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The Myth of the Atomic Bombing

Abstract

This paper examines “the myth of the atomic bombing” in the United States
and how it influences American people. Moreover, this paper attempts to find out
whether the way of thinking about the atomic bombing has changed from World War II
until today.

In 1947 after the war, Henry L. Stimson, the former Secretary of the U.S.
Army, published “The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb” in Harper’s magazine, which
explained the context of the atomic bombing. The important part of this article is the
reason given for America’s use of the atomic bomb against Japan: to end the war early
and save many American lives. This theory became the official American government
view and was widely proliferated in America as the reason for the bombing. Later, this
theory came to be called “the myth of the atomic bombing.” At present, many historians
insist that “the myth” has already lost credibility in the face of newly confirmed facts.
Regardless, according to a survey by Quinnipiac University in 2009, sixty percent of
Americans still think that the bombing was right. From this result, it appears that the
influence of “the myth” on the public might be still strong. This paper considers the
influence of “the myth” from various viewpoints such as education, controversy and
documentary.

Chapter 1 examines the details of the atomic bombing and the process of
creating Stimson’s article which led to “the myth of the atomic bombing.” In 1941,
America started the development of the atomic bomb. The development advanced
steadily and then the American government nearly decided to use the bomb against
Japan in 1944. Although the U.S. government knew that the Japanese government was
seeking a move toward peace in 1945 by monitoring Japanese communications, the
Americans didn’t give Japan a chance to surrender and avoid using the bomb.
Subsequently, two bombs were dropped on the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In
1947, some negative opinions about the bombing appeared. To reduce these doubts,
James B. Conant, who was involved in the development of the bomb, asked Stimson to

write an article about the bombing. This article is the very start of establishing “the



myth.” The theory that the reason for the bombing is to end the war early and save
many American lives is outlined in this article. Many politicians later quoted this
theory to justify the bombing. This led to the theory becoming accepted as a factual
statement by most of Americans.

Chapter 2 explores the influence of “the myth of the atomic bombing” by
analyzing descriptions in American history textbooks. Textbooks from the 1950s to the
2000s are analyzed in this chapter. In the 1950s and the 1960s, the textbooks
emphasize that the reason for the bombing is to end the war early and save many
American lives. In short, “the myth” is written directly into the textbooks. By contrast,
the textbooks from the 1970s to the 2000s don’t mention a decisive reason for the
bombing. Some textbooks present questions about the bombing and other reasons for
the bombing, such as to reduce the threat of the Soviet Union and to measure its effects
on the human body. This study reveals that “the myth” had a great influence in the
educational circles in the two decades after the war; however, the description of the
bombing in textbooks changed from the 1970s onward with the advance of historical
research. The later textbooks don’t force “the myth” on students and give them an
opportunity to think about the bombing from various viewpoints.

In order to review how American people react when a reconsideration of “the
myth” occurs, Chapter 3 analyzes an Enola Gay exhibition and the surrounding
controversy. In the early 1990s, the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum
planned to exhibit a plane called the Enola Gay, which dropped the bomb on Japan, and
tell audiences the history of World War II. The organizers also tried to reconsider “the
myth” academically by displaying historical materials. However, the exhibition wasn’t
held as they planned because of criticism from the Air Force Association, the public and
the media. In particular, the Air Force Association attacked the museum for being
partial to Japan and overemphasized the damage from the bombing. They insisted on
the morality of the bombing by relying “the myth.” Because the group and veterans
were respected by the public and had strong influence, many people sided with them
and criticized the museum. As a result, the museum bowed to the outside pressure. This
outcome demonstrates the influence of the Air Force and how “the myth” remained
effective in America.

Chapter 4 considers the outline of Oliver Stone’s documentary, which can be
said to be a challenge to “the myth” and examines how American people reacted to the
film. Oliver Stone’s documentary The Untold History of the United States was
broadcast on Showtime channel in 2012. In this documentary, Stone presented a large

amount of historical materials and concluded that the reason for the bombing was not to



end the war early and save many American lives but to check the power of the Soviet
Union. The documentary was highly regarded despite its denial of “the myth.”
According to a survey of movie reviews on the internet, some individuals say that all
Americans should watch the documentary, and that they also need to learn the true
history of the United States. Those who contributed reviews accept the new facts and
try to tell young generation the true history of the bombing. This shows that some
people who watched the documentary don’t persist in “the myth” and their thinking
about the bombing changes little by little.

The study concludes that both the influence of “the myth” and people’s thinking
about the bombing changes gradually over time. Moreover, the data suggest that
America hasn’t been completely bound by “the myth” since the war ended. Attempts to
provide alternate explanations for the bombing in education, the Smithsonian
exhibition and the Stone documentary can be treated as a united line of thinking that
doesn’t support “the myth.” However, it is necessary to consider whether such gradual

change can eventually shift public opinion or not.
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I hope History teachers can be brave and show this documentary in Jr. High
Schools and High Schools. - The History books are so full of lies and the truth is
sometimes too difficult to accept but I'd like to think there are some History
teachers that have the guts to show this to their students. But it’s also a must for
all Americans to re-learn the True History Of the United States! (R.Rodriguez
December 29, 2013)
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Japan started the damn war. The USA DID NOT. Crying over the use of the atomic
bomb is a waste of time. (Rextrent July 18, 2014)
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Stone stands on incredibly small estimates for American casualties during the

planned invasion of Japan to discredit the decision to drop the bomb. (jpiaggione
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