Dropping the bomb
on Hiroshima

This article explores the events preceding the 1945
bombing of Hiroshima, and what caused the USA to
be the first nation to use a nuclear weapon in war
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The atomic bomb,
named ‘Little Boy’,
being prepared

It was impossible to know. The US government
employed specialists in Japanese history and culture.
But it was ultimately a guessing game, featuring crude
psychological speculation based on interviews with
Japanese-Americans living in internment camps in
the USA.

In any case, the situation in Japan was unclear.
Some kamikaze pilots, forcibly ‘volunteered’ for
the role, drank and rioted in their barracks. A few
shot at their own commanders after take-off, and
crashed their planes into the sea rather than hit
enemy vessels. Civilian graffiti and letters sent to
the emperor brimmed with anger at Japan's leaders,
for their lies and incompetence. However, the vast
majority of Japanese people kept their thoughts and
feelings to themselves, cooperating grimly with early-
morning militia training using bamboo spears. How
they would react if Allied boots hit Japanese soil was,
frankly, anyone’s guess.

President Harry S. Truman, secretary of war Harry
L. Stimson and other senior figures in the US
administration had lots to consider besides casualty
levels in a Japanese invasion. Would a war-weary
American public stand for the conflict dragging on?
What would it mean for the postwar picture if the
Soviet Union were to make a late, opportunistic entry
into the war against Japan?

Stimson confided in his diary in May 1945 that
the way to deal with the Russians, in Asia and over
arrangements for postwar Europe, was to ‘let our
actions speak... perhaps in a pretty rough and realistic
way’. The atom bomb, currently being readied for
testing in the deserts of New Mexico, was perfectly
suited to the task: a ‘royal straight flush’, a diplomatic
‘master card’.

In America’s political and scientific establishments,
some wondered whether a demonstration of the
bomb, perhaps out in the Pacific Ocean, might be

enough to end the war. No-one would be harmed.
America’s reputation as a ‘great humanitarian nation’
would be preserved, as the under secretary of the navy
put it. It would also be easier in moral and political
terms for the USA to control the coming nuclear
arms race if it avoided deploying the weapon in war.

But would a mere demonstration really convince
the Japanese, whom Truman regarded by now as
‘savages, ruthless, merciless and fanatic’? Perhaps it
would merely give Japan'’s military a chance to work
out how to disrupt the use of a still-experimental
weapon.

Atomic testing

The atomic bomb was successfully tested just as the
Allies were gathering for a conference in Potsdam, on
16 July. Truman wrote in a 25 July diary entry that
the decision had now been taken to use it — against
‘military objectives’ only, not ‘women and children’.
Either he was poorly informed about the weapon'’s
power, which is unlikely, or he preferred not to think
about civilian casualties.

British agreement to use of the bomb had already
been secured, and its existence was strongly hinted
at to Stalin at Potsdam. So, when the Potsdam
Declaration of 26 July threatened Japan with ‘prompt
and utter destruction’ if it did not surrender, the
Americans, British and Soviets knew what was meant.
The Japanese did not. With no mention made in the
declaration about the fate of the emperor should
they surrender — an all-important consideration —
Japan decided to avoid either accepting or rejecting
it. This was interpreted as a flat 'no’ in Washington.
The stage was set.

Five major urban centres in Japan had so far survived
the American fire-bombing. The reason was simple:
they were on the target shortlist for the atom bomb,
whose destructive potential could only accurately be
measured by deploying it against an undamaged area.

Kokura, Niigata, Yokohama and Hiroshima all
possessed industrial or military value as targets. Kyoto

AM-STYLE QUESTIONS |

1 How important, in America’s decision to use the
bomb, were casualty predictions for a full-scale
invasion? What other considerations were in play?

2 Can the rights and wrongs of the American decision
be judged purely on considerations at the time? Or
should its impact on the history of nuclear weapons
since 1945 also be factored in?

3 What degree of responsibility do Japan's leaders
bear for the use of the atomic bomb?

4 Are there circumstances in which the use of nuclear
weapons would be justified?
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