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INTRODUCTION

Aya Fujiwara and David R. Marples

An international conference took place at the University of Alberta in 2015 to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the dropping of the atomic bombs in Japan. Since then, selected contributors to the conference revised their essays for publication, reflecting our discussion. The anniversary was a very significant turning point that reminded the world of the catastrophe caused by the harmful use of the atom as a weapon. At the same time, this conference was held during the period in which the Japanese government, led by Prime Minister Sinzo Abe and his Liberal were working to pass the bill to recognize collective defence as a constitutional right. Such a move was controversial as Japan’s Peace Clause 9 denounced Japan’s involvement in any military action. Japan saw national protests rising in many parts of Japan in the spring and summer of 2015, mainly initiated by young people. These public demonstrations also embraced anti-nuclear movements that opposed the reoperation of Sendai nuclear plant following its closure after the Fukushima nuclear accident in 2011. This leftist-oriented movement was strongly supported by the opposition to Prime Minister Abe, and developed into an anti-Abe phenomenon. In Canada, Douglas Roche, O.C., a former Senator, MP, Canadian Ambassador for Disarmament, and honorary citizen of Hiroshima, who spoke at the conference, and said, “Japan is wasting a great opportunity to become a global leader in creating peace and stopping nuclear proliferation in this world.” 

In other parts of the world, nuclear proliferation is one of the most preeminent problems, as a nuclear weapon is often used as a tool of diplomacy and military threat. In March 2014, Russian president Vladimir Putin declared that he was prepared to use nuclear weapons had it been necessary during the annexation of Crimea from Ukraine. Similarly, North Korea under leader Kim Jong-un, has conducted many nuclear missile tests and its sixth such test in September 2017 demonstrated that nation’s capacity to fight against other powers, including the United States. 

The atom is also posing many concerns in the era of terrorism and extremism. In reality, nuclear plants, modified, could often contribute to the accumulation of plutonium, increasing a nation’s capacity to produce nuclear weapons. Nuclear accidents and nuclear weapons, thus, are not separate issues in that both involve imagination and tactics in the use of the atom. Furthermore, nuclear plants could be targets of terrorist activities. In 2015, the US and five European nations concluded the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action that ended Iran’s longstanding attempt to put into operation a nuclear power station (Bushehr) based on Russian technology in return for the removal of economic sanctions that the US and EU imposed on this country. Such efforts well reflect concerns about the politically unstable situations in the Middle East, particularly due to the rise of extremist Muslim organizations. 

But can we completely remove the atom from the world? Or even from continents? In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev took over the leadership of the Soviet Union. Among his key stated policies was “removing nuclear weapons from the face of the Earth in the year 2000.” In his quest to achieve this goal he spoke of “our common European home.” A year later, after the accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power station in Ukraine, Gorbachev declared (3 May 1986) that the disaster illustrated the wisdom of such a policy. Subsequently, anti-nuclear movements developed around the world, including in the Soviet Union. By the 21st century, however, with the Soviet Union dissolved, Russia once again placed faith in the atom, as did Ukraine, while Belarus, one of the countries most affected by radiation fallout, embarked on the construction of a Russian-made nuclear power plant on its border with Lithuania. Memories are short, and ultimately economic needs often take precedence over moral stances and long-term safety interests.

Historically, human beings have lived with the atom since its discovery, incorporating, rejecting, and accepting it, and often changing course midstream. Despite its devastating nature or perhaps because of it, this source of energy has not disappeared and will not disappear from the world. As Joy Parr has shown in her study of “Canadian nuclear work culture” workers at the nuclear plants were often trained to “embody the insensible.”1 This argument could be applied to Japan specifically and to the rest of the world, whose history concerned the embodiment of the atom. 

The first use of atomic bombs by US planes on the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki opened the nuclear era. During the Cold War (1946–89), the threat of the nuclear war was at its height, peaking with the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, shaping the international politics around the atom. North Americans were forced to prepare for the worst and embrace the atom in their everyday lives. Cold War psychology is evident in phrases such as “Mutually Assured Destruction” (MAD), which came to prominence after the Soviet Union detonated its first atomic bomb in August 1949, and initiated what became a frantic arms race. MAD was based on the premise that the two Super Powers had accumulated enough weaponry to destroy both the attacker and defender; thus, it embraced a form of deterrence based on nuclear strength. In the late 1950s when ballistic missiles were carried by submarines, the concept of MAD no longer applied, but throughout the Cold War, the concept of a “first strike” held sway in some military circles, i.e. the notion that the enemy could be destroyed before he had an opportunity to retaliate. 

By the mid-1980s, the US’ Strategic Defense Initiative (Star Wars) took the confrontation to potential new levels with the theoretical application of research on an anti-nuclear weapon shield that could protect US territory from a nuclear attack by the Soviet Union. While it was never put into practice, it sparked a dramatic transformation in international relations. Under the new Soviet leader Gorbachev (1985–91), the USSR initially tried to match Star Wars research, but ultimately chose a path of accommodation with the United States and dismantling medium range nuclear weapons. This process accompanied the opening of Soviet society and the eventual collapse of the Communist regimes of Europe (1989) and of the Soviet Union itself (1991). In turn, however, the Star Wars concept undermined the security of Western Europe, hitherto under the American protective umbrella. Though there were many factors behind the collapse of the Soviet Union,2 the nuclear arms race was a key one. The end of the Cold War, however, paradoxically destabilized the international system and made it more unpredictable. It left nuclear stockpiles in four newly independent states (Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan), and placed the burden of initiating the decommissioning of nuclear weapons predominantly on the United States. 

