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American Fire Bombing and Atomic Bombing of Japan in
History and Memory
Mark Selden
literature, commemoration and education.
What explains the power of the designation of
the postwar as the atomic era while the area
bombing of civilians by fire and napalm, which
would so profoundly shape the future of
warfare in general, American wars in
particular, faded to virtual invisibility in
Japanese, American and global consciousness?

Précis
Germany and Japan took the lead in the terror
bombing of cities during World War II, acts that
sparked outrage from President Roosevelt and
many others. U.S. bombing, by contrast, hewed
to strategic targets, prioritizing military
installations and factories until 1944, when it
supported Britain in the wholesale bombing of
German cities. But the critical moment in US
bombing and napalming of cities came with the
firebombing and nuclear attacks that
obliterated large areas of Japanese cities
between February and August 1945, leaving an
indelible imprint not only on the urban
landscape but also on subsequent U.S. war
making. This paper reflects on the meaning of
the atomic age and the nature of U.S. strategic
principles, in light of U.S. fire bombing in the
final months of the war.

World War II was a landmark in the
development and deployment of technologies of
mass destruction associated with air power,
notably the B-29 bomber, napalm, fire
bombing, and the atomic bomb. In Japan, the
US air war reached peak intensity with area
bombing and climaxed with the atomic
bombing of Japanese cities between the night
of March 9-10 and Japan’s August 15, 1945
surrender.
The strategic and ethical implications and
human consequences of German and Japanese
bombing of civilians, and especially the nuclear
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, have
generated a vast, contentious literature. By
contrast, the US destruction of more than sixty
Japanese cities prior to Hiroshima has been
slighted, at least until recently, both in the
scholarly literatures in English and Japanese
and in popular consciousness. It has been
overshadowed by the atomic bombing and by
heroic narratives of American conduct in the
“Good War” that has been and remains at the
center of American national consciousness. 2
Arguably, however, the central breakthroughs
that would characterize the American way of
war subsequently occurred in area bombing of
noncombatants that built on German, Japanese
and British bombing of cities prior to the

I US Firebombing and Atomic Bombing of
Japan
This paper assesses the impact and historical
significance of US firebombing and atomic
bombing of Japan in World War II and its
subsequent legacy. The focus is on the human
and social consequences of the bombings, and
their legacy in international law and the history
of warfare and historical memory in the long
twentieth century. Part one provides an
overview of US bombing strategies culminating
in the final year of the war in US prioritization
for the first time on the bombing of civilians
and assesses its impact in shaping the postwar
global order and military strategy. Part two
examines the bombing in Japanese and
American historical memory including history,
1

14 | 23 | 4

APJ | JF

atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
A.C. Grayling explains the different responses
to firebombing and atomic bombing this way:
“. . . the frisson of dread created by the thought
of what atomic weaponry can do affects those
who contemplate it more than those who
actually suffer from it; for whether it is an atom
bomb rather than tons of high explosives and
incendiaries that does the damage, not a jot of
suffering is added to its victims that the burned
and buried, the dismembered and blinded, the
dying and bereaved of Dresden or Hamburg did
not feel.”3
Curtis LeMay was appointed commander of the
21st Bomber Command in the Pacific on January
20, 1945. Capture of the Marianas, including
Guam, Tinian and Saipan in summer 1944 had
placed Japanese cities within effective range of
the B-29 “Superfortress” bombers, while
Japan’s depleted air and naval power and a
blockade that cut off oil supplies left it virtually
defenseless against sustained air attack.

Grayling goes on to note the different
experiences of survivors of the two types of
bombing, particularly as a result of radiation
symptoms from the atomic bomb, with added
dread in the case of the Hiroshima and
Nagasaki hibakusha, not only for themselves
but also for future generations.
As Michael Sherry and Cary Karacas have
pointed out for the US and Japan respectively,
prophecy preceded practice in the destruction
of Japanese cities. Sherry observes that “Walt
Disney imagined an orgiastic destruction of
Japan by air in his 1943 animated feature
Victory Through Air Power (based on Alexander
P. De Seversky’s 1942 book),” while Karacas
notes that the best-selling Japanese writer
Unna Juzo, beginning in his early 1930s “airdefense novels”, anticipated the destruction of
Tokyo by bombing.4 [And see Sheldon Garon’s
discussion of civil defense in this symposium.]

