

















WAS THE DECISION TO DROP THE ATOMIC BOMBS DURING WORLD WAR II MAINLY POLITICAL?





	On August 6, 1945, near the end of World War II, the United States dropped the first atomic bomb on the Japanese city of Hiroshima, inciting tremendous destruction within a split second. To put it into perspective, the nuclear weapon was equivalent to 20,000 tons of the explosive material trinitrotoluene compared to the conventional bomb’s one ton. As a result, the city was flattened and tens of thousands of civilians were killed immediately. While Japan was attempting to cope with this devastation, it gave no indication of surrender or defeat, and the U.S. acted once more. Two days later, on August 8, 1945, the U.S. dropped a second atomic bomb on the city of Nagasaki. Overall, the two bombs left about 130,000 casualties in their wake, not including the victims who would suffer from the after-effects of radiation (Office of Technology Assessment 114). For a decade, the utter destruction and demolition brought about by the nuclear weapons seemed excusable as they were credited with ending World War II, and “sav[ing] the lives of thousands and thousands of young Americans” in the words of President Truman, who ordered the bombs to be dropped (George Washington University). But the decision to drop the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki is one of the most controversial issues of our history. Many modern historians have criticized the commonly held perception that the bombs’ purpose was solely militaristic.   Although it is reasonable to assume that the atomic bombs were indeed used to shorten World War II and save American lives, much evidence suggests that the U.S. motive behind the





development and use of the bombs was more political.  Competition with other countries, the need to establish diplomatic supremacy over the Soviet Union, and the desire to prevent future political conflicts mainly contributed to America’s decision to drop the atomic bombs.


       	During World War II, the United States and the Soviet Union entered an alliance in the face of a common threat posed by Nazi Germany. However, despite the alliance, their relationship was strained because of their long-established contentions, serious ideological differences, and distrust of one another. What at first started as a rivalry over spheres of influence and economic development in 19th century eastern Asia led to increasing friction between the two nations from then onwards. The tension soon developed into a political conflict with the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, when revolutionaries in Russia overthrew the autocratic rule of Czar Nicholas II and established a new communist government in which all means and tools of production were to be socially owned and “all economic activities socially planned and controlled” (“Communism.”). This system of government directly contradicted the capitalist ideals of democracy and free market enterprise. The leader of the new Soviet Union, Vladimir Lenin then declared that “the goal of his regime was to export revolution to other nations and overthrow the capitalist system” (“Cold War.”). As the U.S. was a capitalist nation, it viewed the Soviet Union as a threat, and officially opposed the new government by making an attempt to help Russian counterrevolutionary forces restore monarchical regime in 1918. While the effort was unsuccessful, the attempted intervention created “a climate of mistrust





between the two nations” (“Cold War.”) and prevented them from forming diplomatic relations until 1933. 


       	The distrust was only further amplified because the Soviet Union had been cooperating with Nazi Germany before it joined the alliance with Great Britain and the U.S. As a result, the U.S. was reluctant and unwilling to share vital information for future military plans with the Soviet Union. Moreover, the U.S. did not consider the present Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, to be any better a leader than Hitler, and sought to limit the Soviet Union’s influence in shaping the postwar world in fear of the Soviets’ communist proselytization agenda. The product was a tensed and precariously balanced relationship between the two nations, which set the scene for subsequent power plays, as seen with the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (“Roots of the Cold War.”).


       	But the history of the atomic bombs began long before the morning of August 6, 1945; it began before the war itself, with a letter to the president. On October 11, 1939, President Roosevelt received a letter from renowned scientist Albert Einstein warning him about the possible threat posed by German advancements in a new field of physics (Jones 609). Einstein wrote of the possibility that the element uranium could undergo nuclear fission, resulting in the release of a phenomenal amount of energy that could potentially be used as a bomb. A weapon of this type would be extremely powerful, with the capacity to make an indelible, widespread impact on its target. As Germany had already suspended the export of uranium from the Czech mines in their newly acquired territory, Einstein suspected that Germany was pursuing this line of research (Jones 610). He and other fellow scientists believed that the situation required the





attention of the U.S. government because, if such a weapon was developed, it would pose a significant threat in the hands of Germany’s tyrannical leader, Adolph Hitler.