Atomic weapons have had an impact on international societies far beyond the well-researched Cold War confrontations. They have been incorporated into popular culture as the way to cope with the fear of global destruction and to motivate people’s creativity. Anti-nuclear feelings were featured in numerous films and TV programs, some of which—like The Day After (1983), which was aired on the ABC Television network and watched by over 100 million viewers—tried to imagine life after a nuclear conflict. Other films ridiculed nuclear attack safety measures, with perhaps the most famous example being the 1964 movie directed by Stanley Kubrick, Dr. Strangelove: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964), portraying a deranged US air force general (played by Peter Sellers) who decides to order a first-strike nuclear attack on the Soviet Union. 

Alongside nuclear weapons is the parallel development of the civilian nuclear power program, which began in the 1950s and has continued to the present. Nuclear energy is perhaps the most divisive issue in the debate on energy alternatives, whether on the Prairies of Alberta or the heartlands of Europe. Major accidents in nuclear plants have been relatively rare, but when they occur they inevitably make world headlines. This source of energy has been utilized in a number of ways since its initiation, particularly in the medical field. Medical imaging based on nuclear medicine applies miniscule quantities of radioactive material for both diagnosis and treatment of a wide variety of common diseases, including those that cause the most mortalities in the world today: heart disease, different types of cancers, etc. To the destructive force of the atom therefore can be added its benefits in curing or moderating diseases and prolonging the human lifespan. 

With these broad and disparate applications of nuclear technology in mind, this volume brings together international scholars whose topics deal with a wide range of issues. It is divided into five thematic parts. The first section starts with the period just after the dropping of the atomic bombs on Japanese cities, adding new analyses of American views to the historiography. Two scholars, Atsuko Shigesawa and Yuko Shibata, revisit challenging questions as to how the United States dealt with the aftermath of the two atomic bombs. They both reveal that American attitudes towards the new discovery were complex, facing contradictory impulses to justify the use of the nuclear weapons and to discount their effects because of the possible nuclear wars in the future. Shigesawa examines the political circumstances in which seven survey groups, including the largest, the United States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS), produced their reports. She points to their deliberate effort to discount the impact caused by the atomic bombs in bringing about Japan’s defeat. Shibata’s article, which analyzes mainly American President Harry Truman’s statement, also points out its ambivalent nature. It tends to conceal the real environmental and health consequences of the bombs. But undoubtedly, it expressed joy over the fact that the United States had gained the status of a military superpower as a result of the invention. 

The second part examines the issue of atomic control during the early stages of the Cold War. Three articles by James Keeley, Frederick Mills, and Miyako Shimamoto analyze the different international approaches that Britain, the USSR, Egypt, and Japan applied to the newly invented power. Nuclear energy undoubtedly changed the power balance in international politics, consolidating the American lead though only for a short period. Keeley’s analysis of British thinking shows how Britain approached the atom initially, leaning towards international atomic control. As one of the most significant American allies in the West, British thinking had obvious limitations—the war reduced Britain to a secondary power. Obviously, the USSR, which led the other ideological part of the world, concentrated its manpower and resources in nuclear research. 

Mills’ chapter, which examines the USSR’s expansion of nuclear programs with specific focus on its relationship with Egypt, adds new perspectives to the Cold War stories that examine the ideological race between Communist nations and the West. Japan, as the only country in the world to have witnessed the horror of atomic bombs, regarded the military use of the atom as evil conduct. The atom itself, however, appeared a very attractive source of energy to fill the lack of natural resources. Shimamoto explains why the government of Japan, even after the Bikini Incident of 1954 in which Japanese fishermen were exposed to radiation due to an American nuclear test, moved to the use of nuclear energy. She reveals that there were vigorous American campaigns for the “peaceful” use of the atom and the construction of nuclear reactors in Japan. 

The scars of Hiroshima and Nagasaki continued to dominate the world, but to a different extent and in diverse ways. Three authors—Tomoko Masumoto, Bill Beard, and Chris Reyns-Chikuma—investigate how the atom was represented in films and comics in Japan, the United States, and France respectively. It became an integral part of Japan’s post-World War II collective memories. Masumoto’s chapter analyzes the impact of a hibakusha manga, Barefoot Gen, and argues that manga indeed became one of the most effective expressions of the horror and catastrophe that the atomic bombs had caused. The military use of the atom and the possible nuclear war continued to define the Cold War. As people needed to find ways to deal with fear, and anxiety, their expressions were well integrated into Cold War popular culture. 

Beard’s article adds a new perspective to the studies of Hollywood films, arguing that “nuclear neurosis” was reflected in how they were created. Focusing on film noir, it argues that this genre presents the complex and metaphoric anxiety, applying gender analysis into atomic discourse. In France, however, such expressions were not apparent. Reyns-Chikuma questions why “Hiroshima,” in general, was absent from French cultural industry. He argues that French official policies for the promotion of nuclear industry as well as the presence of the other human tragedy, “Auschwitz,” have caused this silence. 

We wanted to provide examples of memories and changing perceptions of the impact of the atom, both in 1945 and subsequently. Concerning Japan, which remains the only country to suffer the unique experience of an attack by atomic bombs, a medical doctor, Ritsuko Komaki, provides a poignant example of how she lived with the atom for more than seventy years. Her family home was in Hiroshima when the first atomic bomb was dropped on that city in 1945. Although she was in Osaka at that time, she moved back to Hiroshima two years later, and lived through the reconstruction era in this city. Her life thus was shaped by the notion of the atom, prompting her to pursue a career as a radiation oncologist. Thus, for us, she was the living embodiment of the negative and positive effects of the atom. Interestingly, she keeps a neutral stance on the nuclear discussion. 

