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Abstract: The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 left a profound and enduring impact on
Japanese society, epitomized by the plight of the Hibakusha—survivors who bore physical, psychological, and
social scars. This essay examines the pivotal role of the 1957 Atomic Bomb Survivors Treatment Law in
reshaping public perception, expanding medical care, and advancing social recognition for the Hibakusha. By
analyzing historical accounts, government policies, and survivor testimonies, the study highlights the
intersection of medical advocacy, international awareness, and the socio-political dynamics that transformed
the treatment of the Hibakusha. Furthermore, it explores subsequent legislative efforts in the 1960s and 1970s
that expanded support systems, addressing the long-term consequences of radiation exposure and societal
discrimination. Ultimately, this analysis underscores the resilience of the Hibakusha and the broader
implications of their journey for global humanitarian and anti-nuclear movements.
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. Introduction

In August 1945, the bombings of Nagasaki and Hiroshima at the close of World War Il,marked a grim
chapter in history, affecting countless lives and reshaping the socio-
politicallandscapeofJapan.ThesurvivorswereknownasHibakusha, andexperiencedmanyuniqueanddevastating
medical conditions from the radiation of the bombing. Additionally, the Hibakushafaced discrimination after the
war from new residents in the cities who saw them as people oflower socio-economic status. Due to demands
from the Hibakusha for greater medical care inaddition to growing international awareness of their plight and
studies such as the GHQ tounderstand the psychological impact of the bombing, there was a turning point in
publicperception and access to medical care for the Hibakusha starting in 1957, growing through the1970s,to
today.

The Bombingsof Hiroshima and Nagasaki

On August 6th, 1945, the United States dropped the first atomic bomb on Hiroshima.This marked the
first time in history that a nuclear weapon was used in warfare. The bomb,nicknamed"LittleBoy,"was
droppedfromtheEnolaGay,aB-29bomber,anddetonatedwithaforce equivalent to approximately 15,000 tons of
TNT. Just three days later, on August 9th,1945, the United States executed a second nuclear attack, this time on
the city of Nagasaki. Thecombined death toll from the immediate effects of the bombings was about 210,000,
withHiroshima accounting for about 140,000 deaths and Nagasaki accounting for about
70,000.2However, theimpactoftheatomicbhombingsextendedfarbeyondtheimmediatedestruction.In

1 The Atomic Heritage Foundation,https://ahf.nuclearmuseum.org/ahf/history/survivors-hiroshima-and-

nagasaki/ 2NationalPark Service, ManhattanProject,“Atomic Bomb
Survivors”https://www.nps.gov/mapr/learn/historyculture/atomic-bomb-survivors.htm
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the months and years that followed, an additional 500,000-600,000 people suffered from severeinjuries and the
long-term effects of radiation exposure, including the children of the originalsurvivors who may have
experienced heavy doses of radiation in the womb.® These
includedburns,radiationsickness,andanincreasedriskofcancer,contributingtoahighermortalityrateamongthesurviv

ors, who cameto beknownas"hibakusha."

The Hibakusha

The Hibakusha refers to the group of "people affected by the atomic bombings ofHiroshima and
Nagasaki at the end of World War 11.”* According to Robert J. Lifton whoresearched the psychological effects
of the atomic bomb in Hiroshima, “For survivors seem notonly to have experienced the atomic disaster but to
have imbibed it and incorporated it into theirbeings including all of its elements of horror, evil, and particularly
of death."® For survivors, theimpactofthedisasterwas notjustsurface-leveltraumabutalsodeeppenetrationoftheir
psyche,the words "horror, evil, and particularly of death” encompass not only the physical scars but alsothe
psychological and moral wounds inflicted by the catastrophe. The aftermath of the bombingswas a landscape
marked by devastation, not only in the physical sense but also in the societalsense. The Hibakusha faced a
unique form of trauma, a combination of the direct impact of thebombings and the societal ostracization that
followed. This discrimination stemmed from amixtureoffear andmisunderstanding oftheirexposuretoradiation.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hibakusha

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hibakusha

4 Robert J. Lifton, "Psychological Effects of the Atomic Bomb in Hiroshima: The Theme of Death,”
Daedalus,Summer1963. TheMITPress.

