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‭Process Paper‬

‭I chose my topic‬‭after learning about‬‭Harry S. Truman‬‭and the Atomic bomb in ELA.‬‭The‬

‭topic caught my attention when we studied. We studied‬‭several primary sources, and they all‬

‭seemed very interesting.‬‭While I remembered studying the bomb in elementary school, I wanted‬

‭to learn more about it.‬ ‭National History Day was a great opportunity to do this. My topic relates‬

‭to the theme because while Truman had the responsibility to end the war quickly and protect the‬

‭American people, he did not have the right to drop two destructive atomic bombs that resulted in‬

‭the deaths of innocent lives.‬

‭When I started my research, I looked primarily for background information, details of‬

‭how he made the decision, and the impact of the decision. I started with the background and‬

‭looked to understand what really led to the bomb. Next, I explored what led to Truman’s decision‬

‭and began to build my argument. I researched what people thought about the bomb, as well as‬

‭what the president knew during the creation of the bomb. The last thing I researched was the‬

‭impact of my topic. I looked into what the atomic bomb and its research have done for today's‬

‭scientists‬‭and wartime laws and tactics‬‭.‬

‭As I completed my research, I began thinking about the type of project I wanted to create.‬

‭Writing is one of my strengths, so the paper stuck out to me. When I started creating my project,‬

‭I first went through my research and picked out the best information that supported my‬

‭argument. We wrote a paper in English to help us organize our research, so I. I then began‬

‭writing, and I looked at paper examples and used those to help me understand what I needed in‬

‭my paper.‬
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‭My historical argument relates strongly to the theme of Rights and Responsibilities.‬

‭Harry S. Truman had responsibilities as president to protect the country from more wars. These‬

‭responsibilities also include protecting American lives and keeping the US from more damage.‬

‭However, he also did not have the right to kill innocent civilians.‬

‭My topic had a huge impact on the history of war because the dropping of the atomic‬

‭bomb was the end of nuclear war, not the beginning. Nuclear war is the most destructive and‬

‭most dangerous war, and the dropping of the atomic bomb brought the bomb to the forefront of‬

‭every country's mind. The bombs showed the destructive power that all countries could have if‬

‭they could master atomic power. However, the way Japan was left and the destruction and‬

‭devastation, along with the number of deaths and injuries, showed other countries how horrible‬

‭this bomb was.‬
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‭Historical Paper‬

‭When people are born, they are granted fundamental rights such as life, freedom, and equality.‬

‭Leaders have the responsibility to protect those rights, but this can be challenging in times of war when‬

‭they must balance national security with ethical considerations. One of the most well-known instances of‬

‭this dilemma occurred in 1945, as World War II neared its end. Harry S. Truman, the 33rd President of the‬

‭United States, faced the difficult decision of how to end the war without causing unnecessary loss of‬

‭American lives. At the time Truman took office, the United States had been developing the atomic bomb‬

‭through the Manhattan Project. Truman now had a powerful tool to force Japan to surrender. However, the‬

‭development of the bombs created an ethical dilemma. Although using the bombs could quickly end the‬

‭war, they would also cause significant loss of Japanese civilian lives. He chose to use the atomic bomb on‬

‭Hiroshima and Nagasaki, bringing the war to an end, but at the cost of destroying multiple Japanese cities‬

‭and many lives. While Truman had the responsibility to end the war quickly and protect the American‬

‭people, he did not have the right to drop two destructive atomic bombs that caused the deaths of innocent‬

‭lives.‬

‭Background‬

‭Years before Harry Truman became the President of the United States and faced the decision to‬

‭use the atomic bomb, America maintained a policy of neutrality in World War II. This stance changed‬

‭following Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7th, 1941. Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR)‬

‭responded to the attack by declaring war against Japan, stating, “With confidence in our armed forces-‬

‭with the unbounding determination of our people- we will gain the inevitable triumph- so help us God”‬

‭(Roosevelt). Even before America entered the war, the government had grown increasingly concerned‬

‭that enemy nations might develop powerful new weapons, including atomic bombs. This fear prompted‬

‭the launch of a top-secret initiative to develop nuclear weapons, known as the Manhattan Project. When‬
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‭FDR passed away in April 1945, Harry Truman became President and inherited the completed Manhattan‬