In the Cold War era, people in both communist and western spheres ascertained that nuclear threats would come from their respective enemies. Ironically, however, much real danger was caused in their backyard of their own states thanks to policies initiated in Washington, DC and Moscow. Two historians—Susan L. Smith and David R. Marples—assess the long-term health damage that was caused as a result of exposure to high levels of radiation. Smith sheds light on domestic victims in the United States, whose fates were less publicized, focusing on the nuclear tests at the Nevada Test Site from 1951 and 1963. Overshadowed by the state’s propaganda, she suggests, local residents did not receive enough information about possible adverse health effects from the project. Marples’ chapter, which looks back at his association with Chernobyl, also reveals the consequences of domestic failure to control the atom. Further, it argues that consequences of the accident, however devastating at the time, have now slipped from collective memory in the face of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the successor states’ economic and technological projects that derive from earlier Soviet plans. 

Should the use of the atomic energy be controlled internationally? Nuclear weapon states (NWS), in general, regard military and civilian uses of the atom as separate issues as long as their states are concerned. In global politics, however, such a dichotomy does not seem to exist. Jin Hamamura and Jordan Vincent question how the non-proliferation movement operates in the world. Hamamura analyzes the inequality of international politics and the ironic nature of non-proliferation, pointing out NWS’s interference in domestic nuclear energy programs. Such an inherent contradiction was imbued in the current non-proliferation regime, and he nuances that universal abolition of nuclear weapons is the most effective method to resolve this dilemma. Vincent offers an illuminating example of how a state chose to sign the Treaty of Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, focusing on Ukraine. The path that Ukraine took to abandon its inherited nuclear arsenal from the Soviet Union in return for compensation and promised protection, he implies, could offer some lessons to other countries. He puts this conclusion in perspective following the Russian annexation of Crimea and events in Ukraine’s eastern Donbas region, particularly in 2014–17. These actions indicate that political events can quickly undermine international guarantees and conceivably prompt states to keep their nuclear weapons if the partners in question demonstrate duplicity.

The world marked the 75th anniversary since the dropping of the atomic bombs in 2020, reminding us once again of the legacy of this energy source. This human invention has changed and shaped international politics, human imagination, and domestic politics. The authors of this volume aim to reopen the discussion by promoting awareness of the atom’s direct and indirect power. During the early preparation of this volume, rhetoric about a possible nuclear war reverberated from Washington, DC to the capital of North Korea, Pyongyang, with Japan caught in the crossfire. In late November 2017, a missile fired by North Korea in a nuclear test landed in Japanese ocean territory, 1000 kilometres away. In response to the ensuing war of words between President Donald J. Trump and Kim Jong-Un, as well as North Korea’s frequent weapons tests, The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists in Chicago set its Doomsday clock to two minutes to midnight; the closest it had been to the fatal hour since 1953, when the Soviet Union detonated its hydrogen bomb for the first time (its original setting was seven minutes to midnight).

We believe that this volume is an important addition to the field of nuclear humanities. Like the earlier volume of Taylor and Jacobs,3 it delves deeply into the impact of the atom beyond the former Cold War rhetoric that focused solely on how to prevent a global thermonuclear war and how humanity has learned to live with the atom in a variety of ways. One of our goals has been to highlight these different dimensions and different international perspectives from both Japan and the West. The study of atomic theory, as far as we know, originated with the Ancient Greek philosopher Democritus (c460–c370 BC) while the use of radiation in medicine dates from the late 19th century. The history of the atom does not begin in August 1945, but that date, justifiably, continues to demonstrate the horror it can inflict. Thus, we begin there while keeping in mind the other aspects of the atom that have helped frame modern society, its culture, medicine, and production of energy.

The reality is that the 75th anniversary is no time for complacency. The message of Douglas Roche, who offered a keynote speech at our conference, is as pertinent today as it was when he wrote his book Bread not Bombs in 1999.4 Our book is not a political or anti-nuclear tract. Rather, it is intended as a reflection of the complex relationship between humankind and the atom. We would be well advised also to remember the comment of J. Robert Oppenheimer, one of the creators of the first such weapon that “The atomic bomb made the prospect of future war unendurable. It has led us up those last few steps to the mountain pass; and beyond there is a different country.”
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ENCOUNTERING THE ATOMIC BOMB: 
THE US STRATEGIC BOMBING SURVEY IN HIROSHIMA AND NAGASAKI

Atsuko Shigesawa

Introduction

When the first atomic bombs were used against Japan in August 1945, the effects of the new weapon inevitably became the focus of international attention and curiosity. The main questions raised were: how powerful is the new weapon? What are its effects on cities and their residents? As soon as occupation forces poured into Japan two weeks after her capitulation on 15 August, journalists competed to make their way to Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the two cities that suffered the first atomic blows, in the hope of providing the very first coverage. “No story was of more importance than a visit to Hiroshima … we were determined to get to Hiroshima ahead of other correspondents,” William H. Lawrence of The New York Times, one of about a dozen American correspondents who visited Hiroshima on 3 September, recalled in his memoir.1

Not only journalists, but also scientists, military officials and other experts of many fields, rushed to the cities. From September to December 1945, seven survey missions are known to have worked in Japan; the Special Manhattan Engineer District Investigating Group (Hereafter, “MED Group”),2 Office of the Chief Surgeon of the General Headquarters, U. S. Armed Forces in the Pacific (GHQ Group),3 Naval Technical Mission to Japan (NavTechJap),4 and the British Mission to Japan, as well as the United States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS), Postwar Scientific Intelligence Mission to Japan led by physicist Karl T. Compton (Compton-Moreland Group),5 and Army Air Forces’ Scientific Advisory Group, directed by world-famous aerospace engineer Theodore von Karman (von Karman Commission).6 

