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On June 18, 1945 President Truman authorized the proposed invasion of
Japan The President reluctantly gave the order after being warned by Admiral
Willlam Leahy, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, that US. armed forces
could expsect to receive a 35 percent casualty rate in the invasion of Kyushu, the
southern most island of the Japanese homeland. Leahy was supplying an
honest casualty estimate to a proposed battle scenario. A horrific scenario it
was. The invasion of Kyushu, or operation Olympic, would require a combined
force of 767,000 men. According to Leahy, 268,000 of them would be Killed or
wounded, a number which would exceed American casualties in both theaters
of World War Il combined. Upon hearing such a high estimate Truman
reporiedly replied that he "hoped that there was a possibility of preventing an
Okinawa from one end of Japan to another.™

On the very same day that Leahy made his grim prediction, General
Simon Buckner, commander of the Tenth Army on Okinawa, was killed by
enemy shrapnel as he observed troop movements on the southern end of the
island. The highest-ranking American commander to be killed in the war,
Buckner was one of the three thousand casualties during that week in what was
to become the costliest battle of the Pacific War.? In the battle for Okinawa
American forces exhibited an overwhelming armada on land, air and sea. Still,
American forces became increasingly frustrated by the fanaticism exhibited by

Japanese defenders. Frustration led to demoralization as the capitulation of

Germany and the securing of Okinawa did not end the war for American
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soldiers in the Pacific but brought the slated invasion of Japan closer. Unlike
President Truman, the battle hardened troops in the Pacific did not need to see
casualty estimates to form an opinion. First hand experience had convinced
most combat veterans that the upcoming invasion most likely meant a sentence
to death or dismemberment in a war that had already been won.

In reporting to Truman, Leahy drew his casualty estimate directly from the
ratio produced on Okinawa, where the invasion force had consisted of well over
100,000 men. Of these, 49,151 were to be wounded and 12,520 killed in
action.® The Japanese defenders on Okinawa, a force that had been
completely cut off from any kind of reinforcement and subject to continual air
and naval bombardment, held out against the onslaught for over one hundred
days, seventy more than the original American estimate. While the battle
became protracted on land, American servicemen on destroyers and aircraft
carriers also fought desperately for their lives as swarms of Japanese
kamikazes, laden with high explosives, carried out sorties from nearby Kyushu
and Formosa. How much influence did the violent climax of the Pacific War
have in the decision to use the atomic bomb on Japan?

Many historians view the subsequent atomic decision as having little or
nothing to do with the aforementioned events. Historian Gar Alperovitz, in one

of the few acknowledgments of the Okinawan campaign in his book, The

2 George Feifer, Tennozan, (New York: Ticknor&Fields, 1992) p. 502
3 Major-General S. Woodbumn Kirby, The War Against Japan; Vol. V (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery

Office, 1969) p.123



Decision to Use The Atomic Bomb and The Architeclure of an Amarican Myth,

states
On April 1, 1945, the U.S. Tenth Army--consisting of three
Marine Corps divisions and four Army divisions--landed on
Okinawa, the gateway to the home islands. At this time, o, the
Russians signaled the likely end of their neutrality. The Koiso

government, only nine months old, collapsed. An aging admiral
known for his moderation, Baron Kantaro Suzuki, took over amidst

growing chaos.

In the next paragraph Alperovitz writes:

Although most of the American public and servicemen in the field

were led to envisage a long and fierce battle--and the high

probability of an invasion--now, a half century later, we know a

great deal more both about what was known by Washington.*
The divergence between the perspectives of 1945 and 1995 is clear. The
conclusion of the latter is that American planners were preoccupied with
something other than defeating Japan militarily. But evidence from the spring
and summer of 1945 strongly suggests otherwise. During the previous three
and a half years American military planners had been animated primarily by
one mission alone: defeating the enemy with a minimal number of American
casualties. To what extent did the final battles of the Pacific effect the decision
to use the atomic bomb on Japan?

This paper will look to the final events of the Pacific war for the purpose

of gaining a better understanding of the factors that proved to be influential in

the decision to drop the atomic bombs. The struggle for Okinawa will examined

4 Gar Alperovitz, The Decision to Use The Atomic Bomb, (New York: Knopf,1995) p.15
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in detail, since it was the last, bloodiest, and for the purpose of understanding
the end of the war, most consequential battle in the Pacific. Looking to these

gvents will allow for a brief commentary on the controversial historiography of

the atomic decision.

Gray History

The nuclear destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki represent a historical
convulsion of unequal proportion. Previous upheavals such as the Scientific
and Industrial Revolutions had taken decades of gestation before people took
notice and commented upon them. Now in less than a week in August of 1945,
it seemed as if science has brought mankind to the edge of the abyss. The
subsequent Cold War made it apparent that mankind’s survival was dependent

on control of the nuclear genie. The image of the nuclear cloud over Japan

instantly became the symbol of this era.

in such a milieu it is not difficult to understand why a gigantic
philosophical rift exists between the two conflicting poles which vie for the
official history of the bombings. How one views the bombing of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki is often inextricably tied to one’s larger ideology. A complete
description of the heated historiography of the last fifty years lies well beyond
the scope of this paper, but a description of the general shape of the arguments

will be helpful in understanding subsequent developments in the interpretation

of the atomic decision.



