombing underlay much of the 
anti-Vietnam War literature; often it surfaced. Teach-ins: USA noted 
that opponents of the University of Michigan teach-in knew that the 
best way to get under the skin of the participants was with "Drop 
the Bomb" signs.119 William A. Williams used the imagery of "a 
moral A-bomb" to describe the American course in Vietnam. Arthur 
Waskow denigrated thermonuclear weapons; Anatol Rapoport 
talked about nuclear age dehumanization; Eric Bentley deplored 
Hiroshima as retribution by the United States and wondered if we 
were also "evening up the score" in Vietnam. On the British side, 
Bertrand Russell's slim volume War Crimes in Vietnam has six refer­
ences to Hiroshima or nuclear war.120 

American willingness to terror bomb another Asian nation, which 
so powerfully influenced Japanese opinion, also impressed some 
Americans. Many suspected, correctly, that Richard Nixon wanted 
to use nukes on Vietnam. In April 1972, Vietnam Veterans Against 
the War heard from a GI in Hawaii that nuclear weapons were tar­
geted on Hanoi. As Tom Wells reports, after this news (rumor?) got 
out, "Protesters responded with leaflets, rallies, traffic stoppages, 
building occupations, and student strikes in scores of cities."121 

How this terrible war worked in the minds of many Americans 
can best be seen in the anguished account of Stewart Udall. In a 
chapter titled "Notes on a Journey," he tells how as a Johnson 
administration cabinet officer he gradually came to question the 
war; how his congressman-brother Morris came out publicly against 
it; and then the biggest crisis "in the fall of 1969 when Scott, our sec­
ond son, deserted the army and sought refuge in Canada."122 This 
was the beginning of his long journey to a repudiation not only of 
the atomic-military establishment of the 1960s, but of the Truman 
administration that he had once proudly supported. 

Without Vietnam, the Japanese-as-victims cult in the United 
States would still be puny. In Japan, need for a counterweight to its 
own evil deeds made Hiroshima a strategic and welcome symbol. 
And the United States played into its hands. 
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What if the Bomb 
Had Not Been Used? 

Overshadowing every other consideration, continuation of 
the Pacific War, had Truman not used atomic bombs in August, 
would have produced unmitigated evil. The extent of the evil would 
have depended on the duration of the war. Hiroshima cultists' fanati­
cism blinds them to everything except the casualties from the atom. 
The prospect, however, was for far greater casualties, from (1) contin­
ued Japanese mistreatment of prisoners and slave laborers; (2) inten­
sified disruption of food supplies and transportation throughout the 
empire; (3) continued land and sea battles with losses like that of the 
Indianapolis; and (4) continued conventional bombing by Gen. Curtis 
LeMay's B-29s. These things together would have produced monthly 
death rates well in excess of the Hiroshima-Nagasaki totaP 

Assume that the war had gone on just until 1 November, which 
was X-Day for OLYMPIC, and Paul Nitze's target date for probable 
Japanese surrender without bombs or Russians. In those two and 
one-half months, we would have seen the following. 

(1) Conditions in the POW and labor camps would have deterio­
rated faster than before, due to destruction of transport, Japanese 
rage at continued Allied victories, Terauchi's orders to kill all pris­
oners when the Allies invaded Singapore, and accelerated effects of 
nutritional inadequacies. There would have been lowered resistance 
of prisoners, and greatly increased mortality. The 200,000-400,000 
persons in Terauchi's jurisdiction would have been exterminated.2 

Photographs of prisoners released from Japanese camps in the 
late summer and fall of 1945 show emaciation comparable to prison­
ers found in Hitler's concentration camps. All observers of the end 
of the Pacific War agree: starvation and disease were taking a higher 
toll every week. The testimony of a prominent British observer is 
typical: 

185 
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As British troops moved into the occupied territories, the Supreme 
Commander's wife, Lady Edwina Mountbatten, often went ahead of 
them on a tour of prison camps in her role as head of St. John's 
Ambulance. She reported later, "There is no doubt that had the war 
gone on a few more weeks there would have been no prisoners left 
alive. They were absolutely at their last gasp in the Dutch East Indies 
area, and the tragedy is that so many did die in the last weeks before 
the surrender, and even after it." 