Of these seven, the first two, together with the NavTechJap’s Bureau of Medicine and Survey,7 comprised the Joint Commission for the Investigation of the Effects of the Atomic Bomb in Japan, which would eventually publish the most authoritative report on the medical effects of the atomic bomb.8 The commission and the British Mission were predominantly engaged in analysis of the military impact of the atomic bomb. They were motivated by a belief, which Col. Ashley W. Oughterson, surgical consultant to MacArthur and a member of GHQ’s medical corps, expressed as follows: “A study of the effects of the two atomic bombs used in Japan is of vital importance to our country. This unique opportunity may not again be offered until another world war. Plans for recording all of the available data therefore should receive first priority.”9 

This sense of urgency and need to study the effects of the atomic bomb was also shared by the USSBS, the largest of all the post-war study groups that worked in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Preserved USSBS documents attest to this intention. Of its four regional headquarters in Japan, for example, establishments of those in Hiroshima and Nagasaki were prioritized over those in Osaka and Nagoya, with larger numbers of personnel to be assigned in the areas.10 Roughly one-third of the Survey’s some 200 operations in the Pacific took place either in Hiroshima, Nagasaki, or both.11 Contrary to what historian Barton J. Bernstein notes,12 the issue of the atomic bomb had become intrinsically the Survey’s central task in the Pacific. Paul H. Nitze, a vice chairman for USSBS Pacific, stated that “Obviously the atomic bomb was a new element in Japan which warranted a great deal of attention.”13 USSBS was established in November 1944 by the US Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, pursuant to a directive from President Franklin D. Roosevelt, to provide an impartial evaluation of the effects of the American strategic bombing against Germany. A group of civilian experts was recruited to lead the survey, including Franklin D’Olier, president of the Prudential Insurance Company, Henry Alexander, Vice-President of J. P. Morgan and Company, and John Kenneth Galbraith, an economist and war-time deputy administrator at the Office of Price Administration. It was expected that such a study would benefit the planning of air attacks on Japan and of postwar defence establishment.14 The results of the European Survey, with 1,287 personnel, including 1,116 from the military at the peak time of 21 July 1945,15 were filed in 216 reports published by May 1947.

The survey was reorganized and sent to Japan at the request of President Harry Truman when the Pacific War came to an end on 15 August 1945, to examine “the effects of all types of air attack.”16 The number of personnel counted 1,345—172 civilians, 513 officers and 675 enlisted—on 25 November, just before their departure from Japan.17 The results of the survey in Japan by its fifteen divisions were published in the form of reports, with a total of 109 titles, by July 1947.

A phrase in two of three reports published in July 1946 from the Chairman’s Office—Summary Report and Japan’s Struggle to End the War—has been a subject of controversy over the past seventy years. The phrase reads:

Based on a detailed investigation of all the facts, and supported by the testimony of the surviving Japanese leaders involved, it is the Survey’s opinion that certainly prior to 31 December 1945, and in all probability prior to 1 November 1945, Japan would have surrendered even if the atomic bombs had not been dropped, even if Russia had not entered the war, and even if no invasion had been planned or contemplated.18

The conclusion has been repeatedly referred to by journalists and scholars, including Nobel-laureate and Pulitzer-prize-winning writers as P. M. S. Blackett, Hanson W. Baldwin and Herbert Feis. Especially at the height of the Vietnam War, it was cited by so called revisionist historians as evidence to support their arguments against the decision made by President Truman. Whatever doubts it raised, the conclusion had “often been accepted, uncritically, by analysts”19 because of the Survey’s status as Presidential commission and eventual prestige of some of its civilian members in the government. 

The tide turned in 1995 when studies by two scholars claimed that the Survey’s opinion was unreliable and should not be trusted. Robert P. Newman and Barton J. Bernstein made a scrutiny of the USSBS transcripts of interrogations of Japanese military and political leaders20 in which they claimed the conclusion was biased, and argued that there was not enough basis in the records to support the “early-surrender hypothesis.”21 Drawing on Nitze’s recollection that he had suggested the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) in June 1945 that Japan would likely surrender by November 1945 without the atomic bomb, even though JCS decided differently with the plan of invasion of the Japanese mainland,22 the two assumed that Nitze, principal author of the Summary Report, had already formed his conclusion by the time he arrived in Japan.23

The two historians made persuasive cases. Yet this author cannot fully agree with them since such a conclusion was not based on the opinion of a single individual, but rather on the results of an organizational effort. In the following paper, I will explain what led me to reach this conclusion.

On 30 June 1946, two weeks before the publication of the Summary Report, another report from the Chairman’s Office, The Effects of Atomic Bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, was published. Although it did not include the exact phrase of the early-surrender hypothesis, it still contained a conclusion of similar finality.24 This report is important in two respects—first, because of the USSBS’s prestige as a presidential and third-party commission, and second, because of its availability to the public,25 it has been predominantly cited as a source for atomic bomb literature;26 and second, it was the first published among the three reports from the Chairman’s Office. Actually, this report and other atomic bomb reports published by five USSBS divisions that conducted studies in Hiroshima and Nagasaki laid the groundwork for the two other reports from the Chairman’s Office.

In this article, I seek to explore how these divisions encountered the new weapon. How did they attempt to evaluate the effects of the atomic bomb? What elements did they consider in writing the report? To do so, I examine the materials these divisions used, and compared final and preliminary reports written by the divisions—mostly found in the Survey’s collection at the National Archives in College Park, MD—to prove that these reports in effect prepared the way for the Survey’s conclusion in question.

Disaster Uncovered

Of the Survey’s fifteen study divisions,27 four—Physical Damage, Urban Areas, Civilian Defense and Medical—published reports especially on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, from the perspective of their own expertise.28 Moral Division also published a report with special attention to the people in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.29 These five divisions sent their teams, comprising from four to twenty-three people, to the two cities for the period of from four days to seven weeks during the period 8 October–16 December 1945, where they collected information mainly through questionnaires and interviews of Japanese officials and citizens.30 

The results of the study produced eight reports. Physical Damage Division (PDD), in its 1081-page, three-volume Effects of the Atomic Bomb on Hiroshima, Japan and 1030-page, three-volume Effects of the Atomic Bomb on Nagasaki, Japan, discussed in detail the extent of the destruction the atomic bomb had caused on buildings. It examined the materials, with which they were built, and the design and quality of the construction, as well as the degree of damage to these buildings in accordance with their distances from Ground Zero (GZ). 

