
t 

I 

HOT FO .tUL ~ASE 

TIE TO~iY OF A PETITION 

L. Szil~d - July 28 , 1946 . 

'I'hrout;hout nost of the war mtmy of us v.rho worked on the 

atol!Lic bomb , believed , as we now kno•r uistakenly, that ;re are i n 

a nec~c-to-nec.r race wi t:1 the Gen~ans and at" times vre even be l iev ed 

that the G?rmans ";rere ahead of us . He the Gerr.wns obtai ned sub-

stantial qutntiti.es of atonic bombs before we had completed our 

ovm work and before we had been in the position to ret aliate , we 

would have been in danger of losing the war. . '.'fi th this possibility 

constantly before our eyes 1·;e were inpatient vii th the many delays 

and setbacks which we found hinde1·ing the progress of our work. 

By the Spring of 1945 our outlook began to change . At that ti..-ne 

it beca.rne obvious that Gernany would lose the war vlithin a short 

time . Some branches of the projec t , for insta'ce the branch lo-

cated at the University of Chice.go, had essentially completed their 

task and could begin thinking beyond their daily problens . Betrreen 

. .farch 1945 and the end of "lay, I drafted a number of memoranda 

dea l ing with the quescion of whether or not atomic bonbs , i f 

perfected , should be used in\this war , and dealing with this pPoblem 

- J./~ ,u., ~ 
from the point of view of the long range ;?roblem that vlill face us _,.........., 

ra:t laer t :Q :;~tl ±:t;;.o p oint ~;~;C xi ~,.. of ch e i Hue die:te effoet of t h e n :oe of 

IL-£. 
.tJ;;.o b en11b. In June of 1945 , after President Trtu11an up ointed _p. so -

called Interi.a Com..i ttee , under the chair:rn.anship of Stimson , the 

~eta.llurgical Laboratory was officially asV:ed to take a stand on 
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this quAstion and the · Director of the Lt3boratory , A. H. Compton , 

apnointed a committee comuosed of F~anck, Seaborg, Stearns , hughes 

and Szila rd. The report of this com":littee was rushed to Stimson 

and advised against the outright mili ta.ry use of ~ atomic bombs 

in the war against· Japan. It took a. stand in favor of demonstra

ting the po1·1er of the atomic bomb in a manner which will avoid mass 

slaughter but yet convince the Japanese of the destructive power of 

the bomb . By the beginning of July it be ceme evident , at least to 

me , per~ nally , that the use of the bor;tb will be examined by the 

Interim Corrnnittee purely on the basis of expediency, and that great 

weight vli ll be given by them to the immediate effe ct, rather than to 

the long range effects. It ap:eared in the circumstances that t hose 

of us vmo were op~osed to the use of the bomb on moral groUI-.ds ought 

to go on record and that Tre should address ourselves to the President 

directly, rather than to ~he Secretary of 1 ar. A petition to the 

President was thus drafted in. the first days of July ~~d sent to 

every group leader in the J.letallurgical Laboratory, with the request 

to circulate it within his group. This petition was based purely 

on moral considerations. "Hany of us are inclined to say" , so the 

covering letter stateS. , "that individual Germans share the guilt for 

the acts which Ger'Tl~my coi!l!!li tted durine; this war because they did not 

raise their voices in pvotest against those acts . Their defense that 

their protest would have been of no avail hardly seems a cceptable 

even though these Germans could not have protested without running 

risks to life and liberty . We are in a position to raise our voices 

1.-vi thout incurring s:.t1y such risks even though we might i ncur the dis -
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pleasure of some of those who are at present in charge of controlltng 
II the work on 'atomi c povrer 1

• 

We did not have to wait ~o~r signs of this 

displeasure. Naturally , the ~y did not like the idea of a 

petition to the President on such.a subject . However the Consti-

tution states clearly ' the right to petition shall not be abridged 1 

ru1d the Constitution won out. 

11 Atomic bombs are primarily a means", so the petition 

stated, "for the ru\Jhless annihilation of cities. Once they were 

introduced as an instrument of war it would be difficult to re-

sist for long the temptation of putting them to such use 11
• 

"The last few years shovr a marked tendency toward i n-

cre asing ruthlessness. At present our Air Forces , striking at the 

J apanese cities, are using the seme methods of warfare whi ch were 

condemned by American public opinion only a few years ago when 

ap~lied by the Germ~~s to the cities of England . Our use of atomic 

bombs in this war would carry the world a long way further on this 

path of ruthlessness . 11 

.And finally , the last paragraph read , "In view of the 

foregoi ng , we , the undersigned , r espe ctfully petition that you exercise 

your power as Commander-in-Chief to rule that the United States shall 

not , in the present phase of the war , r es ort to the use of atomic 

bombs". 

