
The Dropping of 
the Atomic  bomb
By Spring of 1945, things in the United States 
were looking up for the first time in many 
years.  Nazi Germany surrendered on May 8th, 
1945 in Berlin, ending the war in Europe. 
However, the battle in the Pacific Ocean waged 
on.  And while some thought that Japan would 
soon fall, others were not so sure.  

Throughout the war, the United States had 
been working on a top secret weapon; a 
weapon of such destructive power that some 
believed (including many of those who built it) 
that it should never be used.

Over the next two days you will be debating 
the use of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, Japan, and determining whether it was a necessary display of force.  Did the 
bombs, as horrific as they were, actually save lives?  Or was the use of the atomic 
bomb a war crime for which the President (Harry Truman) should be punished?

You will be debating three major topics:
• [Tactical Question]  Were the bombs necessary?  Would Japan have surrendered 

even without their use?
• [Legal Question]  Did the use of the bombs violate international law?
• [Ethical Question] Are such weapons ever justified in war?  How do we 

determine what is “fair” in war?

You have a large amount of data to comb through, and very little time to do it, so you 
are expected to work hard and thoroughly.  All members on your team are expected to 
participate and to talk during the debate.

Ground rules for the debate are listed on the back, as well as the “debate diary” that 
you will keep.



Debate Ground Rules 

1. Absolutely no ad hominem (i.e. 
personal) attacks.  

2. Discussion must proceed in an 
orderly manner.  If you wish to 
speak, please raise your hand and 
be recognized.

3. The teacher will always try to 
follow the flow of the argument 
until it is exhausted.  If a student 
has something to say unrelated to 
the topic at hand, they must wait 
until the current discussion has 
terminated. 

4. Any statement of fact must be 
accompanied by the source (i.e. 
“According to Document 
Four…”).  This way, all students 
know that the information is 
reliable and can be verified) 

5. All students debating are 
expected to contribute to the 
discussion, as the teacher will be 
keeping track of the quantity 
AND quality of student 
statements. 

6. Students in the back rows must 
keep quiet, and are not allowed 
to speak under any 
circumstances.  However, they 
may write out small notes and 
pass them forward to the 
debaters. 

Note

Document 2 is provided as a quick resource, and 
is intended to generate ideas only.  It is not 
intended to be exhaustive, and if you limit yourself 
to the things on this list, you will be defeated.  
Also, nothing on Document 2 may be cited during 
the actual debate.

Use the worksheet on page 3 to take notes and organize your thoughts on the debate.  
Page 4 is a debate diary, which you will keep throughout the contest, jotting down the 
best arguments from each side



DEBATE DIARY
Topic Arguments For Arguments Against

Tactics

Legality

Ethics



My topic is: Tactics Legal Ethics
I am: For Against

Three Best Arguments to use in the Debate (list the argument in the box, 
give a summary using lots of data, and list from which document you got 
the source)

Argument Summary WITH DATA Document 
#

Think of 2 questions that you may want to ask the other team if the 
opportunity arises.

1.

2.



Document One

 
BY SALLY MACDONALD
Seattle Times staff reporter
Japanese diplomats were discussing the possibility of defeat in World War II even before the Germans 
surrendered in May 1945, bringing an end to the war in Europe.

But before the politicians could settle the matter, the Americans brought the war to their doorstep with 
months of conventional bombing of dozens of cities, followed by the dropping of atomic bombs on 
Hiroshima, Aug. 6, 1945, and Nagasaki three days later.

Here are some events in the summer of 1945 that accompanied, if not hastened, the end of the war with 
Japan.

• June 21: The Battle of Okinawa, the last major island campaign in the Pacific, ended after 
nearly three months of savage fighting. About 175,000 people were killed, including 12,500 
American servicemen, 120,000 Japanese forces and 42,000 Okinawa civilians.

• June-August: Repeated air raids, involving up to 500 B-29s at a time, continued to batter Japan's 
midsize cities with conventional bombs. Earlier raids had devastated Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka and 
Kobe. Hundreds of thousands of civilians were killed, including almost 100,000 who died when 
bombs touched off a firestorm in Tokyo during one raid.

• July 16: The first test atomic bomb was exploded in the New Mexico desert.

• July 17-26: American, British and Soviet leaders met in the Berlin suburb of Potsdam and 
issued a statement threatening utter destruction if Japan didn't surrender unconditionally.
President Truman told British Prime Minister Winston Churchill the New Mexico bomb test 
was successful, and later he casually mentioned to Soviet Premier Josef Stalin he had ``a new 
weapon of unusual destructive force.''

• Aug. 6: The Enola Gay, a Boeing-built B-29, dropped an atomic bomb nicknamed Little Boy on 
Hiroshima. It exploded with the force of 20,000 tons of TNT and killed as many as 100,000 of 
Hiroshima's 400,000 people immediately; another 100,000 would die within five years of 
injuries or radiation poisoning.

• Aug. 9: Another B-29, Bock's Car, dropped a second atomic bomb, Fat Man, over Nagasaki, 
eventually killing another 60,000 people.

