
 

 

NM HISTORY WEEK 2.2 GUIDE  

Overview of Week  

This week we will be looking at the Manhattan Project.  The Manhattan Project took place in 

Los Alamos, New Mexico where scientist from around the U.S. came to Los Alamos to complete 

a secret mission, developing the atomic bomb.  You have two assignments.  

Day One (3/29)  

• Read: Manhattan Project 

Day Two (3/30) 

• Read: Life in Los Alamos 

Day Three (3/31)  

• Read: Birth of Atomic Bomb  

• Assignment: Atomic Bomb 

Day Four (3/1)  

Using the reading from this week or finding other sources online like interviews, create a 

newspaper article over the Manhattan Project.  The last page of the packet is a layout for your 

article.  

• Assignment: Newspaper Article 

Contact Information  

Email: ctrudo@floydbroncos.com   

Phone: (575)799-6588  

School Phone: (575)-478-2211 ext. 1020  
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Manhattan Project 
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J. Robert Oppenheimer  

SPEECH TO THE ASSOCIATION OF LOS ALAMOS SCIENTISTS Los Alamos, 

November 2, 1945 

I am grateful to the Executive Committee for this chance to talk to you. I should like to talk 

tonight -- if some of you have long memories perhaps you will regard it as justified -as a fellow 

scientist, and at least as a fellow worrier about the fix we are in. I do not have anything very 

radical to say, or anything that will strike most of you with a great flash of enlightenment. I 

don't have anything to say that will be of an immense encouragement. In some ways I would 

have liked to talk to you at an earlier date -- but I couldn't talk to you as a Director. I could not 

talk, and will not tonight talk, too much about the practical political problems which are 

involved. There is one good reason for that -- I don't know very much about practical politics. 

And there is another reason, which has to some extent restrained me in the past. As you know, 

some of us have been asked to be technical advisors to the Secretary of War, and through him 

to the President. In the course of this we have naturally discussed things that were on our 

minds and have been made, often very willingly, the recipient of confidences; it is not possible 

to speak in detail about what Mr. A thinks and Mr. B doesn't think, or what is going to happen 

next week, without violating these confidences. I don't think that's important. I think there are 

issues which are quite simple and quite deep, and which involve us as a group of scientists -- 

involve us more, perhaps than any other group in the world. I think that it can only help to look 

a little at what our situation is -- at what has happened to us -- and that this must give us some 

honesty, some insight, which will be a source of strength in what may be the nottoo-easy days 

ahead. I would like to take it as deep and serious as I know how, and then perhaps come to 

more immediate questions in the course of the discussion later. I want anyone who feels like it 

to ask me a question and if I can't answer it, as will often be the case, I will just have to say so. 

What has happened to us -- it is really rather major, it is so major that I think in some ways one 

returns to the greatest developments of the twentieth century, to the discovery of relativity, 

and to the whole development of atomic theory and its interpretation in terms of 

complementarity, for analogy. These things, as you know, forced us to reconsider the relations 

between science and common sense. They forced on us the recognition that the fact that we 

were in the habit of talking a certain language and using certain concepts did not necessarily 

imply that there was anything in the real world to correspond to these. They forced us to be 

prepared for the inadequacy of the ways in which human beings attempted to deal with reality, 

for that reality. In some ways I think these virtues, which scientists quite reluctantly were 

forced to learn by the nature of the world they were studying, may be useful even today in 

preparing us for somewhat more radical views of what the issues are than would be natural or 

easy for people who had not been through this experience. 

But the real impact of the creation of the atomic bomb and atomic weapons -- to understand 

that one has to look further back, look, I think, to the times when physical science was growing 
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Life in Los Alamos 
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in the days of the renaissance, and when the threat that science offered was felt so deeply 

throughout the Christian world. The analogy is, of course, not perfect. You may even wish to 

think of the days in the last century when the theories of evolution seemed a threat to the 

values by which men lived. The analogy is not perfect because there is nothing in atomic 

weapons -- there is certainly nothing that we have done here or in the physics or chemistry that 

immediately preceded our work here -- in which any revolutionary ideas were involved. I don't 

think that the conceptions of nuclear fission have strained any man's attempts to understand 

them, and I don't feel that any of us have really learned in a deep sense very much from 

following this up. It is in a quite different way. It is not an idea -- it is a development and a 

reality -- but it has in common with the early days of physical science the fact that the very 

existence of science is threatened, and its value is threatened. This is the point that I would like 

to speak a little about. 