Fifty- nine members of the Staff of the Me tallurgical 

Laboratory at the University of Chicago, siGned this petition, a 

substantial minority of t he Staff. 
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Since a nunilier of the staff members who did not sign the 

peti ':,ion indicated that t hey would be willing;. to s ig;n it if some 

of the parag;ranhs of the petition were re - phrased , a new petition 

:ras drafted and began to circulate in the Laboratory on the 17th 

of July , one day after the test at Alamogordo , Ne'N ~ e:xico. This 

petition was sent to t;he President of the United States through the 

official ch~els and was signed by sixty- seven members of the Staff . 

Its text is given in the following;: 



Jul;y- 17, 1945 

A PETITION TO THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES 

Discoveries of which the people of the United States are not aware may affect 
the welfare of this nation in the near future . The liberation of atomic power which 
has been achieved places atomic bombs in the hands of the Army. It places in your 
hands , as Commander-in-Chief, the fateful decision whether or not to· sanction the use 
of such bombs in the present phase of the war against Japan. 

We , the undersigned scientists , have been \York·,ng in the field of atomic power. 
Until recently we have had to fear that the United Sta tes might be attacked by atomi c 
bombs during this war ru1d that her only defense might lie in a counterattack by the 
s ame means . Today , with the defeat of Germany , thi s danger is averted and we feel 
i mpel led to say what follows: 

The war has to be brought speedily to a successful co nclusion and attacks by 
atomic bombs may very well be an effective method of warfare . We feel, hovrever, that 
such attacks on Japan could not be justified, at least not un less the ter ms which will 

. be imp_o sed after the war on Japan wer e made public in detail and Japan were given an 
opportunity to surrender . 

If such public annou;.;.cement gave assurance t o the Japanese that they could look 
forward to a li fe devoted to peaceful pursuits in t heir homeland and if Japan still re
fused to surrender our nation might then , in certain circunstances , find itself forced 
to resort to the use of atomi c bombs . Such a step , however , ought not-to be made at 
any time ~ri thout serious ly considering the tr,oral responsibi.li ties whi ch are involved. 

The developi!lent of atonic power ·Jill provide the nations with nevr means of des
truction. The atomic bonbs at our disposal represent only t,e first step in this direc
tion and there is almost no l imit to the destructive power which will become available 
in the course of their fut·J re d ""'velopment . Thus a na":Jion nhich aet s c;he precedent of 
using these newly liberated forces of nature for purposes of destruction nay h2ve t o 
bear the res·"onsibili ty of onening the door to an era of devastation on a:.r1 unii!lagin
able scale . 

If after this war a situation is allowed to develop in the Yrorld whi ch pe rmits 
ri vcJ. powers t o be i n uncontrolled possession of these new means of destruction , the 
cities of t he United States as well a s the cit ies of other nt?.:'cior..s 1•:ill be in contin
uous danger of sudden annihilation. All the resources of the United Ste.tes, mor al and 
::1aterial , may h nve to be mobilized to p revent the advent of such a Yvorld situe.:tion. 
Its prevention is at present the solemn responsibility of the United States--singled 
out by virtue of her lead i n the field of atomic power. 

, The added materia l strength which this lead gives to the United States brings 
-rri th it theobl i gation of r ·straint a..nd if we were to violate this obli E:;ation our 
mor a l position would be \'Jeakened in the eyes of the world and in our ovm eyes . It 
would then be more difficult for us t o live up to our responsibility ,of bringing 
the un lo osened fo:- ces of destruction under control . 

In view of the foregoing , we , the undersigned , respectfully petition : first , 
that you exercise your power a s Commander-in-Chief , to rule that the United States 
shall not resort to the use of atomic bombs in this vrar unless the te:cm.s which vrill 
be imposed upon Japan have bee::.1 made publi c in detai l and Japan knowing these terms 
has r efused to surrender ; second , that in such an event the question vrhether or not 
to use atomic bombs be de cided by you in the light of the considera tions presented 
in this petition as ·well a s all the othe r moral responsibilities which are i nvo-ved . 
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