Mrs. Vivian Skinner was a Queen Alexandra nursing sister with 
the Relief Agency for Prisoners-of-War and Internees .... She told the 
author, "There is no doubt many of those who died in the last weeks 
would have still been alive had the Japanese not hoarded drugs and 
insulin. There were plenty in their stores. "3 

There is no countervailing testimony. The prisoners were at death's 
door-despised and neglected by a bushido management that saw surren­
der as cowardly. 

(2) Starvation of indigenous peoples throughout East Asia, South 
Asia, and the Pacific would have increased markedly. This starva­
tion was not well publicized. In wartime, news is defined as the 
events and outcomes of military struggles, not as difficulties in the 
lives of civilians. Hiroshima cultists particularly avoid corning to 
grips with the havoc wreaked on populations conquered by the 
Japanese. Their travail does not seem to be worthy of note. 

Fortunately, the United Nations Economic and Social Council 
established a Working Group for Asia and the Far East, which was 
charged with surveying war damage. This group reported to Lake 
Success (original location of the United Nations) in 1947. Recall that 
the British blockade of Germany in World War I only caused mass 
starvation toward the end. Note that the disruptive effect of 
Japanese conquest peaked in the closing months of the war, when 
food-producing areas were being fought over for the second time, 
and prewar stocks had disappeared. Consider these UN findings, 
not on the most populous country, China, which was covered by 
American reporters and hence whose problems were known in the 
United States, but on countries that figure not at all in the American 
calculus of war damage. On Indonesia: 

All of the male and most of the female European population 
totalling 130,000 was interned, and from 500,000 to 1,000,000 
Indonesians as well as many Chinese were used for forced labour. 
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About 30,000 Europeans and 300,000 Indonesian internees and forced 
labourers died during the occupation. The health of the half million 
labourers on the estates was so seriously affected by their starvation­
diet that they were useless as workers after the liberation. The total 
number who were killed by the Japanese, or who died from hunger, 
disease, and lack of medical attention is estimated at 3,000,000 for Java 
alone, and 1,000,000 for the Outer Islands.4 

On India: 

Although the war directly touched Indian soil only in the north­
eastern corner and the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, and involved 
several east coast cities in comparatively minor air raids, India 
emerged from the war with great damage and loss to her man-power 
and resources. India's military casualties were about 180,000 killed, 
wounded, and missing. It is estimated that 130 million Indians suf­
fered from under-nourishment under the best peacetime conditions. 
The poor harvest coinciding with the elimination of rice exports from 
Burma and the diversion to military purposes of transit needed to 
move grain from surplus to deficiency areas had tragic results. These 
factors were mainly responsible for a famine in Bengal which resulted 
in a million and a half deaths.5 

Japan was responsible for these deaths. How many more would 
have been caused between 15 August and 1 November had the atom 
bomb not been dropped we can never know. 

(3) Fighting continued, in August 1945, even though the last 
major land battle for Americans (Okinawa) was over. There were 
still skirmishes in the Philippines, Java, and Southeast Asia. 
Japanese submarines still roamed the seas, as did those of the Allies. 
The military killing fields were on the wane, in contrast to slaugh­
ters elsewhere; but kamikazes, torpedoes, and naval gunfire still 
took a toll. 

(4) Many thousands of Japanese on the home islands would have 
been killed by LeMay's bombers. Some Hiroshima cultists deny this, 
claiming that conventional bombing of cities "had been made a low 
priority by August 1945 on the basis of Air Force experience in 
Europe."6 This is false. Priority for transportation targets, lesser pri­
ority for urban bombing, may have been put on paper by the Joint 
Target Committee after its conferences with Paul Nitze and United 
States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS) members in the summer; 
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this hardly determined LeMay's actions. Tactical considerations, 
mostly weather, made precision bombing difficult until October. 
Thus the Twentieth Air Force programmed "rapid destruction of a 
large number of Japanese cities" for late August and September. In 
Michael Sherry's words, 

Summer plans for future bombing campaigns, those not carried 
out because of the war's sudden end, measured the widening circles 
of the destructive impulse. When the last cities were finished off, tar­
gets would still have to be found, and it was doubtful that transporta­
tion alone could absorb all the capacity. Operations analysts proposed 
moving on to "all urban areas with a population greater than 30,000 
peoples," some 180 towns in all. They would be wiped out by 
November, when it was said, "the back of Japan will have been com­
pletely broken," as if it was not already and as if planners had no idea 
of effecting earlier surrender? 

