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Foreword

It is always sobering to learn how long it takes to see things clearly. Even
cataclysmic events like the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
which almost mesmerized the entire world when they took place over a
half century ago, have revealed their secrets, their full dimensions, only
slowly1

Take, for instance, what might seem to be a straightforward issue: the
number of men, women, and children killed by the bombs. Early esti-
mates by the U.S. government put these in the range of between 70,000
and 80,000 killed in Hiroshima and 35,000 in Nagasaki, and low figures of
this order have survived in some sources to the present day. In fact, as be-
came clear by the 1970s, the most credible calculations place fatalities at
roughly double those numbers in each city. Around 210,000 individuals
probably were killed by the two bombs (140,000 in Hiroshima and 70,000
in Nagasaki), most of these deaths occurring immediately or in the
months that followed. To the present day, small numbers die each year of
bomb-related effects; and to the present day, there are still no clearly dis-
aggregated, cumulative, official figures on this seemingly most funda-
mental of questions.

Or take the question of what it is that defines a "hibakusha," or atomic-
bomb victim. In Japan, formal definition did not come until 1957, when
the government belatedly agreed to provide special free medical services
to survivors. Under Japanese law, several categories of individuals qual-
ify for such care: persons who were within four kilometers of the
hypocenters of the bombs; those who entered the stricken cities within
three days, and came within two kilometers of ground zero; and those
who were in utero when their mothers became hibakusha. Because of the
uncertain genetic effects of the nuclear irradiation, the Japanese govern-
ment also extends medical care to children subsequently born to sur-
vivors.

With rare exceptions, persons who were within one kilometer of the
hypocenters were killed instantly by some combination of blast, heat, fire,
and radiation. To the Japanese and non-Japanese researchers who have
studied the long-term medical effects of the bombs, by far the most vul-
nerable group of survivors was within approximately two kilometers of
ground zero at the time of impact. How much radiation each individual
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x Foreword

may have been exposed to can only be estimated by a careful "radiation
dosimetry" that takes into account the total amount of radiation released
by each bomb, plus exactly where each survivor was, and how exposed
or protected (by walls, terrain, or the like) he or she may have been. Be-
fore political pressure led the government to adopt broader criteria,
Japanese physicians also focused on those who had been within this two-
thousand meter radius when the bombs exploded.

As the imprecision of the concept of "survivor" suggests, it has been
difficult to grasp the full dimensions of the atomic-bomb experience be-
cause that experience is still with us, still revealing new mutant faces. To
speak of the effects of the bombs is to speak not merely of the early, grue-
some mass deaths, but of pathologies that have exposed themselves only
piecemeal—and with decidedly different impacts and meanings depend-
ing on whether it be to scientists, to detached laymen, or to the survivors
themselves. Almost immediately, published photographs made the gen-
eral public familiar with the hard, disfiguring "keloid" scars suffered by
many burn victims. Soon afterwards, despite U.S. government attempts
to repress such reportage, the horrendous "atomic-bomb disease" that cut
through seemingly healthy survivors like a bloody scythe became well
known: hair falling out in clumps, purple splotches on the skin, bloody
vomit and diarrhea, thirst, fever, death.

This was but the start of the macabre process of learning what August 6
and August 9 had wrought. Within a few years, it became clear that the
bombs had reached into the womb. Stillbirths and neonatal deaths were
abnormally high among births to women who had been pregnant when
exposed to the bombs. Among the surviving children, stunted growth, in-
cluding small head size and a high incidence of severe mental retarda-
tion, was common. Beginning in 1947, researchers associated with the
U.S.-sponsored Atomic Bomb Casualty Commission attempted to exam-
ine every newborn child in Hiroshima and Nagasaki (they succeeded in
ninety-five percent of all households)—arriving in still shattered neigh-
borhoods with great solemnity in their official vehicles, an occasion for all
to behold. Where the child was stillborn or soon died, autopsies were re-
quested—an unfamiliar practice in Japan, bordering on desecration (a
majority of bereaved families nonetheless complied). Regular examina-
tions of the children of survivors were carried out over the years that fol-
lowed. Imagine being the parent in such a household, or the child, or a
prospective spouse.

