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Abstract 

 
Atomic Memory: Theorizing Post-racial Memory and Trauma in 

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum 

 

Vivian Giboung Shaw, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Ben Carrington 

 

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, established in 1955, remains the primary 

site for recuperating and transforming memories of the atomic bombing into a message 

for global peace. Within the museum’s transcendental politics, American and European 

visitors are a key presence, evident in the site’s 1994 renovation adding historical context 

for the bombings, its design as a bilingual space using both Japanese and English, and in 

its refusal to criticize the United States for their use of the bomb. However, what remains 

excluded from this global view is a discussion of race, a critical dimension of U.S.-

Japanese relations and Pacific Rim colonialism during and after World War II. This thesis 

utilizes scholarship on cultural memory and cultural trauma to interrogate how the 

museum has been constructed as a site of post-racial politics. In examining the mechanics 

of this space, this thesis focuses on the “objects” that the museum describes as “material 
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witnesses,” to interrogate the historical links between Orientalism and cultural trauma. 

Through a theoretical development of my fieldwork in Hiroshima in 2011, analysis of the 

space, and relevant literature, I argue that the gaze of Western tourism is fundamental in 

the construction of Hiroshima as a global, peaceful, and post-racial experience for 

museum visitors. 
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Introduction 

Nearly 70 years after being made globally significant as the first city eviscerated 

by nuclear technology during an act of war, Hiroshima retains its status not only as an 

exceptional historical site, but also as a place of contested politics and social meanings. 

Within the social sciences and humanities, Hiroshima receives attention both as the 

precedent for questions of nuclear weapons that have remained alive since World War II 

and as a cultural signifier of the lasting tensions between technology, violence, and 

justice within global politics. It is in Hiroshima’s ability to signify the most complex 

debates of the twentieth century and contemporary modernity that this thesis finds its 

roots. As Gray and Goméz-Barris (2010) demonstrate in their opening to Toward a 

Sociology of the Trace, a text in part focused on race and the production of violence and 

power through science, Hiroshima immediately conjures up questions about morality and 

violence as they have developed globally and in recent centuries alongside colonialism, 

imperialism, and racism. Yet while Hiroshima has figured powerfully as one of the 

canonical cases of twentieth-century mass violence within academic critiques of these 

systems of oppression, curiously absent from most critical literature is a more thorough 

analysis of whether and why the atomic bombings should be regarded as acts of racism. 

This absence is all the more striking as such an answer would have significant 

consequences for academic knowledge on violence in the twentieth century.  

“Hiroshima” has a paradoxical intellectual status as a case that, while often 

intuitively read as racist, does not easily resemble other notable cases of racism found 
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within Western modernity, including black Atlantic slavery, the Holocaust, and various 

systems of colonialism. My thesis develops from this paradox and my observation that 

Hiroshima has retained its status as a signifying event largely through its connections to 

emotions. As O’Reilly and Rooney (2005) point out when reviewing the literature on the 

Enola Gay Smithsonian controversy, discussion of the politics of the atomic bombings 

remain alive within the disciplines of history and political science through debates on a 

number of issues, such as the threat of Soviet communism, the ethics of framing the 

bomb as an “early” end to the war, and the legitimacy of dropping a second bomb on 

Nagasaki. However, this thesis focuses on how Hiroshima has gained a wider cultural 

influence as an event invoking powerful emotions—sorrow, loss, anger, and guilt. These 

emotions are present not only within the local sociology of the city but in its construction 

as a city of global peace.  

For these reasons my thesis asks: what are the connections between the absence of 

race in representations of Hiroshima and its status as a city where global peace can be 

imagined and achieved? My answer to this question is double-pronged, involving an 

explanation of the absence of race as well as an exploration of why such an absence 

would be peculiar or problematic. The concepts of cultural memory and cultural trauma 

are significant for this analysis. As this thesis argues, the ways in which memory and 

trauma function to elide emotions and materiality is central to Hiroshima’s continuing 

ability to signify issues of race without explicitly representing them. Moreover, this thesis 

examines the features of this case in order to raise questions about the role of cultural 

memory and trauma in shaping the politics of events of extreme violence within global 
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culture. Central to this thesis are important questions about the social construction of 

“trauma” as an experience not only altering the lives of individuals affected on August 6, 

1945 and afterwards, but as a shared experience accessible to a broader membership 

participating in a collective culture or history. The tensions present in cultural memory 

and trauma are particularly relevant for the case of Hiroshima, whose history witnesses a 

particular entwining of emotions with the grisly details of violated bodies—specifically, 

those of hibakusha, victims who died or were injured in the atomic bombing. As such, 

this thesis shares concerns with an emerging body of sociological research that continues 

to seek methods for excavating the politics of “intangible” social life. Situated in the 

transnational terrain of the Pacific Rim past and present, my argument takes inspiration 

from themes of signifying absences, paradoxical spaces (McKittrick 2006), traumatized 

hauntings (Gordon 2008), and trace remains (Gray and Goméz-Barris 2010). 

With attention to the relationship between the abstract and the concrete, my 

project attempts to untangle the complicated and fraught case of Hiroshima as a cultural 

memory by examining the specific site of Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum in Japan. 

Located in the eponymous city and established in 1955 to commemorate the atomic 

bombings, the museum has functioned significantly as a place not only for remembering 

what happened to the city on that day but for narrating the city’s transformation from a 

place of destruction to one of peace. I argue that the museum’s institutionalization as a 

“space of peace” reveals contestations within the sociology of nuclear politics 

(Yoneyama 1999) while also raising questions about the relationships between race and 

trauma in the construction of post-racial peace. In this thesis, and in Chapter 2 especially, 
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I explore why the official politics of post-Hiroshima peace strangle discussions of race 

and prevent them from appearing explicitly in the museum, despite its political 

significance both during World War II and in the formation of cultural memory of the 

atomic bombings afterwards. The paradoxical location of contested, negotiated, and 

exclusionary spaces within the museum is a starting point for answering this question. As 

Lisa Yoneyama’s (1999) work Hiroshima Traces has established, this institutional 

narration of trauma as culturally represented, accessed, and shared within public space 

leads directly to the museum’s and Hiroshima’s placement as a central site imagining 

peace. However, “peace” is political, functioning to reify nuclear technology as a 

hallmark of modern progress—obscuring the culpability of both the United States and 

Japan for their acts of violence committed during World War II and after (Yoneyama 

1999, Miyamoto 2012). While Yoneyama’s project does a thorough job of laying out the 

geopolitical terrain of “nuclear universalism” and the politics of appropriation at work in 

the production of this cultural memory, her discussion leaves unanswered important 

questions about the centrality of race within this politics.   

