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killing of all time. Overall, conventional bombing destroyed
42 percent of Japan’s industrial capacity. By the time the
United States captured the islands of Iwo Jima and Okinawa
in fierce fighting (April-June 1945) and neared the Japanese
home islands, Japan’s position was hopeless.

26.5.5 Searching for Peace

At the beginning of 1945, the Allies sensed victory. Confer-
ring from February 4 to 11 in the Ukrainian town of Yalta,
Roosevelt, Stalin, and Churchill planned for the postwar
world. The most important American goal was to enlist
the Soviet Union in finishing off the Pacific war. Americans
hoped that a Soviet attack on Manchuria would tie down
enough Japanese troops to reduce U.S. casualties in invad-
ing Japan. Stalin repeated his intent to declare war on Japan
within three months of victory in Europe, in return for a free
hand in Manchuria.

In Europe, the Allies had decided in 1944 to divide
Germany and Austria into French, British, American, and
Soviet occupation zones and to share control of Berlin.
The Red Army already controlled Bulgaria, Romania, and
Hungary, countries that had helped the Germans; Soviet
officials were installing sympathetic regimes there. Soviet
armies also controlled Poland. The most that Roosevelt
could coax from Stalin was a vague pledge to allow par-
ticipation of non-communists in coalition governments
in eastern Europe. Stalin also agreed to join a new inter-
national organization, the United Nations (UN), whose
foundations were laid at a conference in San Francisco in
the spring of 1945. The new organization was intended
to correct the mistakes of World War I, when the United
States had stayed aloof from the League of Nations and
had relied on international treaties without mechanisms
of enforcement. American leaders wanted the UN to pro-
vide a framework through which the United States could
coordinate collective security against potential aggressors
while retaining its own military strength as the primary
means to preserve the peace.

Conservative critics later charged that the Western
Powers “gave away” eastern Europe at the Yalta Confer-
ence. In fact, the Soviet Union gained little that it did not
already control. In East Asia as well, the Soviets could seize
the territories the agreement granted them. Roosevelt may
have overestimated his ability to charm Stalin, but the Yalta
agreements were realistic diplomacy that could not undo
the results of four years of fighting by the Soviet army.

TRUMAN AND POTSDAM. On April 12, two months
after Yalta, Roosevelt died of a cerebral hemorrhage. Harry
Truman, the new president, was a shrewd politician, but
his experience was limited; Roosevelt had not even told
him about the Manhattan Project. Deeply distrustful of the
Soviets, Truman first ventured into personal international

diplomacy in July 1945 at a British-Soviet-American confer-
ence at Potsdam, near Berlin. Most of the sessions debated
the future of Germany. The leaders endorsed the expulsion of
ethnic Germans from eastern Europe and moved the borders
of Poland 100 miles west into historically German territory.

Truman also made it clear that the United States
expected to dominate the occupation of Japan. Its goal was
to democratize the Japanese political system and reintro-
duce Japan into the international community, a policy that
succeeded. The Potsdam Declaration on July 26 summa-
rized U.S. policy and gave Japan an opening for surrender.
However, the declaration failed to guarantee that Emperor
Hirohito would not be tried as a war criminal. The Japanese
response was so cautious that Americans read it as rejection.

THE ATOMIC BOMB. Secretary of State James Byrnes
now urged Truman to use the new atomic bomb, tested just
weeks earlier. Japan’s ferocious defense of Okinawa had
confirmed American fears that the Japanese would fight
to the death. Thousands of suicide missions by kamikaze
pilots who tried to crash their planes into U.S. warships
seemed additional proof of Japanese fanaticism. Prominent
Americans were wondering if unconditional surrender was
worth another six or nine months of bitter fighting. In con-
trast, using the bomb to end the conflict quickly would
ensure that the United States could occupy Japan without
Soviet participation, and the bomb might intimidate Stalin.
(See Table 26.2.) In short, a decision not to use atomic weap-
ons was never a serious alternative in the summer of 1945.

In early August, the United States dropped two of the
three available nuclear bombs on Japan. On August 6, at
Hiroshima, the first bomb killed at least 80,000 people and
poisoned thousands more with radiation. A second bomb,
three days later at Nagasaki, took another 40,000 lives.
Japan ceased hostilities on August 14 and surrendered for-
mally on September 2. The world has wondered ever since
whether the United States might have defeated Japan with-
out resorting to atomic bombs, but recent research shows
that the bombs were the shock that allowed the emperor
and peace advocates to overcome military leaders who
wanted to fight to the death.