Many in Japanese society, driven by a lack of knowledge and prevalent superstitionsabout radiation
sickness, shunned the Hibakusha, fearing contamination or believing them to becursed. According to Lifton’s
interviews of the Hibakusha a store clerk stated to him, "Well...because | am a hibakusha... how shall I say it? |
wish others would not look at me with specialeyes... perhaps hibakusha are mentally—or both physically and
mentally—different fromothers... but I myself do not want to be treated in any special way because | am a
hibakusha."®This store clerk expressed her reluctance to be treated "in any special way" emphasizing alonging
for dignity and autonomy, wanting to avoid their entire existence becoming attached tothe tragic event in which
they survived. This same store clerk also stated, “Usually when peoplerefertoyounggirls
theywillsaygirlsordaughters ~ orsomeperson'sdaughter...buttorefertousas  atomicbomb  maidens...isawayof
discrimination... Itisawayof abandoning us."”

The term "atomic bomb maidens” carries with it severe implications of damage
andvictimhood,whichhinderedthesurvivors' abilitytoreintegrateintosocietyandlivenormallives.ltunderscores how
languagecanbeused tobothreflectandperpetuatesocietalattitudes, inthis case, turning an already devastating
personal experience into a public identity that isstigmatized. According to Ran Zwigenberg's book, Nuclear
Minds: Cold War PsychologicalScience and the Bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, “They do not like to
display their miseryforuse as'data'inthe movement againstatomic bombsorinotherpolitical struggles.Nordothey
like to be regarded as beggars even though they were in fact victimized by the atomicbomb.”8TheHibakusha
didn’twantothers tomisrepresentwhotheybelievedtheywereand

5> Robert J. Lifton, "Psychological Effects of the Atomic Bomb in Hiroshima: The Theme of Death,"
Daedalus,Summer1963. TheMITPress.

® Ibid

’ Ran Zwigenberg, Nuclear Minds: Cold War Psychological Science and the Bombings of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki,University ofChicago Press, 2023.

keeptheirdignityasaresult.However,thisbackfiredheavilyasthisresistanceagainstbeingseenas'beggars'furtheredthei
rostracizationfromsociety.Asaresultofthisostracization,ittookalongtimeforthemtobeofficiallyrecognizedandreceiv
ethesupporttheyneeded.

In the years leading up to the enforcement of the Atomic Bomb Survivors TreatmentLaw, the Atomic Bomb
Casualty Commission (ABCC) not only focused on groundbreakingresearch into the effects of atomic bomb
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radiation but also developed a complex
relationshipwiththeHibakusha,thesurvivorsofthebombings.Uponitsestablishmentin1947,theABCCbegan
extensive genetic studies and conducted home visits to examine survivors, a process thatlaid the foundation for a
deep interaction with the Hibakusha community.’® The collaborationwith the Japanese National Institute of
Health in 1948 symbolized a partnership that wouldextend the ABCC's reach into the survivor community,
facilitating more comprehensive andsystematicresearchefforts.

TheTurningPoint: TheAtomicBomb SurvivorsTreatmentLaw

In 1957, the Atomic Bomb Survivors Treatment Law went into effect. It was the first ofits kind that allowed for
the Hibakusha to receive health handbooks, biannual healthexaminations for better health management, detailed
health examinations in the event that anyabnormality was found, and medical compensation if they were
certified as eligible by
theMinisterofHealthandWelfare.!* Thelawalsoenabledsurvivorstoreceivehealthexaminations

8 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atomic_Bomb_Casualty Commission1Ohttps://www.vice.com/en/article/mqb8
d3/70-years-on-researchers-archive-the-longest-running-study-of-a-bomb-survivors

11https://www. rerf.or.jp/en/glossary/reliefme-en/

and medical care using national funds.*? Following protests by the Hibakusha that the benefitswere insufficient,
in 1960 the act was amended, allowing some survivors to receive medicalbenefits for support with their living
expenses. This law was a significant step in providingmedical assistance to the survivors of the atomic
bombings in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Itacknowledgedthelong-
termhealtheffectsofthebombingsandensuredthatsurvivorsreceivedthe necessary medical care they required.
There were many laws that were enacted in the yearsfollowing to further support the Hibakusha, reflecting a
growing recognition of their needs andthelong-termimpactof radiation exposure.