So LeMay's targets were towns containing a minimum of 
5,400,000 people, to be leveled by the end of October. How many 
deaths? Certainly more by far than in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

Put all these killings, even at such rock-bottom estimates, 
together, and 300,000 deaths per month seems the very lleast one could 
expect-with no atom bombs, no set-piece land battles, no kamikaze 
attacks on a massed invasion fleet. 

And if the majority opinion of the Japanese leaders interrogated 
immediately after the war had turned out to be right-that the war 
would have lasted into 1946-the carnage doubles, or triples. 
Marquis Kido claimed to have saved twenty million Japanese lives 
by engineering an August surrender.8 Togo Shigenori also places the 
anticipated slaughter sans atom in the millions.9 If they exaggerate, 
the extent of their exaggeration measures the power of the atom's 
Shermanesque appearance. The atom saved many lives in the Pacific 
War. It also saved many lives in unfought future wars. To under­
stand this, we must go back a century. 

Alfred Nobel (1833-1896) was not just an oil magnate and a bril­
liant inventor, he was fluent not only in his native Swedish, but in 
Russian, German, French, and English. The poet Shelley influenced 
Nobel's literary style; his cosmopolitanism and atheism he acquired 
from Voltaire and Diderot. He was personally averse to quarrels and 
confrontations; the legal disputes over royalties from some of his 
inventions he attributed to lawyers in his various companies. 
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Though he experienced the American Civil War and the Crimean 
War firsthand, Nobel's biographers attribute his lifelong devotion 
to peace to his basic nature and extensive reading. Michael Evlanoff 
and Marjorie Fluor write, "His intense interest in history left him no 
delusions about the horrors of past wars. In days long gone, a 
defeated country saw its entire population enslaved, its cities 
burned, its women raped, its war prisoners brutally put to death. 
Nobel's mind whirled with these facts during his sleepless 
nights."IO 

Several of his female friends became active in the peace move­
ments of the day, such as the Gesellschaft der Friedensfreunde and 
the Fourth World Peace Congress. His own program for peace had 
two components, one modest and practical, the other utopian. The 
first, long-term approach was to encourage agreements between 
governments that would require them to submit all disputes to 
binding international arbitration. He thus foresaw the basic princi­
ples of both the League of Nations and the United Nations. What he 
failed to foresee was the durability of ethnic pride and national sov­
ereignty. But he made the prize for contributing to world peace the 
core of his magnificent bequests. 

The other path to peace, which few today are aware of, he proba­
bly first articulated to Bertha von Suttner in 1876: "1 should like to 
invent a substance or a machine with such terrible power of mass 
destruction that war would thereby be made impossible forever."11 

It was a thought that he clung to, and expressed frequently, almost 
to the end of his life. If explosives could only be perfected to a terri­
fying enough dimension, the mere knowledge of their existence 
would deter wars. Erik Bergengren cites Nobel as saying, "War 
would, as it were, choke itself."12 

Not only did he hope that his factories would put an end to war 
before Bertha von Suttner's congresses could, in an 1890 statement 
he allegedly told the German arms magnate E. Schneider: 

A mere intensification of the deadly precision of war weapons will 
not secure peace for us. The limited effect of explosives is a big obsta­
cle to this. To remedy this defect war must be made as death-dealing 
to the civil population at home as to the troops at the front. Let the 
sword of Damocles hang over every head, gentlemen, and you will 
witness a miracle-all war will stop short instantly, if the weapon is 
bacteriology. 13 
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Here he anticipated Douhetian attack on whole populations, though 
he did not foresee atomic weapons as the means. 

Did Oppenheimer and company, in 1945, finally achieve the 
apocalyptic fright that Nobel dreamed of more than a half century 
earlier? 

The list of those who believe that the Hiroshima/Nagasaki inocu­
lation discouraged major war and further use of nuclear weapons is 
long and impressive. Surprisingly, one of the earliest to take this 
position was Leo Szilard. In January 1944, arguing to Vannevar Bush 
that to prevent a nuclear arms race there must be international con­
trol of uranium deposits, Szilard held that this control "will hardly 
be possible ... unless high efficiency atomic bombs have actually 
been used in this war and the fact of their destructive power had 
deeply penetrated the mind of the public.,,14 Szilard later changed 
his mind about use of the bomb, but the earlier position is in his 
notes. 