Soon afterwards, it was observed that the incidence of leukemia was
higher than normal among youngsters who had been exposed to the
bombs (the first scientific paper on this appeared in 1952). Leukemia
preys on children; and children, particularly up to around the age of ten,
are especially susceptible to adverse effects of irradiation. It made sense
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to anticipate more "adult" cancers, and these did indeed materialize. In
time, it became known that survivors suffered a somewhat higher inci-
dence of breast and thyroid cancer, among other maladies. The major sci-
entific summation of these matters, based on research begun in 1950 and
involving a sample of some 93,000 survivors (37,800 of whom had died),
plus a control population, was not published until 1994; and its conclu-
sions were not catastrophic. Apart from deformities in children who were
in utero when the bombs were dropped, it is impossible to distinguish be-
tween cancer or non-cancerous diseases that occur naturally and patholo-
gies that are radiation induced. In the 1994 study, deviance was in any
case small: The incidence of cancer (some 8,000 deaths) among survivors
was slightly more than 400 cases above the norm.

Survivors do not read scientific papers. What they know about is the
indescribable shock they experienced, the atomic-bomb deaths and sick-
nesses they witnessed, the visits of investigators to mothers who had just
given birth, the researchers who materialized at regular intervals in Japan
to run batteries of tests not only on survivors but on their children, even
those born afterwards. And the scientists, on their part, took an inordi-
nately long time to grasp what then became rather lamely called the "hu-
man effects" of the bombs. What the scientists recognized belatedly—and
non-Japanese have rarely thought about at all—is what in the Japanese
turn of phrase is sometimes spoken of as the "keloids of the heart," the
"leukemia of the soul." We grow old. If cursed, cancer or some such killer
invades our bodies. But survivors have lived in daily imagination of such
violation. For them, the trauma of the shattering experience itself was
compounded by gnawing fear that the bomb still lived within the body.

So the presumably simple question of the "effects" of the bombs has
also proved to be not simple at all. Like one of our present-day pharma-
ceutical capsules, its impact has been incremental, increasingly stronger.
Much the same time-staggered effect also has characterized the manner in
which we have slowly comprehended whom the bombs killed, maimed,
and left as survivors. For the longest while, the answer here, at least,
seemed obvious: the casualties were "Japanese." This has always been the
position of those associated with dropping the bombs. And, out of a deep
sense of victimization, many Japanese themselves have taken an almost
perverse pride in depicting themselves as the sole sufferers in this terrible
dawn of the nuclear age.

But this is myth. It took, again, several decades before it became widely
acknowledged that as many as twenty-thousand conscripted Korean
workers were in the two cities when the bombs were dropped, thousands
of whom were killed instantly (Korea had been a Japanese colony since
1910). Victims of the two bombs also included small numbers of Chinese,
Southeast Asians, and Europeans. One or two dozen Caucasian American
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prisoners of war were in Hiroshima when it was bombed. And—and this
is among the last of the hidden facts to imprint on popular conscious-
ness—probably around three thousand U.S. citizens of Japanese back-
ground were residing there when the city was destroyed. Hiroshima city
and its environs, as Professor Sodei makes clear for us in this eye-opening
book, was the most prolific source of Japanese emigrants to the United
States. Many of their American-born children had returned there before
the war, often as students, and were unable to return to their birthplace
after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor.

The Hiroshima bomb killed over half of the people residing in the city
and, by this ratio, took more than a thousand American lives by incinerat-
ing or irradiating Japanese Americans trapped there. The story told here
in Were We the Enemy?, however, concerns those who survived the bomb.
This is a painful story, in the "shadow of history/7 as Professor Sodei
would put it. But it is also a story of Japanese American women and
men—including, as it happened, female survivors of the bombs who mar-
ried Americans and came to the United States as naturalized citizens—
who found the courage to talk openly of their pain and stigmatization,
and to demand their rights as American citizens. The individuals to
whom Professor Sodei has given voice show us the keloids of the heart.
And despite racial and gender discrimination, despite language handi-
caps and cultural conflicts, they tell us important things about America it-
self.