I think that it hardly needs to be said why the impact is so strong. There are three reasons: one 

is the extraordinary speed with which things which were right on the frontier of science were 

translated into terms where they affected many living people, and potentially all people. 

Another is the fact, quite accidental in many ways, and connected with the speed, that 

scientists themselves played such a large part, not merely in providing the foundation for 

atomic weapons, but in actually making them. In this we are certainly closer to it than any other 

group. The third is that the thing we made -- partly because of the technical nature of the 

problem, partly because we worked hard, partly because we had good breaks -- really arrived in 

the world with such a shattering reality and suddenness that there was no opportunity for the 

edges to be worn off. 

In considering what the situation of science is, it may be helpful to think a little of what people 

said and felt of their motives in coming into this job. One always has to worry that what people 

say of their motives is not adequate. Many people said different things, and most of them, I 

think, had some validity. There was in the first place the great concern that our enemy might 

develop these weapons before we did, and the feeling -- at least, in the early days, the very 

strong feeling -- that without atomic weapons it might be very difficult, it might be an 

impossible, it might be an incredibly long thing to win the war. These things wore off a little as 

it became clear that the war would be won in any case. Some people, I think, were motivated 

by curiosity, and rightly so; and some by a sense of adventure, and rightly so. Others had more 

political arguments and said, "Well, we know that atomic weapons are in principle possible, and 

it is not right that the threat of their unrealized possibility should hang over the world. It is right 

that the world should know what can be done in their field and deal with it." And the people 

added to that that it was a time when all over the world men would be particularly ripe and 

open for dealing with this problem because of the immediacy of the evils of war, because of the 

universal cry from everyone that one could not go through this thing again, even a war without 

atomic bombs. And there was finally, and I think rightly, the feeling that there was probably no 
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place in the world where the development of atomic weapons would have a better chance of 

leading to a reasonable solution, and a smaller chance of leading to disaster, than within the 

United States. I believe all these things that people said are true, and I think I said them all 

myself at one time or another. 

But when you come right down to it the reason that we did this job is because it was an organic 

necessity. If you are a scientist you cannot stop such a thing. If you are a scientist you believe 

that it is good to find out how the world works; that it is good to find out what the realities are; 

that it is good to turn over to mankind at large the greatest possible power to control the world 

and to deal with it according to its lights and its values. 

There has been a lot of talk about the evil of secrecy, of concealment, of control, of security. 

Some of that talk has been on a rather low plane, limited really to saying that it is difficult or 

inconvenient to work in a world where you are not free to do what you want. I think that the 

talk has been justified, and that the almost unanimous resistance of scientists to the imposition 

of control and secrecy is a justified position, but I think that the reason for it may lie a little 

deeper. I think that it comes from the fact that secrecy strikes at the very root of what science 

is, and what it is for. It is not possible to be a scientist unless you believe that it is good to learn. 

It is not good to be a scientist, and it is not possible, unless you think that it is of the highest 

value to share your knowledge, to share it with anyone who is interested. It is not possible to 

be a scientist unless you believe that the knowledge of the world, and the power which this 

gives, is a thing which is of intrinsic value to humanity, and that you are using it to help in the 

spread of knowledge, and are willing to take the consequences. And, therefore, I think that this 

resistance which we feel and see all around us to anything which is an attempt to treat science 

of the future as though it were rather a dangerous thing, a thing that must be watched and 

managed, is resisted not because of its inconvenience -- I think we are in a position where we 

must be willing to take any inconvenience -- but resisted because it is based on a philosophy 

incompatible with that by which we live, and have learned to live in the past. 

There are many people who try to wiggle out of this. They say the real importance of atomic 

energy does not lie in the weapons that have been made; the real importance lies in all the 

great benefits which atomic energy, which the various radiations, will bring to mankind. There 

may be some truth in this. I am sure that there is truth in it, because there has never in the past 

been a new field opened up where the real fruits of it have not been invisible at the beginning. I 

have a very high confidence that the fruits -- the socalled peacetime applications -- of atomic 

energy will have in them all that we think, and more. There are others who try to escape the 

immediacy of this situation by saying that, after all, war has always been very terrible; after all, 

weapons have always gotten worse and worse; that this is just another weapon and it doesn't 

create a great change; that they are not so bad; bombings have been bad in this war and this is 

not a change in that - it just adds a little to the effectiveness of bombing; that some sort of 

protection will be found. I think that these efforts to diffuse and weaken the nature of the crisis 
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make it only more dangerous. I think it is for us to accept it as a very grave crisis, to realize that 

these atomic weapons which we have started to make are very terrible, that they involve a 

change, that they are not just a slight modification: to accept this, and to accept with it the 

necessity for those transformations in the world which will make it possible to integrate these 

developments into human life. 