Edward Teller, too, while waffling and ambivalent about use of 
the bomb, wrote Szilard in July 1945 that the only hope for survival 
lay in getting the facts about the bomb before the people, and "For 
this purpose actual combat use might even be the best thing."IS 
Vannevar Bush was of like mind. The atom bomb "means the end of 
world war. Fear will prevent it."16 

Henry Stimson, maligned by the Hiroshima cultists, nonetheless 
may have been right when he concluded his 1947 analysis of the rea­
sons behind the bombing by noting that "Hiroshima and Nagasaki ... 
made it wholly clear that we must never have another war. This is the 
lesson men and leaders everywhere must learn, and I believe that 
when they learn it they will find a way to lasting peace.,,17 As far as 
worldwide conflagrations are concerned, who can now say that he 
was wrong? 

Truman, in November 1949, talking to David Lilienthal about 
reappointment to the Atomic Energy Commission, said he did not 
want to appoint a "military-minded civilian ... we're going to use 
this [atomic power] for peace and never use it for war-I've always 
said this, and you'll see. It'll be like poison gas (never used 
again).,,18 

Asada, one of the best of the Japanese historians, concludes his 
analysis in "Japanese Perceptions of the A-Bomb Decision" this way: 

The last thirty-five years have been a period of unbroken interna­
tional tension-full of crises, provocations, and local disputes-which 
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would have exhausted the patience of great powers in the pre-atomic 
age. But the fact remains that another world war has not occurred. It 
may be that the use of the "ultimate weapon" in Japan has given awe­
some credibility to its destructive power,which alone can function as 
an essential deterrent to nuclear warfare. Future historians might well 
postulate that Japan's A-bomb experience was a factor that deterred 
the use of nuclear bombs by the United States in Korea and Vietnam. 
Thus viewed, the victims of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were not 
"meaninglessly massacred," as some Japanese critics have charged. 
On the contrary, those victims, without knowing it, may be said to 
have served a "noble cause" to prevent another nuclear holocaust.19 

The opposite position, that if atomic weapons were used once 
they would be used again, has prestigious backing. Einstein, 
Oppenheimer, and Harrison Brown believed this.2o Events so far 
have not supported them. 

There were occasions on which American presidents, and also 
Soviet general secretaries, were tempted to use nuclear weapons. 
The most thorough study of such matters, McGeorge Bundy's 
Danger and Survival, concludes that 

... since the first two bombs were dropped in August 1945 no govern­
ment has used a single warhead against an enemy. In my opinion, no 
government has ever come close .... In the age of Radford and 
LeMay, the doctrines in which they deeply believed-that nuclear 
weapons should be used whenever needed, even in small wars-these 
doctrines were disregarded at every moment of choice. A tradition of 
nonuse took root and grew strong, proving itself most conspicuously 
in the Vietnam War, where the use of nuclear weapons was the one 
solution that had no serious advocate. The best consequence of that 
war is that it reinforced the tradition of nonuse .... There is no evi­
dence that the Soviet government has ever come close to using even 
one of its warheads, and no evidence that Soviet bomb rattling has 
had any large effect anywhere.21 

Perhaps Bundy is too optimistic about the thoughts of some presi­
dents during the Vietnam War; about their actions, he is correct. 

But consider what might have happened without the examples of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In the bitter defeat of the Eighth Army in 
Korea, Truman would have been sorely tempted to use nuclear 
weapons. After a confusing statement in a press conference on 30 
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November 1950 that led reporters to believe the use of nuclear 
weapons was under active consideration, the outrage of the whole 
world descended on Washington.22 The White House quickly issued 
a statement denying that Truman had authorized such use, but the 
furor was slow to die down. The incident showed the early strength 
of the inoculation. 

When Eisenhower took office, Korea was still ablaze. Veiled 
threats were made that if the North Koreans and Chinese did not 
come to terms, atomic bombs would be used. Bundy believes that 
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles may have favored their use, 
and that Eisenhower was considering it; both seem to have thought 
this threat brought the Communists around. Bundy thinks other fac­
tors were responsible for the armistice. Whatever the situation, the 
tradition held.23 

The Soviet Union might also have used nuclear weapons had 
there been no prudential event in 1945. The bitterness of the Sino­
Soviet feud, and Soviet fear of the "Yellow Peril," caused Kremlin 
officials to target the People's Republic of China with nuclear mis­
siles at one time.24 The Soviet clearly threatened China, causing 
alarm, as Bundy notes, in the Nixon-Kissinger White House.25 But 
both sides backed off. 