(RE)VISITING EMOTIONS IN THE MUSEUM 
While themes of the hidden, silenced, and intangible offer important inspiration 

for this thesis, my argument is theoretically grounded in data collected during my 

fieldwork in Hiroshima in the summer of 2011, including my direct observations of the 

museum and conversations with city residents and tourists. Of significance is a 

conversation I had with a female tourist from the United States; her comments have been 

influential in directing my thesis’ attention to tourism as an important frame for 
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understanding how white Western tourisms shape the political content and structure of 

the museum. I was staying at a friendly international hostel located five minutes away by 

foot from Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park. The park, which includes the Atomic Bomb 

Dome and Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, was built in the area surrounding the 

hypocenter of the atom bomb and remains the primary tourist attraction for the city. One 

afternoon while we were both eating in the hostel’s common area, I met Elanor, a young, 

white American college student. Similar to nearly all of the other tourists staying at the 

hostel, Elanor arrived to the city for a few days to visit Hiroshima Peace Memorial 

Museum and see the Atomic Bomb Dome in person. Unlike most others with whom I had 

spoken, she was blunt and unabashed in her criticism of the museum. Having arrived in 

Hiroshima after several months of studying in Korea, she was stoic when explaining how 

she felt limited sympathy for Japan. She explained that, despite the museum’s narrative 

of overwhelming victimhood, Japan’s military aggression against other Asian populations 

warranted the city’s bombing. More surprisingly, she expressed disappointment with the 

quality of her experience in the museum, finding most exhibits bland and sterile. Matter-

of-factly she reported her unfulfilled desire for an emotional experience: “I wanted to cry 

at least once.” 

From my perspective as an Asian-American woman who grew up horrified by the 

total destruction of the atom bomb, Elanor’s comments were fascinating. Her emotional 

distance from the museum was in conflict with my own feelings about the space, which I 

found deeply sobering, evocative, and haunting. In fact, the summer of 2011 was not my 

first time in the city, but rather, a return. A decade earlier, I had visited Hiroshima with a 
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group of American students and had since been struck with my own memories of the 

museum. I had retained strong memories of the human- and bomb-touched objects I saw 

within this space—in particular, the charred tricycle of a three-year old child killed in the 

blast and pieces of a middle school student’s thumb, artifacts which I discuss in greater 

depth in my first and third chapters. Moreover, I remembered well the experience of an 

overcast and somber silence affecting our tour group as we left the building that day. As I 

found myself attempting to “relive” this silence ten years later, Elanor’s frank and 

unforgiving words were striking. What they suggested was that underlying mourning and 

commemoration of atrocities resides an important tension between the ethics of 

observance and the desire to experience. Though the specificity of these desires differs 

among visitors, Elanor’s comments and my own feelings point to a theme understood 

well by academics and professionals in the arena of museum studies—that museums are 

expected to produce an emotional experience for its tourists (Karp and Levine 1991, 

Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998). Paul Williams (2007) suggests that museums’ new focus 

on including emotions should not be seen simply as an additional feature available for 

visitors; rather, such inclusions involve a conceptual and logistic re-structuring of the 

purpose of contemporary museums. Memorial museums differ significantly from so-

called traditional art and historical museums to the extent in which they break from 

expert objectivity, merge education with morality, and blur facts with emotions and 

trauma with spectatorship.  

These tensions are particularly dramatic in the case of Hiroshima Peace Memorial 

Museum, which Williams cites as a foundational template within a “global rush” to 
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memorialize sites of historical violence, such as Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum in 

Cambodia and the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum in Poland. Importantly, the emotional 

experience of Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum not only produces feelings of sadness 

and remorse in the viewer, but also supplies an experience of culture that is established 

through traumatic memories of the atomic bombings. My thesis focuses on this museum 

as a site important for its ability to geographically reference the atom bomb and for its 

ability to collect, archive, and display artifacts from the bombing. In meditating on 

Hiroshima’s cultural memory and trauma, it is in examining the relationship of global 

racial politics to these themes of geography, display, and experience that this thesis 

begins. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Noting that cultural memory and cultural trauma are distinct concepts, this thesis 

explores the theoretical and political issues at work in the museum’s conflation of 

morality, trauma, and experience. How do these central tensions point toward an 

explanation of the seeming absence of race from the museum’s discussion of both the 

global and national histories leading up to the atomic bombings and the advancement of 

nuclear technology in the twentieth century? What are the broader theoretical 

consequences of viewing the museum as a post-racial space and how does this fit into 

interdisciplinary conversations about the significance of race in historicized atrocities and 

in global peace?  

While a number of scholars have denied claims that the binary of American white 

exceptionalism and Asian racial threat played a role in motivating the Truman 
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administration’s decision to use the atomic bomb (O’Reilly and Rooney 2005), historical 

evidence points to racism as an important political and interpretative frame during World 

War II both in setting the terms of geopolitics and in shaping popular responses to 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki around the world (Jones 2010, Dower 1987). Dower’s (1987) 

project is particularly important for demonstrating the significance of race in creating the 

conditions of a “war without mercy.” As Dower and scholar Christina Klein (2003) point 

out, the atomic bombings of two Japanese cities did not occur in isolation from the 

United States’ other policies of anti-Asian racialism; domestic policies of interning 

Japanese Americans during World War II and other historic discrimination of Asian 

immigrants, practices of colonialism, and cultural and economic entanglements in East 

Asia during the Cold War are all examples cited by these authors.  