       	Roosevelt heeded the warning seriously. Within a month, he organized the Uranium Committee – a committee designed to understand the current state of research on the element in order to recommend an appropriate course of action for the federal government. By June 1942, the United States instituted its own nuclear program under the Army Corps of Engineers – the Manhattan Engineering District, or the Manhattan Project. Involving most of the country’s leading scientists, the Manhattan Project was the largest and most ambitious secret project ever undertaken by the U.S. government; its goal was to create the first atomic bomb.


       	It is apparent from the initial stages of the development of the atomic bomb that competition was a major motivation for such an endeavor.  America harbored “a great respect for German science,” which led to the conviction that the U.S. needed to develop the bomb before the Nazis did (“Manhattan Project”). In doing so, the U.S. would gain enormous military leverage over other nations, establishing itself as a formidable nation of global importance.  Throughout a memorandum written to Secretary of War Henry Stimson months before the atomic bomb would become available, Chairman of the Uranium Committee Vannevar Bush and chemical engineer James B. Conant continuously reiterated the likelihood that Germany was not “far advanced along the road of development of atomic bombs... [and that] it was extremely unlikely that Russia... had the opportunity to carry this subject [of research] far”  (“Memorandum from Vannevar Bush and James B.





Conant”). As a result, they finally concluded that “the present developments in the United States... put [it] in a temporary position of great ascendency” (“Memorandum from Vannevar Bush and James B. Conant”). The emphasis they placed on discussing other countries’ progress in nuclear developments, in relation to America’s, with the Secretary of War indicates the fact that the U.S. considered the countries as competition. This is significant because although the U.S. was allied with the Soviet Union at the time, the evidence suggests that it treated Russia as a rival. Keeping the Soviet Union’s progress and Germany’s progress in mind allowed the U.S. to reflect upon what adjustments it needed to make in order to be the first to produce the bomb. Immense care was taken to support this endeavor, since Roosevelt authorized the simultaneous development of two different, albeit similarly structured, nuclear bombs, partly to ensure that at least one would be successful (“Manhattan Project”).


As the development of the nuclear bombs continued, the forerunner of Truman’s statement emerged in a memorandum sent on April 23, 1945 to Stimson by the director of the Manhattan Project, General Leslie Groves. Groves declared that the putative purpose of developing the atomic bomb was “to provide the United States with a weapon of tremendous power which should be a decisive factor in winning the present war [with Japan] more quickly with a saving in American lives and treasure…” (“Memorandum for the Secretary of War from General L. R. Groves”). Basically, the bombs would be dropped on strategic targets in Japan in order to incite debilitating damage and thereby coerce the Japanese government into surrendering unconditionally. As selecting these





strategic targets was crucial for America’s agenda, the debate about potential targets of the bombs opened to the Target Committee shortly after on May 2, 1945. Upon the first meeting, the committee established two significant objectives in selecting the targets; the first of which was to obtain “the greatest psychological effect against Japan” (Memorandum from Major J. A. Derry and Dr. N.F. Ramsey to General L.R. Groves, May 12, 1945). Following through with this objective meant that the bombings could even involve civilian deaths, as such intimidation and show of power would provide a clear understanding of America’s superior military might and would break Japan’s resolve to fight against the stronger enemy. 


