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Briefing Paper

After the bomb
The minister has been invited to a memorial service at Hiroshima Park and needs to
understand contemporary Japanese views about the bombing.
1. Introduction
The atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki on August 8 and 9, 1945 marked not only
the end of the Second World War, but also the beginning of a nuclear era within the Cold
War’s context. Since then, nuclear weapons programs proliferated in various countries
such as the Soviet Union, the UK, France, China, among others. This report is intended to
provide an overall understanding of contemporary Japanese views regarding the atomic
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki through the issues and opinions that have received
the attention of the media in Japan.
2. Historical Background
By May 1945, following Germany’s surrender and the end of the war in Europe, the USA
with the aid of Great Britain, moved closer to Japan. On July 26, Truman, Churchill and Kaishek issued the Potsdam Declaration, demanding Japan’s surrender under threat of
"prompt and utter destruction." 1 On August 8, Emperor Hirohito declared that it had
“become impossible to continue the war” and expressed his hope to “conclude the war as
swiftly as possible”. 2 However, on August 9, the Soviet Union, declared war on Japan in
violation of the Neutrality Pact and the United States dropped another atomic bomb on
Nagasaki later that day. One week later on August 15, the Emperor announced Japan’s
surrender by accepting the Potsdam Declaration.
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The atomic bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki together killed more than 200,000 people. 3
About 70,000 Koreans are thought to have been living in the two cities when the bombs
were dropped, 40,000 of which died. 4 In Nagasaki, “roughly 70 percent of the 195
detainees in a relocation camp about 1.6 km from ground zero were Dutch, while most of
the remainder were Australian or British”. 5

3. Post-bomb Debates.
The dropping of the atomic bombs has generated long debates. In this briefing we will
focus on the Historic-Political, Legal, Ethical, Military, and Memorial perspectives.
Historical-Political
While some debaters have focused on Truman' decision, others on whether or not the
bombings actually caused the Japanese to surrender. The fundamental question that has
divided scholars over four decades is whether the bomb was necessary to win the war in
the Pacific on terms satisfactory to the United States. 6 The Soviet Union’s declaration of
war on Japan is believed to have been “a strong factor” behind Tokyo’s surrender six days
later.7 This view is contested on the one hand, by Asada Sadao and Richard Frank, who
argue that, more than the Soviet declaration of war, the bombs were a direct cause of
Japan’s decision to surrender because: 1)the Soviet invasion of Manchuria gave them a
first indirect shock, 2)the bombs came as a “surprise attack” 8 that only reinforced the
Emperor’s intervention.” 9 On the other hand, Tsuyoshi Hasegawa argues that “the most
important, immediate cause of Japan’s surrender was the emperor’s ‘sacred decision’ to
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do so, engineered by an elite who calculated that the Soviet entry into the war was more
decisive than the atomic bombs to seek the termination of the war. 10
Legal
In 1963 the atomic bombs were subject of a Japanese judicial review, according to which
“the act of dropping an atomic bomb on cities was at the time ruled by international law
found in Hague Convention of 1907 IV-The Laws and Customs of War on Land, 11 and IX Bombardment by Naval Forces in Time of War, 12 and the Hague Draft Rules of Air Warfare
of 1922–1923,13 and was therefore illegal”.14 “It must be regarded as indiscriminate aerial
bombardment of undefended cities, even if it were directed at military objectives only,
inasmuch as it resulted in damage comparable to that caused by indiscriminate
bombardment.” 15
Ethical
Based on the doctrine of the Dirty Hands, Michael Walzer states that the atomic bombings
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were simply immoral and could not be justified by supreme
emergency.16 For Walzer, only something like the circumstances of supreme emergency 17
could provide a dirty hands justification because dirty hands aren't permissible, or
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necessary when anything “less than the ongoingness of the community” is at stake, or
when the danger that we face is anything less than communal death.18
Military
According to Truman, “the atomic bomb probably saved half a million U.S. lives” 19.
However, when Eisenhower was informed about the usage of the atomic bomb, he was
recalled saying that it was unnecessary for the purpose of saving American lives, because
the Japanese were already largely defeated. 20
Memorial
One year after the bombings, the survivors celebrated the Peace Recovery Festival 21,
which received international attention and motivated the mayor to rebuild Hiroshima as
the world’s peace city. 22 The Hiroshima Peace Memorial (HPM) park and museum were
completed in 1954 with Tange Kenzo’s traditional design, which paradoxically reminded
the wartime Japan but was never altered.23 With an increasing number of visitors, the
museum’s approach had to satisfy not only the national, but also, the world’s demands of
truth and justice. With the 1970s and 1980s remodeling, questions were raised regarding
the museum’s purpose and meaning: Should the focus be placed on the suffering of the
Japanese people caused by the bombs, or instead on the Japanese imperialistic past of
war and violence as to never be repeated, or should the perpetrator’s point of view be
included as part of the museum’s message? The jibunshi 24 in the 1980s belonged to the
attempts to redefine the past, “ranging from unprecedented open-mindedness and
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expressions of responsibility, to a new historical revisionism that opposed any
reconciliation with the wartime past.” 25
4. The situation today
Last August 15, 2014, marked the 69 th anniversary of Japan’s surrender and
demonstrators in Shibuya repeatedly shouted, “Senso hantai” (No war), under a blazing
sun.26 Unlike most Chinese people who still feel contempt for the Japanese and its
imperialistic past of violence against them, most Japanese people appear to have no
remorse against the USA and its people despite the two atomic bombs that they dropped
at the end of the World War II.27 The two dominant explanations for this are that: 1) The
Japanese people were censored by the government to express their personal views in
order to prevent a future attack by the USA, and 2) They were genuinely committed to
peace and wanted to renounce to war by all means.
In support of the first view, in post-war Japan, while the catastrophe of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki was widely known, discourse on the atomic bomb was controlled by the
censorship enforced in the public spheres. 28 Ex post facto censorship was enforced even in
remote areas of Japan. 29
a) The hibakusha
The hibakusha (被爆者) or “the affected by the bomb” usually refers to the survivors of
the atomic bombs, and as of March 31, 2014, the Japanese government reported that
there were 192,719 of them mostly living in Japan. 30 The hibakusha have been largely
25
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discriminated by the Japanese society based on prejudices about radiation’s effects on
human.31 However, they are characterized for not getting involved into accusatory
narratives, or by attempting to seek revenge against US citizens, political leaders, or
institutions. 32 On the contrary, they are still working hard to send a message of peace to
the world. Their contribution to the world can be summarized in three points: 1) Even
after enduring terrible experiences, they chose to live; 2) They speak out about their
experiences, contributing to prevent, according to some, the nuclear arms race; and 3)
They provide a new vision of community of memory that transcends existing boundaries
(national, social and cultural) and elaborates the hibakusha’s central message of "not
retaliation.33 Even after their great struggles, there are people that expect more from
them as it is written in one of the messages at the HPM park: ’Wake up! You, Hibakusha!
Our time is now scarce, yet you waste time complaining as victims. Get out and scold
society; make some efforts for scolding society; brighten your life until you burnt out.’ 34
b) Nationalism
Although designed for peace, the park presents elements such as a rising sun flag which indicate
continuity between the prewar regime and what is often referred to as “A-bomb nationalism”
(hibaku nashonarizumu).35
Making the exhibition a Hiroshima Museum of Victims was part of the first goal of remembering
the victims. However, when the leaders of the sponsoring NGOs demanded a widening of the
museum’s approach with the purpose of taking a critical stance towards Japan’s militarist past,
they faced criticism. Ikeda Masahiko, who was the administration’s representative to the
committee deciding on the new exhibition pointed out that: “Japanese imperialism bothered its
31
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neighbours. But if we overemphasize this point, the misunderstanding arises that the bombing of
Hiroshima was right.”36 Ikeda’s choice of words was largely criticized because he made Japan’s war
crimes during imperial years appear as a minor issue. However, from a different perspective,
indeed focusing on Japan’s war crimes as the reason why the atomic bombs were dropped is not
only contested but it also appears to justify the atomic bombings. This clearly opposes the
message of peace that the museum intended to deliver.
For the Japanese people, Hiroshima does not only symbolize a city destroyed by the USA, its
meaning goes beyond nationality, and culture as it has been expressed in Japanese media: “We do
not believe that America is only the perpetrator and Japan, only the victim.”37 According to
Yamaguchi, "nuclear technology should not be part of the world of humans."38