Matthew Jones (2010) points out that race also provides an important historical 

lens for examining the politics of Asian-driven imperialism and modernity. As Jones 

discusses, Japan argued for a racialized “pan-Asian” identity throughout its imperial 

campaign during World War II. Such campaigns were racialized not only in their 

promotion of regional “unity,” but in their foundational premise that Japan’s racial 

superiority over other Asian ethnicities justified the nation’s practice of systemic and 

extreme violence towards occupied populations. As critics have observed, the museum 

conceals both of these histories through its overwhelming message of peace and global 

unity (Yoneyama 1999, Miyamoto 2012). Hiroshima memory, thus, offers a densely rich 

case for exploring the analytical complexities of racism and what it means, politically and 

sociologically, for peace to delay conversations of race within these overlapping terrains. 
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My central argument in this thesis is that the use of cultural memory and cultural 

trauma to construct Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum as a site for global peace 

demonstrates the historical connections between Orientalism and the development of 

post-racial racism in the twentieth century. In this thesis, I develop this argument by 

building upon Edward Said’s (1979) concept of Orientalism. Said describes Orientalism 

as “a relationship of power, of domination, [and] of varying degrees of a complex 

hegemony” (Said 1979:5). This power relation between “West” and “East” is produced 

through constructing Asia and the Middle East as available for cultural commodification, 

surveillance, and occupation. As he points out importantly, “knowledge of subject races 

or Orientals is what makes their management easy and profitable; knowledge gives 

power, more power requires more knowledge, and so on in an increasingly profitable 

dialectic of power and control” (Said 1979:36). In applying Said’s concept to the case of 

Hiroshima, Orientalism provides a framework for interrogating cultural trauma as a site 

of knowledge that is accessible for white Western tourisms.  

My thesis draws the connections between Orientalism and post-racial racism by 

examining practices of cultural racism that persist despite broad contemporary claims that 

multiculturalism has been effective in “transcending” the social barriers produced by 

race. Building off of the work of Howard Winant (2004, 2001) who describes a “racial 

break” in the post-World War II period from so-called older paradigms of racism, I argue 

that Hiroshima’s peace is established through the normalization of violence against non-

white populations and the appropriation of this violence for cultural meanings. Thus, 

Hiroshima offers a significant case for witnessing the foundations of post-racial racism 



  10 

and the ways in which the plurality of racisms functions differently within the geographic 

context of East Asia and across narratives of globalization.  

While cultural memory and cultural trauma do not provide a complete analysis of 

Hiroshima, this thesis focuses on the broad frame of memory studies to examine closely 

how racial ideologies are produced through sites that ostensibly promote public healing 

for historical atrocities. Cultural memory and cultural trauma are important frames 

highlighting the processes underwriting the production of “global culture.” Placing 

cultural memory and cultural trauma in conversation with each other offers a sufficiently 

sophisticated lens for approaching the complicated terrain of Asian Pacific memory and 

the representational difficulties of race both specific to this geography and within the 

constrained politics of universal peace. This thesis explores the terrain of “atomic 

memory” and the plurality of contradictions underwriting institutional efforts to produce 

cohesive meanings for traumatic memories.   

SOCIOLOGICAL AND INTERDISCIPLINARY LITERATURE ON MUSEUMS, MEMORY, AND 
TRAUMA 

 In taking a critical view toward the politics of cultural memory and cultural 

trauma of Hiroshima, my thesis is not intended as an attack on the general spirit of peace 

promoted in Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum or even a denial of the institution’s 

humanist motivations. Rather, this case explores how the valuable yet problematic work 

by cultural institutions to preserve and display cultural memory is deeply influenced by 

national and global configurations of power. To consider this ethical balance, my thesis is 

informed by several concepts within museum studies that are useful for approaching such 
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historical and public spaces. Andermann and Arnold de-Simine’s “new museum” 

captures institutional developments alongside the shifting global politics of the twentieth 

century. As they suggest, the progressive potential of such spaces convert the meanings 

of the museum’s site and contents “into the material hinges of a potential recovery of 

shared meanings, by means of narrativization and performativity” (2012:4).  

The “peace museum” is another relevant concept for this project. Peace studies 

scholars have acknowledged that peace museums present the opportunity not only for 

recasting site-specific historical trauma, but also for offering space to ethically reflect and 

“recuperate” humanity (Barrett 2010, Duffy 1997). Patrizia Violi’s (2012) definition of 

the “trauma site museum” offers a critically important conceptualization of the politics of 

representation, appropriation, and experience raised particularly at memorials built upon 

sites of historical violence. As she defines, “trauma sites exhibit a fundamental difference 

from other memorial museums. Strictly speaking, they do not represent anything; rather, 

since the traumatic events happen there, they directly expose some precise material traces 

of them” (Violi 2012:41). Violi’s definition is particularly important in my discussion of 

representations of cultural trauma in Chapter 2. Paul Williams’ (2007) text, Memorial 

Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate Atrocities, is also enlightening as a 

comprehensive comparison of memorial museums’ developments throughout the 

twentieth century and the features shared by many of these institutions. My analysis in 

Chapter 3 is influenced by John Urry’s (2005) concept of the tourist gaze and Barbara 

Kirschenblatt-Gimblett’s (1998) discussion of destination culture. Lennon and Foley’s 
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(2006) theory of dark tourism as a reflection on postmodern anxieties within Western 

culture also offers important insights into tourists’ motivations for visiting Hiroshima.  