TheExpansion ofLaws and MedicalCaretoSupporttheHibakusha

Inthe1960sand1970s,Japantooksignificantmeasurestoexpandlaws andmedicalcareto support the Hibakusha. The
Special Measures Law was enacted in 1968, marking a pivotalshift in the government’s approach towards the
Hibakusha.'® This law acknowledged theJapanese government’s responsibility towards the atomic bomb victims
and began to providethem with medical and financial assistance. This law was a major step towards stabilizing
thelives of the survivors and improving their welfare. In 1967, the Law on Special Measures forSufferers was
enacted following the efforts of Nihon Hidankyo, an organization formed byHibakusha.!* This law was a
testament to the resilience and advocacy of the Hibakusha, and itfurther expanded the scope of support provided
to them. The A-bomb Survivors Medical CareLawwas
alsoamendedinthe1960s,whichplayedacrucialroleinexpandingthescopeof

12https://nuclear-iustice.net/articIe/compensation-measures-for-su1"ferers-of-the-atomi(:-bombinqs-of-hiroshima-
and-nagasaki-an-explanation-of-the-atomic-bomb-survivors-support-law1/

13https://hiroshi maforpeace.com/en/hiroshima75/mdeicalcare/

medicalcareprovidedtotheHibakusha.>Theamendments tothislaw ensuredthatthesurvivorsreceived the necessary
medical care and support, acknowledging the long-term health effects ofthe atomic bombings. These measures
marked a significant shift in the government’s approachtowards addressing the long-term effects of the atomic
bombings and ensuring the well-being ofthesurvivors.Theyalsoreflectedthechanging
societalandeconomicconditionsofthe1960sand 1970s. During this period, there was a growing recognition of the
government’sresponsibilitytowards its citizens andanincreasedcommitmenttosocialwelfare.
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Il.  Conclusion

The enduring legacy of the Hibakusha, the survivors of the atomic bombings
ofHiroshimaandNagasaki,underscoresapivotalchapteringlobalhistory,encapsulatingnotonlythe profound human
cost of nuclear warfare but also the resilience and determination of thoseaffected to seek justice and recognition.
As we navigate the complexities of the present day, theplight of the Hibakusha serves as a strong reminder of
the ongoing struggles faced by warsurvivorsandthemarginalized,oftenoverlookedinthe aftermathofconflict.The
establishmentof international laws and resolutions, including the Treaty on the Prohibition of NuclearWeapons
(2017), which explicitly acknowledges the Hibakusha, signifies a collective endeavortowards not only
acknowledging the atrocities of the past but also safeguarding futuregenerations from the horrors of nuclear
warfare. Yet, challenges persist, as evidenced by thecontinued discrimination against the children of Hibakusha,
who still grapple with access tonecessarymedicalcareandsocietalacceptance. Inthis light,thestoryoftheHibakusha

transcendsitshistoricalconfines,urgingarenewedcommitment  toempathy,inclusivity,andtheunwaveringpursuitof
peaceandjusticeinour globalcommunity.

Appendix A

Nagasaki,Japan: AJapaneseToriigatesurvivestheatomicbombing

HARRYS.TRUMANLIBRARY&MUSEUM/WILLIAMHENRYMYERS

https://www.nps.gov/mapr/learn/historyculture/atomic-bomb-survivors.htm

Appendix B
Hiroshima: AHibakushawithnuclearburnsinthepatternofthekimonoshewaswearing atthetimeofthebombing

sl
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hibakusha
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Appendix C

TerumiTanakaofNagasakitells ofhisexperienceasaHibakushatotheUnitedNations

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hibakusha
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