This is one of several unexpected outcomes of this narrative. The story
Professor Sodei set out to document in the 1970s involved the ultimately
successful struggle of American survivors in California to gain access to
regular medical examinations—by visiting Japanese doctors—compara-
ble to those provided hibakusha in Japan. The results of these exams, we
learn through the author's follow-up coverage, have been essentially neg-
ative insofar as concerns pathologies that can be explicitly related to the
atomic bombs. The few hundred American hibakusha who have partici-
pated in this program are a "statistically insignificant" group. They have
shown no deviance from natural disease pathologies, and no undesirable
genetic effects clearly traceable to the bombs—findings that, at long last,
offer them a modicum of comfort.

At the same time, however, neither the American nor Japanese hi-
bakusha can ever be "normal" as others understand this term, for their
experience was, and remains, extraordinary. Although they would not
themselves use the term, the Japanese doctors involved in these ongoing
examinations—in California, and in Japan as well—have become increas-
ingly sensitive to the reality of "leukemia of the soul." As this book goes
to press in mid-1997, the most recent findings of researchers reinforce this
relatively new focus on the enduring trauma of having survived nuclear
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violation. An emerging area of concern, for example, involves a higher in-
cidence of hypertension among survivors, possibly related to stress. At
the same time, the books have not been closed on either the long-term or
hereditary effects of bomb-related radiation. Since radiation sensitivity is
greatest early in life, the survivors who are presumably most vulnerable
to delayed damage—those who were under twenty in 1945—are only
now entering their autumn or winter years. And although statistically
non-significant, small increases in genetic damage have been noted and
further studies have been proposed. The story is far from closure.

As Professor Sodei's chronicle reveals, moreover, there are stories
within stories here.

Some survivors, for instance, appear to have put their hellish experi-
ence behind them with remarkable equanimity. For others, the pain re-
mains so deep, even shameful, that they have refused to speak about their
ordeal, or to take advantage of the medical examinations which the polit-
ical struggle of the 1970s succeeded in obtaining. What makes Were We the
Enemy? such a broadly demystifying account is that no single voice
speaks for "hibakusha." By the same token, there is no single "atomic-
bomb experience"—nor it is possible, after encountering these diverse in-
dividuals, to speak simplisticly of a "Japanese American" personality or
experience. These groups are neither homogenized nor romanticized.
Their experiences and responses vary greatly. Some survivors of the
bombs harbor anger and hatred toward the bombers, others express for-
giveness, still others have to all appearances suppressed memory of the
trauma of a half century ago almost to the vanishing point. Similarly,
while most Japanese Americans, including those trapped in Japan by the
outbreak of the war, may have felt primary loyalty to the United States,
more than a few identified with the Japanese cause—and small wonder,
given the prejudice they experienced in the States. We encounter people
torn between two countries and cultures, helpless in the cauldron of war.
Stereotypes fall away, and we are left with an intensely human experi-
ence.

Professor Sodei's great accomplishment lies in enabling us to see these
American hibakusha as individuals, and through them to see both the
atomic bombs and the Japanese American experience in new light. He has
brought exceptional credentials to his task. Long active in the Japanese
peace movement, he is deeply versed in the literature about Hiroshima
and Nagasaki. Trained as a graduate student at UCLA, he is one of
Japan's leading analysts of American politics—and, at the same time, has
devoted many years to observing the Japanese community in California
as both outsider and insider. Because many of the survivors we encounter
in Were We the Enemy? are more comfortable speaking Japanese rather
than English, Professor Sodei has been able to engage them in frank and
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natural exchanges that would never have taken place relying on English
alone.

And he has the human touch. When all is said and done, that is what
this book is about.

John W. Dower

Notes

1.1 am indebted, in the comments that follow, to Dr. James Yamazaki for both
technical information on research pertaining to the effects of the bombs and his
personal observations concerning the bomb survivors in California. Dr. Ya-
mazaki's account (with L. B. Fleming) of the effects of the bombs on children—
Children of the Atomic Bomb: An American Physician's Memoir of Nagasaki, Hiroshima,
and the Marshall Islands (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1995)—can be read
with great profit alongside the present work.



Introduction

Much of this book was written as a series of reports from the field for
Ushio, a Japanese monthly journal, between July 1977 and September
1978, under the title "The Saga of Hibakusha (Atomic-Bomb Victims) in
America/7 When these reports were compiled in a book later in 1978, it
caused me to reflect on why it had taken me so many years to awaken to
the story of the American survivors of the atomic bomb.

