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THE IDEA OF JAPAN [I] Japan as victim 

WEEK 7: JAPAN THE VICTIM日本の被害WRITING FROM THE RUINS 

Reading 1: Critical Reports 1 Wilfrid [Peter] Burchett 
The Daily Express, [UK], September 5 
1945   
THE ATOMIC PLAGUE 
‘I Write This As A Warning To The World’** 
DOCTORS FALL AS THEY WORK 
Poison gas fear: All wear masks 
Express Staff Reporter, Peter Burchett 
Was the first Allied staff reporter to enter the 
atom-bomb city. He travelled 400 miles from 
Tokyo alone and unarmed, carrying rations for 
seven meals − food is almost unobtainable in 
Japan − a black umbrella, and a typewriter.  
Here is his story from − 

HIROSHIMA, Tuesday 
IN HIROSHIMA, 30 days after the first atomic bomb destroyed the city and shook the world, 
people are still dying, mysteriously and horribly − people who were uninjured in the cataclysm 
− from an unknown something which I can only describe as atomic plague. 
  Hiroshima does not look like a bombed city. It looks as if a monster steamroller had passed 
over it and squashed it out of existence. I write these facts as dispassionately as I can in the 
hope that they will act as a warning to the world.  
  In this first testing ground of the atomic bomb I have seen the most terrible and frightening 
desolation in four years of war. It makes a blitzed Pacific island seem like an Eden. The 
damage is far greater than photographs can show. 
  When you arrive in Hiroshima you can look around and for 25, perhaps 30 square miles, 
you can hardly see a building. It gives you an empty feeling in the stomach to see such 
man-made devastation. 
  I picked my way to a shack used as a temporary police headquarters in the middle of the 
vanished city. Looking south from there I could see about three miles of reddish rubble. That is 
all the atomic bomb left of dozens of blocks of city streets, of buildings, homes, factories and 
human beings. 

STILL THEY FALL 
  There is just nothing standing except about 20 factory chimneys − chimneys with no 
factories. I looked west. A group of half a dozen gutted buildings. And then again nothing… 
 
** [Note that the editor of the Daily Express, Arthur Christensen, pulled the headline, ‘I Write 
This As A Warning To The World’ from Burchett’s text.] 



READING 2: CRITICAL REPORT 2: The New Yorker, August 31 1946 



Reading 2… 
THE LONG ARTICLE “HIROSHIMA” BY JOHN HERSEY took 
up the entire 31 August 1946 issue of The New Yorker. 
There were no advertisements and no other articles. Hersey 
interviewed people in Hiroshima and wrote about what 
happened to them in a documentary style, reporting the 
facts of their experience in flat, plain language. The article 
caused a sensation and that issue of The New Yorker sold 
out within hours. The Book-of-the-Month club sent a free 
copy in book form to all its members. The text was also 
broadcast on the radio in the US and Great Britain and 

continued to be 
broadcast into the 
1950s. 

Hersey had been sent 
to Japan by The New 
Yorker in May 1946. He spent three weeks 
interviewing and collecting material in Hiroshima 
and elsewhere, then returned to the US to finish the 
article.  

Steve Rothman, an American student of Hersey’s 
article, assessed the effect of the article on world 
opinion: “The direct effect of “Hiroshima” on the 
American public is difficult to gauge. No mass 
movement formed as a result of the article, no laws were 
passed, and reaction to the piece probably didn’t have 
any specific impact on U. S. military strategy or foreign 
policy. But certainly the vivid depictions in the book 
must have been a strong contributor to a pervasive sense 
of dread (and guilt) about nuclear weaponry felt by many 
Americans ever since August 1945.” 
This sense of guilt contributed directly to the 
conversion of Japan from the Menace of the 20s 
and late 30s to the postwar Victim, a process which 
itself contributed to Japan’s recovery (the post-war 

Phoenix不死鳥) and status as the world’s most committed anti-nuclear nation.   
However, managing this process required a switch of focus away from the 

experiences of other Japanese civilians bombed by the US in Tokyo.  
 
“In some sort of crude sense which no vulgarity, no humor, no overstatement 

can quite extinguish, the physicists have known sin; and this is a knowledge 
which they cannot lose.” –J. Robert Oppenheimer 
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READING 3:日本の被害: THE TOKYO BOMBINGS OF 1945 
The atomic bombing of 
Hiroshima on August 6 instantly 
resulted in about 80,000 deaths 
from the bomb and its effects, and 
a further 120,000 deaths in the 
years that followed.  
The atomic bombing of 
Nagasaki on August 9 killed 
26,000 instantly and injured 
40,000 more.  
The incendiary bombing of 
Tokyo in the 8 months 
January-August 1945 killed 
500,000 people in Tokyo and 
caused 10,000,000 people to flee 

the city. On one night alone, March 10 1945, 100,000 Tokyo civilians were killed.  
The first “fire bomb” raid was on Kobe on 
February 3, 1945 and following relative success 
the AAF continued the tactic. Much of the armor 
and the defensive weapons of the bombers were 
also removed to allow increased bomb loads, 
Japanese air defence in terms of night-fighters and 
anti-aircraft guns was so feeble it was hardly a risk. 
The first such raid on Tokyo was on the night of 
February 23-24 when 174 B-29s destroyed around 
one square mile of the city. Following on that 
success 334 B-29s raided on the night of March 
9-10, dropping around 1,700 tons of bombs. Around 16 square miles (41 km²) of the city were 
destroyed and over 100,000 people are estimated to have died in the resulting “fire storm”. It 
was the most destructive conventional raid of the war against Japan. In the following two 
weeks there were almost 1,600 further sorties against the four cities, destroying 31 square 
miles in total at a cost of only 22 aircraft. There was a third raid on Tokyo on May 26. 
[Wikipedia] 
In 60 years (1945-2005) the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki have had a far 
higher news profile than the fire bombing of Tokyo. The mushroom cloud of the 
Hiroshima bomb and the building at the epicentre of the bomb are part of global 
iconology, recognised everywhere. Why are the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
remembered and commemorated (Peace Park, memorials, novels and films, stamps, 
school visits) more than the bombing of Tokyo? Points to bear in mind: Japan is the only 
nation to have experienced atomic bombing. It was not the first nation but among the 
first nations to bomb civilian populations: most notably in China. Is the higher profile of 
the atomic bombings just an example of successful news management?  

Aftermath of the Tokyo firebombing 



QUESTIONNAIRE CLASS NAME WEEK NO. 
NAME STUDENT NO. DATE 
1. WHAT WAS THIS CLASS/FILM ABOUT?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. WHAT ARE THE MAIN QUESTIONS IT RAISES? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. WHAT IS IMPORTANT ABOUT THIS SUBJECT? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. ANY OTHER COMMENTS? 
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