The full fury of firebombing and napalm was
unleashed on the night of March 9-10, 1945
when LeMay sent 334 B-29s low over Tokyo
from the Marianas.5 In contrast to earlier US
tactical bombing strategies emphasizing
military targets, their mission was to reduce
much of the city to rubble, kill its citizens, force
survivors to flee, and instill terror in the
survivors. Stripped of their guns to make more
room for bombs, and flying at altitudes
averaging 7,000 feet to evade detection, the
bombers carried two kinds of incendiaries:
M47s, 100-pound oil gel bombs, 182 per
aircraft, each capable of starting a major fire,
followed by M69s, 6-pound gelled-gasoline
bombs, 1,520 per aircraft in addition to a few
high explosives to deter firefighters. 6 The
attack on an area that the US Strategic
Bombing Survey estimated to be 84.7 percent
residential succeeded beyond the wildest
dreams of air force planners.
Nature reinforced man's handiwork in the form
2
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events prior to August 6, 1945—that “probably
more persons lost their lives by fire at Tokyo in
a 6-hour period than at any time in the history
of man. People died from extreme heat, from
oxygen deficiency, from carbon monoxide
asphyxiation, from being trampled beneath the
feet of stampeding crowds, and from drowning.
The largest number of victims were the most
vulnerable: women, children and the elderly.”

of akakaze, the red wind that swept with
hurricane force across the Tokyo plain and
propelled firestorms with terrifying speed and
intensity. The wind drove temperatures up to
eighteen hundred degrees Fahrenheit, creating
superheated vapors that advanced ahead of the
flames, killing or incapacitating their victims.
"The mechanisms of death were so multiple and
simultaneous—oxygen deficiency and carbon
monoxide poisoning, radiant heat and direct
flames, debris and the trampling feet of
stampeding crowds—that causes of death were
7
later hard to ascertain . . .”

How many people died on the night of March
9-10 in what flight commander Gen. Thomas
Power termed “the greatest single disaster
incurred by any enemy in military history?” The
Strategic Bombing Survey estimated that
87,793 people died in the raid, 40,918 were
injured, and 1,008,005 people lost their homes.
The Tokyo Fire Department estimated 97,000
killed and 125,000 wounded. According to
Japanese police statistics, the 65 raids on Tokyo
between December 6, 1944 and August 13,
1945 resulted in 137,582 casualties, 787,145
homes and buildings destroyed, and 2,625,279
8
people displaced. The figure of roughly
100,000 deaths, provided by Japanese and
American authorities, both of whom may have
had reasons of their own for minimizing the
death toll, seems to me arguably low in light of
population density, wind conditions, and
survivors’ accounts. 9 With an average of
103,000 inhabitants per square mile and peak
levels as high as 135,000 per square mile, the
highest density of any industrial city in the
world, 15.8 square miles of Tokyo were
destroyed on a night when fierce winds
whipped the flames and walls of fire blocked
scores of thousands who attempted to flee. An
estimated 1.5 million people lived in the burned
out areas. Given the near total inability to fight
fires of the magnitude produced that night10, it
is possible, given the interest of the authorities
in minimizing the scale of death and injury and
the total inability of the civil defense efforts to
respond usefully to the firestorm, to imagine
that casualties may have been several times
higher, more likely in the range of 200,000
than 100,000: this is an issue that merits the

The Strategic Bombing Survey provided a
technical description of the firestorm and its
effects on Tokyo:
The chief characteristic of the conflagration . . .
was the presence of a fire front, an extended
wall of fire moving to leeward, preceded by a
mass of pre-heated, turbid, burning vapors . . . .
The 28-mile-per-hour wind, measured a mile
from the fire, increased to an estimated 55
miles at the perimeter, and probably more
within. An extended fire swept over 15 square
miles in 6 hours . . . . The area of the fire was
nearly 100 percent burned; no structure or its
contents escaped damage.

