Paired Readings: On the Reality of War

Hiroshima

John Berger

After beginning his career as a painter and drawing instructor,
Jobn Berger (b. 1926) became one of Britain’s most influential art
critics. He has achieved recognition as a screenwriter, novelist,
and documentary writer. As a Marxist, be is concerned with the
ideological and technological conditioning of our ways of seeing
both art and the world. In Ways of Seeing (1972), he explores the
interrelation between words and images, between verbal and
visual meaning. “Hiroshima” first appeared in 1981 in the journal
New Society and later in a collection of essays, The Sense of Sight
(1985). Berger examines how the facts of nuclear bolocaust have
been hidden through “a systematic, slow and thorough process

of suppression and elimination . . . within the reality of politics.”
Images, rather than words, Berger asserts, can belp us see through
the “mask of innocence™ that evil wears.

The whole incredible problem begins with the need to reinsert those
events of 6 August 1945 back into living consciousness.

I was shown a book last year at the Frankfurt Book Fair. The editor
asked me some question about what I thought of its format. I glanced at it
quickly and gave some reply. Three months ago I was sent a finished copy of
the book. It lay on my desk unopened. Occasionally its title and cover picture
caught my eye, but I did not respond. I didn’t consider the book urgent, for I
believed that [ already knew about what I would find within it.

Did I not clearly remember the day—1 was in the army in Belfast—
when we first heard the news of the bomb dropped on Hiroshima? At how
many meetings during the first nuclear disarmament movement had [ and
others not recalled the meaning of that bomb?

And then, one morning last week, I received a letter from America,
accompanying an article written by a friend. This friend is a doctor of philoso-
phy and a Marxist. Furthermore, she is a very generous and warm-hearted
woman. The article was about the possibilities of a third world war. Vis-a-vis
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the Soviet Union she took, I was surprised to read, a position very close to
Reagan’s. She concluded by evoking the likely scale of destruction which
would be caused by nuclear weapons, and then welcomed the positive pos-
sibilities that this would offer the socialist revolution in the United States.

It was on that morning that I opened and read the book on my desk. It
is called Unforgettable Fire.l

The book consists of drawings and paintings made by people who were
in Hiroshima on the day that the bomb was dropped, thirty-six years ago
today. Often the pictures are accompanied by a verbal record of what the
image represents. None of them is by a professional artist. In 1974, an old
man went to the television center in Hiroshima to show to whomever was
interested a picture he had painted, entitled “At about 4 pm, 6th August
1945, near Yurozuyo bridge.”

This prompted an idea of launching a television appeal to other survivors
of that day to paint or draw their memories of it. Nearly a thousand pictures
were sent in, and these were made into an exhibition. The appeal was worded:
“Let us leave for posterity pictures about the atomic bomb, drawn by citizens.”

Clearly, my interest in these pictures cannot be an art-critical one. One
does not musically analyze screams. But after repeatedly looking at them,
what began as an impression became a certainty. These were images of hell.

I am not using the word as hyperbole. Between these paintings by women
and men who have never painted anything else since leaving school, and who
have surely, for the most part, never traveled outside Japan, between these
traced memories which had to be exorcised, and the numerous representa-
tions of hell in European medieval art, there is a very close affinity.

This affinity is both stylistic and fundamental. And fundamentally it is
to do with the situations depicted. The affinity lies in the degree of the mul-
tiplication of pain, in the lack of appeal or aid, in the pitilessness, in the
equality of wretchedness, and in the disappearance of time.

I am 78 years old. I was living at Midorimachi on the day of the
A-bomb blast. Around 9 am that morning, when I looked out of my
window, I saw several women coming along the street one after an-
other towards the Hiroshima prefectural hospital. I realized for the
first time, as it is sometimes said, that when people are very much
frightened hair really does stand on end. The women’s hair was, in
fact, standing straight up and the skin of their arms was peeled off.
I suppose they were around 30 years old.

Time and again, the sober eyewitness accounts recall the surprise and
horror of Dante’s verses about the Inferno. The temperature at the center of
the Hiroshima fireball was 300,000 degrees centigrade. The survivors are
called in Japanese hibakuska—“those who have seen hell.”

Suddenly, one man who was stark naked came up to me and said
b
in a quavering voice, “Please help me!” He was burned and swollen
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all over from the effects of the A-bomb. Since I did not recognize
him as my neighbor, I asked who he was. He answered that he was
Mr. Sasaki, the son of Mr. Ennosuke Sasaki, who had a lumber
shop in Funairi town. That morning he had been doing volunteer
labor service, evacuating the houses near the prefectural office in
Karto town. He had been burned black all over and had started back
to his home in Funairi. He looked miserable —burned and sore,
and naked with only pieces of his gaiters trailing behind as he
walked. Only the part of his hair covered by his soldier’s hat was
left, as if he was wearing a bowl. When I touched him, his burned
skin slipped off. I did not know what to do, so I asked a passing
driver to take him to Eba hospital.

