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lied the use of the bomb a,. the only a lter
native Lo an invasion which woul.J have 

Wi1iJe the controversy created 

by the Enola Gay exrubit at the 

Smithsonian illustrated the deep 

division between the public 

memory and prevailing patterns 

of historicaJ scholarship. new 

levels of inqui1y suggest ways in 

which those of us who teach 

about the bomb might try to 

bridge the gap. 

The 
yielcleJ a~ many a:, half a million Ameri
can casu,iltic~. a va:-tly innated rigurc 
which nonethele,:,, quickly becu111e part l'f 
the public con~cinusnes:-. on the is:-.m:.1 

lJecision 

Although not quite so polarizt!d. the 
earliesr :1cudemic work on the drcision to 
drop the bomb paralleled these alternative 
vi,ions. In 1961. Herbert Feis · .lu111111 

S1thd11ed cast Truman's central aim a~ a 
militury 11ne: ending the war in the Paci lie 
al> :,oon a, po:,sible with the minimum lo~s 
or American live~.' From the other ,ide. 

asa 
Gar Alperoviu·~ Aw111ie Dip/011111ry. first 
publi:-.hed in 1965, stressed the diplomatie, 
not military. reason;. behind the dropping 

PUBLIC MEMORY wa~ initially framed by or the bomb. In his view. President Truman 
two early publications. ' In Augu~t 19-l6. 
fohn Her~ey"~ New Ynrker unicle (and sub
,equent book) forceJ American, 10 think 
nbout the role that nuclear weapons should 
play in postwar U.S. foreign policy. Even 

Case Study 
deliberntely prolonged the war ~o that he 
could intimidate the Soviet Union hy drop
ping, the bomb.' 

While Alpernvitz\ hnok (recently up-
tl:.ned and republished) hai; naturally been 

a hostile co111111entatur. Willium Buckley, 
Jr.. later conceded th:11 Hersey·:., writing, 
offered .. both u ~rirituDI acknowledgment 
ufthe transcendent magnitude of the event. 

By .Robert David Johnson 
contentious. mo~t historians now accept 
Bnrton Bern~tein \ contention that ll hope 
that lhe b11mh might intimiJate Lhc Soviet~ 

,111d an invitation to .inalyt1cal mediation on its implica tions.''J If 
Hersey\ writing ,et the precedent for the image of Hiroshima 
a:., an anti-nuclear symbol. then the work ofTruman·s secretary 
of war Henry Stimson. first in a 194 7 A1/w11in1rticle and then in 
his lengthier memoirs. ~erveJ a~ the first illustration of the other 
role tu be played by Hiro:-.hima in the American public memory 
Prodded hy James Conant. who feared the effects o f ,I wide
spread public questioning of Truman·:-. dedsion. Stimson justi-

served a~ a ·'bonw,:· not lhc primary rea
son. for Truman·~ det.:i~ion to use the bomb. Bernstein also has 
asked hi:,l11rian!. to view Truman·:- decision in light of accepted 
standards or morali ty and warfare at the time, noting that no 
reason existed for pnlicymakt:r~ in the Truman administration w 
look for such allcrn:Hive-. to the dropping of the bomb as a nun
combat demonstration. modifying. the U.S. demand that Japan 
sutTender unconditionally <;11 us Lo rermit the re1e111io11 uf the 
Emperor 5ystem. pursuing Japan ·s peace feeler\ more dil igently. 
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delaying the use of the bomb until after the Soviet entry into the 
Pacific war. or relying on heavy non-atomic bombing and a 
naval blockade of Japan. Finally, Bernstei n also made the 
important historical finding that, contrary to claims offered by 
Truman and his secretary of war. Henry Stimson. in the ir mem
oirs that U.S. deaths from an invasion of Japan might have 
totaled a:; many as half a million men. policymakers at the time 
had access lo figures which listed a far lower likely ligure, some
where around 25.000 men. Bernstein's work, and that of 
$imilarly minded historians, served to modify the extreme claims 
associated with the two earlier interpretations of Hiroshima.6 