26.5.6 How the Allies Won

The Allies won with economic capacity, technology, and
military skill. The ability to outproduce the enemy made
victory certain in 1944 and 1945, but it was the ability to
outthink and outmaneuver the Axis Powers that staved off
defeat in 1942 and 1943.

In the spring of 1942, an unbroken series of conquests
had given the Axis Powers control of roughly one-third
of the world’s production of industrial raw materials, up
from only 5 percent in 1939. But while Germany and Japan
struggled to turn these resources into military strength,
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TABLE 26.2 The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb

Americans have long argued about whether the use of atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki was necessary to end the war.
Several factors probably influenced President Truman's decision to use the new weapon.

Military necessity

After the war, Truman argued that the use of atomic bombs was necessary to avoid an invasion of Japan that would have cost

hundreds of thousands of lives. Military planners expected Japanese soldiers to put up the same kind of suicidal resistance
in defense of the home islands as they had to American landings in the Philippines, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa. Historians argue
about whether the Japanese military was near collapse and debate how much resistance an invasion would have met.

Atomic diplomacy

Some historians believe that Truman used atomic weapons to overawe the Soviet Union and induce it to move cautiously in

expanding its influence in Europe and East Asia. Truman and his advisers were certainly aware of how the bomb might influ-

ence the Soviet leadership.

Domestic politics

President Roosevelt and his chief military advisers had spent billions on the secret atomic bomb project without the full knowl-

edge of Congress or the American public. The managers of the Manhattan Project may have believed that only proof of its
military value would quiet critics and justify the huge cost.

Momentum of war

The United States and Britain had already adopted wholesale destruction of German and Japanese cities as a military tactic.

Use of the atomic bomb looked like a variation on fire bombing, not the start of a new era of potential mass destruction. In this
context, some historians argue, President Truman's choice was natural and expected.

the Soviet Union accomplished wonders in relocating and
rebuilding its manufacturing capacity after the disasters of
1941. The United States, meanwhile, rearmed with aston-
ishing swiftness, accomplishing in one year what Germany
had thought would take three. By 1944, the United States
was outproducing all of its enemies combined; over the
course of the war, it manufactured two-thirds of all the war
materials used by the Allies.

Not only did the United States and the Soviet Union
build more planes and tanks than the Axis nations, but they
also built better ones—better aircraft, better tanks, better
communication systems. Even behind the lines the Allies
had the technical advantage. The U.S. and British forces
that invaded France were fully motorized, and Soviet forces
increasingly so, while the German army still depended on
horses to draw supply wagons and artillery.

The Allies also learned hard lessons from defeat and
figured out how to outfight the Axis—whether hunting for
submarines or countering German tank offensives. While
rivalry between the Japanese army and navy continually
hampered that nation’s war effort, the landings in France
in 1944 utilized a multinational army whose units worked
together despite inevitable friction.

Finally, the Allies had the appeal of democracy and
freedom. The Axis nations were clearly the aggressors.
Germany and Japan made bitter enemies by exploiting and
abusing the people of the countries they conquered, from
Yugoslavia and France to Malaya and the Philippines, and
incited local resistance movements. The Allies were cer-
tainly not perfect, but they fought for the ideals of politi-
cal independence and were welcomed as liberators as they
pushed back the Axis armies.

Conclusion

The United States ended the war as the world’s overwhelm-
ing economic power. It had put only 12 percent of its popu-
lation in uniform, less than any other major combatant. For
every American who died, twenty Germans and dozens of
Soviets perished. Having suffered almost no direct destruc-
tion, the United States was able to dictate a postwar eco-
nomic trading system that favored its interests.
Nevertheless, the insecurities of the war years influ-
enced the United States for decades. A nation’s current lead-
ers are often shaped by its last war. Churchill had directed
strategy, and Hitler, Mussolini, and Truman had all fought
in World War I and carried its memories into World War 1L
The lessons of World War II would similarly influence the
thinking of presidents from Dwight D. Eisenhower in the
1950s to George H. W. Bush in the 1990s. Even though the

United States ended 1945 with the world’s mightiest navy,
biggest air force, and only atomic bomb, memories of the
instability that had followed World War I made its leaders
nervous about the shape of world politics.

One result in the postwar era was conflict between the
United States and the Soviet Union, whose only common
ground had been a shared enemy. After Germany’s defeat,
their wartime alliance gave way to hostility and confronta-
tion in the Cold War. At home, international tensions fed
the pressure for social and political conformity. The desire
to enjoy the fruits of victory after years of economic depres-
sion and sacrifice made the postwar generation sensitive to
perceived threats to steady jobs and stable families. For the
next generation, the unresolved business of World War 11
would haunt American life.