‭Project. At this point in the war, Americans had already faced many casualties, intensifying the urgency‬

‭of Truman's decision-making.‬

‭Alternatives To the Bombs‬

‭Truman’s main justification for using the atomic bombs was the belief that Japan would not‬

‭surrender otherwise. However, historical evidence proves that alternative strategies could have ended the‬

‭war without nuclear devastation. By 1945, Japan's resources were severely depleted due to the United‬

‭States' blockades. According to Edward G. Lengel:‬

‭After the fact, some military historians argued that the United States might simply have starved‬

‭Japan into surrender. By 1945, the Japanese merchant fleet had been reduced to 1.5 million tons, a‬

‭mere quarter of its original strength. Supplying the home islands with adequate food and other‬

‭necessities was becoming increasingly difficult. (Lengel)‬

‭This indicates that Japan would have fallen within the year, regardless of the bombings.‬

‭Another alternative was to begin a diplomatic negotiation with Japan for a surrender agreement.‬

‭According to‬‭Britannica‬‭:‬

‭By early 1945, Japanese leaders recognized that the war was lost, and discussions were held‬

‭about how to end it. In February 1945, the Japanese emperor met with senior statesmen to explore‬

‭options, and by April, after the fall of Okinawa, the new premier, Admiral Suzuki Kantarō, sought‬

‭a settlement with the Allies.‬‭(The Demise of Imperial‬‭Japan)‬

‭This shows that the Japanese government had already attempted to negotiate surrender. Truman had‬

‭access to this information, but chose to ignore it in favor of asserting American power. Jacob G.‬
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‭Hornberger, a lawyer and a former Law Professor, said, “It has long been pointed out that Japan had‬

‭expressed a willingness to surrender. The only condition was that the Japanese emperor is not abused or‬

‭executed” (Hornberger). Later in the article, he states, “The dark irony is that Truman ended up accepting‬

‭the condition anyway, only after he pulverized the people in Hiroshima and Nagasaki with nuclear‬

‭bombs” (Hornberger). If Truman’s true goal was to save lives and avoid further battles, he would have‬

‭pursued a conditional surrender agreement rather than using atomic bombs. Truman had full authority,‬

‭and if there were terms he disagreed with, he could have negotiated them.‬

‭What did Truman know?‬

‭A major question, when considering the ethical and legal impacts of Truman’s use of the bombs,‬

‭is how much Truman understood about the bombs. When the Manhattan Project began, then Vice‬

‭President Truman was given little information about the details of the weapon.  Shortly after taking office,‬

‭President Truman received a letter from Henry Stimson, Secretary of War, asking to meet about a “highly‬

‭secret matter” (Truman Papers, see Appendix A).  When he became the President, the project was almost‬

‭complete. This meant that Truman had to assume the responsibility of the final decision. Many historians‬

‭have argued that Truman lacked the experience necessary to make such a monumental decision. Edward‬

‭G. Lengel wrote in an article for the Bill of Rights Institute, “Vice President Harry S. Truman, who‬

‭succeeded Roosevelt as President, at first glance did not seem to possess the skills necessary for making‬

‭major international or military policy decisions as World War II approached its end” (Lengel). This shows‬

‭that the most consequential decision of World War II was made by a man with limited foreign policy‬

‭experience.‬

‭Although he came into the presidency without understanding the project, he did have access to‬

‭expert opinions. In a petition written by Manhattan Project scientists, they wrote:‬
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‭In view of the foregoing, we, the undersigned, respectfully petition: first, that you exercise your‬

‭power as Commander-in-Chief, to rule that the United States shall not resort to the use of atomic‬

‭bombs in this war unless the terms which will be imposed upon Japan have been made public in‬

‭detail and Japan knowing these terms has refused to surrender. (A Petition to the President of the‬

‭United States)‬

‭This petition and internal briefings gave Truman an understanding of the weapon's capabilities. However,‬

‭he ultimately chose to use the bomb in favor of a swift end to the war..‬

‭Did Truman want to use the bombs?‬

‭A lingering debate concerns whether Truman viewed the atomic bombs as unavoidable or an‬

‭opportunity to demonstrate U.S. military superiority. There is strong evidence that growing tensions with‬