That the orthodox si:hool once associated with Feis had 
all but ceased 10 exist was implicitly con-

policymakers; in retrospect. it would be startling if policymakers 
in the United States. clearly the most powerful nation in the 
world in 1945. had not considered the political and diplomatic 
ramifications of such an important decision as dropping atomic 
weapons on Japan_M 

In sharp contrast to the trend within the scholarly communi1y. 
however. public opinion on Truman's decision to drop the bomb 
has become much more polarized in the last fifteen years. Paul 
Boyer recently has commented on how the Hersey and Stimson 
works helped --position Hiroshima at the core of the debate over 
nuclear weapons-past. present, and future." They also estab
lished a pattern. which has become especially pronounced in the 

last fifteen years, in which w ntemporary 
firmed when Stimson's former aide. 
McGeorge Bundy. conceded that American 
policymakers "were full of hope that the 
bomb would put new strength into the 
American power position" when c:onduct, 
ing diplomacy after the war. Building on the 
earlie r work of Michael Sherry, he also 
explicitly addressed the critics-i n both the 
scholarly community und among the pub
lic at large-who characterized Hiroshima 
und Nagasaki as immoral acts, stressing the 
role played by su·ategic bombing campaigns 
directed against civilian targets in chang
ing the accepted view of morality in 
warfare. Indeed. Bundy daimed. "of all the 
changes in warmaking brought by experi
ence and felt necessary in World War I I. 
none is more re.markable than that which 
reve.rsed both official and public attitudes 
toward the area bombing of c itie8." He 
correctly noted that most of the moral 
arguments directed against atomic weapons 
worked as well against the use of incendi
ary devices against civilian targets, which 
had become accepted Air Force practice by 

" bl' .. . pu lC 
intellectual and diplomatic developments 
shaped the public memory of Hiroshima 
to a far greater degree than historical 
scholarship on the event. For most of the 
Reagan administration. the anti-nuclear 
interpretation of Hiroshima associated 
with Hersey's work dominated. Memories 
of Hiroshima atlracred prominent auen
lio11 fro11111udea.r free~ al:tivists looking 

to heighten public auention of the possi
bly perilous effects of Reagan's military 
buildup. Although the anti-nuclear inter
pretation of Hiroshima generally did not 
entail an attack on the scholarly commu
nity. it nonetheless focused on a very 
different sort of queslions than those 
posed by most scholars. since it concen
trated more on ethical judgments about 
the use of the atomic bomb than attempt
ing lo explain the reasons for Truman 
acting as he did.9 

late 1944 and received strong support 
among the American public.7 

. . 
opznzon on 

Truman's 

decision to drop 

the bomb has 

become much 

more polarized 

in the last fifteen 

years. " 
As the th rear of nuclear war has faded 

and public confidence in an assertive 
American policy has increase<l, public at

tention ha.~ focused le~s on the morality 
of Truman's deci s ion and more on 

In short. most diplomatic historians now realize that al terna
tives to using the bomb were recognized at the time. and that 
political as well as military factors thus influenced President 
Truman's decision. Recent· scholarship on the overall foreign 
policies of Roosevelt and Truman has tended to reinforce this 
gene~al view of two adn1inisrrations for which geopolitiical con
cerns played a key role in shaping the approach of top 

Stimson's positioning of Hiroshima as the alternative to a large
scale invasion of Japan and thus the savior of American lives. 
The starkest example of this point of view came in Paul Fussell 's 
1981 article, which praised Truman ·s decision frnm the perspec
tive of an American soldier and also condemned what Fussell 
termed the .. revisionist·· scholars who did not live during the 
era for making judgments on Truman's policy. This perspective 
appeared in a s lightly more restrained fashion in David 
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McCullough's popular biography of Truman, which likewise 
defended the President's action as the only alternative to a large
scale invasion which might have produced up to 500.000Ameri.
can casualties. Changes in both U.S. domestic politics, and the 
Americun role in international affairs have intensified the pub
lic Strength of this nationalist position. The emergence of eco
nomic issues as a key element of diplomacy and the burgeon ing 
traJe deficit with Japan made Tokyo seem more like a rivll l than 
u friend, while lhe security aspect of the relationship, s,o impor
talll in minimizing friction throughout the Cold War. seemed 
les.~ important in the aftermath of the collapse of the USSR. 11