• Aug. 14: Japan announced surrender. (Aug. 15 in Japan.)



Document 2

 
BY BILL DIETRICH
Seattle Times staff reporter
   Historians are still divided over whether it was necessary to drop the atomic bomb on Japan to end 
World War II. Here is a summary of arguments on both sides:

Why the bomb was needed or justified:

• The Japanese had demonstrated near-fanatical resistance, fighting to almost the last man on 
Pacific islands, committing mass suicide on Saipan and unleashing kamikaze attacks at 
Okinawa. Fire bombing had killed 100,000 in Tokyo with no discernible political effect. Only 
the atomic bomb could jolt Japan's leadership to surrender.

• With only two bombs ready (and a third on the way by late August 1945) it was too risky to 
"waste" one in a demonstration over an unpopulated area.

• An invasion of Japan would have caused casualties on both sides that could easily have 
exceeded the toll at Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

• The two targeted cities would have been firebombed anyway.

• Immediate use of the bomb convinced the world of its horror and prevented future use when 
nuclear stockpiles were far larger.

• The bomb's use impressed the Soviet Union and halted the war quickly enough that the USSR 
did not demand joint occupation of Japan.

Why the bomb was not needed, or unjustified:

• Japan was ready to call it quits anyway. More than 60 of its cities had been destroyed by 
conventional bombing, the home islands were being blockaded by the American Navy, and the 
Soviet Union entered the war by attacking Japanese troops in Manchuria.

• American refusal to modify its "unconditional surrender" demand to allow the Japanese to keep 
their emperor needlessly prolonged Japan's resistance.

• A demonstration explosion over Tokyo harbor would have convinced Japan's leaders to quit 
without killing many people.

• Even if Hiroshima was necessary, the U.S. did not give enough time for word to filter out of its 
devastation before bombing Nagasaki.

• The bomb was used partly to justify the $2 billion spent on its development.

• The two cities were of limited military value. Civilians outnumbered troops in Hiroshima five 
or six to one.

• Japanese lives were sacrificed simply for power politics between the U.S. and the Soviet Union.

• Conventional firebombing would have caused as much significant damage without making the 
U.S. the first nation to use nuclear weapons



Document Three
Minutes of the second meeting of the Target Committee

Los Alamos, May 10-11, 1945 

6. Status of Targets

A. Dr. Stearns described the work he had done on target selection. He has surveyed possible targets 
possessing the following qualification: (1) they be important targets in a large urban area of more than 
three miles in diameter, (2) they be capable of being damaged effectively by a blast, and (3) they are 
unlikely to be attacked by next August. Dr. Stearns had a list of five targets which the Air Force would 
be willing to reserve for our use unless unforeseen circumstances arise. These targets are:

(1) Kyoto - This target is an urban industrial area with a population of 1,000,000. It is the 
former capital of Japan and many people and industries are now being moved there as other 
areas are being destroyed. 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. (Classified as an AA Target)

(2) Hiroshima - This is an important army depot and port of embarkation in the middle of 
an urban industrial area. It is a good radar target and it is such a size that a large part of the 
city could be extensively damaged. There are adjacent hills which are likely to produce a 
focussing effect which would considerably increase the blast damage. Due to rivers it is not 
a good incendiary target. (Classified as an AA Target)

(3) Yokohama - This target is an important urban industrial area which has so far been 
untouched. Industrial activities include aircraft manufacture, machine tools, docks, 
electrical equipment and oil refineries. As the damage to Tokyo has increased additional 
industries have moved to Yokohama. It has the disadvantage of the most important target 
areas being separated by a large body of water and of being in the heaviest anti-aircraft 
concentration in Japan. For us it has the advantage as an alternate target for use in case of 
bad weather of being rather far removed from the other targets considered. (Classified as an 
A Target)

(4) Kokura Arsenal - This is one of the largest arsenals in Japan and is surrounded by 
urban industrial structures. The arsenal is important for light ordnance, anti-aircraft and 
beach head defense materials. The dimensions of the arsenal are 4100' x 2000'. The 
dimensions are such that if the bomb were properly placed full advantage could be taken of 
the higher pressures immediately underneath the bomb for destroying the more solid 
structures and at the same time considerable blast damage could be done to more feeble 
structures further away. (Classified as an A Target)

(5) Niigata - This is a port of embarkation on the N.W. coast of Honshu. Its importance is 
increasing as other ports are damaged. Machine tool industries are located there and it is a 
potential center for industrial despersion. It has oil refineries and storage. (Classified as a B 
Target)

(6) The possibility of bombing the Emperor's palace was discussed. It was agreed that we 
should not recommend it but that any action for this bombing should come from authorities 
on military policy. It was agreed that we should obtain information from which we could 
determine the effectiveness of our weapon against this target.