As scientists I think we have perhaps a little greater ability to accept change, and accept radical 

change, because of our experiences in the pursuit of science. And that may help us -- that, and 

the fact that we have lived with it -- to be of some use in understanding these problems. 

It is clear to me that wars have changed. It is clear to me that if these first bombs -- the bomb 

that was dropped on Nagasaki -- that if these can destroy ten square miles, then that is really 

quite something. It is clear to me that they are going to be very cheap if anyone wants to make 

them; it is clear to me that this is a situation where a quantitative change, and a change in 

which the advantage of aggression compared to defense -- of attack compared to defense -- is 

shifted, where this quantitative change has all the character of a change in quality, of a change 

in the nature of the world. I know that whereas wars have become intolerable, and the 

question would have been raised and would have been pursued after this war, more ardently 

than after the last, of whether there was not some method by which they could be averted. But 

I think the advent of the atomic bomb and the facts which will get around that they are not too 

hard to make -that they will be universal if people wish to make them universal, that they will 

not constitute a real drain on the economy of any strong nation, and that their power of 

destruction will grow and is already incomparably greater than that of any other weapon - I 

think these things create a new situation, so new that there is some danger, even some danger 

in believing, that what we have is a new argument for arrangements, for hopes, that existed 

before this development took place. By that I mean that much as I like to hear advocates of a 

world federation, or advocates of a United Nations organization, who have been talking of 

these things for years -- much as I like to hear them say that here is a new argument, I think 

that they are in part missing the point, because the point is not that atomic weapons constitute 

a new argument. There have always been good arguments. The point is that atomic weapons 

constitute also a field, a new field, and a new opportunity for realizing preconditions. I think 

when people talk of the fact that this is not only a great peril, but a great hope, this is what they 

should mean. I do not think they should mean the unknown, though sure, value of industrial 

and scientific virtues of atomic energy, but rather the simple fact that in this field, because it is 

a threat, because it is a peril, and because it has certain special characteristics, to which I will 

return, there exists a possibility of realizing, of beginning to realize, those changes which are 

needed if there is to be any peace. 

Those are very far-reaching changes. They are changes in the relations between nations, not 

only in spirit, not only in law, but also in conception and feeling. I don't know which of these is 

prior; they must all work together, and only the gradual interaction of one on the other can 
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make a reality. I don't agree with those who say the first step is to have a structure of 

international law. I don't agree with those who say the only thing is to have friendly feelings. All 

of these things will be involved. I think it is true to say that atomic weapons are a peril which 

affect everyone in the world, and in that sense a completely common problem, as common a 

problem as it was for the Allies to defeat the Nazis. I think that in order to handle this common 

problem there must be a complete sense of community responsibility. I do not think that one 

may expect that people will contribute to the solution of the problem until they are aware of 

their ability to take part in the solution. I think that it is a field in which the implementation of 

such a common responsibility has certain decisive advantages. It is a new field, in which the 

position of vested interests in various parts of the world is very much less serious than in 

others. It is serious in this country, and that is one of our problems. It is a new field, in which 

the role of science has been so great that it is to my mind hardly thinkable that the 

international traditions of science, and the fraternity of scientists, should not play a 

constructive part. It is a new field, in which just the novelty and the special characteristics of 

the technical operations should enable one to establish a community of interest which might 

almost be regarded as a pilot plant for a new type of international collaboration. I speak of it as 

a pilot plant because it is quite clear that the control of atomic weapons cannot be in itself the 

unique end of such operation. The only unique end can be a world that is united, and a world in 

which war will not occur. But those things don't happen overnight, and in this field it would 

seem that one could get started, and get started without meeting those insuperable obstacles 

which history has so often placed in the way of any effort of cooperation. Now, this is not an 

easy thing, and the point I want to make, the one point I want to hammer home, is what an 

enormous change in spirit is involved. There are things which we hold very dear, and I think 

rightly hold very dear; I would say that the word democracy perhaps stood for some of them as 

well as any other word. There are many parts of the world in which there is no democracy. 

