
SHEDDING NEW LIGHT

The Documents

This collection of once-top-secret documents can help students rethink dominant history 
lessons that justify the U.S. dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  The 
history books say: 
1) a million U.S. lives were saved, 
2) there were no other choices to end the war, 
3) the Japanese would never have surrendered.

These six documents give us a window into the process by which the U.S. government 
made the decision to drop two atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki.  We offer several questions that one might use to facilitate discussion.  

These might be used as homework or done in class in groups or as a whole.  With each 
document we have provided notes for teachers, explaining any important historical 
information and what we think are the central points that can be learned from the 
document.  At the end, there are some helpful historical dates.

(These and more historical documents can be found in: Stoff, Michael B. and Johnathan 
F. Fanton and R. Hal Williams, The Manhattan Project: A Documentary Introduction to 
the Atomic Age, New York: McGraw-Hill, Inc., 1991.

1) STIMSON DIARY ENTRY (1 PAGE)    MAY 15, 1945

Q: What interesting words or metaphors stand out to you?  
Q: What are some words that make up the “gambling” metaphor?
Q: If “master card” is a reference to a card game, then who are the players?
Q: If the officials equated war strategy with a card game, what possibilities were 
excluded by their way of thinking?

Henry Stimson was Secretary of War from July 1940 to September 1945.  It is striking 
that Japan is not mentioned in this diary entry.  Therefore, the other player in the “card 
game” (implied by the gambling metaphor) is not Japan, but Russia.  Historians and other 
scholars now realize that the primary “audience” for the U.S. display of atomic power in 
Japan was the Soviet Union, not Japan.  This complicates the traditional American story, 
which claims that saving lives and ending the war were the ONLY reasons for using the 
atomic bombs.  



(For more information see two easy-to-read and helpful chapters, “Preliminaries: April 
and May 1945” and “Postponing a Confrontation with Stalin,” in Alperovitz, Gar, The 
Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb, New York: Vintage Books, 1995.)

2) SUMMARY OF TARGET COMMITTEE MEETINGS (7 PAGES)   MAY 12, 
1945

Q: What are the names of the two bombs dropped on Japan?
Q: What is the nickname for the atomic bomb that is used throughout the document?  
What associations do you have with this word?
Q: What factors are considered when grading the targets?
Q: What were the psychological factors considered?
Q: What do you find interesting about this document?

The use of the term “the gadget” and the nicknames for the bombs reveal the use of 
euphemisms to distance the decision makers from the consequences of using atomic 
weapons.  It seems notable that 1) none of the criteria stipulate that the target be a 
military installation, and 2) that the first criteria stipulates that targets should be urban 
areas, which suggests that U.S. officials knew many civilians would be affected.  The 
sentence that stands out for most students is located under the “Status of Targets” and 
reads, “From the psychological point of view there is the advantage that Kyoto is an 
intellectual center for Japan and the people there are more apt to appreciate the 
significance of such a weapon as the gadget.”  Even with just the barest understanding of 
the effects of the heat, blast, and radiation of atomic bombs on humans and their 
environment, one understands that an individual need not be overly educated to 
“appreciate” such a weapon. 

The following phrase is found in the discussion of crucial psychological factors: “Making 
the initial use sufficiently spectacular for the importance of the weapon to be 
internationally recognized when publicity on it is released” (under the heading 
“Psychological Factors in Target Selection”). This phrase reinforces the currently widely-
accepted idea that U.S. officials intended to send a strong message to the Soviet Union 
and the international community through the atomic bombings. 

Also, many students recognize that the officials mention the dangers of radiation 
challenges the sometimes-expressed idea that United States Government did not know 
how dangerous the bombs would be.  You will note that Nagasaki is not on the list.  
Kokura was the first target for the second bombing on August 9, 1945, but due to cloud-
cover, the pilots headed toward their second listed target, Nagasaki.



3) STIMSON’S MEMO OF TALK WITH TRUMAN (2 PAGES) JUNE 6, 1945

Q: What is the code name for the atomic bomb in the memo?  
Q: What does the memo tell us about the official’s thinking about Russia?
Q: Who were the “Big Three”?
Q: The memo notes that President Truman delayed the meeting of the Big Three until 
July 15 (1945) “on purpose.”  Can you think of why?
Q: What are Stimson’s two concerns and what is significant about them?

Again, we can see the preoccupation with the Soviet Union.  President Truman postponed 
the meeting with allies on purpose so that the U.S. could know whether the atomic bomb, 
which was going to be tested in New Mexico about this time, was going to be a success 
or not.  If in fact it was a success the officials believed they would have an “ace in their 
back pocket,” and would hold a superior position in negotiations with the Soviet Union 
regarding global spheres of influence.

The significance of the push for “precision bombing” is that the motivation came not 
from concern for civilian lives, but because leaders wanted to be able to properly evaluate 
the bomb’s destructive power after the fact

Finally, the comparison to Nazi “atrocities” suggests that officials had an idea of the 
horrific power of the atomic weapons and understood that there was room for serious 
criticism.