Aerial photo of Tokyo after the bombing
of March 9-10. US National Archives

The survey concluded—plausibly, but only for
3
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attention of researchers, beginning with the
unpublished records of the US Strategic
Bombing Survey which are now available for
researchers.

destruction, did not overtly oppose government
mobilization efforts to continue fighting a
hopeless war though many attempted to flee
the bombing. Overall, by Sahr Conway-Lanz’s
calculation, the US firebombing campaign
destroyed 180 square miles of 67 cities, killed
more than 300,000 people and injured an
additional 400,000, figures that exclude the
atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
13
which took 140,000 lives by the end of 1945.
Cary Karacas and Bret Fisk conclude that the
firebombing raids “destroyed a significant
percentage of most of Japan’s cities, wiped out
a quarter of all housing in the country, made
nine million people homeless, and killed at least
187,000 civilians, and injured 214,000 more,”
while suggesting that the actual figures are
likely higher.14

The single effective Japanese government
measure taken to reduce the slaughter of US
bombing was the 1944 evacuation to the
countryside of 400,000 third to sixth grade
children from major cities, 225,000 of them
from Tokyo, followed by 300,000 first to third
graders in early 1945.11 In the absence of the
evacuations, the carnage would have been far
greater.
No previous or subsequent conventional
bombing raid anywhere ever came close to
generating the toll in death and destruction of
the great Tokyo raid of March 9-10, 1945.
Following the March 9-10 raid, the firebombing
was extended nationwide. In the ten-day period
beginning on March 9, 9,373 tons of bombs
destroyed 31 square miles of Tokyo, Nagoya,
Osaka and Kobe. Overall, bombing strikes
destroyed 40 percent of the 66 Japanese cities
targeted, with total tonnage dropped on Japan
increasing from 13,800 tons in March to 42,700
12
tons in July. If the British-American bombing
of Dresden produced a ripple of public debate
in Europe, no discernible wave of revulsion, not
to speak of protest, took place in the US or
Europe in the wake of the far greater
destruction of Japanese cities and the slaughter
of civilian populations on a scale that had no
parallel in the history of bombing, perhaps a
function of the wartime racism that John Dower
has noted in American responses to Japan.

Throughout the spring and summer of 1945 the
US air war in Japan reached an intensity that is
still perhaps unrivaled in the magnitude of
15
human slaughter. That moment was a product
of the combination of technological
breakthroughs, the collapse of Japanese
defenses, and American nationalism capable of
overriding moral and political scruples
pertaining to the killing of civilians. The point is
not to separate the political-moral calculus of
the United States from other participants in
World War II, but to suggest that there is more
common ground in the war policies of Japan,
Germany, Britain and the United States in their
disregard of citizen victims than is normally
recognized in the annals of American history
and journalism. As Tony documents in his
Postwar. A History of Europe Since 1945, the
destruction of cities and civilian populations
was by no means limited to Germany and Japan
but extended all across Eastern and Western
Europe to the Soviet Union and China exacting
a terrible toll in lives.

Viewed from another angle, it would be worth
inquiring about Japanese responses to the
bombing. Japanese ideological mobilization and
control was such that there are no signs of
resistance to the government’s suicidal
perpetuation of the war at any time during the
bombing campaign. Whatever the suffering,
most Japanese then and subsequently, like their
counterparts in other countries facing massive

The targeting for destruction of entire
populations, whether indigenous peoples,
religious infidels, or others deemed inferior,
threatening or evil, may be as old as human
4
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history, but the forms it takes are as new as the
latest technologies of destruction and strategic
innovation, of which firebombing and nuclear
weapons are particularly notable in defining
the nature of war and power in the long
twentieth century.16 The most important way in
which World War II shaped the moral and
technological tenor of mass destruction was the
erosion in the course of war of the stigma
associated with the systematic targeting of
civilian populations from the air, and
elimination of the constraints, which for some
years had restrained certain air powers from
area bombing. What was new was both the
scale of killing made possible by the new
technologies and the routinization of mass
killing of non-combatants, or state terrorism. If
area bombing remained controversial, indeed,
fiercely debated within military circles
throughout much of World War II, by the end it
would become the acknowledged centerpiece
of war making, emblematic above all of the
American way of war. At the same time, the
nature of the targets and the weapons were
transformed by new technologies and
confronted new forms of resistance, and US
leaders then and subsequently would insist that
their targets were military and strategic even
as they patently zeroed in on civilian
populations. In this I emphasize not US
uniqueness but the quotidian character of
targeting civilians found throughout the history
of colonialism and carried to new heights by
Germany, Japan, Britain and the US during and
after World War II.