Sociology’s growing attention to memory museums is consistent with a growing 

analytical intimacy between research on public spaces and cultural memory. Within the 

discipline, these connections have been invoked in the works of George Lipsitz (2001), 

Avery Gordon (2008), Herman Gray and Macarena Goméz-Barris (2010), Saskia Sassen 

(2010), and Vera Zolberg (1998) among others. Inarguably, the most influential 

sociologist of memory is Maurice Halbwachs (1992), whose concept of “collective 

memory” has informed memory studies both within the discipline, in the greater social 

sciences, and humanities. For the social sciences, cultural memory is analytically 

compelling as a method for observing the social impact of broader historical events and 

as an alternative epistemology for unpacking layers of contradictions and paradoxes 

within social life. Jeffrey Alexander’s (2004) work on cultural trauma and his assertion 

that traumatic events are granted political significance through their social construction is 

also significant for this thesis, and evaluated vis-à-vis literary scholar Cathy Caruth’s 

(1996, 1995) work more fully in Chapter 2. Sociologists’ interest in cultural memory and 

cultural trauma signals an expansion of the discipline’s scope of work, supporting the 

inclusion of popular culture, digital space, history, and global sites as relevant and 

important fields.  

THE CASE OF HIROSHIMA WITHIN MEMORY STUDIES AND CRITICAL ASIAN STUDIES 
This thesis is also informed by the growing literature focused on Pacific Rim 

memory that have uncovered a number of political and cultural contestations during 
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World War II and the Cold War period. Within the broader field of memory studies, the 

Asian Pacific is a relatively neglected region, which Fujitani, White, and Yoneyama’s 

(2001) note in the introduction to their edited volume, Perilous Memories: The Asia- 

Pacific War(s). Not surprisingly, research on Japan’s military aggressions within its 

domestic borders and imperially in China, Korea, Taiwan, occupies an important place 

within this developing literature. Lisa Yoneyama’s (1999) ethnographic research offers a 

conceptualization of the dialectics of memory and peace in the city of Hiroshima that is a 

critical intervention in the field and important for my own project. Yoneyama calls 

attention to the museum and park as an institutional space dealing reluctantly with 

competing narratives about the circumstances and meanings of the bombing. As a central 

issue, she highlights the city’s collusion with Japan’s nationalist interests to articulate a 

centralized victim status that enables the nation to cover its more shameful history of 

colonialism, wartime violence, and practices of ethnic discrimination. 

 In locating the Asian Pacific as a hotbed of contested memories, the question of 

geography has undeniable significance. World War II memories offer some of the 

clearest and most poignant reminders that events in history are rarely constructed for the 

sole fit of nation-states but rather, constructed over multiple borders. The globalization of 

the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki realizes this phenomenon most fully, 

with their political settings involving multiple geographic scales and sites of narratives 

about violence and victimhood, which I discuss further in Chapter 1. The analytical 

framing of Hiroshima in terms of its memories offers a compelling strategy for 

addressing a global competition of state-initiated histories, representations, and interests 
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involved in producing official narratives of this catastrophe. However, as a frequently 

visited case, critical literature on Hiroshima has sometimes reified a bifurcation of Asian 

Pacific memories versus American memories of the event, rather than attempt a 

transnational synthesis of these regions.  

  A number of scholars involved with critical Asian studies (Fujitani et al 2001, 

Yoneyama 1999, Mitter and Jager 2007, Gluck 2007, Miyamoto 2012, Efird 2008, 

Todeschini 2001) have expressed concerns that the memories of the atomic bombings and 

Japan’s subsequent self-positioning as a victimized nation have largely served to buffer 

Japan’s political image and circumvent demands for social justice and restitution by 

women and minority groups mistreated during and after the war (Yoneyama 1999, Jager 

and Mitter 2007, Gluck 2007, Efird 2008, Miyamoto 2012). Within this debate, the issue 

of Korean survivors of the atomic bombing and Korean, Chinese, and Russian women 

forced into sexual slavery by Japanese military (“comfort women”) has attracted some of 

the strongest criticism (Jager and Mitter 2007, Gluck 2007, Yoneyama 1999). Robert 

Efird’s (2008) article on Japanese orphans sent to China and abandoned at the end of the 

war demonstrates how the politicization of trauma during World War II carries an 

economic dimension. He quotes one ministry official who, in denying war orphans 

government assistance, argued: “‘the people who returned from China aren’t the only war 

victims. To some extent in one form or another, all Japanese citizens suffered due to the 

war’” (Efird 2008:365). Thus, such scholarly criticisms provide important context for 

interrogating how traumatic experiences, when occurring during the context of political 

crisis and taken up as “collective,” are easily exploited.  
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 Hiroshima has also emerged in memory debates concerning American views of 

the bombing, most prominently in connection with the 1995 Smithsonian Enola Gay 

controversy. In this incident, the Smithsonian Museum in Washington DC, led by its 

curator Martin Harwit, had planned to exhibit its 50th anniversary commemorative 

display of the Enola Gay within a more historicized context (O’Reilly and Rooney 2005, 

Taylor 2008, Hubbard 1998, Fujitani 1997, Kurin 1997, Smith 1997, Prosise 2002, 

Taylor 1998), balancing a U.S. narrative with global perspectives. When U.S. veterans 

learned that the exhibit was planned to include a range of materials borrowed from the 

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum and the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum, they were 

outraged. These materials included graphic photographs, testimony, and artifacts 

including tattered clothing and other distressed personal affects (Taylor 2008). 

Ultimately, these veterans were concerned that the public memory of the U.S.’s self-

narrated heroism in World War II would be damaged by the exhibit’s legible sympathy 

toward Japanese victims of the bombings. The matter was resolved through Harwit’s 

resignation and the memorial museums of Hiroshima and Nagasaki rescinding their 

offers to loan materials to the Smithsonian. While most scholars have focused on this 

event as evidence of Americans’ difficulty in reconciling the meanings of the atom 

bombs, Paul Williams (2008) points out that such controversies are pedagogical, drawing 

greater attention to these ethical debates and inviting critical reflection. 