       	However, most military leaders of the time opposed the use of nuclear weapons because they believed the atomic bombs were neither necessary nor justified for the purpose Groves stated. Supreme Commander of all Allied Forces General Dwight D. Eisenhower, as well as Chief of Naval Operations Admiral William Leahy were two prominent figures among those who opposed. In July 1945, when Stimson approached Eisenhower to inform him of the ongoing preparation to drop an atomic bomb on Japan, Eisenhower expressed his misgivings about such an action. He felt that “Japan was already defeated, … [and] that dropping the bomb was completely unnecessary,” and that the U.S. should “avoid shocking world opinion by the use of a weapon whose employment was no longer mandatory as a measure to save American lives” (Alperovitz). Leahy expressed similar opinions in his 1950 war memoir, I Was There, stating “that the use of this barbarous weapon at Hiroshima and Nagasaki was of no material assistance in our war against Japan [as] the Japanese were already defeated and ready to surrender because of the





effective sea blockade and the successful bombing with conventional weapons” (Hamner). The reason behind the military leaders’ disapproval lay in the fact that Japan was facing the full brunt of America’s and Britain’s military powers after Germany was defeated. Its air force was limited by fuel, equipment, and other shortages while its cities were ravaged by bomb after bomb (Hamner). Moreover, British and American intelligence had advised as early as April 1945 that Japan would surrender as long as the security of its emperor was ensured since Japan feared the political consequences of Soviet involvement (Alperovitz). Altogether, this provides evidence that dropping the bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki could have been avoided with the same outcomes – the imminent defeat of Japan and the end of the war. As a result, the U.S. must have had another pressing incentive to use the nuclear weapons during the war.


Accordingly, the Target Committee’s second objective in choosing targets hints at a more political motive. The goal was to make “the initial use [of the bombs] sufficiently spectacular for the importance of the weapon to be internationally recognized” (“Memorandum for the Secretary of War from General L. R. Groves”). The importance and impact of these weapons of mass destruction directly reflected upon the full extent of America’s power. As a result, demonstrating the devastative capacity of the atomic bombs would serve to intimidate, not only Japan, but all of America’s adversaries into proceeding cautiously in future dealings (Jones 593). Since the U.S. considered the Soviet Union as an enemy, selecting targets that amplified the force of the bombs was important because it would leave a strong psychological impact on the Soviets and cause them to hesitate in instigating conflict with the U.S. (Alperovitz). So in essence,





the U.S. used the nuclear weapons in order to gain diplomatic leverage over the Soviet Union.


Stimson’s wartime diary supports the existence of this political motive as he repeatedly emphasizes the advantages America would have over Russia. He believed that “the method now to deal with Russia was to... let actions speak for words” (Stimson Diary, Entry May 6, 1944). The development of the atomic bomb was “a case where [the U.S. has] got to regain the lead and perhaps do it in a pretty rough and realistic way.” It was the one area where “[America] really held all the cards” (Stimson Diary, Entry May 6, 1944). By creating and manufacturing nuclear bombs, the United States could then formally establish itself as a superpower in control of weapons that could be used to intimidate and impress any opposition into submission. Stimson continued on to address the future relationship America would have with the Soviet Union: “They can’t get along without our help and industries and we have coming into action a weapon which will be unique” (Stimson Diary, Entry May 6, 1944). This would result in the Soviet Union’s dependence on America and, therefore, America’s diplomatic advantage. The U.S. would establish economic and political dominance.


       	Meanwhile, the engineers and scientists working on the project sought to caution the government about its implication on international relations. As the project was shrouded in utmost secrecy, scientists like Arthur Compton warned against a deteriorating future relationship with the Soviet Union, stating that “only lack of mutual trust, and not lack of desire for agreement, [could] stand in the path of an efficient agreement for the prevention of nuclear warfare” (“Memorandum from Arthur B.





Compton”). They went on to say that “it [would] be very difficult to persuade the world that a nation which was capable of secretly preparing and suddenly releasing a weapon… [was] to be trusted in its proclaimed desire of having such weapons abolished by international agreement” (“Memorandum from Arthur B. Compton”). But since one of America’s primary motivations was to gain an upper hand in the ideological conflict with the Soviet Union (Alperovitz), the government ignored such warnings and continued proceeding discreetly.