The revisionist stance argues that the bombings were unjustified for a
variety of reasons: Japan was militarily defeated and in the process of sending
out peace-feelers to the Soviets, the U.S. had backed the Japanese into a
corner with its insistence that the Emperor be removed form the throne, the U.S.
was demonstrating its nuclear prowess to the Russians who were poised to
strike in Manchuria, just to name a few. Revisionists have paid much attention
to the to the inflated casualties that where cited in the memoirs of Truman and
Stimson. Underlying all these arguments is the moral one: the U.S. had the
obligation of keeping the moral high ground in its policy toward ending the war;
the manner which total modern war had quickly degenerated into a complete
moral vacuum underscored this argument.

The traditional ‘establishment’ history has been gradually losing ground
in the last twenty years. The citing of a half a million to a million U.S. casualties
as the deciding factor in President Truman's decision has been debunked
among academia, but the debate over possible casualties is still the
cornerstone of the argument. The establishment line maintains that only a
weapon of such horrific magnitude could have hoped to dislodge the militaristic
faction in Japan, who was bent upon the idea of the final and glorious battle
upon the mainland. This argument is further supported by the fact that even
after the Nagasaki bombing the Japanese cabinet was split three to three
between the militarists and the peace advocates, an impasse that was broken

only after the Emperor's sudden call for peace.



Beyona all the arguments, the establishment view holds a contempt for
revisionist histonans who, In their zeal to downplay the cost in lives that
Amencans would have to endure, exemplify a pedantic academic perversion
which at its worst victimizes the Japanese and makes the U.S. the evil
aggressor in the war. A recent historian best shows this contempt when writing
~Perhaps only an intellectual could assert that 193,500 anticipated casuaities
were too insignificant to have caused Truman to use atomic bombs."®
Historians such as Paul Fussel and Wiliam Manchester, who witnessed the
horrors of combat in the Pacific War and who, at the threshold of adulthood
faced the sobering possibility of a landing in Japan are the most passionate
defenders of Truman's decision. The title of an essay by Fussel speaks
volumes: “Thank God for the Atom Bomb’--Hiroshima: A Soldier's View.” Of

course war has always been a tragic affair. What was so different about what

these men experienced?

Crisis and the Turning Tide

From Pearl Harbor to Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the conflict in the Pacific
was an atypical war. Perhaps more than any other theater of the Second World
War, the war in the Pacific required a great deal of improvisation and
adjustment by all participating branches of the military. The territorial gains that

Japan acquired in the initial phase of the conflict left American planners facing a

S Robert James Maddox, Weapons for Viciory, (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1995) p.60
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war that offered few parallels with past experience. Geography ensured that the
fighting would proceed in an iIncremental fashion, each island campaign
offering lessons which would be employed In the next, right down to the
proposed invasion of the Japanese mainland. What began as an ad hoc
governmental and military response to the months of crisis, when the Japanese
ran unchecked in the Pacific, would evolve during many difficult campaigns.
What finally emerged at the end of the war was a highly specialized, informed
and in many ways efficient war-making bureaucracy. Many of the assumptions
that existed within this bureaucracy in 1945 were formed in the years spent
rolling back the Japanese empire.

After their surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese enjoyed a string
of impressive victories. By the end of December 1941 the American outposts on
Guam and Wake Islands were overwhelmed. British Singapore fell on 15
February 1942 and the situation in Burma quickly dissolved into a mass British
withdrawal to the Indian frontier. On the Philippines General Douglas
MacArthur’s troops held their stronghold on the Bataan peninsula until disease
and lack of supplies forced them to surrender in April 1942. The last pocket of
resistance on the Philippines, the island of Corregidor, would fall on 6 May
1942.°

The Japanese empire, or “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” now
Korea, Manchuria, Indochina, Burma, the Philippines, as well as the

included
entire East Indies in the South Pacific. In the South East Pacific the Japanese

¢ John Keegan, The Second World War, (New York: Penguin, 1990) p.266
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extended their empire to the Marshall Islands, an eastern boundary a thousand
miles west of the Hawaiian Islands.” The Japanese Navy sailed unmolested
throughout much of the Pacific. Not one of its major surface ships had been
lost. Faced with such a situation, American strategy could focus on little more
than a defensive policy in the South Pacific.

The Battle of Midway in May of 1942 finally changed this dismal situation.
Failing in their attempt at dealing the American fleet a knockout blow, the
Japanese found themselves increasingly on the defensive as America now took
the initiative in the Pacific. The victory in battle for Guadalcanal in early 1943
gave the Americans another reason to breathe easier. Still, in 1943 American
victory in the Pacific was by no means assured. Though the effect of American
war production was beginning to have a visible presence in the field, most of
the worst fighting of the war lay ahead. Increasing naval and air superiority was
surely a sign of better days, but offered little comfort to the marine who faced an
enemy entrenched deep within a network of underground bunkers. The trend of
Japanese tenacity in the face of growing American superiority would intensify in

the coming push through the central Pacific.

The Ceniral Pacific

After Midway in the spring of 1942 the Allies launched an offensive

campaign in the South Pacific under the leadership of General Douglas

7 John Keegan, The Second World War, (New York: Penguin, 1990) p.290
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