Urban Area Division (UAD)’s fifty-seven-page Effects of Air Attack on the City of Hiroshima and 53-page Effects of Air Attack on the City of Nagasaki perhaps best describe what the individual communities were like during the war, their involvement in the government’s war efforts and how they suffered from the conflict. Aimed at determining the effects of the atomic bombing on the two cities with a particular interest in their commercial and industrial facilities and activities, the Division examined the number and conditions of people mobilized to work there, and damage to the industrial capacities, and if and how fast they were recuperating.

Civilian Defense Division (CDD) studied wartime program of civilian defence and how it responded to the bombings. In its 127-page Field Report Covering Air Raid Protection and Allied Subjects, Nagasaki, and 60-page Civilian Defense Report No. 1: Hiroshima, Japan, Field Report, the division discussed the history, the organization and operations of civil defence agencies, air raid warning system, fire service, emergency medical services, and shelters of the two cities, as well as, in the case of Nagasaki, of mortuary and rescue services. 

Medical Division’s main task was to study the Japanese system of public health and medical services, people’s health condition, and their nutritional state during wartime. It did not assume an active role in the study of the medical effects of the atomic bomb, as, by the time the division arrived, the Joint Commission had already been at work, and it would be “needless repetition and since so little time was available.”31 Fortunately, however, the Joint Commission cooperated with the division “to the greatest extent and made all of their records available for examination.”32 Its eighty-six-page Effects of Atomic Bombs on Health and Medical Services in Hiroshima and Nagasaki inevitably focused on the effects of the atomic bomb on human beings, including those of radiation. 

Moral Division’s 256-page Effects of Strategic Bombing on Japanese Morale is the compilation of its analysis of interviews of 3,135 individuals—2,887 in fifty-two cities and towns across the country, excluding Hokkaido, Shikoku, and southeastern Kyushu, as well as 129 in Hiroshima and its three vicinity towns and 119 in Nagasaki and its three vicinity towns. The division attempted to determine what affected people’s morale during the war and what made them believe Japan had lost the war.33 

The bulk of Japanese records, both of government and private industries, had been destroyed by the bombing, and by the following typhoon especially in case of Hiroshima,34 or on the orders of the military at the time of the surrender. Many of the key Japanese personnel had been killed by the bombing.35 The Survey could only depend on the interviews they had with whatever remaining Japanese officials or survivors they could find. It also based much of the data on reports prepared by Japanese officials or scholars.36 The divisions naturally described the attack as experienced by the Japanese themselves:

All of the persons outside of the shelter were burned to death … flesh was charred and burned off in many places, tongues were hanging out, and eyeballs and teeth were knocked out as if from heavy pressure. … the whole area was enveloped in a black or gray smoke through which they could see flames shooting high into the air. … trees had been uprooted and burned, and all houses had collapsed.37 

… many people were trapped in the debris of buildings demolished by the explosion and could not be extricated before being burned, casualties were of unprecedented proportions … Those who were engaged in clearance and evacuation activities suffered very heavy casualties. It is estimated that over 20,000 of the killed and missing were school children.38

The extent and authenticity of the devastation was reinforced by the firsthand eyewitness accounts of the Survey members themselves:

… at the time the Medical Division visited Hiroshima, 3 months after the bombing, the first street car was beginning operation, people wandered aimlessly about the ruins, and only a few shacks had been built as evidence or reoccupation of the city. Leaking water pipes were seen all over the city with no evidence of any attention … All in all, there appeared to be no organization and no initiative.39 

The stench of decomposed flesh was said to have hung heavily over the devastated area for weeks. In a casual inspection of one small section of the ruins the skeletal remains of one body which had not been located by the mortuary service was personally observed.40

While these accounts convey some terrifying pictures of the atomic bomb disaster, the majority of narratives in the reports written and published by the five study divisions seem to be directed at another end: denial of awe of the atomic bomb. The trend is more apparent when we trace the changes made to the manuscripts of different stages. Often these changes were made in a way to downplay the effects of the atomic bomb.

Denial of the Awe

There are some informational gaps in these analyses. PDD, for example, never discussed how many people were inside the buildings and what happened to these people. Other than as witnesses of the phenomena that took place at the time of the bombing, the local population only appears as figures—numbers of population and casualties.41 Their houses were not included in subjects of analysis, either. The effects on human beings were being taken care of by other divisions or groups. Yet, why was there such a disregard of Japanese dwellings? 

While the reports made detailed investigations of every structure—173 in Hiroshima42 and 567 in Nagasaki,43 which were either industrial or public buildings—they only made passing and vague reference to dwellings. For example, there is only one reference on the number of houses destroyed or damaged—20,686—in one volume of the PDD Nagasaki report.44 In Hiroshima reports, there is one reference to the alleged total number of buildings damaged in the city, which barely gives one a vague idea on the number of houses destroyed: “Approximately 60,000 of 90,000 buildings over an area of 9.5 square miles were totally or severely damaged.”45 

There is a section and references in the reports on Japanese dwellings,46 but the division never discussed in detail as they did with other structures that remained standing. PDD analyzed typical style, construction, and materials of houses in Japan, and they discussed in detail how flimsy they were and how they were unable to withstand any attacks. A report reads; “The practice [of Japanese carpenters] … placed their residential construction far below American standards of strength, rigidity, and weather tightness;”47 “The light weight, slender columns, and weak mortise and tenon joints were points of weakness which rendered the Japanese residence highly vulnerable to damage by blast.”48 