acts committed against any civilian population,
before or during the war,” language that could
be interpreted to resonate with the area
bombing campaigns conducted not only by
Japan and Germany but also by Britain and the
US . . . resonate if only with the first of the
categories listed. 18 For the most part, these
efforts have done little to stay the hand of
power, though they have sometimes aroused
public consciousness and provided a reference
point for campaigns aiming to protect civilians
from destruction. And while the atomic bomb
would leave a deep imprint on the collective
consciousness of the twentieth century, in most
countries memory of the area bombings and
firebombing of major cities soon disappeared
from the consciousness of all but the surviving
victims and their families.

Concerted efforts to protect civilians from the
ravages of war peaked in the late nineteenth
century, with the League of Nations following
World War I, in the 1929 Geneva Convention,
and again in the aftermath of World War II with
the founding of the United Nations, German
and Japanese War Crimes Tribunals, and the
1949 Geneva Accords and its 1977 Protocol.17
The Nuremberg Indictment defined “crimes
against humanity” as “murder, extermination,
enslavement, deportation, and other inhumane

Less noted then and since in the United States
and internationally were the systematic
barbarities perpetrated by Japanese forces
against resistant villagers, though this
produced the largest number of the estimated
ten to thirty million Chinese who lost their lives
in the war, a number that far surpasses the half
million or more Japanese noncombatants who
died at the hands of US bombing, and may have
exceeded Soviet losses to Nazi invasion
conventionally estimated at 20 million lives.22 In

The US has not unleashed an atomic bomb in
the decades since the end of World War II,
although it has repeatedly threatened their use
in Korea, in Vietnam and elsewhere. It has,
however, incorporated annihilation of
noncombatants into the bombing programs that
have been integral to the myriad “conventional
wars” that it waged subsequently, notably in
Korea and Indochina. With area bombing at the
core of its strategic agenda, US attacks on
cities and noncombatants would run the gamut
from firebombing, napalming, and cluster
bombing to the use of chemical defoliants and
depleted uranium weapons and bunker buster
bombs in an ever expanding circle of
destruction. 1 9
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that and subsequent wars, it would be the
signature barbarities such as the Nanjing
Massacre, the Bataan Death March, and the
massacres at Nogunri and My Lai rather than
the quotidian events that defined the
systematic daily and hourly killing, which
would attract sustained attention, spark bitter
controversy, and shape historical memory.

unconditional surrender, eventually accepting
the sacrifice of more than half a million
Japanese subjects in Okinawa and Japan to
secure a single demand: the safety of the
emperor. In preserving Hirohito on the throne
and choosing to rule indirectly through the
Japanese government, the US did more than
place severe constraints on the democratic
revolution that it sought to launch under
occupation auspices. It also assured that there
would be no significant Japanese debate over
war responsibility or the nature of the imperial
or imperial-military system in general, and the
decision to sacrifice Okinawa and Japan’s cities
with massive loss of life in particular.

World War II remains indelibly engraved in
American memory as the “Good War” and
indeed, in confronting the war machines of
Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, the United
States, together with the resistance in China
and other colonial nations, played a critical role
in defeating aggressors and opening the way
for a wave of decolonization that swept the
globe in subsequent decades. It was also, of
course, a war that catapulted the United States
to global supremacy, and established the
institutional foundations for the projection of
American power in the form of a vast array of
insular territories and a network of permanent
and ever growing military bases as well as
unrivaled technological supremacy and military
power. 23 Against these factors we turn to a
consideration of the US firebombing and
atomic bombing of Japan in history, memory,
and commemoration.
II The Firebombing and Atomic Bombing
of Japanese Cities: History, Memory,
Culture, Commemoration
1. The US occupation and the shaping of
Japanese and American memory of the
bombing
Basic decisions by the Japanese authorities and
by Washington and the US occupation
authorities shaped Japanese and American
perceptions and memories of the firebombing
and atomic bombing. Throughout the six month
period from the March 9 attack that destroyed
Tokyo until August 15, 1945, and above all in
the wake of the US victory in Okinawa in midJune 1945, a Japanese nation that was defeated
in all but name continued to spurn

