An Examination of Whether World War Il Could Have Ended Without the
Atomic Bomb Being Dropped on Hiroshima.

Introduction

The atomic bombing of Hiroshima on 6 August 1945 remains one of the most
controversial decisions of the Second World War. The use of nuclear weapons
against a civilian population raised immediate questions and has continued to
generate debate. This essay will examine whether the bombing was justified as a
means of ending the war in the Pacific. Advocates for the bombing argue that it
hastened Japan’s surrender and prevented the heavy casualties expected from a
land invasion of the Japanese home island. Meanwhile, critics’ maintain that Japan
was already close to defeat and that alternative options, such as continued
conventional bombing, were available. This essay will analyse the justification for the
bombing of Hiroshima by examining military, political, and moral arguments made
over time. It will consider the strategic situation facing the United States in mid-1945,
the anticipated costs of invasion, and the impact of the bombing on civilian
populations. By evaluating these perspectives, the essay aims to assess whether the
use of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima can be considered justified within the context
of the Second World War.

Research Question - Could World War Il have ended without the use of the atomic
bomb on Hiroshima?

Background to Hiroshima

By February 1945, the United States began its invasion of the island of Iwo Jima? as
part of its island-hopping strategy in the Pacific, the capture of the island provided
airfields from which fighter escorts could protect B-29 bombers on route to the
Japanese mainland. On 1st April 1945, the first of the Japanese home islands,
Okinawa3, was invaded. The battle resulted in severe casualties on both sides, with
approximately 110,000* Japanese soldiers were killed, and around 50,000°
Americans were killed, wounded, or went missing in action. Due to the intense
resistance faced during the invasion, American planners feared that invading the
main Japanese island of Kyushu could result in a devastating loss of life for both
sides.
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What Happened

On 6 August 1945, at approximately 0815 hours, a United States B-29, named Enola
Gay (Fig.1),8 took off from Tinian in the Mariana Islands in the Pacific, to drop the
atomic bomb code-named ‘Little Boy’” on the Japanese city of Hiroshima. The
immediate effects of the detonation, as observed from the aircraft, included the
formation of a distinctive mushroom cloud (Fig. 2).2 The impact on the ground from
the 15-kiloton explosion caused an estimated 100,000° fatalities, the majority of
which were civilian, and which also caused widespread destruction of the city's
infrastructure and landscape.(Fig.3)'°

(Fig.1) B-29 Enola Gay (Fig.2) The Mushroom Cloud.

(Fig.3) The devastated downtown of Hiroshima
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The Primary Source

The primary source used in this essay is President Harry S. Truman's statement to
the American people on 6 August 1945, which informed the nation of the attack and
its rationale. The text was obtained from the Harry S. Truman Presidential Library
and Museum website.!"

The statement was authorised for release by the President in Washington, D.C.,
through Secretary of War Henry Stimson'? after the bomb had been detonated.
President Truman was informed of the successful delivery of the device on 5 August
while returning from the Potsdam Conference.

The statement's text offers several possible insights into the justifications for the
United States' decision to use the weapon. President Truman states ‘The Japanese
began the War from the air at Pearl Harbour. They have been repaid manyfold,’'3
which suggests that retribution for the attack on Pearl Harbour is presented as a
possible justification for its use.

The statement ‘with this bomb we have now added a new and revolutionary increase
in the destruction to supplement the growing power of our armed forces,’'* can be
interpreted as a warning not only to Japan but also to the Soviet Union, which was
massing troops and equipment along the Manchurian border, still occupied by Japan.
The statement does not mention the enormous casualties from the detonation or the
Japanese position on their emperor remaining in position as a condition of surrender.
This omission suggests that the statement was intended to justify the attack to the
American public rather than to provide a complete or balanced account of the
bomb’s effects and of the possibility of Japan’s emperor remaining as a condition of
surrender.

Reasons for Bombing

Scholars and historians, such as Bruce Loebs'® have argued why the use of the
atomic bomb on Hiroshima was a necessary action.

Most of the arguments centred on the potential loss of life among combatants on
both sides and among Japanese civilians if the home islands were invaded. This was
based on the casualty figures from the invasion of Okinawa'® in April 1945.
Estimates put forward at the time, according to Leob’s article, were:

Using Admiral Leahy’s “Okinawa formula” (correcting Leahy’s numbers to a
more correct 29-percent casualty figure) and considering an American force of
2.5 million for the invasion of Japan, American casualties would have been
about 725,00 with about 200,00 dead. Figuring the “Okinawa formula” another
way, if 120,000 Japanese soldiers killed 13,000 Americans on Okinawa, then
2.5 million Japanese soldiers on Kyushu and Honshu would kill about twenty-
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one times as many Americans, or 270,000, with more than a million American
casualties."”