There are other things which we hold dear, and which we rightly should. And when I speak of a 

new spirit in international affairs I mean that even to these deepest of things which we cherish, 

and for which Americans have been willing to die -- and certainly most of us would be willing to 

die -- even in these deepest things, we realize that there is something more profound than that; 

namely, the common bond with other men everywhere. It is only if you do that that this makes 

sense; because if you approach the problem and say, "We know what is right and we would like 

to use the atomic bomb to persuade you to agree with us," then you are in a very weak position 

and you will not succeed, because under those conditions you will not succeed in delegating 

responsibility for the survival of men. It is a purely unilateral statement; you will find yourselves 

attempting by force of arms to prevent a disaster. 

 
Oppenheimer refers approvingly at one point to a speech by Harry S Truman -- he writes, "I think all of 
us were encouraged at the phrase 'too revolutionary to consider in the framework of old ideas'." The 
full text of Truman's speech is available elsewhere on this website. 

http://www.plosin.com/BeatBegins/archive/Truman451003.html
http://www.plosin.com/BeatBegins/archive/Truman451003.html
http://www.plosin.com/BeatBegins/archive/Truman451003.html


 

 

Impact of Science on Society, Vol. I, No.2, 1950, pp. 68 Open Letter dated 9 June 1950 

TO THE UNITED NATIONS 

By Niels Bohr 

I address myself to the organization, founded for the purpose to further co-operation between 

nations on all problems of common concern, with some considerations regarding the 

adjustment of international relations required by modern development of science and 

technology. At the same time as this development holds out such great promises for the 

improvement of human welfare it has, in placing formidable means of destruction in the hands 

of man, presented our whole civilization with a most serious challenge. 

My association with the American-British atomic energy project during the war gave me the 

opportunity of submitting to the governments concerned views regarding the hopes and the 

dangers which the accomplishment of the project might imply as to the mutual relations 

between nations. While possibilities still existed of immediate results of the negotiations within 

the United Nations on an arrangement of the use of atomic energy guaranteeing common 

security, I have been reluctant in taking part in the public debate on this question. In the 

present critical situation, however, I have felt that an account of my views and experiences may 

perhaps contribute to renewed discussion about these matters so deeply influencing 

international relationship. 

In presenting here views which at an early stage impressed themselves on a scientist who had 

the opportunity to follow developments at close hand I am acting entirely on my own 

responsibility and without consultation with the government of any country. The aim of the 

present account and considerations is to point to the unique opportunities for furthering 

understanding and co-operation between nations which have been created by the revolution of 

human resources brought about by the advance of science, and to stress that despite previous 

disappointments these opportunities still remain and that all hopes and all efforts must be 

centered on their realization. 

For the modern rapid development of science and in particular for the adventurous exploration 

of the properties and structure of the atom, international co-operation of an unprecedented 

extension and intensity has been of decisive importance. The fruitfulness of the exchange of 

experiences and ideas between scientists from all parts of the world was a great source of 

encouragement to every participant and strengthened the hope that an ever closer contact 

between nations would enable them to work together on the progress of civilization in all its 

aspects. 

Yet, no one confronted with the divergent cultural traditions and social organization of the 

various countries could fail to be deeply impressed by the difficulties in finding a common 

approach to many human problems. The growing tension preceding the Second World War 

accentuated these difficulties and created many barriers to free intercourse between nations. 

Nevertheless, international scientific cooperation continued as a decisive factor in the 



 

 

development which, shortly before the outbreak of the war, raised the prospect of releasing 

atomic energy on a vast scale. 

The fear of being left behind was a strong incentive in various countries to explore, in secrecy, 

the possibilities of using such energy sources for military purposes. The joint American-British 

project remained unknown to me until, after my escape from occupied Denmark in the autumn 

of 1943, I came to England at the invitation of the British Government. At that time I was taken 

into confidence about the great enterprise which had already then reached an advanced stage. 

Everyone associated with the atomic energy project was, of course, conscious of the serious 

problems which would confront humanity once the enterprise was accomplished. Quite apart 

from the role atomic weapons might come to play in the war, it was clear that permanent grave 

dangers to world security would ensue unless measures to prevent abuse of the new 

formidable means of destruction could be universally agreed upon and carried out. 

As regards this crucial problem, it appeared to me that the very necessity of a concerted effort 

to forestall such ominous threats to civilization would offer quite unique opportunities to 

bridge international divergences. Above all, early consultations between the nations allied in 

the war about the best ways jointly to obtain future security might contribute decisively to that 

atmosphere of mutual confidence which would be essential for co-operation on the many other 

matters of common concern. 