None of these crises saw nuclear weapons used. John Lewis 
Gaddis' explanation, the growth of a tradition of self-deterrence, has 
much to commend it. Truman's appreciation of the horror of the 
atom set the pattern for the last half century. Truman said several 
times that the atom might never be used again, that it had to be 
treated differently "from rifles and cannons and ordinary things like 
that."26 The result of Truman's thinking, as Gaddis says, was that 
"The paradox of utility residing in non-use has become a central fea­
ture of the nuclear age.,,27 

This could never have happened had Truman, and the whole 
world, not seen the atom in all its destructive fury. No mere demon­
stration could have produced this outcome . 

• • • 

Yet a third major benefit is attributable to the early end of the 
war. The Soviet Union was unable to carry out its plans to invade 
and occupy at least the northernmost Japanese island, Hokkaido, 
hence Japan was spared the trauma of division, and the world was 
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spared another volatile confrontation of Soviet and American forces. 
The Soviet Union had long wanted to avenge the 1919-1921 

Japanese occupation of the Soviet Far East during the bitter war for 
Bolshevik control. Stalin had been promised restoration of Southern 
Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands at Yalta, but his ambition went 
beyond that. As David Holloway describes events, on 16 August 
Stalin wrote Truman asking that Soviet forces be allowed to accept 
surrender of Japanese forces in the northern half of Hokkaido. Then, 

Truman rejected this request on August 18. Stalin, however, was 
reluctant to give up the idea of landing Soviet forces on Hokkaido. On 
August 19 Marshal Vasilevskii ordered the 1st Far Eastern Front, 
whose forces were just about to take southern Sakhalin, to occupy the 
northern half of Hokkaido as well as the southern Kuriles. On August 
21 Vasilevskii sent the Soviet forces a detailed plan for this opera­
tion-indicating that the General Staff had planned for this eventual­
ity. On August 22, however, Vasilevskii rescinded the order to occupy 
Hokkaido ... Stalin had evidently concluded that the attempt to land 
forces on Hokkaido would cause a political row-perhaps even an 
armed clash with the United States.28 

Were it not obvious what a benefit exclusively American occupa­
tion of Japan was to that ravaged nation, Admiral Okada Keisuke 
wrote in his postwar memoirs, "And, even though Japan had to 
experience military defeat, what a blessing it was that at least the 
country was not split in two and that we were able to share our mis­
fortunes and hardships as members of the same single Japanese 
nation.!"29 The Japanese Left may not share this sentiment, but 
Okada certainly speaks for a majority. 

Even Calvocoressi, Wint, and Pritchard, who have little good to 
say about Hiroshima, recognize that a divided Japan would have 
benefitted none but bruised Russian egos: 

Probably the existence of the bomb frustrated Russian plans for insist­
ing on a joint occupation of Japan, and the consequences of this were 
incalculable. It avoided endless intrigue, and conflict of puppet par­
ties; probably it saved Japan from a great deal of hardship and made 
the return to normal life in Japan much quicker. By taking out Japan 
as a major question of dispute, it probably made the relations of 
Russia and the United States that much easier to handle. It may even 
have kept them from war.30 
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• • • 

Once atomic weapons were proven possible, every country with 
sufficient resources rushed to build them. This new nuclear arms 
race, sparked by Soviet-American competition, led to expenditures 
and genocidal capacity beyond imagining. "National Security" itself 
became a religion, armaments absorbed a major portion of govern­
ment budgets, and large constituencies of antinuclear activists 
sprang up in the West. 

These antinuclear efforts are wholly legitimate. The belief that the 
world would be better off had mankind not learned to split the atom 
is tenable. The pressure point for this discussion, however, is: Did 
the use of atomic bombs in Japan initiate, exacerbate, or prolong the 
arms race and the Cold War that accompanied it? 

Hiroshima cultists often fail to distinguish between developing 
nuclear weapons, which some approved for the purpose of eliminat­
ing the Nazi threat, and the detonation of those weapons to end the 
Pacific War. In fact, most cultists assume that because nuclear 
weapons are now perceived as evil, the dropping of those first two 
rudimentary bombs was also evil. 

Like the apparent preference for starving the Japanese instead of 
shocking them with a bomb, this judgment cannot be assumed; it 
must be argued. Few cultists even begin to make the argument. One 
who does is Stewart Udall: "Hiroshima heralded the advent of what 
would be called the atomic age. It also served as the starter's gun for 
a weapons race between the United States of America and the Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics that would carry the world to the edge 
of a nuclear abyss."31 

But was Hiroshima the starter's gun for a weapons race? 
Successful Soviet penetration of the Manhattan Project long before 
Hiroshima signalled a weapons race already going strong. Can Udall 
show us a plausible scenario in which Stalin abjiures nuclear 
weapons if the United States does not use the ones it developed in 
1945? Of course he cannot. 

The Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings did, however, stimulate 
the Soviet program. The significant question is whether this stimu­
lus had a long-term effect on the ultimate escalation of nuclear 
armaments to absurdity. There is no reason to think it did. 

Actual use of the bombs is difficult to disentangle from the policy 
of keeping their development, or trying to keep their development, 
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secret from the Russians and the world. Perhaps had the advice of 
Niels Bohr, Gen. George Marshall, Henry Stimson, and others to 
inform Stalin fully of Anglo-American progress been followed, the 
Russians might not have adopted their own crash program, and the 
pace of the early nuclear race might have been slowed. But the fun­
damental ideological and geopolitical causes of Soviet-American 
conflict would not have been alleviated. The many provocative 
events on both sides of the globe did not depend on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. 

The mid-century shocks to American complacency (Berlin block­
ade, Communist victory in China, Soviet domination of Eastern 
Europe, the Hiss, Rosenberg, and Fuchs cases, Korea and the defeat 
of the U.S. Eighth Army) would in no way have abated in the 
absence of Hiroshima. For the Soviets, equivalent challenges were 
abrupt suspension of Lend-Lease aid, amalgamation and rearma­
ment of the Western zones of Germany, withdrawal of support from 
UNRRA, Secretary James Byrnes' provocative Stuttgart speech of 
September 1946, Kennan's X article, the Truman Doctrine, the 
Operation Crossroads atomic tests of July 1946, and so on.32 

Had there been no use of the bombs, one early stage of the Soviet­
American arms race might have been delayed, but the race itself 
would have gone on, much as if Stalin had given his first order for 
all-out development not after Hiroshima, but after Byrnes bran­
dished atomic weapons at the September 1945 Council of Foreign 
Ministers Conference in London. The prime stimuli for the arms race 
did not occur in August 1945; they came after the United States 
developed its visceral fear of Soviet aggression, and the Soviet 
Union reciprocated. 

David Holloway, the most authoritative expositor of the Soviet 
nuclear program, summarizes his chapter on "Hiroshima": 

Stalin had not taken the atomic bomb seriously until Hiroshima 
had shown in the most dramatic way that it could be built. The Soviet 
Union now mobilized its resources to catch up. These reasons for 
building the bomb-to restore the emerging balance of power, and to 
acquire a new and potent symbol of power-would have existed even 
if Niels Bohr's advice to inform Stalin had been followed. The bomb 
would still have affected the balance of power, and would still have 
been a symbol of the economic and technological might of the state. 
Stalin would still have wanted a bomb of his own.33 
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If Holloway is right, Martin Sherwin's castigation of Truman mis­
carries. Sherwin labels the Franck Report as prescient, and says the 
American "proclaimed desire of having such weapons abolished by 
international agreement" will not be credible to other nations because 
we used the bomb in secret and without warning. Thus "Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki, the culmination of the process, became the symbols 
of a new American barbarism, reinforcing charges, with dramatic 
circumstantial evidence, that the policies of the United States con­
tributed to the origins of the Cold War."34 

Of course many American actions contributed to the origins of 
the Cold War. But the "barbarism" of terror bombing was estab­
lished at Guernica, Warsaw, Hamburg, Dresden, and Tokyo. 
American "barbarism" at least had a therapeutic outcome. Einstein 
is right, "The Allies responded in kind ... with greater effective­
ness-and they were morally justified in doing so."35 

There is another counterfactual hypothesis to consider here. 
Suppose, instead of using the new weapon on Japan in 1945, 
Truman had first used atomic bombs against Soviet allies (North 
Korea, China) who were chewing up MacArthur's troops in the 
Battle of the Chongchon River, Korea, November 1950.36 What pace 
would the arms race have attained then? 