 Despite this existing literature on Hiroshima as a cultural memory, scholars as of 

yet have not sufficiently dealt with the racialization implicit in the city’s status as a site 

for global peace. In contrast, my thesis approaches questions of race as they apply to this 
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sociological case and is influenced by the epistemologies of critical race studies, post-

colonial studies, and feminist studies. In framing Hiroshima as a case of racialized 

cultural trauma, I am informed by post-colonial concerns with the body and the practices 

of subjecting non-white populations to disproportionate frequencies and extremities of 

violence within global systems of racism.  In framing my project through the geographic 

particularity of Pacific Rim memory and post-colonial studies, my thesis is also inspired 

by Lisa Lowe’s (2009, 1997, 1991) and Ong and Nonini’s (1997) theoretical 

interventions in the historical study of Asian and Asian American colonialisms and 

modernities. These authors suggest that the formation of Asian capitalism, migration, and 

racism cannot be sufficiently understood through a Western-centric analysis of 

modernity. Further, scholarship exposing the flexibility and political availability of 

memory within Asian modernity and transnationalism (Fujitani et al 2001) disrupts a 

binary reified through much of the historical analysis around World War II—of the “great 

powers” as divided between imperial (Japanese) and non-imperial (American) regimes. 

In deconstructing this binary, Pacific Rim memory studies complements post-colonial 

studies of race by locating hybrid deployments of power, oppression, and violence, and 

attends to the marginalized populations “in between” who have shuffled through multiple 

encounters of political violence and oppressions. 

SCOPE OF PROJECT 
The themes of this thesis are informed by my fieldwork observations of 

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum and Park in summer of 2011. In taking both a 

grounded and theoretical approach to this project, my site visits and conversations with 
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Hiroshima residents helped me identify some of the key themes explored in this thesis. 

While this project is limited to a discussion of Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, my 

understanding of the politics of the atomic bombings is also informed by visits to 

Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum and the Yushukan museum in Tokyo. The Yushukan is 

a museum providing tourists with an extensive review of Japan’s imperial history and is 

physically connected to Yasukuni Shrine, a site that is controversial for its enshrinement 

of “war criminals.”  

In addition to examining the history of Hiroshima’s cultural memory in relation to 

questions of race, my project focuses on the mechanics of the museum as a tourist space. 

I explore the production of discourse through the spatial organization of the museum and 

also focus specifically on the use of “material witnesses” in the museum. As I elaborate 

in Chapter 3, material witnesses broadly categorize body parts and personal artifacts 

recovered from the bombing. This thesis also focuses on the museum’s exhibits as they 

translate into English, with this media including display captions, audio guides, video, 

and other texts. As I discuss in Chapter 1, the use of language is particularly interesting as 

all exhibits are bilingual (in Japanese and English), with some exhibits including text in 

multiple languages. Despite these translations, my project also recognizes my limitations 

as a researcher observing this space without the ability to speak Japanese at the time of 

my fieldwork. Therefore, my thesis places great value in scholarship on Hiroshima 

conducted on-site and by Japanese researchers writing in English including Yoneyama 

(1998), Miyamoto (2011) and Igarashi (2000).  
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 In Chapter 1, I examine Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum as a place signifying 

cultural memory of the atomic bombings and provide a mapping of the museum’s general 

design and structure. In this section, I consider Pierre Nora’s concept of lieux de memoire 

to evaluate the meanings of “global culture” within the construction of peace and in the 

context of different groups’ competing claims to this cultural memory. I raise the 

important question of what it means for the museum to advocate that peace is global and 

to whom does global memory belong? In this chapter, I also elaborate on how I am 

conceptualizing post-racial racism throughout this thesis, building off the works of 

Winant (2001, 2004) and Goldberg (2008). 

 In Chapter 2, I reorient my thesis from a discussion on cultural memory to focus 

on the mechanics of cultural trauma. Whereas cultural memory is an important lens for 

demonstrating the ability for Hiroshima to create a sense of a group culture, cultural 

trauma is a pathway enabling the “experience” of Hiroshima to be ostensibly accessible 

for a global audience. In this chapter, I examine debates between the works of Alexander 

(2004) and Cathy Caruth (1995, 1996) to examine the paradigms of representation that 

enable the surveillance and political management of victims of cultural trauma. This 

section argues that the museum’s representation of trauma as culturally shared, globally 

accessible, and morally instructive fits into a neoliberal framing of racial progress for the 

twenty-first century. 

In Chapter 3, I continue with my discussion of cultural trauma to argue that the 

racial politics of the museum are shaped through the notion that cultural trauma is 

experiential and available for tourists. In this chapter, I consider more closely questions 
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of appropriation and representation in relation to cultural trauma as they relate to 

Orientalism. My analysis in this chapter reads tourists studies alongside feminist post-

colonial theories of the body, specifically focusing on Andrea Smith’s (2005, 2006) 

concept of spiritual appropriation and discussion of Orientalism. I argue that when white 

Western tourists desire an experience trauma, this is not only reflective of social 

privileges within a post-Cold War world order, but also speaks to a tradition of 

sensualized violence against non-white populations throughout the history of scientific 

racism.  

In my conclusion, I synthesize the main arguments of each chapter to discuss the 

implications of my project for future research in critical peace studies. I interrogate the 

ethical issues underwriting research on peace, war, and violence and consider the 

potential for critical collaborations with cultural institutions. In addressing the limits of 

this study, this discussion echoes Yoneyama’s (1999) suggestion that the cultural 

memory of Hiroshima is dialectical, with notions of “progress” significantly complicated 

by competing political strategies and interests. 
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Chapter 1: Memories of Scale: Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum as 

a Transnational Site of Memory 

INTRODUCTION 
 On sunny days, Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park is modern and idyllic. The park 

sits on a delta formed by the Ota River, near a commercial district in Hiroshima that was 

formerly the city’s downtown. Overlooking the water from the eastern riverbank at the 

north of the park is the Atomic Bomb Dome, the skeletal remains of a European-styled 

building that was formerly the city’s Industrial Promotion Hall and iconic as one of the 

remaining images of the bomb’s destructive capacity. In the center of the park, pristinely 

sculpted bushes form a promenade around the Memorial Cenotaph, a marble monument 

in which an eternal flame burns in memory of the victims of the atomic bombing of 1945.  