B. It was the recommendation of those present at the meeting that the first four choices of targets for 
our weapon should be the following:

               a. Kyoto
               b. Hiroshima
               c. Yokohama
               d. Kokura Arsenal

C. Dr. Stearns agreed to do the following: (1) brief Colonel Fisher thoroughly on these matters, (2) 
request reservations for these targets, (3) find out more about the target area including exact locations 
of the strategic industries there, (4) obtain further photo information on the targets, and (5) to determine 
the nature of the construction, the area, heights, contents and roof coverage of buildings. He also agreed 
to keep in touch with the target data as it develops and to keep the committee advised of other possible 
target areas. He will also check on locations of small military targets and obtain further details on the 
Emperor's palace.

7. Psychological Factors in Target Selection
A. It was agreed that psychological factors in the target selection were of great importance. Two aspects 
of this are (1) obtaining the greatest psychological effect against Japan and (2) making the initial use 
sufficiently spectacular for the importance of the weapon to be internationally recognized when 
publicity on it is released.

B. In this respect Kyoto has the advantage of the people being more highly intelligent and hence better 
able to appreciate the significance of the weapon. Hiroshima has the advantage of being such a size and 
with possible focussing from nearby mountains that a large fraction of the city may be destroyed. The 
Emperor's palace in Tokyo has a greater fame than any other target but is of least strategic value.

8. Use Against "Military" Objectives
A. It was agreed that for the initial use of the weapon any small and strictly military objective should be 
located in a much larger area subject to blast damage in order to avoid undue risks of the weapon being 
lost due to bad placing of the bomb.

9. Radiological Effect
A. Dr. Oppenheimer presented a memo he had prepared on the radiological effects of the gadget. This 
memo will not be repeated in this summary but it is being sent to General Groves as a separate exhibit. 
The basic recommendations of this memo are (1) for radiological reasons no aircraft should be closer 
than 2-1/2 miles to the point of detonation (for blast reasons the distance should be greater) and (2) 
aircraft must avoid the cloud of radio-active materials. If other aircraft are to conduct missions shortly 
after the detonation a monitoring plane should determine the areas to be avoided.



Document Four
Report of the Committee on Political and Social Problems

Manhattan Project "Metallurgical Laboratory" 
University of Chicago, June 11, 1945

(The Franck Report) 
From this point of view, the way in which nuclear weapons, now secretly developed in this country, 
will first be revealed to the world appears of great, perhaps fateful importance. 

One possible way - which may particularly appeal to those who consider the nuclear bombs primarily 
as a secret weapon developed to help win the present war - is to use it without warning on an 
appropriately selected object in Japan. It is doubtful whether the first available bombs, of 
comparatively low efficiency and small size, will be sufficient to break the will or ability of Japan to 
resist, especially given the fact that the major cities like Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka, and Kobe already will 
largely be reduced to ashes by the slower process of ordinary aerial bombing. Certain and perhaps 
important tactical results undoubtedly can be achieved, but we nevertheless think that the question of 
the use of the very first available atomic bombs in the Japanese war should be weighed very carefully, 
not only by military authority, but by the highest political leadership of this country. If we consider 
international agreement on total prevention of nuclear warfare as the paramount objective, and believe 
that it can be achieved, this kind of introduction of atomic weapons to the world may easily destroy all 
our chances of success. Russia, and even allied countries which bear less mistrust of our ways and 
intentions, as well as neutral countries, will be deeply shocked. It will be very difficult to persuade the 
world that a nation which was capable of secretly preparing and suddenly releasing a weapon, as 
indiscriminate as the rocket bomb and a thousand times more destructive, is to be trusted in its 
proclaimed desire of having such weapons abolished by international agreement. We have large 
accumulations of poison gas, but do not use them, and recent polls have shown that public opinion in 
this country would disapprove of such a use even if it would accelerate the winning of the Far Eastern 
war. It is true, that some irrational element in mass psychology makes gas poisoning more revolting 
that blasting by explosive, even though gas warfare is in no way more "inhuman" than the war of 
bombs and bullets. Nevertheless, it is not at all certain that the American public opinion, if it could be 
enlightened as to the effect of atomic explosives, would support the first introduction by our own 
country of such an indiscriminate method of wholesale destruction of civilian life.

Thus, from the "optimistic" point of view - looking forward to an international agreement on 
prevention of nuclear warfare - the military advantages and the saving of American lives, achieved by 
the sudden use of atomic bombs against Japan, may be outweighed by the ensuing loss of confidence 
and wave of horror and repulsion, sweeping over the rest of the world, and perhaps dividing even the 
public opinion at home.

From this point of view a demonstration of the new weapon may best be made before the eyes of 
representatives of all United Nations, on the desert or a barren island. The best possible 
atmosphere for the achievement of an international agreement could be achieved if America would be 
able to say to the world, "You see what weapon we had but did not use. We are ready to renounce its 
use in the future and to join other nations in working out adequate supervision of the use of this nuclear 
weapon."

This may sound fantastic, but then in nuclear weapons we have something entirely new in the order of 
magnitude of destructive power, and if we want to capitalize fully on the advantage which its 
possession gives us, we must use new and imaginative methods. After such a demonstration the 
weapon could be used against Japan if a sanction of the United Nations (and of the public opinion at 
home) could be obtained, perhaps after a preliminary ultimatum to Japan to surrender or at least to 
evacuate a certain region as an alternative to the total destruction of this target.



