
The Most Controversial Decision

Truman, the Atomic Bombs, and the Defeat of Japan

This book explores the American use of atomic bombs and the role these
weapons played in the defeat of the Japanese Empire in World War II. It
focuses on President Harry S. Truman’s decision making regarding this
most controversial of all his decisions. The book relies on notable
archival research and the best and most recent scholarship on the subject
to fashion an incisive overview that is fair and forceful in its judgments.
This study addresses a subject that has been much debated among
historians, and it confronts head-on the highly disputed claim that the
Truman administration practiced “atomic diplomacy.” The book goes
beyond its central historical analysis to ask whether it was morally right
for the United States to use these terrible weapons against Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. It also provides a balanced evaluation of the relationship
between atomic weapons and the origins of the Cold War.

The Reverend Wilson D. Miscamble, C.S.C., joined the permanent
faculty at Notre Dame in 1988. A native of Australia, he was educated
at the University of Queensland, from which he graduated in 1973, and
obtained a master’s degree three years later. In 1976, he came to Notre
Dame to pursue graduate studies in history. He received his doctoral
degree in 1980. He then served for two years as North American analyst
in the Office of National Assessments, Department of Prime Minister
and Cabinet, Canberra, Australia. In August 1982, he returned to Notre
Dame and entered the priestly formation program of the Congregation
of Holy Cross. He was ordained a priest on April 9, 1988. His primary
research interest is American foreign policy sinceWorldWar II. He is the
author of George F. Kennan and the Making of American Foreign
Policy, 1947–1950, and Keeping the Faith, Making a Difference. He
has edited American Political History: Essays on the State of the
Discipline and Go Forth and Do Good: Memorable Notre Dame
Commencement Addresses. His most recent book, From Roosevelt to
Truman: Potsdam, Hiroshima, and the Cold War, was published in
2007 and received the Harry S. Truman Book Award in 2008.
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Advance Praise for The Most Controversial Decision

“This is truly a bravura performance. Wilson Miscamble, in concise,
lively, and bare-fisted prose, captures the essence of President Harry
S. Truman’s decision making regarding the American use of atomic
bombs and the roles these weapons played in the defeat of Imperial
Japan in World War II. In particular, Professor Miscamble takes aim at
the cottage industry of Truman critics who argue that the president
employed ‘atomic diplomacy’ to put the brakes on Soviet ambitions in
eastern and central Europe, or lacked insight into the events unfolding
around him. Common sense, together with an easy command of the
extant documents, leads Miscamble to another conclusion: had Truman
‘not authorized the attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki thousands of
American and Allied soldiers, sailors, marines, and airmen would have
been added to the lists of those killed in World War II.’ The question he
raises has had few takers: ‘Could an American president have survived
politically and personally knowing that he might have used a weapon
that could have avoided their slaughter?’ Miscamble’s treatment of
Truman and the bomb should be the first port of call when scholars
want to revisit the most controversial decision taken by a twentieth-
century president. This is an ideal text for undergraduate and graduate
students alike.”

– Joseph M. Siracusa, Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology,
coauthor of America and the Cold War, 1941–1991:

A Realist Interpretation
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Cambridge Essential Histories is devoted to introducing critical events,
periods, or individuals in history to students. Volumes in this series
emphasize narrative as a means of familiarizing students with historical
analysis. In this series leading scholars focus on topics in European,
American, Asian, Latin American, Middle Eastern, African, and World
history through thesis-driven, concise volumes designed for survey and
upper-division undergraduate history courses. The books contain an
introduction that acquaints readers with the historical event and reveals
the book’s thesis; narrative chapters that cover the chronology of the event
or problem; and a concluding summary that provides the historical
interpretation and analysis.
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To

My Mentor and Treasured Friend

VINCENT P. DE SANTIS

Captain, U.S. Army (19th Regiment, 24th Infantry Division),

who fought in the Pacific War
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MAP 1. The Atomic Bombing of Japan – Hiroshima and Nagasaki Bombing
Routes. Reprinted from Vincent C. Jones, Manhattan: The Army and the Atomic
Bomb (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1985).
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