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The Numbers Game : U. S. Casualty Estimates for
Invading Japan and the Decision to Drop the Atomic
Bomb : A Historiographical Essay

YAMADA Yasuhiro

President Harry S. Truman, among others, stated that he was told invading Japan's
homeland would cost 500,000 American lives, and proclaimed that the dropping the atomic
bomb ended the war and saved millions of lives. This essay reviews controversies among
historians in the late 1980s and 1990s over this assertion, and concludes that historians have
found no documentary evidence to support the statements made by Truman.

Many historians by the mid-1990s reached an agreement that Truman's claim was
a myth sustained by no documentary evidence. Some of them believed that the highest
casualty figure Truman was aware of was 63,000, the number suggested to him on June 18,
1945, when he discussed with his top military advisers and approved the plan for invading
Kyushu (OPERATION OLYMPIC). Others argued that the number Truman knew was
31,000, the figure indicated to him at the same discussion. Another source available to
Truman, historians found, was the estimate prepared by the Joint War Plans Committee on
June 15, 1945, which guessed the casualty would be 220,000 with 46,000 killed if
OPERATION OLYMPIC was to be followed by two major campaigns, invading north-west
Kyushu and landing on the Kanto area (OPERATION CORONET).

On the other hand, critics of the agreement challenged those findings by placing
MacArthur's ULTRA, the codebreaking of Japanese Army's radio messages, in the front of
their arguments. They asserted that MacArthur's ULTRA clearly indicated Japanese large
military buildups in Kyushu in July and August 1945, rendering casualty estimates made
in June obsolete. They also maintained that this new situation had great influences on the

decision to drop the atomic bomb. However, these points were not supported by any hard
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evidences: Truman was not informed of MacArthur's ULTRA, no new casualty estimate
was prepared for him after June. Thus, they have failed to show that MacArtur's ULTRA
played a significant role in the decision to use atomic bombs.

Some historians speculated, yet on wrong assumptions, on how many casualties the
United States would have suffered if the invasion had really taken place. One of the most
seriously wrong assumptions this writer found was that no attention was paid to the Soviet
invasion of Japan proper, which was to begin two months before the U. S. planned
operation. If the Soviet declaration of war against Japan did not bring Japan on its knees,
the Soviet landing on Japan certainly would have done so. Therefore, the United States
would have never invaded Japan in the first place. Even if it had done so, no sooner it had
established a beachhead in Kyushu, than Japan would have surrendered. The idea of
fighting bloody combats for months from one end to the other end of Japan is "a pie in the
sky." A speculation might find millions of lives would have actually lost in the invasion.
Nevertheless, such a speculation would shed no light on the decision to drop atomic bombs

on Japan.
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