‭the Soviet Union influenced the decision to use nuclear weapons. By highlighting its nuclear capabilities,‬

‭the United States sent a powerful message about its post-war dominance.‬

‭Despite opposition from scientists, Truman proceeded with the decision to drop the bombs. In a‬

‭USA Today‬‭article the author states, “‬‭On the one hand,‬‭for example, 87% of the anonymous respondents‬

‭favored some sort of military use of the bombs, though just 15% of all of the scientists thought that the‬

‭bombs should be dropped straight-away” (‬‭Deciding to‬‭Use the Bomb‬‭)‬‭.‬‭While the scientists supported a‬

‭demonstration rather than direct military use, Truman chose to target populated cities. Truman’s‬

‭reflections on the bombings suggest that he did not experience remorse over his decisions.  In 1946,‬

‭Truman wrote a letter that described Robert Oppenheimer as, “... a ‘cry-baby scientist’ who had come to‬

‭my office some five or six months ago and spent most of his time wringing his hands and telling me they‬

‭had blood on them because of the discovery of atomic energy” (Melillo). This letter shows that Truman‬

‭did not appear to worry about what he had done to the people of Japan or what he had done for the future‬

‭of the war. Truman would comment about how he wanted to end the war swiftly and save American men,‬
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‭but he also said that he cared for the lives of women and children of Japan. Later, he stated, “My object is‬

‭to save as many American lives as possible, but I also have a humane feeling for the women and children‬

‭in Japan” (Truman, Letter to Richard Russell). However, his decision contradicted this statement because‬

‭he decided to drop the bombs on cities that were made up mostly of civilians. Although Nagasaki and‬

‭Hiroshima were considered military targets, there were other locations with greater strategic value to the‬

‭Japanese military. This suggests that he disregarded the lives of Japanese civilians, as the bombings‬

‭targeted cities largely populated by women and children. Even when Truman gave permission to drop the‬

‭bombs, he never showed any hesitation. When President Truman received a request from the Secretary of‬

‭War, Henry Stimson,  to provide approval for the bomb, he wrote, “Suggestion approved.  Release when‬

‭ready” (Cable Secretary of War, see Appendix B). According to‬‭Digital History’s‬‭annotation on President‬

‭Truman’s diary, this note was written without hesitation by the President.‬

‭In later years, Truman never showed any regret over his decision and has gone on record and said,‬

‭“I never lost any sleep over my decision” (Janos). This quote shows that this decision never made him‬

‭think about the destruction he caused. In a letter to Richard Russel on August 9th 1945, Harry Truman‬

‭said, “I know that Japan is a terribly cruel and uncivilized nation in warfare but I can’t bring myself to‬

‭believe that, because they are beasts, we ourselves act in the same manner” (Truman, Letter to Richard‬

‭Russell). This reveals that Truman did not believe that dropping the bombs made America worse than‬

‭Japan. This creates the idea that Truman did not care about the impact of the bombs on the Japanese‬

‭people, only that the bombs showed America’s power. With this idea, an article published by the Office of‬

‭Scientific and Technical Information states, “In fact, Truman and his advisors used the bomb only in an‬

‭effort to intimidate the Soviet Union” (Manhattan Project). This was an abuse of power because he used‬

‭his authority as commander-in-chief to kill innocent people to send a message to the Soviets.‬
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‭Presidential Responsibilities vs Civilian Rights‬

‭As Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces, the President is responsible for making critical‬

‭military decisions, leading the nation during conflicts, ensuring national security, and protecting America‬

‭and its citizens.‬

‭According to Article II, Section II of the Constitution:‬

‭The President shall be Commander-in-Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States, and of‬

‭the Militia of the several States, when called into the actual Service of the United States; he may‬

‭require the Opinion, in writing, of the principal Officer in each of the executive Departments,‬

‭upon any Subject relating to the Duties of their respective Offices, and he shall have Power to‬

‭grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offences against the United States, except in Cases of‬

‭Impeachment. (U.S. Const., art. II, sec. 2)‬

‭As Commander-in-Chief during World War II, Harry Truman had the responsibility of ending World War‬

‭II as quickly as possible. His decision to authorize the use of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki‬