In the beginning of 1944, I was given the opportunity to bring such views to the attention of the 

American and British governments. It may be in the interest of international understanding to 

record some of the ideas which at that time were the object of serious deliberation. For this 

purpose, I may quote from a memorandum which I submitted to President Roosevelt as a basis 

for a long conversation which he granted me in August 1944. Besides a survey of the scientific 

background for the atomic energy project, which is now public knowledge, this memorandum, 

dated 3 July 1944, contained the following passages regarding the political consequences which 

the accomplishment of the project might imply: 

It certainly surpasses the imagination of anyone to survey the consequences of the 

project in years to come, where in the long run the enormous energy sources which will 

be available may be expected to revolutionize industry and transport. The fact of 

immediate preponderance is, however, that a weapon of an unparalleled power is being 

created which will completely change all future conditions of warfare. 

Quite apart from the question of how soon the weapon will be ready for use and what 

role it may play in the present war, this situation raises a number of problems which call 

for most urgent attention. Unless, indeed,some agreement about the control of the use 

of the new active materials can be obtained in due time, any temporary advantage, 

however great, may be outweighed by a perpetual menace to human security. 

Ever since the possibilities of releasing atomic energy on a vast scale came in sight much 

thought has naturally been given to the question of control, but the further the 



 

 

exploration of the scientific problems concerned is proceeding, the clearer it becomes 

that no kind of customary measures will suffice for this purpose and that especially the 

terrifying prospect of a future competition between nations about a weapon of such 

formidable character can only be avoided through a universal agreement in true 

confidence. 

In this connection it is above all significant that the enterprise, immense as it is, has still 

proved far smaller than might have been anticipated and that the progress of the work 

has continually revealed new possibilities for facilitating the production of the active 

materials and of intensifying their effects. 

The prevention of a competition prepared in secrecy will therefore demand such 

concessions regarding exchange of information and openness about industrial efforts 

including military preparations as would hardly be conceivable unless at the same time 

all partners were assured of a compensating guarantee of common security against 

dangers of unprecedented acuteness. 

The establishment of effective control measures will of course involve intricate technical 

and administrative problems, but the main point of the argument is that the 

accomplishment of the project would not only seem to necessitate but should also, due 

to the urgency of mutual confidence, facilitate a new approach to the problems of 

international relationship. 

The present moment where almost all nations are entangled in a deadly struggle for 

freedom and humanity might at first sight seem most unsuited for any committing 

arrangement concerning the project. Not only have the aggressive powers still great 

military strength, although their original plans of world domination have been frustrated 

and it seems certain that they must ultimately surrender, but even when this happens, 

the nations united against aggression may face grave causes of disagreement due to 

conflicting attitudes towards social and economic problems. 

By a closer consideration, however, it would appear that the potentialities of the project 

as a means of inspiring confidence just under these circumstances acquire most actual 

importance. Moreover the momentary situation would in various respects seem to afford 

quite unique possibilities which might be forfeited by a postponement awaiting the 

further development of the war situation and the final completion of the new weapon. 

In view of these eventualities the present situation would seem to offer a most favorable 

opportunity for an early initiative from the side which by good fortune has achieved a 

lead in the efforts of mastering mighty forces of nature hitherto beyond human reach. 

Without impeding the importance of the project for immediate military objectives, an 

initiative, aiming at forestalling a fateful competition about the formidable weapon, 

should serve to uproot any cause of distrust between the powers on whose harmonious 

collaboration the fate of coming generations will depend. 



 

 

Indeed, it would appear that only when the question is taken up among the United 

Nations of what concessions the various powers are prepared to make as their 

contribution to an adequate control arrangement, it will be possible for any one of the 

partners to assure themselves of the sincerity of the intentions of the others. 

Of course, the responsible statesmen alone can have the insight in the actual political 

possibilities. It would, however, seem most fortunate that the expectations for a future 

harmonious international cooperation which have found unanimous expression from all 

sides within the United Nations, so remarkably correspond to the unique opportunities 

which, unknown to the public, have been created by the advancement of science. 

May reasons, indeed, would seem to justify the conviction that an approach with the 

object of establishing common security from ominous menaces without excluding any 

nation from participating in the promising industrial development which the 

accomplishment of the project entails will be welcomed, and be met with a loyal co-

operation on the enforcement of the necessary far-reaching control measures. 

