
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.”

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.



President Truman had four options:

1) continue conventional bombing of Japanese cities; 

2) invade Japan with ground troops; 

3) demonstrate the bomb on an unpopulated island; 

4) drop the bomb on an inhabited Japanese city.



Make your way around the room and examine each of 
the four options. There will be details given for each one.

Which one would you select if you were President?  
Why?

RANK the four options in order from BEST choice to 
WORST choice.



Option 1: 

Conventional Bombing of the Japanese Home Islands

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 […] and they didn't surrender after 

that although Tokyo was almost completely destroyed.”



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. […] The price of invasion 

would be millions of American dead and wounded.



Option 3: Demonstration of the Atomic Bomb on an 

Unpopulated Area

• First, would Japan surrender out of fear, based only on a

demonstration of the atomic bomb’s power? 

• Second, what if the “new” bomb turned out to be a dud? The 

world would be watching. What if this “super weapon” didn’t 

work?

• Third, there were only two bombs in existence at the 

time. Was it worth it to use 50% of the country’s atomic 

arsenal in a demonstration?



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

First, It would have 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

because Truman refused to bomb 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.



On the morning of August 
6, 1945, an American B-
29 bomber dropped the 
world’s first atom bomb 
over the city of 
Hiroshima. 





• The temperature near the blast site reached 5,400 degrees Fahrenheit. 

• 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.





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.”



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.



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.