Does not this evocation of hell make it easier to forget that these scenes
belonged to life? Is there not something conveniently unreal about hell? The
whole history of the twentieth century proves otherwise.

Very systematically in Europe the conditions of hells have been con-
structed. It is not even necessary to list the sites. It is not even necessary to
repeat the calculations of the organizers. We know this, and we choose to
forget it.

We find it ridiculous or shocking that most of the pages concerning, for
example, Trotsky were torn out of official Soviet history. What has been

How survivors saw it. A painting by Kazuhiro Ishizu, aged 68.
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At the Aioi bridge, by Sawami Katagiri, aged 76.

torn out of our history are the pages concerning the experience of the two
atom bombs dropped on Japan.

Of course, the facts are there in the textbooks. It may even be that
school children learn the dates. But what these facts mean — and originally
their meaning was so clear, so monstrously vivid, that every commentator
in the world was shocked, and every politician was obliged to say (whilst
planning differently), “Never again” — what these facts mean has now
been torn out. It has been a systematic, slow and thorough process of sup-
pression and elimination. This process has been hidden within the reality of
politics.

Do not misunderstand me. [ am not here using the word “reality” ironi-
cally, T am not politically naive. T have the greatest respect for political reality,
and I believe that the innocence of political idealists is often very dangerous.
What we are considering is how in this case in the West — not in Japan for ob-
vious reasons and not in the Soviet Union for different reasons— political and
military realities have eliminated another reality.

The eliminated reality is both physical —

Yokogawa bridge above Tenma river, 6th August 1945, 8:30 am.
People crying and moaning were running towards the city. I did
not know why. Steam engines were burning at Yokogawa station.
Skin of cow tied to wire.
Skin of girl’s hip was hanging down.
“My baby is dead, isn’t she?”

and moral.
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The political and military arguments have concerned such issues as de-
terrence, defense systems, relative strike parity, tactical nuclear weapons
and — pathetically — so-called civil defense. Any movement for nuclear dis-
armament today has to contend with those considerations and dispute their
false interpretation. To lose sight of them is to become as apocalyptic as the
Bomb and all utopias. (The construction of hells on earth was accompanied
in Europe by plans for heavens on earth.)

What has to be redeemed, reinserted, disclosed and never be allowed to
be forgotten, is the other reality. Most of the mass means of communication
are close to what has been suppressed.

These paintings were shown on Japanese television. Is it conceivable that
the BBC would show these pictures on Channel One at a peak hour? Without
any reference to “political” and “military” realities, under the straight title,
This Is How It Was, 6th August 1945? I challenge them to do so.

What happened on that day was, of course, neither the beginning nor the
end of the act. It began months, years before, with the planning of the action,
and the eventual final decision to drop two bombs on Japan. However much
the world was shocked and surprised by the bomb dropped on Hiroshima, it
has to be emphasized that it was not a miscalculation, an error, or the result
(as can happen in war) of a situation deteriorating so rapidly that it gets out
of hand. What happened was consciously and precisely planned. Small scenes
like this were part of the plan:

I was walking along the Hihiyama bridge about 3 pm on 7th Au-
gust. A woman, who looked like an expectant mother, was dead. At
her side, a girl of about three years of age brought some water in an
empty can she had found. She was trying to let her mother drink
from it.

As soon as I saw this miserable scene with the pitiful child, I em-
braced the girl close to me and cried with her, telling her that her
mother was dead.

There was a preparation. And there was an aftermath. The latter included
long, lingering deaths, radiation sickness, many fatal illnesses which developed
later as a result of exposure to the bomb, and tragic genetical effects on genera-
tions yet to be born.

I refrain from giving the statistics: how many hundreds of thousands of
dead, how many injured, how many deformed children. Just as I refrain from
pointing out how comparatively “small” were the atomic bombs dropped on
Japan. Such statistics tend to distract. We consider numbers instead of pain.
We calculate instead of judging. We relativize instead of refusing.

It is possible today to arouse popular indignation or anger by speaking of
the threat and immorality of terrorism. Indeed, this appears to be the central
plank of the rhetoric of the new American foreign policy (“Moscow is the
world-base of all terrorism”) and of British policy towards Ireland. What is




able to shock people about terrorist acts is that often their targets are unse-
lected and innocent—a crowd in a railway station, people waiting for a bus
to go home after work. The victims are chosen indiscriminately in the hope of
producing a shock effect on political decision-making by their government,

The two bombs dropped on Japan were terrorist actions. The calculation
was terrorist. The indiscriminacy was terrorist. The small groups of terrorists
operating today are, by comparison, humane killers.

Another comparison needs to be made. Today terrorist groups mostly
represent small nations or groupings who are disputing large powers in a
position of strength. Whereas Hiroshima was perpetrated by the most pow-
erful alliance in the world against an enemy who was already prepared to
negotiate, and was admitting defeat.