Possession of nuclear weapons did reinforce American messian­
ism and truculence. Gar Alperovitz and Kai Bird may be right in 
believing that without nuclear weapons, the United States might not 
have rearmed Germany nor intervened in the Korean War.37 But this 
is irrelevant to the Hiroshima question. Truman did not let this 
genie out of the bottle. The United States would have had nuclear 
weapons as soon as it did no matter who was president. And in all 
probability, any president would have made ending the war quickly 
with minimum loss of life his top priority, would have known from 
intercepts that the Japanese peace party was impotent and the domi­
nant generals were determined to fight a final battle of the home­
land, and would have brought the new weapon into play exactly as 
Truman did. One would hope, however, that with the war over, a 
different president might not have succumbed so quickly to the 
chimera of national security, or have gone off as eagerly in search of 
places to intervene against Communism.38 

• • • 
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One argument against use of the bomb against Japan does score. 
Karel van W olferen is assuredly right that if the bombs had not been 
dropped, the Japanese cult of victimhood could not have grown as 
fast: 

Mushroom clouds, it sometimes seems, have become all but 
mandatory in the war films made by the established Japanese studios. 
Here is victimhood in its ultimate guise: the atomic bombing of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The belief in Japanese uniqueness has 
received very special support from these events: the Japanese did not 
just suffer, they suffered uniquely; one might even speak of national 
martyrdom. It has become common in Japan to consider the dropping 
of the atomic bomb as the worst act of the war. Some even see it as the 
crime of the century .... And for a week in August the nation 
indulges in a media-generated display of self-pity .... Hiroshima is 
lifted out of history; it is a shrine to Japanese martyrdom.39 

Who can gainsay this analysis? Of course, the firebombing of 
Japanese cities would have led to a victimhood cult of some dimen­
sion. No conceivable ending of the war could have given the 
Japanese a sense of their own responsibility for what befell them. 
They did not see, and their military did not tell them, how horribly 
the millions died who were their victims. But Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki were the perfect focus for martyrdom. 

Does this victimization argument, the creation of martyrdom, 
outweigh the good that was done by ending the war so early? 
Assuredly not, especially since we cannot know how long it would 
have gone on, how massive the destruction would have been in 
Japan, or how many of all races and peoples would have been liqui­
dated in the death throes of the empire. We will have to live with 
the martyrdom sanctioned by Hiroshima. Many of us would not 
have lived at all had those first two bombs not been used. 
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Chronology through 1946 

1875 

1894-95 

1904-1905 

1931 

1932 

1937 

1937 

1939 

1940 

1941 

237 

Japan established control of Okinawa, 
displacing China 

Sino-Japanese War: Japan takes control of 
Korea and Formosa 

Russo-Japanese War: Japan takes southern 
Sakhalin 

18 September Japan invades Manchuria, establishes 
"independent" Manchukuo 

Ishii Shiro establishes first biological 
warfare lab in Manchukuo 

7 July Japanese attack Chinese troops at Marco 
Polo Bridge, then invade China 

December Rape of Nanking; 200,000 Chinese 
massacred 

1 September Germans invade Poland: WW II begins 

22 September Japanese occupy northern Indochina 

13 April Soviet-Japanese Neutrality Pact 

26 July U.S. freezes all Japanese assets 

14 August Roosevelt-Churchill Conference: 
Atlantic Charter 

17 October Tojo succeeds Konoye as Premier 
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1942 

1943 

7 December Japanese attack Pearl Harbor, The 
Philippines, Hong Kong, Malaya 

8 December U.s., Britain declare war on Japan 

9 December Yamamoto orders staff to prepare plans for 
invasion of Hawaii 

11 December Japan attacks Wake Island, 
U.S. surrenders 23rd 

25 December British surrender Hong Kong 

2 January Japanese take Manila 

17 January Siege of Bataan begins 

15 February Singapore surrenders to Japanese 

9 April Japanese take Bataan, Death March begins 

7 May U.S. surrenders Corregidor 

4-6 June Battle of Midway 

7 June Japanese invade Attu, Kiska 

7 August U.s. troops land on Guadalcanal 

27 August Japanese troops land on Guadalcanal 

14-24 Jan Casablanca Conference: Churchill and FDR 

24 Janurary FDR press conference at Casablanca: 
announces unconditional surrender policy 

9 February U.S. pacifies Guadalcanal 

5 May Nishina's atomic laboratory in Tokyo 
reports that a bomb is feasible 

11-30 May Battle for Attu: no Japanese survivors 

20-23 November Battle of Tarawa: heavy casualties 

22-26 November First Cairo Conference: Churchill, FDR, 
Chiang Kai -shek 

1 December FDR clarifies "unconditional surrender" for 
Japan 
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1944 28 January U.S. releases accounts of Bataan Death 
March. Reports of Japanese atrocities begin 
to escalate 