It is likely PDD made a study of what survived the atomic bomb, rather than a study of damage caused by the atomic bomb. And that was actually one of the purposes of the Survey. An earlier preliminary draft made this stance clear: “It is the opinion of this Team that in planning for the future the facts bared and the lessons learned by the Hiroshima investigation into the characteristics and extent of physical damage from the atomic bomb can be of inestimable value in minimizing the vulnerability of our cities to air-burst atomic bomb.”49 

In fulfilling this purpose, PDD tried not to base their study on the Japanese dwellings. Its reports read: “Although much of the residential area of Nagasaki was composed of typical Japanese structures of primitive construction, almost all of the public and municipal buildings were of modern design. They were comparable with those found in cities of the same size in America or Europe, and, in many cases, were even more strongly constructed to withstand earthquakes;”50 “These structures were studied in considerable detail, since they offered excellent evidence from which the effectiveness of the bomb against occidental construction might be deduced.”51 

While they tried to present the Japanese dwellings as flimsy and Japanese fire fighters as incompetent and ill-equipped, PDD intentionally avoided discussing the extent of the damage inflicted on Japanese houses. When the division found out that the atomic bomb report from the Chairman’s Office contained a figure of 98.4% as the ratio of residential buildings in the city destroyed or severely damaged, the division’s team in charge of Hiroshima argued as follows: “PDD Team 1 does not know where the figure of 98.4 per cent of all residential construction within the city was destroyed or severely damaged was obtained. We did not try to determine this figure and can only protest that the figure is believed to be seriously in error.”52

The team also suggested that the USSBS Secretariat should not use the word “factory” to refer to home industries employing only one or two men, many of which were located around GZ, because that would give “a serious misimpression of the importance of the city to the industrial economy of Japan.” The comment continued: “This is particularly true since only the small shops in Hiroshima were destroyed and the major factories producing by far the majority of goods were undamaged. Consequently, this paragraph gives a distinctly false impression.”53 Obviously, PDD wanted to avoid any impression that the atomic bomb was effective and powerful. 

This trend is also found with other divisions. For example, UAD’s reports conclude that the atomic bomb was indecisive from a strategic point of view. The reports read: “The Atomic Bomb attack on Hiroshima effectively destroyed the administrative, commercial, and residential heart of the city and caused an unprecedented number of casualties, but it failed to damage seriously the war production potential of the urban area.”54 “From the standpoint of neutralization of enemy industrial war potential, therefore, the atomic bombing of Nagasaki was strategically ineffective. It merely precipitated the same extinction of industrial Nagasaki which the internal economy of Japan would itself have brought about within a very few months.”55

Knowingly or unknowingly, both reports proved the Truman administration’s selection of the target wrong. What aimed to be “the vital war plant employing a large number of workers and closely surrounded by workers’ houses”56 turned out to be residential and commercial centers surrounded by war plants, some of which, on the contrary, escaped major damage. In Hiroshima, the entire heart of the city, approximately 4.7 square miles of densely built-up commercial and residential district, was devastated, while large, important plants were “well outside the area of devastation and in most cases sustained only minor damage.”57 In Nagasaki, a congested residential district, an oval area of 4.4 square miles, was completely destroyed or severely damaged, while the Mitsubishi Dockyard, the largest military plant employing over half of the city’s labor force, was outside the periphery of destruction and suffered only superficial damage.58 

The two reports, however, based their conclusions on totally different standpoints. In the Hiroshima report, the authors took great pains to place emphasize the city’s potential for recuperation. The Nagasaki report, explained that the city’s war potential had already been on the verge of collapse due to the lack of fuel and raw materials. The Hiroshima report repeatedly states that the large factories began partial operations immediately after the bombing and “could have been restored to practically normal production within 30 days,”59 had the war continued. The evidence in USSBS documents, however, suggests otherwise.60

For example, the chief clerk of the Toyo Industries, the third largest plant with over 7,000 workers that produced 19% of the ordnance, told UAD that 900 workers, most of whom lived in dormitories, showed up to work on 7 August, but “their ability to produce was very poor.”61 More importantly, the company decided to close down the plant on 15 August “due to the general disruption.”62 Yet the description of this firm in the final report states “If the war had not ended, it would have been possible to resume approximately normal operations on that date [15 August].”63

Officials at the Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, Ujina Shipyard Division, the fourth largest war plant with 6,020 workers, which was responsible for 57% of the shipbuilding, told the interrogators, “The plant suffered only slight damage, and work was commenced again on 7 August. However, although 1,000 showed up for work on the morning of the 7th compared to 2,660 on the 6th, only 600 showed up on the 8th, and the number decreased on each following day. On 20 November there were 600 employees at work and of this number 15 percent were working on ship construction.”64 The report, however, stated that: “Nearly 50 percent of the normal work shift reported for work on 7 August, the day following the bombing, but only 30 percent reported on 8 August. The number continued to decrease for several days, but repairs went forward, and operations were resumed on 17 August with 70 percent of the normal number of workers.”65 

UAD’s Nagasaki report defied such attempts to place importance on the potential for industrial recovery. Unlike Hiroshima, which was almost intact until the atomic attack, Nagasaki had experienced five pre-atomic raids from August 1944, which resulted in 346 killed, 600 wounded and 43 missing in the entire city.66 While the Dockyard sustained only 1.4% structural damage and 0.8% damage to property value from the atomic bombing, the 1 August raid, the fifth and worst of the pre-atomic attacks by 24 B-29s and 26 B-25s, killed 169, wounded 215 and left 40 missing among its employees.67 It substantially damaged its facilities as well.68 The raid also directly struck the Mitsubishi Steel Works, the smallest of the conglomerates located 0.75 miles (1.2 kms) north of GZ with 2,800 workers, severely damaging some of its machinery.69 