Document Five

Memorandum by Ralph A. Bard, Undersecretary of the Navy, to Secretary of War Stimson, June 
27, 1945 

MEMORANDUM ON THE USE OF S-1 BOMB:

Ever since I have been in touch with this program I have had a feeling that before the bomb is actually 
used against Japan that Japan should have some preliminary warning for say two or three days in 
advance of use. The position of the United States as a great humanitarian nation and the fair play 
attitude of our people generally is responsible in the main for this feeling.

During recent weeks I have also had the feeling very definitely that the Japanese government may be 
searching for some opportunity which they could use as a medium of surrender. Following the three-
power conference emissaries from this country could contact representatives from Japan somewhere on 
the China Coast and make representations with regard to Russia's position and at the same time give 
them some information regarding the proposed use of atomic power, together with whatever assurances 
the President might care to make with regard to the Emperor of Japan and the treatment of the Japanese 
nation following unconditional surrender. It seems quite possible to me that this presents the 
opportunity which the Japanese are looking for.

I don't see that we have anything in particular to lose in following such a program. The stakes are so 
tremendous that it is my opinion very real consideration should be given to some plan of this kind. I do 
not believe under present circumstances existing that there is anyone in this country whose evaluation 
of the chances of the success of such a program is worth a great deal. The only way to find out is to try 
it out.

                                  [signature]
                                  RALPH A. BARD

27 June 1945 



Document Six

Harry S. Truman, Diary, July 25, 1945

President Truman told his diary on July 25, 1945, that he had ordered the bomb used.

We have discovered the most terrible bomb in the history of the world. It may be the fire destruction 
prophesied in the Euphrates Valley Era, after Noah and his fabulous Ark.

Anyway we "think" we have found the way to cause a disintegration of the atom. An experiment in the 
New Mexico desert was startling - to put it mildly. Thirteen pounds of the explosive caused the 
complete disintegration of a steel tower 60 feet high, created a crater 6 feet deep and 1,200 feet in 
diameter, knocked over a steel tower 1/2 mile away and knocked men down 10,000 yards away. The 
explosion was visible for more than 200 miles and audible for 40 miles and more.

This weapon is to be used against Japan between now and August 10th. I have told the Sec. of War, 
Mr. Stimson, to use it so that military objectives and soldiers and sailors are the target and not 
women and children. Even if the Japs are savages, ruthless, merciless and fanatic, we as the leader of 
the world for the common welfare cannot drop that terrible bomb on the old capital or the new.

He and I are in accord. The target will be a purely military one and we will issue a warning statement 
asking the Japs to surrender and save lives. I'm sure they will not do that, but we will have given them 
the chance. It is certainly a good thing for the world that Hitler's crowd or Stalin's did not discover this 
atomic bomb. It seems to be the most terrible thing ever discovered, but it can be made the most 
useful...



Document Seven

Report about the city of Hiroshima

During World War II, Hiroshima was a city of considerable military importance. It contained the 
2nd Army Headquarters, which commanded the defense of all of southern Japan. The city was 
a communications center, a storage point, and an assembly area for troops. To quote a 
Japanese report, "Probably more than a thousand times since the beginning of the war did the 
Hiroshima citizens see off with cries of 'Banzai' the troops leaving from the harbor."

The center of the city contained a number of reinforced concrete buildings as well as lighter 
structures. Outside the center, the area was congested by a dense collection of small wooden 
workshops set among Japanese houses; a few larger industrial plants lay near the outskirts of 
the city.

The houses were of wooden construction with tile roofs. Many of the industrial buildings also 
were of wood frame construction. The city as a whole was highly susceptible to fire damage.

Some of the reinforced concrete buildings were of a far stronger construction than is required 
by normal standards in America, because of the earthquake danger in Japan. This exceptionally 
strong construction undoubtedly accounted for the fact that the framework of some of the 
buildings which were fairly close to the center of damage in the city did not collapse.

Another is that the blast was more downward than sideways; this has much to do with the 
"survival" of the Prefectural Promotional Hall (pictured), which was only a few metres from the 
aiming point.

The population of Hiroshima had reached a peak of over 380,000 earlier in the war but prior to 
the atomic bombing the population had steadily decreased because of a systematic evacuation 
ordered by the Japanese government. At the time of the attack the population was 
approximately 255,000. This figure is based on the registered population, used by the 
Japanese in computing ration quantities, and the estimates of additional workers and troops 
who were brought into the city may not be highly accurate.

Report about the city of Nagasaki

The city of Nagasaki had been one of the largest sea ports in southern Japan and was of great 
war-time importance because of its many and varied industries, including the production of 
ordnance, ships, military equipment, and other war materials. The narrow long strip attacked 
was of particular importance because of its industries.

In contrast to many modern aspects of Nagasaki, the residences almost without exception were 
of flimsy, typical Japanese construction, consisting of wood or wood-frame buildings, with wood 
walls with or without plaster, and tile roofs. Many of the smaller industries and business 
establishments were also housed in wooden buildings or flimsily built masonry buildings.