Just in such respects helpful support may perhaps be afforded by the worldwide scientific 

collaborations which for years has embodied such bright promises for common human 

sowing. On this background personal connections between scientists of different nations 

might even offer means of establishing preliminary and non-committal contact. 

It need hardly be added that any such remark or suggestion implies no under-rating of 

the difficulty and delicacy of the steps to be taken by the statesmen in order to obtain an 

arrangement satisfactory to all concerned, but aim only at pointing to some aspects of 

the situation which might facilitate endeavors to turn the project to lasting benefit for 

the common cause. 

The secrecy regarding the project which prevented public knowledge and open discussion of a 

matter so profoundly affecting international affairs added, of course, to the complexity of the 

task of the statesmen. With full appreciation of the extraordinary character of the decisions 

which the proposed initiative involved, it still appeared to me that great opportunities would be 

lost unless the problems raised by the atomic development were incorporated into the plans of 

the allied nations for the post-war world. 

This viewpoint was elaborated in a supplementary memorandum in which also the technical 

problem of control measures was further discussed. In particular, I attempted to stress that just 

the mutual openness, which now was obviously necessary for common security, would in itself 

promote international understanding and pave the way for enduring co-operation. This 

memorandum, dated 24 March 1945, contains, besides remarks which have no interest today, 

the following passages: 

signed by Niels Bohr 
Note added 

Further reading with reference to the above letter see Abraham Pais: Niels Bohr's Times - In Physics, Philosophy, 

and Polity, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1991. 



 

 

Harry S Truman’s Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb 

Harry S Truman National Historic Site, Manhattan Project National Historical Park 

 
The Decision 

By August, 1945, Japan had lost World War II.  Japan and the 

United States both knew it.  How long would it be, however, 

before Japan surrendered?  Japan was split between 

surrender or fighting to the end.  They chose to fight. 

In mid-July, President Harry S Truman was notified of the 

successful test of the atomic bomb, what he called “the most 

terrible bomb in the history of the world.”  Thousands of 

hours of research and development as well as billions of 

dollars had contributed to its production.  This was no 

theoretical research project.  It was created to destroy and 

kill on a massive scale.  As president, it was Harry Truman’s 

decision if the weapon would be used with the goal to end 

the war.  “It is an awful responsibility that has come to us,” 

the president wrote. 

Aerial view of Hiroshima depicts the terrific 

destructive force of the atomic bomb 

United States Army Air Corps; Harry S. 

Truman Library 

& Museum 

President Truman had four options:  1) continue conventional bombing of Japanese cities; 

2) invade Japan; 3) demonstrate the bomb on an unpopulated island; or, 4) drop the 

bomb on an inhabited Japanese city. 

Option 1: Conventional Bombing of the Japanese Home Islands 

While the United States began conventional bombing of Japan as early as 1942, the mission did 

not begin in earnest until mid-1944.  Between April 1944 and August, 1945, an estimated 

333,000 Japanese people were killed and 473,000 more wounded in air raids.  A single 

firebombing attack on Tokyo in March 1945 killed more than 80,000 people.  Truman later 

remarked, “Despite their heavy losses at Okinawa and the firebombing of Tokyo, the Japanese 

refused to surrender.  The saturation bombing of Japan took much fiercer tolls and wrought far 

and away more havoc than the atomic bomb.  Far and away.  The firebombing of Tokyo was 

one of the most terrible things that ever happened, and they didn't surrender after that 

although Tokyo was almost completely destroyed.” 

In August 1945, it was clear that conventional bombing was not effective. 

Option 2: Ground Invasion of the Japanese Home Islands 

The United States could launch a traditional ground invasion of the Japanese home islands.  

However, experience showed that the Japanese did not easily surrender.  They had been willing 

to make great sacrifices to defend the smallest islands.  They were likely to fight even more 

fiercely if the United States invaded their homeland.  During the battle at Iwo Jima in 1945, 

DAY THREE (3/31) 

Birth of the Atomic Bomb 
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6,200 US soldiers died.  Later that year, on Okinawa, 13,000 soldiers and sailors were killed.  

Casualties on Okinawa were 35 percent; one out of three 

US participants was wounded or killed.  Truman was afraid that an invasion of Japan would look 

like "Okinawa from one end of Japan to the other."  Casualty predictions varied, but all were 

high.  The price of invasion would be millions of American dead and wounded. 