       	Interestingly enough, many social scientists today also propose that the motive behind the use of nuclear weapons may not have been solely limited to establishing U.S. superiority. America’s political agenda also included decreasing the chance of another major political conflict. This would hold true even if a nuclear arms race began, as government officials had predicted early on. In the memorandum sent to Stimson, Vannevar and Bush directly stated that “there [was] reason to hope that... the existence of these weapons might decrease the chance of another major war” (“Memorandum from Vannevar Bush and James B. Conant”). The idea behind demonstrating the devastating effect of nuclear weaponry was that other countries would be deterred from attacking America as well. Nuclear weapons were cheaper than conventional forces – ships, tanks, guns, and armies, for example. They provided instant defense and offense to the point where a previously considered inferior state could become a formidable enemy (Ross). Thus, the mutual ability of nations to evoke destruction of similar magnitudes would prevent political conflicts. 


       	This concept later became formally known as the Deterrence Doctrine, which stated that the “best deterrent to first strike in war by one





power is the capacity of the other to retaliate such an attack” (Bloomfield). Over time, a very high level of strategic interdependence developed among the states that possessed nuclear weapons – especially between the United States and the Soviet Union, and this led to a major military revolution. Although there is no concrete proof for the success of deterrence in preventing war, the fact that “no major power war has been witnessed since the development of nuclear bombs is evidence of a change in how war is fought” (Griffin). In this way, America’s decision to drop the bombs is considered vital for changing the manner in which political conflicts were dealt with in the future.  


Overall, analyzing America’s history of international relations and wartime documents clearly shows that America operated on a multi-faceted agenda throughout its development and implementation of the nuclear weapons. While the need to shorten the war and save American lives did play a role in America’s decision to use the bombs, its competition with other countries, its desire to establish widespread political dominance, and its ability to prevent future political conflicts and deter global aggression significantly supports the idea that America had a political mindset when it made the decision. The implications of such a decision can be observed even today, as there have not been any major power wars since World War II and as the world now rests at what is considered to be a nuclear stalemate.








ORGANIZATION: Begins by giving the paper full, sophisticated historical context that logically sets up the thesis. The background information is specific and relevant to the paper’s thesis rather than just the atomic bomb topic in general. It provides the reader with place and time context. The last two sentences here deftly transitions from the background to the thesis while narrowing the scope.








FOCUS: This is a supportable thesis in a sophisticated manner written in a concise manner. The counterargument poses a true argument, not a fact-based statement. The author’s concept is clearly stated and specific.





FOCUS: Here, the author fully develops the paper’s purpose. This sentence clearly states HOW the author is going to build the argument throughout the paper.





CONTENT: Evidence is sufficient but the author could go further to explain the points that connect to the thesis with clear analysis.





ORGANIZATION: Develops a logical and coherent structure that flows smoothly. Includes topic sentences that both relate to the body paragraph that follows and build the larger argument that connects to the paper’s thesis.








CONTENT: Develops and analyzes content with sophistication. The author clearly connects this idea to the paper’s thesis.








CONTENT: Develops and analyzes content with sophistication and originality, clearly explaining all points and evidence. This section contains thorough analysis that does not simply restate the evidence but goes beyond what the evidence says.








CRITICALLY EVALUATES THE SOURCES, VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY OF THE DATA: Here the student misses an opportunity to evaluate the credibility of the source and the message considering the timing of Eisenhower’s and Leahy’s statements. (Question to consider: Does it affect the reliability and credibility of the source if they are recalling the event, not an immediate response?)








CONTENT: Thesis is proven well throughout the paper. All of the author’s claims are grounded in research. Employs sufficient and well-chosen evidence that is relevant to the thesis. All evidence is clearly relevant to the thesis, comes from a wide variety of sources (primary and secondary). 








ORGANIZATION: Conclusion summarizes the argument, moves the essay to broader level of significant that provides a sense of closure. The author returns to the larger position as premised in the thesis, building a more nuanced view.











