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			Hiroshima and the beginning of the nuclear age

			Key information

			
					When: 6 August (atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima) and 9 August 1945 (atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki).

					Where: Hiroshima and Nagasaki (Japan).

					Context: the Pacific Campaign (1941-1945) during the Second World War (1939-1945).

					Key protagonists:	Harry Truman (1884-1972), President of the United States from 1945 to 1953.

	Leslie Groves (1896-1970), military director of the Manhattan Project.

	J. Robert Oppenheimer (1904-1967), scientific director of the Manhattan Project.

	Kantarō Suzuki (1868-1948), Prime Minister of Japan from 7 April to 17 August 1945. 

	Hirohito (1901-1989), Emperor of Japan from 1926 to his death.




					Impact:	The complete destruction of two large Japanese cities.

	The surrender of Japan and the end of the Second World War. 

	The start of the Cold War and the development of nuclear arsenals.




			

			Introduction

			In 1945, after four years of brutal fighting in the Pacific Ocean, American forces reached Japan. Worn down and isolated, the Empire of the Rising Sun could no longer avoid defeat. However, its troops fought on and refused to surrender: if the Allies were going to invade Japan, a bloodbath was the price they would pay for peace. The Americans then decided to force Tokyo to capitulate by using a new weapon that had been developed only recently: the atomic bomb.

			The first bomb was dropped on Hiroshima on 6 August 1945, then another was dropped on Nagasaki three days later. It was a resounding success: the two cities were razed to the ground by explosions that were unprecedented in their power and the Japanese authorities finally decided to surrender, thus bringing the Second World War to a close. However, the victory came at a high price in terms of human life: tens of thousands of people were killed by blast injuries and fires, and many others would die as a result of radiation in the following weeks. The entire world was stunned by the scope of the destruction and realised that the USA had acquired a formidable weapon by mastering the atom. Soon, the United States would be drawn into a gruelling technological competition with the USSR, which also wanted to become a nuclear power. As such, by showing the destructive force of the atom, the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki gave rise to the development of nuclear arsenals and led to the Cold War (1945-1990), whose consequences are still felt today.

		


		
			Context

			Japanese expansion in East Asia (1931-1941)

			In the late 19th century, Imperial Japan took advantage of the provision of western technologies to modernise, develop its economy and increase its military power. By defeating China and Russia, it annexed new territories (Taiwan in 1895 and Korea in 1910) and asserted itself as a leading regional power in East Asia.

			In the 1930s, the state became militarised and further strengthened its troops. The lack of strategic raw materials in the country and a feeling of superiority over other peoples led Tokyo to embark on an aggressive imperialist policy. In 1931, following a staged attack, the Japanese army occupied Manchuria in north-east China. Six years later, it began invading the rest of the country. In 1940, it took advantage of the German victories in Europe to occupy the French colony of Indochina, then allied itself with Germany and Italy. Fearing Japanese domination in East Asia, the American, British and Dutch governments demanded the withdrawal of Japanese troops from China and imposed an embargo on oil shipments to the country. The reaction proved brutal: on 7 December 1941, having managed to approach Hawaii without being noticed, six Japanese aircraft carriers attacked the Pearl Harbor naval base. The American forces were taken by surprise and lost over 2000 men and a part of their fleet. Following on from this success, Imperial troops invaded and occupied colonies and protectorates of the United Kingdom (Malaysia, Singapore, Burma and Hong Kong), Holland (Indonesia) and the United States (the Philippines) in Asia, as well as several strategic islands in the Pacific.
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			Attack on Pearl Harbor by Japanese troops.

			
				
					Imperial Japan’s violence and war crimes

					In the 1930s, the military seized political power and imposed a warmongering ideology which glorified loyalty to the emperor and advocated heroic sacrifice. This ideology, accompanied by an expansionist policy, would justify unbridled violence. The Japanese people, who were very constrained and disappointed by the economic difficulties resulting from the 1929 crisis, almost all rallied behind it. There were even cases of parents hoping that their children would not return from the war alive!

					The soldiers had been made fanatical and demonstrated incredible ferocity and cruelty. Atrocities committed against civilian populations were frequent and culminated in the Nanking Massacre (December 1937-January 1938) in China and the Manila massacre (February-March 1945) in the Philippines, while prisoners of war were often summarily executed or forced to work in appalling conditions.

					Brought together in the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, which was supposed to promote national liberties, the conquered countries were overexploited, their economies broken up and their people driven into forced labour. Some women, known as “comfort women”, were even forced into prostitution for the army. Even today, the memory of these events continues to damage relations between Japan – which has not fully admitted its crimes – and some Asian countries.

				

			

			The war in the Pacific and the isolation of Japan (1941-1945)

			In December 1941, a new kind of conflict, in which air and naval forces and, above all, aircraft carriers with their airplanes on board, would play a decisive role, broke out in the vast Pacific Ocean. The Japanese military leaders were aware of America’s superior industrial potential: they knew that time would work against them and hoped to obtain peace through a decisive victory. Although the quality of Japan’s military preparations, the aggressiveness of its troops and the effect of surprise allowed it to win some important initial victories, the United States soon sprang into action and inflicted two painful defeats on the Japanese navy in the Battle of the Coral Sea (4-8 May 1942) and the Battle of Midway (4-7 June 1942). The Japanese fleet, which was already greatly weakened and unable to replace its losses, definitively lost its offensive capacity after the Battle of the Philippine Sea (19-20 June 1944) and the Battle of Leyte Gulf (23-27 October 1944), the largest air and naval battle in history.

