
 

 

The decision of the Americans to utilise the atomic bomb against Japan in August 1945 was and 
remains highly controversial, but the final outcome of Japanese surrender meant that it was 
arguably justified, given the circumstances prevailing at this time. The primary reasons for utilising 
the bomb include the military consideration of a quick end to the war, the political pressures of 
Truman’s re-election and American fear of the spread of communism. However, there is an 
argument that the use of the bomb was unnecessary, based around the notions that the Japanese 
were already extremely close to surrender and the imminent threat of Soviet invasion, primarily 
with hindsight. 

 
The atomic bomb was deployed as a favourable option over a full scale military invasion of Japan in 
an effort to force Japan to surrender. Prior to the use of the atomic bombs, the Americans 
experienced the ferocity of Japanese fighting on the Islands of Iwo Jima and Okinawa, with the 
Japanese fighting in suicidal manner and losing over 100,000 troops compared to about 18,000 
American deaths. This led to the belief amongst the Americans that if the Japanese would fight in 
such a sacrificial manner, the casualties of a mainland invasion would be tremendous, with the 
predicted American casualties for Operation Downfall running into the millions. Secondly, it was 
unclear whether the Japanese were close to consenting defeat and surrendering, or if they would 
not surrender at all. The Japanese Cabinet was split 3:3 on the decision whether to surrender to the 
United States or not, demonstrating how the options of peace and continued war were perfectly 
divided among Japanese leaders. As Dietrich records, “Only the atomic bomb could jolt Japan's 
leadership to surrender.” The dropping of the bomb allowed the Americans to break through this 
psyche and fully convince the Japanese that surrender was the only option, averting the millions of 
potential deaths from a full-scale invasion.  

 
The dual political considerations of Truman’s presidential prospects and the spread of communism 
into Asia rendered the bomb a highly feasible option in 1945. President Truman faced immense 
pressure from his advisors, with the political implications of not utilising a weapon that could 
potentially end the war very rapidly being drastic. From an economic perspective, not deploying the 
bomb would have been an immense waste, with over $2 billion being injected into the Manhattan 
project from 1942. Whilst congress and the general population did not know of the bomb, if it had 
been revealed following the war, Truman’s political career would have been in jeopardy. Jeff Tenuth 
regards that “Truman’s decision to use the bomb was a strategic and political one”. Furthermore, the 
potential spread of communist rule into Japan from the Soviet forces was also a valid threat, with 
the domino theory of the gradual expansion of communism a concern for many Americans, 
particularly following the Soviet spread into Eastern Europe. The use of the bomb would send a 
powerful and unwavering message to the Soviets that Japan was for American hands, and US power 
in Asia was firm. Under the circumstances, the political pressures were certainly immense, which 
would have played a deciding factor in the dropping of the bomb. 

 
The extent to which it can be considered that the atomic bombing ended the war, is significantly 
inhibited by the evident contributions of the threatened Soviet invasion, which was seemingly days 
from reaching Japan. Discussions of unconditional surrender between the Japanese Supreme Council 
were undertaken on the 9th August 1945, with the motivations behind these discussions pointing to 
the advancing Soviet threat. Hiroshima was bombed three days before, and Nagasaki was bombed 
30 minutes after the meeting, and “based on timing alone, Nagasaki can’t…have motivated them” 
(Bix). Whereas, the Soviet declaration of war was on the 8th August, the day before. The invasion of 
the 1.5 million strong Russian Army at midnight on August 9th, sliced through Manchuria and 
annihilated the elite Japanese Kwangtung army, with the army planning to reach Japan’s mainland in 
10 days. This Soviet invasion “invalidated both Japan’s military and diplomatic strategy” (Henshall), 
as they could no longer discuss peace with the USSR and were anticipating an American invasion to 
come months away, not as soon as 10 days. With the contributions of the Soviet invasion, the end of 



 

 

the war seemed imminent, meaning that the use of the atomic bomb was arguably unnecessary in 
bringing the Pacific War to a close.  

 
Whilst it is generally accepted that the using the A-bomb was justified, there is an argument that 
atomic bomb was unnecessary. This is based around the concept that by 1945, Japanese surrender 
was imminent. The Japanese home front was on the brink of collapse, experiencing widespread 
starvation, constant bombing raids and a failing industrial sector.  Their economy was destroyed due 
to firebombing and naval blockade, with their GDP being reduced by 40% from 1939 to 1945. Japan’s 
military strength was already defeated, with the fighting spirit the only obstacle to peace. The 
Imperial Air and Naval Forces were decimated at the Leyte Gulf and Midway, with around 300 planes 
and 4 aircraft carriers being destroyed at each battle. There were some leaders making peace 
moves, and Truman himself stated in his diary that he believed that Japan was almost ready to 
surrender. The Soviet Union had also received word from high-level Japanese sources that the 
Japanese were willing to surrender on the condition that the Emperor’s position was safeguarded. 
These facts bring into question whether there was an overriding need to use the bomb, which had 
such devastating effects upon the populations of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

 

 