Estimates did not include Japanese casualties.  Truman and his military advisers assumed that a 

ground invasion would “be opposed not only by the available organized military forces of the 

Empire, but also by a fanatically hostile population."   Documents discovered after the war 

indicated that they were right.  Despite knowing the cause was hopeless, Japan planned a 

resistance so ferocious, resulting in costs so appalling, that they hoped that the United States 

would simply call for a cease fire where each nation would agree to stop fighting and each 

nation would retain the territory they occupied at the time.  Almost one-quarter million 

Japanese casualties were expected in the invasion.  Truman wrote, “My object is to save as 

many American lives as possible but I also have a human feeling for the women and children of 

Japan.”  

In August 1945, it appeared inevitable that Japanese civilians would have to suffer more death 

and casualties before surrender.  A ground invasion would result in excessive American 

casualties as well. 

Option 3: Demonstration of the Atomic Bomb on an Unpopulated Area 

Another option was to demonstrate the power of atomic bomb to frighten the Japanese into 

surrendering.  An island target was considered, but it raised several concerns.  First, who would 

Japan select to evaluate the demonstration and advise the government?  A single scientist?  A 

committee of politicians?  How much time would elapse before Japan communicated its 

decision—and how would that time be used?  To prepare for more fighting?  Would a nation 

surrender based on the opinion of a single person or small group?  Second, what if the bomb 

turned out to be a dud?  This was a new weapon, not clearly understood.  The world would be 

watching the demonstration of a new weapon so frightening that an enemy would surrender 

without a fight.  What if this “super weapon” didn’t work?  Would that encourage Japan to fight 

harder?  Third, there were only two bombs in existence at the time.  More were in production, 

but, dud or not, was it worth it to expend 50% of the country’s atomic arsenal in a 

demonstration? 

In May 1945, Truman had formed the Interim Committee, a committee to advise the president 

about matters pertaining to the use of nuclear energy and weapons.  The Committee’s first 

priority was to advise on the use of the atomic bomb.  After prolonged debate, the president 

received the Committee’s historic conclusion:  “We can propose no technical demonstration 

likely to bring an end to the war.  We can see no acceptable alternative to direct military use.” 



 

 

Option 4: Use of the Atomic Bomb on a Populated Area 

Truman and his advisors concluded that only bombing a city would make an adequate 

impression.  Any advance warning to evacuate a city would endanger the bomber crews; the 

Japanese would be forewarned and attempt to shoot them down.  The target cities were 

carefully chosen.  First, it had to be a city that had suffered little damage from conventional 

bombing so it couldn’t be argued that the damage came from anything other than the atomic 

bomb.  Second, it must be a city primarily devoted to military production.  This was 

complicated, however, because in Japan, workers homes were intermingled with factories so 

that it was impossible to find a target that was exclusively military.  Finally, Truman stipulated it 

should not be a city of traditional cultural significance to Japan, such as Kyoto.  Truman did not 

seek to destroy Japanese culture or people; the goal was to destroy Japan’s ability to make war. 

So, on the morning of August 6, 1945, the American B-29 bomber, the Enola Gay, dropped the 

world’s first atom bomb over the city of Hiroshima.   

What Happened in Japan That Day 

The temperature near the blast site reached 5,400 degrees Fahrenheit.  The sky seemed to 

explode.  Birds ignited in midair; asphalt boiled.  People over two miles away burst into 

crumbling cinders.  Others with raw skin hanging in flaps around their hips leaped shrieking into 

waterways to escape the heat.  Men without feet stumbled about on the charred stumps of 

their ankles.  Women without jaws screamed incoherently for help. Bodies described as "boiled 

octopuses" littered the destroyed streets.  Children, tongues swollen with thirst, pushed 

floating corpses aside to soothe their scalded throats with bloody river water. 

One eyewitness at Hiroshima recalled, “I climbed Hikiyama Hill and looked down. I saw that 

Hiroshima had disappeared.... I was shocked by the sight.... Of course I saw many dreadful 

scenes after that — but that experience, looking down and finding nothing left of Hiroshima — 

was so shocking that I simply can't express what I felt.... Hiroshima didn't exist — that was 

mainly what I saw — Hiroshima just didn't exist.” Approximately 80,000 people were killed as a 

direct result of the blast, and another 35,000 were injured.  At least another 60,000 would be 

dead by the end of the year from the effects of the atomic fallout.   