			At the same time as their naval operations, the Americans had to reconquer the islands occupied by the Japanese in the Pacific one by one, embarking on brutal combat in frequently difficult conditions (tropical jungles, mountains), against an enemy that would rather die than surrender. During the Guadalcanal Campaign (August 1942-February 1943), the Battle of Iwo Jima (February-March 1945) and the Battle of Okinawa (April-June 1945), among others, the Japanese army made use of mountainous areas and underground areas, hiding in underground shelters to surprise the enemy and maximise losses. They also launched suicide attacks, accompanied by the famous battle cry banzai, and used a range of traps. At Saipan (June-July 1944), the Americans were horrified by mass suicides of soldiers and civilians who threw themselves from cliffs. The same year, special units known as kamikazes, who flew their planes into enemy warships, appeared.

			In spite of everything, the Americans emerged victorious and approached Japan. As they left the conquered islands, their bombers attacked enemy towns from June 1944 onwards. At the same time, Allied forces drove back Japanese troops in Burma and Papua New Guinea. Fighting, blockades and bombings had exhausted the Empire: its defeat was inevitable, but it continued to put up a desperate resistance. In 1945, the Americans therefore had to prepare to invade Japan to put an end to the war. This worried the Allied strategists, who thought that the enemy would doggedly defend its territory while benefitting from the support of a fanatical population. Estimates of the number of losses were frightening, ranging from 100 000 to over a million men for the American army, and reaching as high as 10 million for the Japanese population. It was clear that the conquest of Japan would be a bloodbath. To avoid this, the American leaders would count on a new weapon: the atomic bomb.

		


		
			Key protagonists

			Harry Truman, President of the United States
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			Official portrait of Harry Truman.

			Truman, who was born in 1884 in a small town in Missouri, was the last America president without a university degree. After working at a series of jobs, he joined the army and fought in France in 1918. After the war, he experienced professional setbacks that convinced him to go into politics. He was elected senator in Missouri, and became widely known a few years later, when he presided over a committee tasked with investigating wrongdoing within the army.

			In January 1945, Franklin D. Roosevelt (1882-1945) began his fourth term as President of the United States, with Truman as his vice president. When Roosevelt died three months later, Truman succeeded him as leader of the country and took part in the Potsdam Conference (July-August 1945), which aimed to decide on the fate of the defeated Germany and the occupied countries. Truman had not been aware of the Manhattan Project’s existence for long when he agreed to the use of the atomic bomb.

			Facing the start of the Cold War, he took a firm stand to halt the spread of Communism. After his election as president in 1948, he supported the creation of NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) in 1949 and brought the USA into the Korean War (1950-1953) the following year. Having become unpopular, he lost the 1952 election and retired from politics. He died of pneumonia in 1972.

			Leslie Groves, military director of the Manhattan Project
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			Portrait of Leslie Groves.

			Leslie Groves was born in Albany, New York, in 1896 and graduated from the prestigious United States Military Academy at West Point in 1918. After being appointed Major in the Engineering Corps, he helped oversee the construction of the Pentagon, the vast headquarters of the Department of Defense.

			In 1941, he became the military director of the Manhattan Project and supervised all the staff involved in the research programme. In 1945, the targets for the atomic bombs were chosen under his responsibility. After the war, his career languished and he decided to leave the army after obtaining the rank of lieutenant general. He died of a heart attack in 1970.

			J. Robert Oppenheimer, scientific director of the Manhattan Project
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			Portrait of J. Robert Oppenheimer.

			J. Robert Oppenheimer, who is known as the ‘father of the atomic bomb’, was born in New York in 1904. After studying at Harvard, he did research in physics and chemistry in the USA, the UK and Germany. He had a strong knowledge of nuclear physics and took an active part in the American design activities for a uranium bomb.

			He was appointed scientific director of the Manhattan Project in 1943 and proved an efficient research supervisor. When the first atomic bomb exploded on 16 July 1945, he reportedly exclaimed: “Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds” (cited in Poolos, 2008: 88). Tormented by his role in the creation of the bomb, he left the project in 1945 and subsequently worked for the United States Atomic Energy Commission. This notably led him to take part in the creation of the H-bomb (hydrogen bomb). Suspected of left-wing activities, Oppenheimer was removed from his job in 1954 and embarked on other research. He died of cancer in 1967.

			Kantarō Suzuki, Prime Minister of Japan
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			Portrait of Kantarō Suzuki in 1945.

			Kantarō Suzuki was born in Kuze, Japan, in 1868 and graduated from the Imperial Japanese Naval Academy in 1887. He commanded a number of warships in the conflicts against China (1894-1895) and Russia (1904-1905). He served as Vice Minister of the Navy (1914-1917) and Chief of the Imperial Japanese Navy General Staff (1925-1929), before retiring in 1929. However, he was recalled in 1945, at the age of 77, to replace the Prime Minister, who had resigned. Suzuki wanted to put an end to the war, but he rejected the conditions imposed by the Allies, especially as the military wanted to continue fighting. After the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, with the Emperor’s agreement, he led the negotiations which culminated in the surrender of Japan. He resigned after the surrender had been announced and died in 1948.

			Hirohito, Emperor of Japan
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			Portrait of Emperor Hirohito.

			Prince Hirohito was born in Tokyo in 1901. He became regent of Japan in 1921, then emperor five years later, following the death of his father. Hirohito was the nominal head of the government, and his attitude during the war was ambiguous: although he sometimes opposed the military’s stranglehold over national affairs, he nonetheless approved of some of their most contentious actions and tolerated their war crimes. The extent of his responsibility for Japan’s aggressive expansion is still being debated today. In 1945, his intervention in the process which led to surrender was decisive. After the war, as part of the democratisation of the country, he was forced to renounce his divine status and accept the new constitution, which stripped him of any political power. He nonetheless retained a symbolic power until his death in 1989.
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