4) BARD’S MEMO ON USE OF S-1 BOMB (1 PAGE)   JUNE 27, 1945
     FRANCK REPORT (8 PAGES)    JUNE 11, 1945 
Q: What does Bard suggest be done before the atomic bombs are dropped on Japan?
Q: What reputation does the U.S. have that Bard is concerned will be tarnished if the 
bombs are dropped on Japan?
Q: What evidence does Bard give that Japan is trying to negotiate a surrender?

Ralph A. Bard was the Under Secretary of the Navy and a member of the S-1 Interim 
Committee and wielded considerable power.  The fact that someone of his stature 
suggested a warning should assure us this could have been considered as a viable option.

 There were also alternatives offered by concerned scientists The Franck Report 
suggested giving a demonstration on an uninhabited island. Scientist and initiator of the 
Manhattan project, Leo Szilard wrote up a petition, which stressed that the reason he 



suggested the project was to fight against Germany not Japan.  (The Frank Report, 
Szilard’s appeal to President Truman can be found in The Manhattan Project.)  

This memo also reveals that the leaders knew that many involved in the project on both 
the political and scientific sides had grave concerns about bombing Japan without 
warning or a demonstration.

5) MINUTES OF PRESIDENT’S MEETING (3 PAGES)   JUNE 18, 1945

Q: On what date is the invasion of the Japanese mainland (island of Kyushu) scheduled?
Q: How does the document refer to Japanese people?  
Q: What do they think are going to be the “realistic casualty figures” for the Kyushu 
plan?
Q: What is the estimated total number of U.S. troops for the planned assault?
Q: What are some of the indications that Japan is greatly weakened?

This document indicates that U.S. leaders knew that militarily Japan was all but already 
defeated.  Its Air Force and Navy were defeated and all major cities bombed out.  Other 
documents show that they knew Japan had no fuel or metal to speak of, that people were 
starving, and a large number of Japanese were eager to end the war. 

U.S. officials also understood that the Soviet Union’s entrance into the war against Japan 
would be decisive.  In these minutes, they list several factors that would hasten Japan’s 
defeat, most notably, “the entry or threat of entry of Russia into the war.”  Another line 
reads: “An important point about Russian participation in the war is that the impact of 
Russian entry on the already hopeless Japanese may well be the decisive action levering 
them into capitulation at that time or shortly thereafter if we land in Japan.”  Clearly, the 
U.S. understood what a formidable blow it would be to Japan if the Soviet Union broke 
its neutrality pact with Japan and entered the war against them.  This immediately calls 
into question the necessity of the November invasion, given that Russia agreed to enter 
the war on August 7, 1945, and prompts us to ask why the U.S. didn’t want “the decisive 
action levering” Japan into surrender to be credited to Russia.

Already concerned about having to share “spheres of influence” in Europe, U.S. leaders 
were supremely interested in having sole political, military, and economic control in Asia.  
The U.S. government held that it was crucial for Japan’s defeat to appear to be caused 
only by American military might.  If we look again at our dates, then we must be struck 
by the fact that the bombing of Hiroshima takes place only one day before the proposed 
Russian entry to the war.



This document also helps us understand what military planners thought would be the 
number of casualties in the proposed Kyushu invasion. As of this meeting, the total 
number of troops assigned to the campaign did not number one million.   Their casualty 
estimates are much lower still.

 “GENERAL MARSHALL pointed out that the total assault groups for the Kyushu 
campaign were shown in the memorandum prepared for the President at 766,700.”

 “There is reason to believe that the first 30 days in Kyushu should not exceed the price 
we have paid for Luson”  [i.e. 31,000].

6) STIMSON’S NOTES FOR HIS DIARY (1 PAGE)   JULY 16, 1945

Q: In your own words explain the two quick notes that Stimson writes in his diary. 
Q: What important event happened on July 16, 1945 that prompts Mr. Harrison to send a 
message to Stimson?
Q: What do you think is interesting about the combination of these two notes side by 
side? 

This is an interesting document for several reasons.  First the date is significant.  It is the 
date of the world’s first atomic test named “Trinity.”  (The U.S. went on to conduct over 
1000 more atomic tests.)  You can tell from the note that they are pleased with how it 
went.  But what is even more interesting is that this is juxtaposed to a casual mention of 
the fact that Japan was suing for peace.  This is dated mid-July, but historians know that 
the U.S. knew much earlier than this, even as early as the end of 1944, that a faction of 
the Japanese government was trying to arrange for a surrender. This entry in Stimson’s 
diary show that as U.S. officials pushed forward in those last weeks before the bombings 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, they knew Japan wanted to surrender.

Important Dates:

Yalta Conference (Crimea):       Feb. 4-11, 1945
First successful atomic test (code named “Trinity”):    July 16, 1945
Potsdam Conference (Berlin suburb):     July 17-August 2, 
1945
Atomic Bombing of Hiroshima:      August 6, 1945 
8:15am
*Proposed date for Soviet entry into war:     August 7, 1945
Actual Russian declaration of war:      August 8, 1945



Atomic Bombing of Nagasaki:      August 9, 1945 
11:02am

*Soviet leaders promised at the Yalta Conference that within ninety days of Germany’s 
surrender they would declare war on Japan and invade.   Germany signed the surrender 
on May 7 and cessation of fighting went into effect on May 8.  Thus, it was understood 
that the Soviet Union was to declare war on Japan on August 7.  The U.S. dropped an 
atomic bomb on Hiroshima on August 6.
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