' 

One can imagine a very different American response had the 
fiftieth anniversary of Hiroshima occurred 

the dropping of the bomb brought the war to u close needs to 
incorporate both the American and the Japane-,e perspectives. 
the imernationul approach offers an obvious avenue for address
ing rhe impact ofTruman's decision. Too much or the histo1iog
raphy. however, especially that of the revisionist variety (along 
with virtually all aspects of public commentary on the issue). 
has dealt with only the American side of the equation. As lun 
Buruma poinL~ out, AlperoviLZ, for one, ha~ implicitly assumed 
that .. it wa. clear the Japanese would have surrendered 1Vith such 
a guarantee" of retaining_ the Emperor system, even though ·•there 
is no evidence that Japan wou ld have surrendered. even 
with a guarantee of the Emperor's status . .ind there are good 

, reasons to believe that it would nor:· 
in the international climate of a dec.ide be
fore. when criticism of Japan in the United 
States tended to be muted under the broader 
concern of maintaining u united front in the 
Pacific. Meanwhile. the anti-Washington 
anitude recently evident in Congress and. 
Tony Capaccio and Uday Mohan argue. the 
mishandling of the issue by the media have 
@ly increased the public's sense that the 
United States was right to drop the bomb. 11 

" .. scholarly 
lndee<l. Jupanese leader~ seemed as little 
concerned with ~aving Japanese lives as 
did Truman. 11 Herbert Bix ha1> also at
tempted to redre:;s some of the imbalances 
in Alperovi1z's account (and those of most 
other American scholars). 

Wh.it, then, are we teachers lO do'! As 
Akira Iriye reminds us. ··scholarly history 
is not the same thing a public memory. 
certainly not in a society where freedom of 
inquiry exists." Historians. lriye recom
mends, need to maintain their integrity by 
producing works which ··reinvestigate the 
past constantly in light of new evidence and 
fr.imeworks of analysis." Ways do exist for 
historians lo in0uencc the shaping of the 
public memory while maintaining high 
levels of scholarly inquiry. New methods 
currently prominent in the lield of U.S. for
eign relations, for example, can address the 
concerns that form the core of the public 

history is not 

the same thing as 

public memory, 

Akira lriye delved into this isRue over 
a decade ago in Pawer a/Ill Culture, where 
he offere<l a good deal or evidence on the 
weakness of the peace forces within the 
Japanese government. Bix applied lriye 's 
general framework 10 the atomic bomb 
decision. Content.ling that the Emperor 
playe<l a critical role in the formation of 
Japanese wartime policy, that he had little 
interest in nn early peace. and that the so
called •·moderates" within the fapanese 
cabinet were of a similur mjndset. Bix 
concluded that a U.S. guarantee to retain 
the Emperor system would not have in
duced a Japanese surrender. Like 
Buruma. he also minimized the influence 
of those promoting the peace overtures 
within the Japanese government. Look-

certainly not 

in a society 

W'here freedo,n 

of inquiry 

exists.'' 
discourse on the decision to use the bomb 
while still focusing on a scholarly approach. Two of lthe most 
fruitful recent lines or inquiry in diplomatic history have cen
tered on examining the interaction between domestic· politics 
and foreign policy, aml approaching American foreign IPOlicy as 
pai1 of international history. Recent scholarship has utilized these 
general approaches while again moving away from the extremes 
associated with the public memory of the issue_ll 

For example. sinc;e any discussion of the question of whether 

ing to as~ess the American unwillingness 
to compromise on the pol icy of uncondi

tional sun-ender "in light of the tremendous sanifices that the 
Emperor kept imposing on his people," Bix sees "many other 
reasons for the delayed surrende r beyond American 
policymakers· desire to practice atomic diplomacy, or realize 
ulterior objective1- vis-a-vis the Soviet Union:·1~ 