Nagasaki had been permitted to grow for many years without conforming to any definite city 
zoning plan and therefore residences were constructed adjacent to factory buildings and to 
each other almost as close as it was possible to build them throughout the entire industrial 
valley.

Nagasaki had never been subjected to large scale bombing prior to the explosion of a nuclear 
weapon there. On August 1st, 1945, however, a number of high explosive bombs were dropped 
on the city. A few of these bombs hit in the shipyards and dock areas in the southwest portion 
of the city. Several of the bombs hit the Mitsubishi Steel and Arms Works and six bombs landed 
at the Nagasaki Medical School and Hospital, with three direct hits on buildings there.

While the damage from these few bombs were relatively small, it created considerable concern 
in Nagasaki and a number of people, principally school children, were evacuated to rural areas 
for safety, thus reducing the population in the city at the time of the nuclear attack.



Document Eight

Laws and Customs of War on Land (Hague, IV), October 18, 1907

CONVENTION RESPECTING THE LAWS 
AND CUSTOMS OF WAR ON LAND

The Hague, October 18, 1907

[Ratified by the U.S. Senate on March 10, 1908]
[excerpts]

ARTICLE XXII
The right of belligerents to adopt means of injuring the enemy is not unlimited.

ARTICLE XXIII
In addition to the prohibitions provided by special Conventions, it is especially forbidden:

(a) To employ poison or poisoned weapons;

(b) To kill or wound treacherously individuals belonging to the hostile nation or army;

(c) To kill or wound an enemy who, having laid down his arms, or having no longer means of defense, 
has surrendered at discretion;

(d) To declare that no quarter will be given;

(e) To employ arms, projectiles, or material calculated to cause unnecessary suffering;

(f) ...

ARTICLE XXV
The attack or bombardment, by whatever means, of towns, villages, dwellings, or buildings which are 
undefended is prohibited.

ARTICLE XXVI
The officer in command of an attacking force must, before commencing a bombardment, except in 
cases of assault, do all in his power to warn the authorities.

ARTICLE XXVII
In sieges and bombardments all necessary steps must be taken to spare, as far as possible, buildings 
dedicated to religion, art, science, or charitable purposes, historic monuments, hospitals, and places 
where the sick and wounded are collected, provided that they are not being used at the time for military 
purposes.

It is the duty of the besieged to indicated the presence of such buildings or places by distinctive and 
visible signs, which shall be notified to the enemy beforehand.



Document Nine

Draft Rules of Aerial Warfare, The Hague, February 1923

RULES OF AERIAL WARFARE
The Hague, February 1923

[excerpts]
ARTICLE XXII

Aerial bombardment for the purpose of terrorizing the civilian population, of destroying or damaging 
private property not of military character, or of injuring non-combatants is prohibited.

ARTICLE XXIII
Aerial bombardment for the purpose of enforcing compliance with requisitions in kind or payment of 
contributions in money is prohibited.

ARTICLE XXIV
(1) Aerial bombardment is legitimate only when directed at a military objective, that is to say, an object 
of which the destruction or injury would constitute a distinct military advantage to the belligerent.

(2) Such bombardment is legitimate only when directed exclusively at the following objectives: 
military forces; military works; military establishments or depots; factories constituting important and 
well-known centres engaged in the manufacture of arms, ammunition or distinctively military supplies; 
lines of communication or transportation used for military purposes.

(3) The bombardment of cities, towns, villages, dwellings or buildings not in the immediate 
neighborhood of the operations of land forces is prohibited. In cases where the objectives specified in 
paragraph 2 are so situated, that they cannot be bombarded without the indiscriminate bombardment of 
the civilian population, the aircraft must abstain from bombardment.

(4) In the immediate neighborhood of the operations of land forces, the bombardment of cities, towns, 
villages, dwellings or buildings is legitimate provided that there exists a reasonable presumption that 
the military concentration is sufficiently important to justify such bombardment, having regard to the 
danger thus posed to the civilian population.

(5) A belligerent state is liable to pay compensation for injuries to person or to property caused by 
violation by any of its officers or forces of the provisions of this article.

ARTICLE XXV
In bombardment by aircraft, all necessary steps must be taken by the commander to spare as far as 
possible buildings dedicated to public worship, art, science, or charitable purposes, historic 
monuments, hospital ships, hospitals and other places where the sick and wounded are collected, 
provided such buildings, objects, or places are not at the time used for military purposes. Such 
buildings, objects, and places must by day be indicated by marks visible to aircraft. The use of marks to 
indicate other buildings, objects, or places than those specified above is to be deemed an act of perfidy. 
The marks used as aforesaid shall be in the case of buildings protected under the Geneva Convention 
the red cross on a white background, and in the case of other protected buildings a large rectangular 
panel divided diagonally into two pointed triangular portions, one black and the other white.

A belligerent who desires to secure by night the protection for the hospitals and other privileged 
buildings above mentioned must take the necessary measures to render the special signs referred to 
sufficiently visible.