At the southern boundary of the park is Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, a structure 

composed of two buildings. The first is the “Main Building,” the original building for the 

museum—a long white structure supported by tall pillars and architected by Kenzo Tange 

in 1955; the second is the “East Building,” a ground-level structure that was attached to 

the Main Building in the museum’s 1994 renovation. 
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Figure 1: Floor plan of Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum (Source: Hiroshima 
Peace Memorial Museum) 

 
The first exhibit that visitors encounter after entering Hiroshima Peace Memorial 

Museum is a medium-sized screen rotating documentary footage of the park’s memorial 

ceremonials that spells out the mission of the space: “This is Hiroshima Peace Memorial 

Museum, an expression of world peace and the total abolition of nuclear weapons” 

(Figure 2). The museum’s self-description as an “expression” reflects a fundamental 

tension in the cultural memory of Hiroshima: that the events of August 6, 1945, while 

geographically and politically particular to this city, have been abstracted to take on 

“universal” meanings within the construction of global peace. In this chapter, I focus on 

cultural memory as it relates to place and social membership to examine how Hiroshima 

has been remembered through the framework of universal peace, and the museum’s role 

as a privileged site for recuperating and transforming local memories for this message.   
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Figure 2: The caption on this video display reads: “This is the Hiroshima Peace 
Memorial Museum, an expression of our desire for world peace and the total 
abolition of nuclear weapons.” (Source: Photo taken by Vivian Shaw) 

 
As this thesis argues, in sublimating the memories of victims and survivors, the 

museum simultaneously transforms the civilian horrors of the atomic bombing into a 

forum for global membership and circumvents criticism of nuclear technology, racism, 

and the role that Western countries have taken in subjecting marginalized populations to 

nuclear violence and risks. Moreover, in focusing on the concept of cultural memory as 

an important starting point for understanding the global framework within which 

Hiroshima’s peace has developed, this chapter discusses the relationship between place 
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and race-lessness. As I argue, Pierre Nora’s (1989) lieux de memoire offers an important 

conceptualization for understanding how the museum functions not simply as a place for 

remembering the tragedy of the atomic bombings, but as site naturalizing a “global 

culture” of peace. Importantly, this conflation of peace with globalization is predicated on 

Hiroshima’s status as a cultural memory and is consistent with what some scholars have 

observed as the emergence of post-racial politics and discourses following the “racial 

break” of the post-War World II era (Goldberg 2008; Winant 2001, 2004; Dower 1987).  

OWNERS OF MEMORY: COLLECTIVE AND CULTURAL MEMORY IN GLOBAL CONTEXT 
It is not difficult to notice that memory has a strong presence in Hiroshima Peace 

Memorial Museum. Throughout the museum, the memories of victims and survivors are 

recalled through video testimonies, artwork, and “material witnesses,” a category I 

explore more fully in Chapter 3. While it is obvious that the practices of memorializing 

victims offers a significant organizational frame for the space, cultural memory is 

conceptually distinct from an uncritical reification of memory as a biographical authority. 

Rather, the concept of cultural memory emphasizes that biography is constructed 

alongside history and public emotion, exposing “memory’s” function as an effective tool 

for blurring the politics of public space. Of course, cultural memory does not refer to a 

single definition but rather to a body of scholarship invested in uncovering the faultlines 

of power in the formation of history and memory. French sociologist Maurice 

Halbwachs’ (1992) concept of collective memory is an important starting point in the 

development of this literature, both for advancing the concept of memory as formed 

through social relations, rather than restricted to individual thought processes, and in 



  24 

separating group narrations of experience from “official” history. Halbwachs defines 

collective memory as “a current of continuous thoughts whose continuity is not at all 

artificial, for it retains from the past only what still lives or is capable of living in the 

consciousness of the groups keeping the memory alive. By definition it does not exceed 

the boundaries of the group” (140). 

Halbwachs’ treatment of memory raises important questions in the case of 

Hiroshima. If Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum constitutes an expression of collective 

memory, to whom does this memory belong? Moreover, what are the political 

consequences when groups claim to have ownership over this memory? These questions 

are particularly complicated in the context of Hiroshima, a controversial history that 

includes many debates about how the assigned roles of “victims” and “perpetrators” 

should be partitioned (Yoneyama 1999, Hein and Seldon 1997, Miyamoto 2012, Lennon 

and Foley 2000, O’Reilly and Rooney 2005). Nor are such controversies excluded to this 

victim-perpetrator binary. Laura Hein and Mark Seldon point out, “While memories of 

wartime privations and suffering have served as a basis for nationalist celebration of the 

unique ‘Japanese spirit’, they also have been the main rallying cry for humanist 

antinuclear and antimilitary movements” (1997:12). As this point makes clear, the atom 

bomb is not only politically embroiled within these controversies as a cultural image, it 

demonstrates the capacity to capture or stand-in for many of these conflicting meanings 

at once.  

These contradictions become more complicated when seeing that the construction 

of Hiroshima’s cultural memory includes claims to speak not only to different groups’ 
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claims, but moreover, to the global interests of humanity. In orienting this cultural 

memory toward themes of universalism, identifying which group is the legitimate 

“owner” of this memory presents challenges. The museum’s narration of global peace as 

the primary motivation for recovering memories of the atomic bombing suggests that this 

event belongs to “humanity.” Moreover, that humanity is a group constituted by shared 

social values within a global system of ethics that, as it is imagined, overrides the 

particularities of nation, race, and ethnicity. Lisa Yoneyama refers to this concept as 

“nuclear universalism”: “The idea that Hiroshima’s disaster ought to be remembered 

from the transcendent and anonymous position of humanity, and that the remembering of 

Hiroshima’s tragedy should invoke natural and commonly shared human thoughts, 

sentiments, and moral attitudes not limited by cultural boundaries” (2008:15). Further, 

the narratives of nuclear universalism are also bound up with those of post-racial 

globalization, a theme I discuss throughout this chapter.   