However, these estimates have been disputed by historians, such as Rufus Miles,
who wrote:

It is mystifying, therefore, that historians have not long ago exploded the
demonstrable myth that those attacks probably saved half a million lives of
American soldiers, sailors, and marines, and prevented numerous British
fatalities and vast numbers of Japanese deaths.’®

These differing arguments for the bombing of Hiroshima demonstrate that the
rationale is not universally accepted and continues to be debated by historians.

Reasons against Bombing

The arguments against the use of the bomb have been ongoing since before it was
dropped. General Curtis Lemay'® argued that continuing the incendiary bombing
campaign?® would have been enough to force the Japanese to surrender without the
need for a costly invasion of the home islands, thereby making the atomic bomb
unnecessary?'.

Another reason advanced was the Soviet Union's entry into the conflict. Dr Tsuyoshi
Hasegawa argued that their participation in the conflict would have been the tipping
point for Japan to surrender:

In fact, the Operation Division of the Army General Staff, which had worked on
the proclamation draft, thought the most effective means of forcing Japan’s
surrender was to time the issuance of the ultimatum to Japan so that it
coincided with the initiation of Soviet entry into the war.??

As Hasegawa confirms, ‘the provision concerning the Soviet Union that had been in
the draft proclamation was not included in the official document that was issued’.?3
The inclusion of this provision may have influenced the severely weakened
Japanese to surrender, as they would have known that the Soviet Union was poised
to enter the conflict.

Another argument is that the United States' rigid demand for unconditional surrender
from the outset of the conflict necessitated the removal of the Japanese emperor,2*
this was a red line for the Japanese.
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Robert Pape wrote, ‘The United States never communicated any commitment to
retain the emperor, or willingness to reduce any other demands’.?®

If the United States had committed to retaining the emperor, Japan would likely have
surrendered.

Morality and Ethics

The dropping of the atomic bomb raises several moral and ethical questions that
have been debated since 1945. It can be argued that the tremendous loss of civilian
lives from this one act goes against the proportionality principle in Just War theory.
The proportionality principle, when applied to the Hiroshima bombing, asks whether
the level of violence used is justified by the loss of life, predominantly civilian, as well
as the level of destruction. This must be weighed against the potential casualties that
an invasion of the home islands would have caused, and the civilian death toll from
the continued firebombing campaign, such as the 80,000 killed?® in one raid on
Tokyo.

From an ethical perspective, the loss of civilian life was disproportionate to the
justification for its use. Still, it can be argued that, had it not been used, the potential
number of casualties could have been far higher, and the conflict might have lasted
much longer.

Consequences

Some of the immediate effects on the survivors of Hiroshima were severe radiation
burns, homelessness, and blindness. These survivors came to be known as the
‘Hibakusha’?” they were shunned and discriminated against by other members of
Japanese society.

The longer-term consequences of the bombing included high rates of cancer and
ongoing radiation sickness.?®

The shock of the bombing of Hiroshima, as well as Nagasaki?® on the 9" August
1945, led to an unprecedented radio broadcast by the emperor to his people on the
15" August 1945, in which he said:

Should we continue to fight, it would not only result in an ultimate collapse and
obliteration of the Japanese nation, but also it would lead to the total
extinction of human civilization.[sic]*°
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There unconditional surrender took place on board the USS Missouri3! on the 2nd
September 1945. This ceremony marked the end of the Second World War.

Conclusion

The use of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima remains one of the most debated
decisions of the Second World War. Supporters of the bombing argue that it was
justified as a means to bring the war to a rapid end and to avoid the heavy casualties
expected from an invasion of the Japanese home islands. These views were shaped
by the fanatical fighting by the Japanese and the high losses experienced during
battles such as Okinawa, which led the United States to believe that Japan would not
unconditionally surrender.

However, the evidence presented in this essay suggests that alternative options
were available. By mid-1945, Japan was in a severely weakened position, due to
factors such as the continued firebombing campaign by General Lemay, the Soviet
Union’s imminent entry into the war after it had defeated Nazi Germany, and the
possibility that changes to the United States’ demand for unconditional surrender
could have been sufficient to bring about surrender without the use of atomic
weapons. In addition, the large number of civilian casualties from dropping the bomb
and the long-term suffering caused by radiation raise serious moral and ethical
concerns.

In response to the research question, it can be argued that the War in the Pacific,
and therefore the Second World War, could have ended without the use of the
atomic bomb on Hiroshima. While the bombing played a significant role in ending the
conflict, it was not the only factor, and its justification remains contested.
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