Nagasaki mushroom cloud. US National
Archives

From the outset of the occupation, the US
imposed tight censorship with respect to the
bombing, particularly the atomic bombing. This
included prohibition of publication of
photographic and artistic images of the effects
6
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the ravages associated with radiation.26 Finally,
not only was the press tightly censored on
atomic issues, but literature and the arts were
also subject to rigorous control prior.

of the bombing or criticism of it. Indeed, under
US censorship, there would be no Japanese
public criticism of either the firebombing or the
atomic bombing. While firebombing never
emerged as a major subject of American
reflection or self-criticism, the atomic bombing
eventually did. Of particular interest is
conservative and military criticism of the
atomic bombing, including that of Navy
Secretary James Forrestal, and Gen. Dwight
Eisenhower, John Foster Dulles and a range of
Christian thinkers such as Reinhold Niebuhr . .
. criticisms that emerged only in the wake of
US victory. Sec. of War Henry Stimson would
worry about the “growing feeling of
apprehension and misgiving as to the effect of
24
the atomic bomb even in our own country”
and take the lead in defending the US atomic
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
As Ian Buruma observes, “News of the terrible
consequences of the atom bomb attacks on
Japan was deliberately withheld from the
Japanese public by US military censors during
the Allied occupation—even as they sought to
teach the natives the virtues of a free press.
Casualty statistics were suppressed. Film shot
by Japanese cameramen in Hiroshima and
Nagasaki after the bombings was confiscated.
Hiroshima, the famous account written by John
Hersey for The New Yorker, had a huge impact
in the US, but was banned in Japan. As [John]
Dower says: ‘In the localities themselves,
suffering was compounded not merely by the
unprecedented nature of the catastrophe…but
also by the fact that public struggle with this
traumatic experience was not permitted.’” 25
The US occupation authorities maintained a
monopoly on scientific and medical information
about the effects of the atomic bomb through
the work of the Atomic Bomb Casualty
Commission, which treated the data gathered
in studies of hibakusha as privileged
information rather than making the results
available for the treatment of victims or
providing financial or medical support to aid
victims. The US also stood by official denial of

Hiroshima after the bomb. The view from
the ground. US National Archives

This did not mean suppression of all
information about the atomic bombing or the
firebombings. Washington immediately
announced the atomic bomb’s destruction of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki and released the
iconic photographs of the mushroom cloud. It
soon made available images of the total
devastation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
depicting the ravages of cities reduced to
rubble and devoid of human life, thereby
demonstrating the Promethean power of the
victor.

7
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Bodies of people trapped and burned as
they fled through a street during the
attack on Tokyo on the night of March
9-10. Photograph by Ishikawa Koyo.

Atomic Bomb survivors at Miyuki Bridge,
Hiroshima, two kilometers from Ground
Zero. Aug. 6, 1945. Photo by Matsushige
Yoshito. Under US censorship,
Matsushige’s photos could not be
published until 1952 following the end of
the occupation.

The Japanese authorities had reasons of their
own for highlighting atomic bomb imagery
while suppressing imagery of the firebombing.
They include the fact that the dominant
victimization narrative associated with an allpowerful atomic bomb was preferable to having
to engage war issues centered on Japanese
aggression and war atrocities. Moreover,
Japanese authorities preferred to emphasize
the atomic bomb over the fire bombing for at
least two reasons. First, it suggested that there
was little that Japanese authorities or any
nation could have done in the face of such
overwhelming technological power. The
firebombing, by contrast raised uncomfortable
issues about the government’s decision to
perpetuate the war through six months of
punishing bombing with no alternative except
defeat. Second, as Cary Karacas has argued,
Japan’s bombing of Chongqing and other
Chinese cities, including the use of Unit 731’s
bio-weapons, raised uncomfortable questions
about its own bombing.27

The US would celebrate the power of the bomb
in powerful visual statements of the birth of the
nuclear era that would be directed at the entire
world on August 6, on August 9 and in the
decades that followed, both in officially
controlled photographic images and in
privileged reportage, notably that of New York
Times science reporter William R. Laurence.
What was banned under the occupation were
close-up images of victims whether of the
firebombing or the atomic bombing captured
on film by Japanese photographers, that is, the
human face of the atomic holocaust that was
captured on film in iconic photographs of
Hiroshima, Nagasaki and Tokyo by Japanese
photographers.