While nuclear universalism highlights the ethical and social dimensions of 

Hiroshima, it also supports the global memory of the atomic bombings as a scientific 

achievement. The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are events of historical 

and worldwide significance not only for bringing the end of World War II, but also for 

fundamentally and permanently altering the role of nuclear technology in war, politics, 

and energy. Influencing the development of nuclear policy throughout the Cold War and 

today, Hiroshima resonates on an international level as a symbol of the potential of 

willful catastrophic destruction made possible during war through the meeting of race, 

science, and power. Gray and Goméz-Barris (2010) point out that Hiroshima is important 
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both as a site of destruction and for its history following the aftermath of the bombing, 

with this event ushering scientific intervention, measurement, and management of both 

the landscape and human victims subjected to the blast. Gene Ray (2009) asserts that 

Hiroshima’s symbolic location within a category of extreme atrocities of World War II 

draws a relationship between the mass killing of Japanese civilians with other racialized 

atrocities of the twentieth century. He argues that: “Hiroshima actualised a different 

potential for genocidal violence, one latent in the direct merger of organized science with 

the war machine; not just the doomsday weapon itself, but the permanent nexus of terror, 

profit and secrecy” (140).  

As Ray points out, while Hiroshima is most frequently remembered in terms of its 

social and ethical dimensions, it is, significantly, also an important symbol of the power 

of science, technology, and modernity. This status is not only apparent throughout Hein 

and Seldon’s (1997) argument but can be observed visually in the persistent image of the 

mushroom cloud. Cultural memory of Hiroshima has frequently relied on an aerial 

perspective of the bomb; that awe-inspiring image of the enormous mushroom cloud 

emphasizes scientific triumphalism and is rather divorced from the experiences of human 

suffering on the ground. Marita Sturken’s (1997) work on iconic images during war 

offers a way to situate the social meanings of the globalization of Hiroshima through the 

scientific visual of the mushroom cloud. Developing her theory in the context of the 

Vietnam War, she writes that, “image icons are emblems of rupture, unyielding in their 

stillness, demanding narrative. They offer not closure but a sense of the war’s horror” 

(Sturken 1997:94). Sturken argues that still photographs serve as visual stand-ins and 
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have the capacity to be totalizing icons while also absorbing a broad range of meanings, 

narratives, and emotions. However, whereas Sturken’s discussion centers on the iconic 

photographs of Kim Phuc, General Loan, and My Lai, the mushroom cloud serves quite a 

different purpose. Sturken offers a way of thinking through the relationship between the 

media image and the construction of Hiroshima as a largely abstract and scientific event. 

By contrast, and as Hein and Seldon (1997) point out, ground footage of Hiroshima on 

the day of the bombings is frequently censored from public view and even said to be 

missing, as I point out later in Chapter 3. 

Similarly, Marc Lafleur (2007) discusses the National Atomic Museum of New 

Mexico as an extra-national site that remembers Hiroshima primarily in terms of the 

scientific achievement of nuclear technology. As he notes: “The ongoing unease 

surrounding the memory of the A-bombs in America manifests itself dangerously in the 

conceptual separation of the bomb from depictions of its consequences; this attempts to 

eliminate the problem of memory through a crude erasure” (Lafleur 2007:107). Thus, 

while a progressive narrative of a more globalized and connected world might 

optimistically predict that memories of the atomic bombing are increasingly available and 

thus more legible, these examples demonstrate the scientific bias of this dissemination 

when put in Western context.  

While Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum positions itself as a global space, 

importantly, this status does not entirely erode the symbolic power of the atomic 

bombings within Japan’s national memory of the war and reconstructive narrative 

following World War II. Sociologist Hiro Saito’s (2006) research importantly charts the 
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fluctuating tensions between local, national, and global interests in Hiroshima’s cultural 

memory, which I discuss in the context of cultural trauma in Chapter 2. Yoshikuni 

Igarashi (2000) refers to the use of the atomic bombings to explain the foundational 

narrative linking the atomic bombing to Japan’s post-war modernity: “As a nation, Japan 

survived its devastating defeat in 1945 by reinventing itself as a peaceful nation that 

attained economic prosperity in the following decades” (2000:11). Moreover, he stresses 

that this economic ascent has been intimated with U.S. interventions, a relationship that 

has produced significant cultural unease and ambivalence. As Yoneyama argues, 

nationalist meanings for the atomic bombing have been recovered both through cultural 

representations and in urban development: “the commemorative city of Hiroshima was, 

as it were, designed specifically to demonstrate the interchangeability of ‘the atomic 

bomb’ and ‘peace’” (1999:20). Carol Gluck speaks more about this national renewal: 

“the official rituals of war memory in Japan commemorated Hiroshima, which turned 

national victimization into a mission for peace, while excluding Manchuria, with its 

specter of brutal and failed empire, from the precincts of postwar public memory” 

(2007:52). In other words, the signification of Hiroshima as not simply a site of peace, 

but more grandly, the place of its inauguration, repurposes meaning from the bomb and 

its consequent legacy of human suffering. For Japan and the city of Hiroshima, this 

metonymy dually articulates the nation’s historical path to its present techno-modernity 

alongside its path toward global reintegration. Additional evidence of this fraught kinship 

is seen in the context of Japan’s historical treatment of survivors of Hiroshima, many 

who later became involved with the central government’s pro-nationalist “Atoms for 
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Peace” campaign, which promoted the use of nuclear technology to advance Japan’s 

energy industry. 

CULTURES OF PEACE: PIERRE NORA’S LIEUX DE MEMOIRE 
 Pierre Nora’s (1989) concept of lieux de memoire raises important questions 

about the plurality of interests and geographic scales implicated within cultural memory 

of Hiroshima. In defining place as an important feature of cultural memory, Nora draws a 

connection between population and geography, while centralizing the importance of 

emotion in this construction. In his definition, sites of memory emerge under rupture:   

with the sense that memory has been torn—but torn in such a way as to pose the 

problem of the embodiment of memory in certain sites where a sense of historical 

continuity persists. There are lieux de memoire, sites of memory, because there 

are no longer milieux de memoire, real environments of memory (Nora 1989:7).  