The UAD’s Nagasaki Team argued, however, that neither pre-atomic raids nor the atomic bombing reduced Nagasaki’s industrial potential for war. The report reads: “… from the standpoint of destroyed industrial capacity, the atomic bombing of Nagasaki was extremely effective. Such an attack visited upon any industrial center operating at capacity would seriously curtail the war potential of that nation. In the case of Nagasaki, however, the picture is radically different. At the time of the attack and for several months previously, Nagasaki industry had not been operating at more than a small fraction of capacity.”70

By contrast, the Hiroshima report argued that the war plants in the city enjoyed sufficient resources during the war. It reads: “The trend of production, electric power consumption, and number of industrial workers in the Hiroshima urban area was generally upward during the period studied.”71 However, again, factory interviews and evidences attest otherwise.72 For example, consumption of charcoal had decreased from 2,100 metric tons for home use as of May, 1944; 2,100 metric tons for industry use as of September 1944; and 482 metric tons for transportation as of October 1943, to 330 metric tons, 660 metric tons, and 210 metric tons, respectively in July, 1945.73 Industrial consumption of gas decreased from 96,000 cubic meters in June 1944 to 36,000 cubic meters in July 1945.74 Both the consumption and incoming shipping of almost all goods and raw materials had decreased over the last year of the war, and rapidly so in the final few months.75 To reduce the consumption of electricity there were electric holidays initiated twice a month at many plants.76

Both the labour force and labour hours in Hiroshima started to decrease from August 1944 to early spring of 1945 in all categories, except for chemicals and metals.77 The shortage of labour was aggravated by the lack of food. “Absenteeism was very great and was mainly due to the lack of sufficient food: (1) because of insufficient food, men including soldiers, could not hold up under the heavy work; and (2) the workers had to take time off to scrounge the countryside for additional food.”78 “Workers were not receiving sufficient food and at different times many left their jobs to go out in the country to try and scrounge food. Others were forced to remain at home because of sickness caused by lack of food. The women could not stand the strain as well as male employees, and the food shortage seemed to affect them more.”79 

The possible distortion of the facts seems more apparent in the final report than preliminary reports. For example, while a preliminary report mentioned that the incoming tonnage of truck freight had “dropped from 118% in June 1945 to 68% in July,”80 that part was deleted from the final report to make the outgoing tonnage, which remained above 100% at the end of the war, look like the total tonnage.81 

Possibly acting out of the same motivation, the authors or reviewers of the report might have manipulated some figures. The ratio of the large industries on the perimeter, which could have resumed production within approximately thirty days after the bombing, was increased to 74% in the final report82 from 50% in preliminary reports.83 That of the industrial capacity of the urban area destroyed was decreased to 26% in the final report84 from “less than 35%” or “less than 30%” in preliminary reports.85 That of industrial workers in the ten largest plants who returned to work by 15 August was increased to 42% in the final report86 from 18.6% or 24% in preliminary reports.87 And that of workers housed in company barracks was raised to 31% in the final report88 from 25% in preliminary reports—all without any grounds.89 

While displaying more integrity, however, the Nagasaki report also contained a very critical alteration, namely that most of the population in the area surrounding the hypocenter “was killed outright and few of the wounded managed to escape to safety”90 in preliminary reports was changed to “escaped to safety”91 in the published version. It is obvious that, just like the case of PDD, UAD wanted the atomic bombings to sound indecisive. It may have something to do with the fear among American officials and military that “… the United States [would] get the reputation of outdoing Hitler in atrocities.”92 A careful reading of relevant materials, however, leads us to believe that it was more a matter of domestic concern than of international reputation. USSBS was attempting to deny the awe of the atomic bomb and to display the atomic bomb as just another weapon for the sake of postwar civil defence. A preliminary PDD draft reads: “It is clear that despite the awesome power of the bomb and the unprecedented blotch of devastation left in its wake, it has limitations. Wise planning can decrease the bomb’s destructiveness by taking advantage of the limitations as established by this report.”93 This attitude is also apparent in a UAD preliminary report, which explains the Survey’s mission as follows:

When the city of Nagasaki was made the target of the second atomic attack against Japan, it was publicly announced that this second, improved bomb had rendered the previous one obsolete. Lurid newspaper accounts by mission observers led the public at large to assume that the city must have been wiped from the face of the earth by the force of this new weapon … On the other hand, wishing to utilize the enormity of the disaster, for propaganda purposes, as an instance of American brutality, Japanese news sources simultaneously exaggerated the extent of the destruction … Surmise and rumor had created an almost superstitious attitude on the part of the world at large toward the atomic bomb and its destructive effect. In an effort to counteract this dangerous attitude, and at the same time provide a factual basis for future strategic thinking concerning the atomic bomb as an aerial weapon, the various divisions of the USSBS dispatched teams to the two atomic bombed cities to arrive at a true estimate …94

However different in approach, both UAD’s Hiroshima and Nagasaki reports had likely shared the same goal: to convince the public that it was possible to recover from the atomic disaster. Hiroshima proved this, while in Nagasaki it was not the atomic bomb that limited its recuperation but some other factors. It may have well been expressed most accurately in the following: “The atomic bomb is clearly the most effective area weapon yet devised. Its social and economic effects, however, are the result almost entirely of the area destruction and the casualties, and do not differ essentially from the effects of a similar sweep of destruction from other means. The ability of a city to recover from an attack with atomic bombs, then, will depend, as heretofore, upon the social and economic vitality of its people, and henceforth upon their foresight in applying the lessons of Nagasaki.”95 (Author’s italics)

Atomic Bomb: Revolutionary, or Just Another Bomb? 