1-4 February U.S. occupies Kwajalein 

17-21 February U.s. occupies Eniwetok 

6 June D-Day, Normandy 

17 June-9 July U.S. victory in Saipan 

19 June U.s. victory in Battle of the Philippine Sea 

18 July Koiso replaces Tojo as Japanese Premier 

21 July-lO August U.s. Marines capture Guam 

24 July-1 August U.S. Marines capture Tinian 

19 October MacArthur's troops begin recapture of 
Philippines; Japanese carry out scorched 
earth policy 

1945 4-11 February Yalta Conference 

19 February-26 March U.S. captures Iwo Jima 

25 February First fire-bombing of Tokyo 

3 March Japanese resistance ends in Manila 

9-10 March LeMay's great fire raid on Tokyo 

1 April-22 June Battle for Okinawa 

5 April Suzuki replaces Koiso as Japanese Premier 

6 April Japanese begin heavy kamikaze attacks in 
Okinawa area 

12 April Roosevelt dies; Truman sworn in 

13 April B-29 raid destroys Nishina's atomic 
laboratory 

16 April Truman affirms unconditional surrender 
policy 
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25 April ULTRA gives MacArthur's HQ first estimate 
of Japanese strength on Kyushu at time of 
projected OLYMPIC invasion 

1 May Stimson appoints Interim Committee to 
advise on atomic matters 

8 May Germany surrenders unconditionally: 
V-EDay 

9 May Suzuki acknowledges German defeat, says 
Japan will fight on 

11-14 May Supreme War Council in Tokyo decides to 
improve relations with Russia; discussion 
but no decision on ending war by 
negotiation 

25 May U.S. Joint Chiefs approve OLYMPIC for 
1 November 

31 May Interim Committee and scientific advisors 
reject warning to Japan about atomic bomb 

8 June Emperor endorses cabinet decision to fight 
to the end 

9 June Suzuki hard line speech to Diet: 
no surrender 

14 June Truman requests casualty estimates for 
OLYMPIC 

18 June Crucial meeting of Truman with Joint 
Chiefs: main topic casualties 

22 June Emperor tells Supreme Council to 
reconsider fight-to-end decision; agrees to 
seek negotiated armistice through Soviets 

3 July James F. Byrnes becomes secretary of state 

7 July Emperor orders special envoy to Moscow 
to get Soviet mediation 

8 July Togo persuades Konoye to make mission to 
Moscow; get peace without unconditional 
surrender 
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16 July Atomic device tested at Alamogordo: 
Truman learns of success at Potsdam 

17 July Potsdam Conference begins 

21 July Shockley casualty projection reported to 
Stimson 

25 July Truman approves order to drop atomic 
bombs as ready 

26 July Potsdam Declaration to Japan: surrender on 
these terms or face destruction 

29 July ULTRA decrypts: U.S. bombing not 
preventing reinforcement of Kyushu 

30 July Suzuki appears to reject Potsdam terms 

6 August Hiroshima 

7 August Gen. Kawabe in Tokyo: report says 
Hiroshima destroyed by one bomb 

8 August Togo tells emperor Japan must accept 
Potsdam terms 

9 August Soviet troops enter Manchuria, Nagasaki 
bombed, emperor tells Kido Japan must 
surrender now 

10 August Japan accepts Potsdam terms if emperor can 
remain head of government 

11 August U.S. accepts continuing emperor under 
MacArthur's jurisdiction 

11 August Hatanaka leads planning for military coup 
in Tokyo 

12 August Japanese Army and Navy chiefs tell 
emperor must reject American offer and 
fight on; Kido recommends acceptance 

13 August Supreme Council meets all day, deadlocked; 
cabinet also deadlocked 

14 August Emperor summons cabinet, says accept 
American offer; cabinet bows 
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1946 

14 August Military dissidents take over palace, kill 
Gen. Mori, attempt to assassinate Kido 

15 August Revolt suppressed, emperor broadcast at 
noon. Suicides begin, among them Minister 
of War Anami 

15 August Truman directs USSBS to study bombing in 
Japan. Murders of paws in Japanese 
control continue despite emperor's speech 

2 September MacArthur accepts formal surrender on 
USS Missouri 

October-November USSBS interrogates Japanese elites 

3 May IMTFE opens war crimes proceedings in 
Tokyo; Ishii and other biological warfare 
operatives protected from prosecution 

1 July USSBS publishes Japan's Struggle to 
End the War 

August John Hersey's Hiroshima published 
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