Document Ten

Protection of Civilian Populations Against Bombing From the Air in Case of War, League of Nations, 
September 30, 1938

PROTECTION OF CIVILIAN POPULATIONS AGAINST BOMBING 
FROM THE AIR IN CASE OF WAR

Unanimous resolution of the League of Nations Assembly,
September 30, 1938.

The Assembly,

Considering that on numerous occasions public opinion has expressed through the most authoritative 
channels its horror of the bombing of civilian populations;

Considering that this practice, for which there is no military necessity and which, as experience shows, 
only causes needless suffering, is condemned under the recognised principles of international law;

Considering further that, though this principle ought to be respected by all States and does not require 
further reaffirmation, it urgently needs to be made the subject of regulations specially adapted to air 
warfare and taking account of the lessons of experience;

Considering that the solution of this problem, which is of concern to all States, whether Members of the 
League of Nations or not, calls for technical investigation and thorough consideration;

Considering that the Bureau of the Conference for the Reduction and Limitation of Armaments is to 
meet in the near future and that it is for the Bureau to consider practical means of undertaking the 
necessary work under conditions most likely to lead to as general an agreement as possible:

I. Recognizes the following principles as a necessary basis for any subsequent regulations:

1) The intentional bombing of civilian populations is illegal;

2) Objectives aimed at from the air must be legitimate military objectives and must be 
identifiable;

3) Any attack on legitimate military objectives must be carried out in such a way that 
civilian populations in the neighbourhood are not bombed through negligence;

II. Also takes the opportunity to reaffirm that the use of chemical or bacterial methods in the 
conduct of war is contrary to international law, as recalled more particularly in the resolution of 
the General Commission of the Conference for the Reduction and Limitation of Armaments of 
July 23rd 1932, and the resolution of the Council of May 14th, 1938.



Document Eleven

Nuremberg Principles, August 8, 1945

CHARTER OF THE INTERNATIONAL 
MILITARY TRIBUNAL

AUGUST 8, 1945

[Signatories: USA, USSR, Britain, France]
[excerpts]

ARTICLE VI
[excerpt]
The following acts, or any of them, are crimes coming within the jurisdiction of the Tribunal for which 
there shall be individual responsibility:

(a) Crimes against peace: namely, planning, preparation, initiation or waging of a war of aggression, 
or a war in violation of international treaties, agreements or assurances, or participation in a common 
plan or conspiracy for the accomplishment of any of the foregoing;

(b) War Crimes: namely, violations of the laws or customs of war. Such violations shall include, but 
not be limited to, murder, ill-treatment or deportation to slave labor or for any other purpose of civilian 
population of or in occupied territory, murder or ill-treatment of prisoners of war or persons on the 
seas, killing of hostages, plunder of public or private property, wanton destruction of cities, towns, or 
villages, or devastation not justified by military necessity;

(c) Crimes against humanity: namely, murder, extermination, enslavement, deportation, and other 
inhumane acts committed against any civilian populations, before or during the war; or prosecutions on 
political, racial or religious grounds in execution of or in connection with any crime within the 
jurisdiction of the Tribunal, whether or not in violation of the domestic law of the country where 
perpetrated.

Leaders, organizers, instigators and accomplices participating in the formulation or execution of a 
common plan or conspiracy to commit any of the foregoing crimes are responsible for all acts 
performed by any persons in execution of such plan.

ARTICLE VII
The official position of defendants, whether as Heads of States or responsible officials in Government 
Departments, shall not be considered as freeing them from responsibility or mitigating punishment.

ARTICLE VIII
The fact that the Defendant acted pursuant to order of his Government or of a superior shall not free 
him from responsibility, but may be considered in mitigation of punishment if the Tribunal determines 
that justice so requires.



Document Twelve

Proclamation Defining Terms for Japanese Surrender  [Potsdam Declaration]
Issued, at Potsdam, July 26, 1945

1. We-the President of the United States, the President of the National Government 
of the Republic of China, and the Prime Minister of Great Britain, representing the 
hundreds of millions of our countrymen, have conferred and agree that Japan shall 
be given an opportunity to end this war.

2. The prodigious land, sea and air forces of the United States, the British Empire 
and of China, many times reinforced by their armies and air fleets from the west, 
are poised to strike the final blows upon Japan. This military power is sustained 
and inspired by the determination of all the Allied Nations to prosecute the war 
against Japan until she ceases to resist.

3. The result of the futile and senseless German resistance to the might of the 
aroused free peoples of the world stands forth in awful clarity as an example to the 
people of Japan. The might that now converges on Japan is immeasurably greater 
than that which, when applied to the resisting Nazis, necessarily laid waste to the 
lands, the industry and the method of life of the whole German people. The full 
application of our military power, backed by our resolve, will mean the inevitable 
and complete destruction of the Japanese armed forces and just as inevitably the 
utter devastation of the Japanese homeland.

4. The time has come for Japan to decide whether she will continue to be controlled 
by those self-willed militaristic advisers whose unintelligent calculations have 
brought the Empire of Japan to the threshold of annihilation, or whether she will 
follow the path of reason.

