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 On August 6, and August 9, 1945 The United States dropped two atomic bombs, Little 

Boy and Fat Man, on the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, two cities on two of the islands of 

Japan. These weapons wrought unprecedented death and destruction on the cities and brought 

about unconditional surrender of Japan within days. However, the bombs did much more than 

that. These weapons were a notice to the world, especially the Soviet Union, of the strength of 

the United States. In the years since the bomb was dropped, American opinion has become that 

the dropping of the bomb was necessary and in fact saved a million lives that would have been 

lost invading Japan. This assumption is false. The documents in this review show the scholarly 

critiques and analyses of Truman’s decision to drop the bomb. The literature makes arguments 

for and against the dropping of the bombs; overall the literature states that it was unnecessary to 

unleash these weapons of Japan. Furthermore, the documents show how the legacy of Franklin 

Roosevelt affected the course of events with the insistence on the idea of unconditional 

surrender. 

 The earliest of these sources was written in 1957. At this time not much criticism had 

been put to Truman for dropping the bomb relative to in later years. This is apparent because 

throughout the author gives justification for dropping the bomb. In “The Decision to use the 

Atomic Bomb,” Louis Martin argues that, in the end, Truman was justified in dropping the 

bombs. Martin first brings up the term “unconditional surrender.” This is a fairly famous idea 

instituted by Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill after Pearl Harbor. “Unconditional 

Surrender” was something that Americans really focused on when it came to the war with Japan; 

it made it extremely difficult for the United States and Japan to come to a fair, easy truce. Martin 

impresses on the readers that the air bombing campaign against Japan would have cost more 

lives at the end of the war than a quick massive strike like the atomic bombs. Additionally, 
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Martin states that the fire bombings and naval blockade would not have been sufficient to 

provoke Japanese surrender. Martin also adds two justifications dealing with the Soviets: that the 

bomb was needed to scare the Soviets to make them more manageable in Europe and that it 

would become a deterrent for war in the future. The last, and perhaps most interesting, 

justification for dropping the bomb was that action was needed to justify the massive amount of 

funds spent on the Manhattan project.
1
 This source gives an excellent argument for dropping the 

bomb and in the context of this review sets up arguments that the other sources attempt to knock 

down. 

 The next source was written almost 30 years later. It is clear throughout how opinions on 

the decision have changed. In "The Rhetoric of ‘Unconditional Surrender’ and the Decision to 

Drop the Atomic Bomb," James Hikins critiques the decision to use the bomb and states that it 

was unnecessary. The first argument he makes towards this is that due to the fire bombings and 

blockades of Japan, a Japanese surrender was imminent. He maintains that this assertion was 

rapidly approaching prior Soviets entering the war with Japan and the threat of the bomb. 

Furthermore Hikins asserts that the bombs were dropped in part because of the American 

commitment to the idea of unconditional surrender. This became the goal of the American 

people after they became unified due to Pearl Harbor. Hikins also argues that if Truman had 

clearly agreed to keep the emperor’s status in place prior to the bombs, Japan would have 

surrendered much sooner. At the end Hikins states that he can see how the use of one bomb 

could be seen as necessary, but in no way was the use of the second needed.
2
 This source begins 

to put in place the building blocks of the argument against the bomb. 

                                                 
1
 Louis Martin, "The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb," Foreign Affairs 35, no. 2 (1957): 334-353. 

2
 James Hikins, "The Rhetoric of ‘Unconditional Surrender’ and the Decision to Drop the Atomic Bomb," 

Quarterly Journal of Speech 69 (1983): 379-400. 
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 The next source does an excellent job analyzing the reasons for dropping the bombs as 

well as outlining why it was unnecessary. In “Truman and the Bomb,” Alonzo Hamby argues 

that Truman was driven by a desire to end the conflict as soon as possible to end American 

suffering. The estimated death toll of men required to take Japan was not very high, as Truman 

well knew. However, after the battles at Okinawa, Truman feared that as the Allies got closer to 

Tokyo the death toll would skyrocket beyond estimations, making the bomb a compelling option. 