‭accomplished this but sparked ethical concerns regarding civilian casualties.‬

‭Voices of Hiroshima and Nagasaki‬

‭Over the years, there have been a few interviews‬‭with survivors of these deadly bombs. One of‬

‭these interviews was with Yoshitaka Kawamoto. He was 13 years old at the time and was only 0.8 :‬

‭kilometers away from the hypocenter. In his interview, he said:‬

‭But those who were still alive were singing the school song for as long as they could. I think I‬

‭joined the chorus. We thought that someone would come and help us out. That's why we were‬

‭singing a school song so loud. But nobody came to help, and we stopped singing one by one. In‬
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‭the end, I was singing alone. Then I started to feel fear creeping in. I started to feel my way out,‬

‭pushing the debris away little by little, using all my strength. Finally, I cleared the things around‬

‭my head. And with my head sticking out of the debris, I realized the scale of the damage.‬

‭(Kawamoto)‬

‭This story shows the destruction and suffering that this caused. He had to lie stuck in the debris, hearing‬

‭his classmates stop singing as they died. Another survivor,‬‭Akira Onogi, was 16 years old when the bomb‬

‭was dropped. He was at home 1.2 km away from the center of the explosion. In the interview, he said:‬

‭I'd just dug out red soil and roof tiles by hand to help my family; my mother, my three sisters, and‬

‭a child of one of my sisters. Then, I looked next door and I saw the father of the neighboring‬

‭family standing almost naked. His skin was peeling off all over his body and was hanging from‬

‭fingertips. I talked to him, but he was too exhausted to give me a reply. He was looking for his‬

‭family desperately. (‬‭Onogi, Akira)‬

‭This shows the trauma he and many others had to face. He went to help his neighbors and was forced to‬

‭see that horrifying scene. This trauma would follow him—and countless others—for the rest of their lives,‬

‭a haunting reminder of the unimaginable human cost of the atomic bomb.‬

‭While Truman upheld his responsibility to the American people, he violated the rights of‬

‭Japanese civilians. As a result of his actions, new laws were established. One of these was civilian‬

‭immunity, meaning that if an attack deliberately kills civilians, it is considered a war crime. According to‬

‭a legal analysis by Amnesty International, war crimes include “serious violations of international‬

‭humanitarian law that include willful killings, direct attacks on civilians” (Amnesty International). While‬

‭this concept had been a general understanding during World War II it had not yet become a law. Although‬

‭Truman did not directly break any rules of war during his time, his actions sparked significant questions‬

‭about the legal and ethical justification of his decision, which later led to the development of these rules‬
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‭to protect citizens from any actions like Truman’s again. This conflict is an example of the balance‬

‭between presidential responsibility and the rights of civilians. It illustrates how even decisions made in‬

‭the interest of national security must be weighed against the fundamental rights of individuals, reinforcing‬

‭the need for legal frameworks that both empower leaders and protect humanity.‬

‭Conclusion‬

‭Truman’s decision to use the atomic bombs‬‭on Hiroshima and Nagasaki remains one of the most‬

‭controversial actions in American history. While his responsibility was to end World War II and protect‬

‭American lives, his actions resulted in civilian casualties, raising ethical concerns about the use of nuclear‬

‭weapons. In addition, Truman sacrificed Japanese civilians for the sake of military objectives and his‬

‭desire to demonstrate U.S. military superiority to the Soviet Union. The bombings raised ethical and legal‬

‭questions about the balance between military necessity and human rights. Although alternative options‬

‭were available, Truman chose a path that reshaped global warfare and set the stage for the nuclear arms‬

‭race in the Cold War. In hindsight, the decision highlights the enduring tension between leadership‬

‭responsibilities and the fundamental rights of all people, regardless of nationality. Truman’s decision set a‬

‭precedent for nuclear warfare and highlighted the dilemma of balancing the leadership responsibilities of‬

‭a president and the fundamental rights of all people.‬
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‭Appendix A‬

‭Henry Stimson to Harry S. Truman, April 24, 1945. Truman Papers, Confidential File.‬
‭War Department‬
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‭Appendix B‬

‭Memorandum from Secretary of War Henry Stimson asking permission to announce the‬
‭use of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan.  Page two contains President Truman’s‬
‭handwritten response.‬
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