5. Following are our terms. We will not deviate from them. There are no alternatives. 
We shall brook no delay.

6. There must be eliminated for all time the authority and influence of those who 
have deceived and misled the people of Japan into embarking on world conquest, 
for we insist that a new order of peace, security and justice will be impossible 
until irresponsible militarism is driven from the world.

7. Until such a new order is established and until there is convincing proof that 
Japan's war-making power is destroyed, points in Japanese territory to be 
designated by the Allies shall be occupied to secure the achievement of the basic 
objectives we are here setting forth.

8. The terms of the Cairo Declaration shall be carried out and Japanese sovereignty 
shall be limited to the islands of Honshu, Hokkaido, Kyushu, Shikoku and such 
minor islands as we determine.

9. The Japanese military forces, after being completely disarmed, shall be permitted 
to return to their homes with the opportunity to lead peaceful and productive lives.

10.We do not intend that the Japanese shall be enslaved as a race or destroyed as a 
nation, but stern justice shall be meted out to all war criminals, including those 
who have visited cruelties upon our prisoners. The Japanese Government shall 



remove all obstacles to the revival and strengthening of democratic tendencies 
among the Japanese people. Freedom of speech, of religion, and of thought, as 
well as respect for the fundamental human rights shall be established.

11.Japan shall be permitted to maintain such industries as will sustain her economy 
and permit the exaction of just reparations in kind, but not those which would 
enable her to re-arm for war. To this end, access to, as distinguished from control 
of, raw materials shall be permitted. Eventual Japanese participation in world 
trade relations shall be permitted.

12.The occupying forces of the Allies shall be withdrawn from Japan as soon as 
these objectives have been accomplished and there has been established in 
accordance with the freely expressed will of the Japanese people a peacefully 
inclined and responsible government.

13.We call upon the government of Japan to proclaim now the unconditional 
surrender of all Japanese armed forces, and to provide proper and adequate 
assurances of their good faith in such action. The alternative for Japan is prompt 
and utter destruction.



Document Thirteen

Summary of Operation Downfall, the planned land invasion of the Japanese  
mainland

In the first invasion - code named Operation Olympic - American combat troops would land on Japan 
by amphibious assault during the early morning hours of November 1, 1945. Fourteen combat divisions 
of soldiers and Marines would land on heavily fortified and defended Kyushu, the southernmost of the 
Japanese home islands, after an unprecedented naval and aerial bombardment.

The second invasion on March 1, 1946 - code named Operation Coronet - would send at least 22 
divisions against 1 million Japanese defenders on the main island of Honshu and the Tokyo Plain. It's 
goal: the unconditional surrender of Japan. With the exception of a part of the British Pacific Fleet, 
Operation Downfall was to be a strictly American operation. It called for using the entire Marine Corps, 
the entire Pacific Navy, elements of the 7th Army Air Force, the 8 Air Force (recently redeployed from 
Europe), 10th Air Force and the American Far Eastern Air Force. More than 1.5 million combat 
soldiers, with 3 million more in support or more than 40% of all servicemen still in uniform in 1945 - 
would be directly involved in the two amphibious assaults. Casualties were expected to be extremely 
heavy.

Admiral William Leahy estimated that there would be more than 250,000 Americans killed or 
wounded on Kyushu alone. General Charles Willoughby, chief of intelligence for General Douglas 
MacArthur, the Supreme Commander of the Southwest Pacific, estimated American casualties would 
be one million men by the fall of 1946. Willoughby's own intelligence staff considered this to be a 
conservative estimate. 

Several days before the invasion, the battleships, heavy cruisers and destroyers would pour thousands 
of tons of high explosives into the target areas. They would not cease the bombardment until after the 
land forces had been launched. During the early morning hours of November 1, the invasion would 
begin. Thousands of soldiers and Marines would pour ashore on beaches all along the eastern, 
southeastern, southern and western coasts of Kyushu. Waves of Helldivers, Dauntless dive bombers, 
Avengers, Corsairs, and Hellcats from 66 aircraft carriers would bomb, rocket and strafe enemy 
defenses, gun emplacements and troop concentrations along the beaches. 

Expected Japanese response to an invasion
During the sea battle at Okinawa alone, Japanese kamakaze aircraft sank 32 Allied ships and 
damaged more than 400 others. But during the summer of 1945, American top brass concluded 
that the Japanese had spent their air force since American bombers and fighters daily flew 
unmolested over Japan.
What the military leaders did not know was that by the end of July the Japanese had been saving all 
aircraft, fuel, and pilots in reserve, and had been feverishly building new planes for the decisive battle 
for their homeland.

As part of Ketsu-Go, the name for the plan to defend Japan -- the Japanese were building 20 suicide 
takeoff strips in southern Kyushu with underground hangars. They also had 35 camouflaged airfields 
and nine seaplane bases.



On the night before the expected invasion, 50 Japanese seaplane bombers, 100 former carrier aircraft 
and 50 land based army planes were to be launched in a suicide attack on the fleet.