c) Nuclear Energy
Just as Great Britain, Japan became an empire with a great need for resources, especially
energetic ones. But still some wonder how the only country to experience nuclear
bombings came to embrace nuclear power, a decision that ultimately led to Fukushima
Nuclear plant’s crisis.
Censorship is, and has been another important factor. Both after the atomic bombings
and after the Fukushima crisis, lack of transparency has been covered by the discourse
that “radiation levels pose little or no threat to health.” 39 In the past, two articles were
censored for discussions of the effects of the atomic bombs and today, information about
Fukushima disaster is withheld or manipulated, further worsened by the recent issuing of
the state secret laws. 40
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5. Conclusions
Australia, as an exporter of Uranium, stands in a privileged position to make significant
decisions regarding nuclear energy to enforce peace in the world.
Recomendations
1) The Japan-Australia’s co-development of the Non-Proliferation and Disarmament
Initiative can be fostered even more by including the USA, the member-country
that completes Japan’s Trilateral Strategic Dialogue, in a common effort to jointly
attempt to reduce nuclear dependence.
2) Although Japan's relationships with China and the Republic of Korea are
complicated by competing territorial claims and historical issues, Australia can help
the development of a mutual understanding between these countries and their
past through cultural initiatives. Among the hibakusha’s hardest constraints was
that of how to express what they experienced. This is where Arts can make a
difference by going beyond a realist discourse that usually overlooks people’s
emotions as the shapers of cultural identity. With the theme of peace and
forgiveness, Australia can provide through scholarships, contests or cultural events,
a space for Chinese, Japanese and Korean artists to express in painting, music,
dance or poetry, etc. a message of peace that acknowledges the suffering of the
other, during the wartime years.
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