This even made Truman give serious consideration to altering the unconditional surrender 

policy. Then prior to the Soviet Union entering the war against Japan, the Japanese telegrammed 

the Soviets asking for peace. Additionally, the Japanese ambassador, Soto, advised that the 

Japanese ought to surrender. Unfortunately, the Japanese foreign minister, Tojo, made it clear 

this would not happen forthwith. After this, Henry Lewis Stimson gave Truman the idea to drop 

two bombs in succession to make the Japanese believe the United States had a large stockpile. 

Truman finally believed he had no choice but to use the bomb when the Japanese Prime 

Minister, Suzuki, said that Japan would keep fighting for victory. Hamby states that in retrospect 

Truman should have made it clear that the removal of the emperor was not necessary for 

unconditional surrender.
3
 This source gave a very helpful timeline of events that really puts the 

argument justifying the decision in a new, intriguing manner.  

 In his article “Hiroshima: Was it Necessary?,” Doug Long severely criticized the decision 

with several retrospective views. Long stated the widely viewed opinion that Truman dropped 

the bombs in an attempt to frighten the Soviets, which backfired and caused them to speed up 

their nuclear development program. Long also referred to a U.S. Congressional panel established 

                                                 
3
 Alonzo Hamby, "Truman and the Bomb," History Today 45 (1995): 18-25. 
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by Truman to investigate the causes of the war in the Pacific.
4
 This panel came to the conclusion 

that the surrender of Japan would have been given by November 1, 1945 or at the latest by 

December 1945. Therefore, it was unnecessary to use the bombs to force surrender. Finally, 

Long argued that the U.S. prolonged the war by failing to clearly state their position on the 

Emperor retaining power and therefore contradicted their argument for wanting to swiftly end 

the war.
4
 Long’s argument focused on the surrender, but he doesn’t provide good information on 

the other plans to take Japan and their effectiveness.  

 In J. Samuel Walker’s article “History, Collective Memory, and the Decision to Use the 

Bomb,” Walker analyzed public opinion and knowledge of the decisions for dropping the bomb 

against the scholarly opinions. The public view was that the decision by Truman was bold and 

saved millions of lives by preventing an invasion of Japan. The estimated casualties for taking 

Japan were said to be 46 thousand men.
5
 However, it is important to remember Truman believed 

the costs would be far greater than expected, as stated in the Hamby article.
3
 Walker asserted that 

scholarly opinion leans toward believing Truman dropped the bomb not to save lives, but to 

shorten the war. Also, he stated that a full scale invasion of Japan was unlikely due to the 

impending surrender, the fire bombing campaign, and the blockade of the Japanese islands. The 

final argument made by Walker was one that could not have been made within 20 or 30 years of 

dropping the bomb. Walker argued that the appreciation of troops held little importance in the 

minds of the decision makers.
5
 Walker made several arguments that reflect the time gap between 

dropping the weapons and 50 years later: such as one alienating troops in the war which would 

most likely be dead by the time this article was published.  

                                                 
4
 Doug Long, "Hiroshima: Was It Necessary?” Doug Long, http://www.doug-long.com/hiroshim.htm (accessed 

September 18, 2012). 
5
 J. Samuel Walker, "History, collective memory, and the decision to use the bomb," Diplomatic History 19, no. 2 

(1995): 317. 
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 “Reassessing Truman, the Bomb, and Revisionism: The Burlesque Frame and Entelechy 

in the Decision to use Atomic Weapons against Japan,” by Bryan Hubbard, was perhaps the most 

disappointing source found. Hubbard focused on analyzing and critiquing the way in which 

different factions debate the issue of dropping the atomic bombs. However it did raise one very 

interesting argument: how much did hatred of the Japanese influence this decision? The key 

arguments on this issue were that the U.S. chose not to bomb Germany and at one point during 

the article Truman is referred to as the “Butcher of Asia.”
6
 As compelling as this argument is, 

after all the research conducted, it is hard to believe that Truman dropped the bombs out of 

“racism.” 

 This assignment was very helpful in showing the most influential and popular arguments 

for and against dropping the atomic bombs. Also, it successfully quelled the possible argument 

that racism played a part in Truman’s decision. While yes it was obvious that Americans had a 

great deal of hatred for the Japanese, it is apparent that Truman did not let this sway his 

judgment. This research makes numerous arguments that Truman should not have dropped the 

bomb, so many in fact that they outweigh the arguments for dropping these weapons. This has 

effectively altered my thesis that Truman was not justified in dropping the atomic bombs on 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
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