
 

 

History Extension Extended Response   

 

 
To what extent does the availability of evidence influence changing interpretations of why the 

atomic bomb was dropped? 

 
In your answer, make explicit reference to the statement.  

 

 
The bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the final stages in WW2 is a contentious and 

controversial issue over which many historians including traditionalists, revisionists and 

post-revisionists offer conflicting arguments. Historiographical viewpoints rely directly 

on evidence, and so the emergence of scholarly work in recent decades which poses new 

arguments and questions the legitimacy of previous claims, has resulted in changing 

interpretations about the use of the bomb. Consequently, the consensus amongst most, 

including myself, is that the viewpoint that solely, ‘focuses primarily on the need to 

employ the bomb in order to save lives’ is obsolete and inaccurate. 

 

In the years following 1945, an overwhelming majority of Americans deemed the atomic 

bomb to be imperative in ending the war swiftly and as the best way to bring about a 

Japanese surrender. It was widely accepted that the bomb was instrumental in ‘saving 

lives of Japanese civilians as well as those of American soldiers’ by shortening the war and 

preventing any ground invasion. With limited evidence to challenge the American 

Government’s decision to use the bomb, most historians dared not to question the 

political intentions behind the bombing. President Truman would proclaim that the 

decision to use the bomb was solely on the basis to end the war immediately, his vengeful 

tone evident in his reassurance of the public stating, “we used it against those who have 

starved, beaten and executed American prisoners of war”. British Prime Minster 

Churchill reiterated this viewpoint, suggesting that the bomb saved, “a million American 

and a quarter of a million British lives’. Nevertheless, contemporary historians find it 

difficult to support this orthodox position due to the expanse of evidence uncovered 

about the opinions of high-ranking U.S military officials of the time who detested the use 

of the bomb. Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces during WWII, Dwight 

Eisenhower was recorded to have said that, “the Japanese were ready to surrender and it 

wasn’t necessary to hit them with that awful thing”. It would also discovered that one of 

the senior-most U.S active military officers, Admiral William Leahy stated, “the use of 

this barbarous weapon at Hiroshima and Nagasaki was of no material assistance in our 

war against Japan’ and that ‘they were already defeated and ready to surrender’. This 

damning evidence, provided by arguably those in the best position to do so, stirred up a 

 
A discussion that focuses primarily on the need to employ the bomb in order to save lives – the 
lives of Japanese civilians as well as those of American soldiers – is incomplete.  



 

 

controversial debate amongst historians that would open the door for historical debate for 

years to come.  

The growing accessibility of compelling evidence during the 1950s and 60s, was 

instrumental in reforming historical interpretations of use of the atomic bomb by the U.S 

during WWII. A movement of historians known as revisionists, strongly refuted the 

orthodox positions taken by traditionalists surrounding the use of the bomb to ‘save lives 

- the lives of Japanese civilians as well as those of American soldiers’. They produced 

historiographical works which disputed previous evidence and proposed antithetical 

justifications of the bombing. Historians such as Gar Alperovitz were apart of this group, 

insisting that the deployment of the bomb was purely diplomatic rather than for military 

purposes - hence the concept of ‘atomic diplomacy’ was born. He suggested that Truman’s 

Government used the bomb as a tool to intimidate the Soviet Union and as one of the first 

acts of the ensuing Cold War between the two nations. Evidently, the vast amount of 

evidence available to Alperovitz due to his distance from the event, permitted him to 

contextualize the bombing in terms of the Cold War, something traditionalists wouldn’t 

have been able to do. It was also this evidence provided by Alperovitz which many 

academics would incorporate into scholarly works that furthered the revisionist case for 

decades to come. This wave of newly formulated arguments challenged preconceived 

ideas of the war, with their objectivity allowing them to question arguments previously 

made by traditionalists.  

 

The historical debate about the atomic bomb raged well into the 1980s and 1990s, with 

the emergence of more evidence shifting the historiographical ground that traditionalists 

and revisionists stood on. Known as post-revisionists, their arguments discredited and 

countered many of the thesis’ put forward by revisionists and traditionalists. Once such 

work included Edward J Drea’s book MacArthurs ULTRA: Codebreaking and the War 
Against Japan (1992), which revealed declassified military reports and invaluable 

information about the American campaign against the Japanese in the Pacific. Drea’s 

evidence undermined one of the key parts of the revisionist case, debunking the 

argument that Japan was prepared to surrender in 1945. Additionally, Robert James 

Maddox’s In Weapons for Victory: The Hiroshima Decision Fifty Years Later (1995) 
dismantled the atomic diplomacy theory, suggesting it based not on documentary record 

but rather on unsupported allegations and distortion of the historical record. Robert P. 

Newman’s Truman and the Hiroshima Cult would go on to review the testimony of 

Japanese officials, discrediting revisionist assertions that Japan would have surrendered 

‘certainly prior to December 31, 1945 and in all probability prior to November 1, 1945’. It 

is therefore reasonable to suggest that post-revisionists such as Drea, Maddox and 

Newman are able to form a more accurate, unbiased justification of the bombing in 

comparison to the historians that preceded them. Their access to declassified military 

reports, ability to contextualize events and objective view of the bombing greatly 

improves the credibility and reliability of the information they provide. It is therefore 

apparent that the expanse of historical material available to post-revisionists has 

ultimately allowed them directly impact society’s changing interpretation of the atomic 

bombing of Japan during WWII. 



 

 

 

 

In all, the information available to historians about the bombing of Hiroshima is a 

determining factor in influencing society’s interpretation of the event. As time has 

progressed, the expanse of evidence gathered by traditionalists, revisionists and post-

revisionists has resulted in the invalidation of the orthodox position that the bomb was 

solely used, ‘in order to save lives- Japanese civilians as well as those of American 

soldiers’. It is therefore apparent that amount of historical material available is imperative 

in the changing interpretations about the atomic bomb of  Japan during WWII. 