I'd had numerous opportunities to become aware of the American hi-
bakusha. I had spent the early 1960s as a graduate student in Los Angeles,
where there were so many Japanese Americans with Hiroshima roots that
the area was jokingly referred to as Rafu (L.A.) County of Hiroshima Pre-
fecture. Back then, there were many Issei (first-generation Japanese) still
very much alive, who would often tell stories of their experiences in the
relocation camps during World War II. There were hibakusha among my
Nisei (second-generation) acquaintances, and I was even aware that there
was an atomic bomb memorial service every summer at the local Bud-
dhist temple. But I didn't pay any serious attention at the time.

In the spring of 1970, I made a trip to New York in preparation for the
American exhibition of the "Hiroshima Murals/7 a series of powerful paint-
ings of the aftermath of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima by Iri Maruki
and Toshi Maruki. While there, the writer and editor Norman Cousins re-
marked to me, "The atomic bomb is a sad link between Japan and Amer-
ica/7 Looking back, I see that the hibakusha who were born in America and
experienced the bomb in Hiroshima were the very embodiment of that link,
but it would still be some time before they entered my line of sight.

Later that year the "Hiroshima Murals" exhibit opened in New York,
and I accompanied the Marukis on their first trip to the United States,
traveling to various cities to lecture and show a film about their paintings.
In the Little Tokyo section of Los Angeles, we spoke at the Pioneer Center,
a hall dedicated to the Issei generation. After the presentation, a woman
approached me to say, "I am actually a Hiroshima hibakusha." I believe
she is one of the people whose stories I later heard and presented in this
book, but that day we were in a rush to get to the next event at UCLA,
and we had no time to speak with her at length. Once again, I missed a
chance to connect with the American hibakusha.

1



2 Introduction

It wasn't until the spring of 1975 that I finally managed to awaken to their
situation. On a trip to Los Angeles, I met Kaz Suyeishi, who told me about
the Committee of Atomic Bomb Survivors, which was active in California.
Later that year, I traveled around the world to report on the antinuclear
movement, a journey that began with a meeting of hibakusha in San Fran-
cisco. The voice of the American hibakusha finally began to reach my ears.

The present book began to take shape in 1976 when, at the suggestion
of the editor of Ushio, I returned to California as the first step in an ambi-
tious plan to conduct a survey of all the hibakusha in the United States. It
proved a most difficult task, for the situation in which the individual hi-
bakusha existed was so severe, and their problems were such a source of
pain, that most remained reluctant to even meet with me. Even when
they agreed to see me, it was hard to get them to speak from the heart. I
reported on this trip for Ushio in September 1976, under the title, "Appeal
from Hibakusha in America/7 The report created quite a stir in Japan, but
I felt a deep dissatisfaction with the limitations of my work. The very dif-
ficulty of reporting this story was an indication of the size and serious-
ness of the problems confronting the hibakusha. I decided I would take
on the challenge and try to find a way into the heart of the story.

I brought to the task a long-standing interest in two subjects that form the
core of this inquiry: the history of Japanese immigration to the United
States, and issues surrounding the atomic bomb and nuclear energy. During
my six years of study at UCLA, I had lived in the midst of the large Japa-
nese-American community in Los Angeles and had begun to explore the
story of Japanese settlement in California. After my return to Japan in 1965,
I began a lifelong involvement in nuclear issues, helping to organize sup-
port for the Maruki Museum for the Hiroshima Murals and participating in
a Citizens' Committee to Convey Testimonies of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
If I were to follow these two strands of inquiry and engage in further re-
search, I thought I might be able to piece together the jigsaw puzzle of the
American hibakusha. I hoped this would also provide a window through
which to understand the larger subject of the history of Japan-U.S. relations.

I made five more trips to the United States to conduct research. As it
happened, my research coincided with the peak of the public activity of
the American hibakusha. I was able to witness firsthand many of the key
events, meetings, and hearings in the hibakusha's efforts to gain recogni-
tion from the U.S. government, the media, and the public at large.

A revised and updated edition of this book was published in Japanese
in 1995, on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the bombing of Hi-
roshima and Nagasaki. That version was further edited and updated to
produce the present volume. This remains the only comprehensive ac-
count of the American hibakusha in any language.