What Happened in America That Day 

The President released a press release, which read in part, “Sixteen hours ago an American 

airplane dropped one bomb on Hiroshima and destroyed its usefulness to the enemy. ….  If they 

do not now accept our terms they may expect a rain of ruin from the air, the like of which has 

never been seen on this earth.” 

A 21-year-old American second lieutenant recalled, “When the bombs dropped and news 

began to circulate that [the invasion of Japan] would not, after all, take place, that we would 

not be obliged to run up the beaches near Tokyo assault-firing while being mortared and 

shelled, for all the fake manliness of our facades we cried with relief and joy.  We were going to 

live.  We were going to grow up to adulthood after all.” 



 

 

Aftermath 

One week later, on August 14, 1945, after the second atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki, 

the Japanese surrendered.  World War II, the deadliest conflict in human history, with between 

50 and 85 million fatalities, was finally over.  

What Did Harry S Truman Have to Say About His Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb? 

At the time, the president seemed conflicted over his decision.  The day after the Hiroshima 

bomb was dropped, Truman received a telegram from Senator Richard B. Russell of Georgia, 

encouraging the president to use as many atomic bombs as possible on Japan, claiming the 

American people believed “that we should continue to strike the Japanese until they are 

brought groveling to their knees.”  Truman responded, “I know that Japan is a terribly cruel and 

uncivilized nation in warfare but I can't bring myself to believe that because they are beasts, we 

should ourselves act in that same manner.  For myself I certainly regret the necessity of wiping 

out whole populations because of the ‘pigheadedness’ of the leaders of a nation, and, for your 

information, I am not going to do it unless absolutely necessary.” 

On August 9, the day the Nagasaki bomb was dropped, Truman received a telegram from 

Samuel McCrea Cavert, a Protestant clergyman, who pleaded with the president to stop the 

bombing “before any further devastation by atomic bomb is visited upon her [Japan’s] people.”  

Two days later, Truman replied, “The only language they seem to understand is the one we 

have been using to bombard them.  When you have to deal with a beast you have to treat him 

as a beast.” 

Looking back, President Truman never shirked personal responsibility for his decision, but 

neither did he apologize.  He asserted that he would not use the bomb in later conflicts, such as 

Korea.  Nevertheless, given the same circumstances and choices that confronted him in Japan 

in 1945, he said he would do exactly the same thing. 

It was heavy burden to bear.  Speaking of himself as president, Truman said, “And he alone, in 

all the world, must say Yes or No to that awesome, ultimate question, ‘Shall we drop the bomb 

on a living target?’”  Every president since Harry Truman has had that power.  None has 

exercised it. 

Last updated: October 25, 2017 
  



 

 

You are an advisor to President Truman and will need to prepare a report detailing how you 

intend to force Japan to surrender. 

 

The war in Europe ended three months ago, now all that remains to end America’s participation 

in the war is for Japan to admit they are defeated.  One way you could ‘persuade’ them to do this 

is to drop the newly developed atomic bomb on Japan.   

 

This has several advantages:  The Japanese army is still extremely strong with 5 million soldiers 

who will fight to the death (the Japanese believed that capture in battle was shameful) and this 

would cause the deaths of potentially millions of American soldiers.  You are sick of being at war 

and this will end it swiftly.  Also, if you invade Japan, there is a good chance that all the American 

and European Prisoners of War will be executed.  It is also likely that once Japan is invaded 

civilians will fight too, causing yet more military casualties.  Also, you believe that Russia will 

cause you serious problems after the war is over.  If you can demonstrate how strong your 

weapons are, Russia may be frightened enough to leave you alone. 

 

However, the detonation of the bomb will (you think) cause the death of 80,000 Japanese 

civilians and injure another 40,000.  Many will die instantly, evaporated in the heat, others will 

gradually get sick from the radiation and die months or years later.  Generations from now, 

children in Japan will be born with birth defects caused by the radiation poisoning of their 

ancestors.  You also are receiving some reports that the Japanese are already on the point of 

surrender, after you have successfully cut off their fuel supplies, they are no longer able to 

operate their tanks. 

 

TASK 

You must decide what course of action you will  

recommend.  If you do not drop the Atomic Bomb  

you must decide what other course of action you  

will take to defeat Japan quickly.  In 10 minutes  

there will be a press conference called so that you 

 can justify your actions to the worlds press.   

GOOD LUCK!  

DAY THREE (3/31) 

Assignment: Atomic Bomb 

 
Turn in 5-10 sentences OR 

write your plan then a bulletin 

list of your justifications. 
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