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Is Japan a victim or a victimizer? For decades, historians, museums, and textbooks 
have forwarded competing views of Japan’s wartime past. In particular, the view of 
Japan as a victim during World War II is anchored on the atomic bombings of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. Recent scholarship has shown that this selective remembering of the 
nation’s wartime past is closely linked to the production of memories, especially of 
women/mothers who were presented as victims of a patriarchal and militaristic 
Japanese state.  The woman/mother also became the symbol of a postwar peace-loving 
Japanese nation. My research examines how narratives of survival, especially the ones 
that highlight the bond between mother and child, helped promote the view of Japan as 
a victim during World War II.  
 
I analyzed the accounts of mothers, children, and witnesses who experienced the 
bombing of Hiroshima on August 6, 1945. Several drawings of bombing victims were 
also studied from a collection of memoirs. I also examined photographs of peace 
memorials in Hiroshima built to commemorate the role mothers played in the peace 
movement of the 1950s and 1960s. I also reviewed secondary sources on the history 
and memory of Hiroshima.  
 
My research shows that narratives of survival that focus on maternal bond helped 
feminize the memory of Hiroshima and promote the view of national victimhood. Stories 
of survival from mothers and their children came to be associated with innocence, 
peace, and victimhood, and they mask the Japanese military’s aggressive actions and 
the atrocities committed in Asia during the war. The image of a self-sacrificing mother 
also fit nicely with Japanese government’s appeal for sacrifice and perseverance amid 
the devastation brought about by the war.  
 
 
 