In a similar vein, it was likely the responsibility of CDD to show that the atomic bomb was defendable.96 And the division found shelters the most effective measure against the bomb. CDD’s comprehensive report of its study in Japan reads, “At the present time, properly constructed and located shelters appear to be the only answer to that problem [protection for essential persons required to remain in cities], and shelters constructed of reinforced concrete of sufficient thickness to withstand the impact of the heaviest bomb anticipated, insulated against intense heat and atomic radiation, and provided with ventilation systems and self-contained oxygen unites to provide air in case of conflagration would meet nearly every test.”97

This judgment on the feasibilities of shelters as protection against the atomic bomb was based on its Nagasaki report. In the report, CDD made detailed observations of five tunnel-type shelters in the city—some almost below the epicenter—their shapes, structures and distances from GZ, as well as physical conditions of people who were in these shelters, and their specific locations in the shelters at the time of the explosion.98 The division concluded as follows: 

It was the opinion of all the subjects interviewed and of civilian defense officials questioned that if the people had been in the types of tunnel shelters … and had taken the proper position therein (not in the entrance) that most of them would have suffered little or no injury and no apparent after-effects. This theory is further strengthened by statements from officials who estimated that about 400 persons were in tunnel shelters at the time of the explosion and that about 300 of them were unharmed or only slightly injured because they had taken the properly designated positions and had remained in those locations for a reasonable period of time after the explosion.99 

The problem here is that CDD was not telling the whole truth. While photographically describing the horrible deaths of people outside the shelters, its Nagasaki report hardly mentioned that anyone died in the shelters except those standing at the “entrances” of the “Shelter 4,” with all the others having only suffered mild injuries and radiation sickness, most of whom eventually recovered.100 But the fact was that those who survived likely consisted of only a segment of people who were in the shelters. The rest of them died just like the people outside. 

That comment will be more apparent if we compare CDD’s study with another. According to a study conducted by a group of Japanese scientists from the School of Medicine at Tokyo Imperial University, who were members of the atomic bomb research committee assigned by the Japanese Education Ministry in September 1945, there were fifty-two people from a local block association working in the entrenched cave that CDD labeled as the “Shelter 1”101 at the time the atomic bomb exploded.102 The Japanese report states that only seven survived in this shelter.103 The majority of the people, including those at the far end of the shelter, died, immediately or days later (see Figures 1 and 2).

It is true that a bare majority of people who were in “Shelter 2” were unharmed. But it was not because they had taken the “properly designated positions” and had “remained in those locations for a reasonable period of time after the explosion” as CDD argued. Shelters certainly provided a better survival rate for the people inside than those in the open-air;104 however, whether one could survive in a shelter was rather a matter of unpredictable probability, on which no one would want to stake his or her life.

[image: ][image: ]Figure 1. 	The shape of the Cave Trench I and positions of and extent of injuries suffered by people who were there, recorded by Japanese scientists. Black blank circles indicate survivors without injury, Black circles with center dots survivors with injuries, white/black circle those died afterwards, and black solid circles those died at once. 

Figure 2. 	The shape of the Shelter 1 and positions of people who were there, recorded by the USSBS CDD.  CDD, Field Report Covering Air-Raid Protection and Allied Subjects, Nagasaki, Japan,  68.

Actually, earlier drafts were showing likely more accurate pictures. These draft reports stated that “200 to 400 persons”105 were in tunnel shelters at the time of the explosion and that “about 100 of them”106 were unharmed or only slightly injured, instead of 400 and 300, respectively, in the final version. But these figures were changed in the later drafts without any grounds. 

It is apparent that CDD attempted to make the report sound assuring that the atomic bomb was just another weapon, for which civilian defence was possible. A draft report explains the Survey’s mission as follows: 

At first sight, the havoc caused by the atomic bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki seemed incredible, and such was the reaction of most observers who had the opportunity to make only cursory inspections of the two cities. The incidents provided field days for American newspapers, and their almost hysterical accounts proclaimed a new era in the science of warfare—all means and methods of combat up to that time had immediately become obsolete. To the journalistic chorus were added the voices of scientists, congressmen, “expert” commentators, the man-in-the street, and even some military authorities. The result was, of course, the formation of a distorted picture in the mind of the average person who was sincerely trying to evaluate the situation. A calm appraisal of the atomic bombing does not change any of the results but comparison of the devastation with that found in Kobe, Osaka, and Tokyo raises the question of, why there was so much emotion. The wasted areas in Hiroshima and Nagasaki do not differ materially, at least in outward appearances, from those in other Japanese cities which were ravaged by incendiary raids … the ultimate result was identical—utter devastation. The suspicion, therefore, arises quite naturally that possibly this new method of destruction is not too unlike the old procedures, the results being the same, except that they are achieved with larger element of surprise and with greater concentration of force.107

Another draft comments that:

From the civilian defense point of view, however, the problem is to develop protective measures which will minimize to some degree the effects of this new weapon. There is no reason for a “nothing-can-be-done” attitude in this field, for just as every revolutionary weapon of the past has caused the development of counter measures in active defense which tended to mitigate its effects, just so is it reasonable to expect that something can be done to lessen the effects of atomic bombs on civilian populations.108

A reviewer of this draft wrote the word “amplify” in handwriting in the blank margin next to the last sentence. It was the shared sense of purpose to explain to the American public that the atomic bomb could be terrifying but still manageable. It was important to show readers that there was a way to protect them against the bomb. The stories of people who survived in entrenched caves in Nagasaki had likely given the CDD members their raison d’etre at a time when civilian defence experts were struggling to bring the atomic bomb forward to be “recognized as a primary component of over-all defence and must be removed from its former inferior and haphazard role.”109
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