Lawrence Wittner utilized an international lens in a different 
fash ion in his ambitiou~ new book on the international implica
tions of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. One World or None examines 
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how 1he use of the bomb provoked a rethinking of Lhe nature of 
international relations by cootTibu1ing to 1he rise of world 
federalist movements in not only Japan but in the United States 
as well. While world federa lism never assumed the predomi
nanl position in U.S. policy, Wittner shows that il had more 
impactthan generally has been perceived. In par1icular, whal he 
terms an .. unpreceden1ed receptivity to new approaches to world 
order'" manifested itself in the Acheson-Lilienthal Plan to place 
all atomic weapons under international control. Wittner's book 
maintains high levels of scholarly inquiry while nonetheless 
offering insight!> on how Hiroshima affected perspectives on 
international affair)', that transcended national boundaries. By 

ward off legislative allacks affected the decision making 
processes of Truman. himself a creature of Congress. Indeed. 
as Stanley Goldberg has recently commented, fear of a possible 
congres~ional invasion caused General Leslie Groves. the 
director of the Manhallan Project. 10 take .. all steps possible to 
make sure that the atomic- bomb played a role in bringing the 
war to an end ." Throughout the war. Groves pl aced the 
appropriations for the Manhattan Project in Lhe budget for the 
Army Corps of Engineers, helping l() hide from Congress the 
fac t that an item originally estimated at $133 million wounJ up 
costing over $2 billion to produce. Yet he knew that the secrecy 
would not last forever; Stimson and Undersecre1ary of War 

Rohert Patterson joked near the end of continuing to examine the use of the bomb I 
through an rnternauonal lens, historians ask 
Lhe types of questions that promise to move "While a gap 
the atomic bomb debate beyond the narrow 
confines of the 1994-1 995 controversy. To 
what extent the public will be willing 10 
engage in this type of examination, of 
course. re111aios to be seen. But it does 
offer a potential path toward a new type of 
public memory on lhe issue.'·' 

Lhe war that if the project did not suc
ceed, they would spend Lhe rest of their 
lives testifying before Congress. Secre
tary of State James Byrnes. meanwhile. 
won-ied about how such an inquiry would 
affect the political well-being of the 
Democralic party. What P.Url the fear of 
the congressional repercussions of not 
using !he bomb played in Lhe bureaucratic 
events leading up to Truman's decision 
remains a matter of debate, but, as sev
era 1 historians have pointed out. the 
President's advisors framed Lhe cha.ice 10 
maxi mize the chances of Truman·s 
decidiog to go ahead wilh Hiroshima. 
As Groves remarked tater, the bomb·s 
success ensured that "we will never have 
the greatest congre.~sional invesi-igation 
of a ll times." 17 

Ex.amining in greater detail the intersec
tion between domestic forces-such as 
comemporary press opinion or the role 
played by scientists-and Truman's act.ion 
also offers a promising way for historians 
to ask historically oriented questions that 
nonetheless address the issues which most 
concern the public memory on the issue. 
The role played by Congress represents one 
aspect or the domest-ic equation which de
serves more attention. particularly in light 
of the prominent role played by Congress 
(especially through the Joint Committee on 
Atomic Energy) in postwar nuclear policy.•~ 

Meanwhi le, Alan Brinkley's recent work 
hus indicated how growing congressional 
conservatism during World War 1T con-
srrained the domestic agent.la of Franklin 

always will 
exist between 

historical inquiry 
and the 

public memory, 

ways exist 
for historians 

to narrow 
the divide." 

While a gap always will exist between 
historical inquiry and lhe public memory, 
ways ex is t for historians to narrow 
the divide. Looking more at domestic 
event~ both in Japan and the United State..~ 
offers a way for historians to ask far 
more complicated questions. and. hope
fully. yie ld findings which have the 

Roosevelt, and it is only reasonable lO assume that a desire 10 poremial for affecting puhlic discourse on the issue. ■ 
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