The Japanese had 58 more airfields in Korea, western Honshu and Shikoku, which also were to be used 
for massive suicide attacks.

Allied intelligence had established that the Japanese had no more than 2,500 aircraft of which they 
guessed 300 would be deployed in suicide attacks.

In August 1945, however, unknown to Allied intelligence, the Japanese still had 5, 651 army and 7,074 
navy aircraft, for a total of 12, 725 planes of all types. Every village had some type of aircraft 
manufacturing activity. Hidden in mines, railway tunnels, under viaducts and in basements of 
department stores, work was being done to construct new planes.

Additionally, the Japanese were building newer and more effective models of the Okka, a rocket-
propelled bomb much like the German V-1, but flown by a suicide pilot.

When the invasion became imminent, Ketsu-Go called for a fourfold aerial plan of attack to destroy up 
to 800 Allied ships.

While Allied ships were approaching Japan, but still in the open seas, an initial force of 2,000 army and 
navy fighters were to fight to the death to control the skies over kyushu. A second force of 330 navy 
combat pilots were to attack the main body of the task force to keep it from using its fire support and 
air cover to protect the troop carrying transports. While these two forces were engaged, a third force of 
825 suicide planes was to hit the American transports.

As the invasion convoys approached their anchorages, another 2,000 suicide planes were to be 
launched in waves of 200 to 300, to be used in hour by hour attacks.

But as horrible as the battle of Japan would be off the beaches, it would be on Japanese soil that 
the American forces would face the most rugged and fanatical defense encountered during the 
war. 

All along the invasion beaches, American troops would face coastal batteries, anti-landing obstacles 
and a network of heavily fortified pillboxes, bunkers, and underground fortresses. As Americans waded 
ashore, they would face intense artillery and mortar fire as they worked their way through concrete 
rubble and barbed-wire entanglements arranged to funnel them into the muzzles of these Japanese 
guns. 

The Japanese civilian population, inflamed by a national slogan - "One Hundred Million Will Die for 
the Emperor and Nation" - were prepared to fight to the death. Twenty Eight Million Japanese had 
become a part of the National Volunteer Combat Force. They were armed with ancient rifles, lunge 
mines, satchel charges, Molotov cocktails and one-shot black powder mortars. Others were armed with 
swords, long bows, axes and bamboo spears. The civilian units were to be used in nighttime attacks, hit 
and run maneuvers, delaying actions and massive suicide charges at the weaker American positions.

At the early stage of the invasion, 1,000 Japanese and American soldiers would be dying every hour.

http://www.waszak.com/japanww2.htm 
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Document Fourteen

Appeal of President Franklin D. Roosevelt on Aerial 
Bombardment of Civilian Populations, September 1, 

1939
The President of the United States to the Governments of France, Germany, Italy, Poland and His 
Britannic Majesty, September 1, 1939

The ruthless bombing from the air of civilians in unfortified centers of population during the course of 
the hostilities which have raged in various quarters of the earth during the past few years, which has 
resulted in the maiming and in the death of thousands of defenseless men, women, and children, has 
sickened the hearts of every civilized man and woman, and has profoundly shocked the conscience of 
humanity.

If resort is had to this form of inhuman barbarism during the period of the tragic conflagration with 
which the world is now confronted, hundreds of thousands of innocent human beings who have no 
responsibility for, and who are not even remotely participating in, the hostilities which have now 
broken out, will lose their lives. I am therefore addressing this urgent appeal to every government 
which may be engaged in hostilities publicly to affirm its determination that its armed forces shall in no 
event, and under no circumstances, undertake the bombardment from the air of civilian populations or 
of unfortified cities, upon the understanding that these same rules of warfare will be scrupulously 
observed by all of their opponents. I request an immediate reply.
 
                                 FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT



Document Fifteen

Interview with Leo Szilard, the scientist who initially asked for the United States  
to develop an atomic weapon

“Let me say only this much to the moral issue involved: Suppose Germany had developed two bombs 
before we had any bombs. And suppose Germany had dropped one bomb, say, on Rochester and the 
other on Buffalo, and then having run out of bombs she would have lost the war. Can anyone doubt that 
we would then have defined the dropping of atomic bombs on cities as a war crime, and that we would 
have sentenced the Germans who were guilty of this crime to death at Nuremberg [the Nazi war crimes 
trial] and hanged them? 

Q Would a United States Government today, confronted with the same set of choices and 
approximately the same degree of military intelligence, reach a different decision as to using the first 
A-bomb?

A I think it depends on the person of the President. Truman did not understand what was involved. 
You can see that from the language he used. Truman announced the bombing of Hiroshima while he 
was at sea coming back from Potsdam, and his announcement contained the phrase - I quote from the 
New York "Times" of August 7, 1945: "We have spent 2 billion dollars on the greatest scientific gamble 
in history - and won."

To put the atomic bomb in terms of having gambled 2 billion dollars and having "won" offended my 
sense of proportions, and I concluded at that time that Truman did not understand at all what was 
involved.

Copyright, August 15, 1960, U.S. News & World Report.
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