Reflection
This article has reflected on the political
dynamics that lie behind the differential
treatment of the firebombing and atomic
8
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bombing of Japan in both Japan and the United
States, events that brought disaster to the
Japanese nation, but also contributed to ending
a bitter war and paved the way for the rebirth
of a Japan stripped of its empire (but not its
emperor) and prepared to embark on the
rebuilding of the nation under American
auspices. We have been equally interested in
the human consequences of the US targeting
civilian populations for annihilation as a central
strategy for deploying airpower from late 1944
and the nature of subsequent US wars. While
the atomic bomb has overshadowed the
firebombing in most realms in the nearly seven
decades since 1945, notably as a major factor
in assessing US-Soviet conflict and explaining
the structure of a “Cold War” in world politics,
we have shown not only that the firebombing
took a greater cumulative toll in human life
than the atomic bombs, but importantly that it
became the core of US bombing strategy from
that time forward.

This is one reason why, six decades on, World
War II retains its aura for Americans as the
“Good War”, a conception that renders it
difficult to come to terms with the massive
bombing of civilians in the final year of the war.
We can view this from another angle. It
appears that in the squaring off of the two
superpowers, mutual targeting with atomic
weapons was the centerpiece of direct conflict,
while proxy fights, as in Korea, Vietnam, Iraq
and Afghanistan, were fought with bombs
ranging from firebombs to cluster bombs to
defoliants. The drone opens a new page in this
history of state terror. In each of these, the
United States to a considerable extent has
monopolized the skies in the dual sense that it
alone carried out massive bombing, and its
homeland, even its military bases in the US and
throughout the world, for more than half a
century, have remained virtually unscathed.
This would begin to change in the last decade,
culminating in the 9.11 attack on the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon, instantly
shredding the image of US invulnerability to
foreign attack short of nuclear attack, and
giving rise to a language of weapons of mass
destruction and terrorism. It was a language
that elided state terrorism, notably the
systematic killing of civilian populations that
was a hallmark of US warfare from 1944 to the
present, while focusing attention on non-state
actors such as al-Qaeda and ISIS. There is a
second major change in the international
landscape of military conflict. That is the most
important technological change of the postwar
era: the use by (above all) the United States of
drones to map and bomb on a world scale. Each
of these, in different ways, highlights the
possibilities of bombing independent of nuclear
weapons but also with greater precision than in
the heyday of area bombing.

If other nations, notably Germany, England and
Japan, led the way in area bombing during
World War II, US targeting of entire cities with
conventional weapons only emerged in 1944-45
on a scale that quickly dwarfed all previous
destruction. Targeting for the most part then
and subsequently essentially defenseless
populations, it was an approach that combined
technological predominance and allocation of
vast financial resources with a priority on
minimization of US casualties and maximization
of enemy civilian casualties. This would become
a hallmark of the American way of war, notably
in campaigns from Korea and Indochina in the
1950s to 1975, but with new approaches that
also took a devastating toll on civilians during
the Gulf and Iraq Wars and throughout the
Middle East in the new millennium. The result
everywhere would be the decimation of
noncombatant populations and extraordinary
“kill ratios” favoring the US military. Yet for the
US, victory in subsequent wars—Korea,
Indochina, Afghanistan and Iraq being the most
notable—would prove extraordinarily elusive.

In drawing attention to US bombing strategies
deploying “conventional weapons” while
keeping nuclear weapons in reserve since
9
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1945, the point is not to deny the critical
importance of the latter in shaping the global
balance of power/balance of terror. Far from it.

It is, however, to suggest new perspectives on
our nuclear age and the nature of warfare in
the long twentieth century and into the new
millennium.
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