To apply the epithet “terrorist” to the acts of bombing Hiroshima and
Nagasaki is logically justifiable, and I do so because it may help to reinsert that
act into living consciousness today. Yet the word changes nothing in itself.

The first-hand evidence of the victims, the reading of the pages which
have been torn out, provokes a sense of outrage. This outrage has two natu-
ral faces. One is a sense of horror and pity at what happened; the other face is
self-defensive and declares: this should not bappen again (here). For some the
here is in brackets, for others it is not.

The face of horror, the reaction which has now been mostly suppressed,
forces us to comprehend the reality of what happened. The second reaction,
unfortunately, distances us from that reality. Although it begins as a straight
declaration, it quickly leads into the labyrinth of defense policies, military
arguments and global strategies. Finally it leads to the sordid commercial
absurdity of private fall-out shelters.

This split of the sense of outrage into, on one hand, horror, and, on the
other hand, expediency occurs because the concept of evil has been aban-
doned. Every culture, except our own in recent times, has had such a
concept.

That its religious or philosophical bases vary is unimportant. The con-
cept of evil implies a force or forces which have to be continually struggled
against so that they do not triumph over life and destroy it. One of the very
first written texts from Mesopotamia, 1,500 years before Homer, speaks of
this struggle, which was the first condition of human life. In public thinking
nowadays, the concept of evil has been reduced to a little adjective to sup-
port an opinion or hypothesis {(abortions, terrorism, ayatollahs).

Nobody can confront the reality of 6th August 1945 without being
forced to acknowledge that what happened was evil. It is not a question of
opinion or interpretation, but of events.

The memory of these events should be continually before our eyes. This
is why the thousand citizens of Hiroshima started to draw on their little
scraps of paper. We need to show their drawings everywhere. These terrible
images can now release an energy for opposing evil and for the lifelong
struggle of that opposition.
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And from this a very old lesson may be drawn. My friend in the United
States is, in a sense, innocent. She looks beyond a nuclear holocaust without
considering its reality. This reality includes not only its victims but also its
planners and those who support them. Evil from time immemorial has often
worn a mask of innocence. One of evil’s principal modes of being is looking
beyond (with indifference) that which is before the eyes.

August 9th: On the west embankment of a military training field
was a young boy four or five years old. He was burned black, lying
on his back, with his arms pointing towards heaven.

Only by looking beyond or away can one come to believe that such evil
is relative, and therefore under certain conditions justifiable. In reality —
the reality to which the survivors and the dead bear witness — it can never

be justified.

Note

1. Edited by Japan Broadcasting Corporation, London, Wildwood House, 1981;
New York, Pantheon, 1981.

QUESTIONS

Reading .

1. Berger begins his essay with this powerful sentence: “The whole incred-
ible problem begins with the need to reinsert those events of 6 August
1945 back into living consciousness.” What is “the whole incredible
problem,” as Berger describes and defines it?

2. Berger argues that what happened on August 6, 1945, was “consciously
and precisely planned” (paragraph 21). Highlight, underline, or flag the
evidence he uses to support this claim. How does this argument support
his larger purpose?

3. What does Berger mean by the term expediency (paragraph 30)?

Exploratory Writing

1. Berger argues that reviving the concept of “evil” is the only way anybody
can “confront the reality of 6th August 1945.” He writes, “It is not a
question of opinion or interpretation, but of events” (paragraph 32). In
your own words, write a definition of evil. How is your characterization
of evil different from Berger’s?

2. Spend some time looking at and thinking about the paintings by sur-
vivors Kazuhiro Ishizu and Sawami Katagiri, reprinted on pages 317
and 318. What do you see in these paintings? List at least twenty nouns
that capture what these images represent to you.
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Collaborating in small groups, find survivor depictions — whether pho-
tographs, oral or written accounts, or paintings — of a recent tragedy or
atrocity. Prepare a presentation in which you lay out a strong argument
about why it is essential for the public to be exposed to these documents.

Making Connections

1.

Berger challenges the BBC to show paintings from survivors of the
Hiroshima bombings on Channel One at peak hour, the way they were
shown on Japanese television, “[w]ithout any reference to “political’ and
‘military’ realities” (paragraph 20). In your opinion, do the firsthand sto-
ries from American soldiers serving in Iraq (p. 323) show the reality of
“how it was”?

Zoé Tracy Hardy’s essay “What Did You Do in the War, Grandma?”
(p- 210) reports on Hiroshima from the other side of that experience.
How different are Berger’s and Hardy’s essays in their conclusions about
the meaning of the event? Do the two essays contradict or reinforce each
other?

Essay Writing

1.

This essay about Hiroshima was first published in 1981. Write your own
essay reflecting on what the term terrorist means to you. Include a sum-
mary of Berger’s characterization of terrorism and terrorist actions. Con-
sider Berger’s comments about the use of the word terrorist in light of the
ways the term has been applied to more recent events.