Sites of memory, then, are established and given national meanings as a way of creating 

“natural” environments for cultures ostensibly under threat. The production of lieux de 

memoire is an attempt to curb cultural erosion. Moreover, the fear of disappearing 

cultures does refer only to lost habitats, but also the rituals, social practices, and 

importantly, social members “present” within these spaces. In this sense, lieux de 

memoire is not simply a treatment of geography as an archive, but rather, a conflation of 

place with the mechanics of culture. In other words, the fear of lost culture instigates a 

hegemonic (re-)articulation of this culture while appearing “natural.” 

 The application of Nora’s site of memory to the case of Hiroshima, like 

Halbwachs’ collective memory, contains some flaws. However, locating the 



  30 

incongruence between Hiroshima’s cultural memory and Nora’s lieux de memoire in fact 

reveals critical information about the motivations behind the construction of culture in 

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. Nora’s lieux de memoire is a project on the French 

nation that draws a connection between space and hegemonic memory. One of the central 

differences between the cultural memories of France and Hiroshima is that the former 

refers to an existing population with an established history and claim to land. In contrast, 

Hiroshima’s cultural memory is predicated on the imagination of a “new” global culture. 

The treatment of Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum as a lieux de memoire conflates 

the historical existence of the city with the post-facto moral recuperation of the atomic 

bombings as a catalyst for worldwide peace, a political interpretation that is central to 

nuclear universalism among other ideologies. In other words, remembering Hiroshima’s 

victims and survivors within the teleology of global peace is an anachronistic reading.  

Hiroshima operates as a site where global peace is not only imagined, but also 

experienced visually and spatially. As Sunil Bald (2011) writes in his essay comparing 

the architectural memorial practices of the atomic bombings and 9/11, Hiroshima’s urban 

landscape was decimated in the atomic blast; this obliteration afforded urban planners the 

deliberation to center Hiroshima’s geography as a city remembering the atomic 

bombings. This design is evident in the city’s history of placing physical sites of ruin and 

memory, such as the Atomic Bomb Dome and Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, at 

the center of its rebuilding efforts (Yoneyama 1999). As a site central for communicating 

the “meanings” of the city, the museum mourns the loss of its old city and 

autobiographical trauma as a challenge already surmounted, translating this despair into a 
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commemoration of its accomplished peace and entrance into a broader international 

community.  

Importantly, as a site in which memory gets applied “backwards” to produce an 

ontological story for the global nuclear industry, Hiroshima is also a case that predates 

what scholars such as Andreas Huyssen (2003) have noticed as a surge in globalization 

discourse in the 1990s. In suggesting that both peace and trauma are capable of 

transcending identity politics frequently cited as the source of global conflict—such as 

race and ethnicity, nationality, religion, and gender—nuclear universalism advances a 

post-racial ideology. Notably, this post-racialism has a conception prior to the human and 

civil rights struggles in the U.S. and South Africa, among other locations, in the mid-

twentieth century. Hiroshima’s urging for a post-racial politics also developed more than 

half a century before these rhetorical lines exploded in 2008 following the election of 

Barack Obama as President of the United States. Therefore, it is worth considering to 

what extent the erasure of race within institutional versions of Hiroshima’s cultural 

memory signals the atom bomb as a central site for anticipating the development of 

neoliberal globalization narratives, which includes post-racial ideology. In adopting this 

view it becomes clearer how the construction of “post-racial racism” might have 

historical roots in the destructive capacities of science and modernity.  

DISSONANT SPACES: A TOUR OF TWO BUILDINGS 

In this section, I provide an overview of the organization of the museum, to 

explore some of the reasons for the absence of race in the museum. I frame this 
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discussion by pointing to tourists as an important presence within the space, which I 

argue has political implications on the production of post-racial ideology and which I 

analyze as an Orientalist process in Chapter 3. From even a cursory view, the presence of 

Western interests is evident and suggestive of the fact that white American and European 

perspectives are important for organizing the meanings in this space. Located across the 

plaza from the International Conference Center, the museum is assertive in welcoming 

foreign tourists and English-speaking tourists in particular. In the museum, each display 

is numbered and captioned in both Japanese and English. A complete audio guide of the 

museum is also available in English and other languages. The use of English as the 

museum’s secondary language notably snubs the languages of tourists from neighboring 

China, Korea, and Russia.  

Visitors enter the museum through the East Building, a structure attached to the 

Main Building during the museum’s renovation in 1994. The East Building offers a 

focused overview of the history of the atomic bombing from the lead-up to impact 

through the city’s continued reconstruction efforts in the twentieth and twenty-first 

century. The first floor exhibitions detail the historical background leading up to 

Hiroshima’s bombing, including a discussion of the city’s mobilization of high school-

aged students into work units, reproductions of U.S. military communications over the 

Manhattan project, and dioramas of the city before and after the atomic bombing. Near 

the stairs to the second floor, a replica of the Atomic Dome—one of the very few 

buildings to partially survive the blast of the bomb and now iconic for its preservation as 

a ruin at the edges of the Peace Park—rises to the ceiling of the museum. Around and 
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inside the base of the Dome, hundreds of letters of protest form a display, each imprinted 

into a separate metal plate. The letters, largely displayed in English and written by the 

mayors of the city of Hiroshima, are addressed to ambassadors of various countries and 

sent at every incident of nuclear testing.  

Figure 3: A replica of the Atom Bomb Dome inside the East Building (Source: Photo 
taken by Vivian Shaw) 

 

Following a large section devoted to the effects of the atomic bombing on the 

health of Hiroshima residents, the second floor of the museum focuses more intensely on 

nuclear proliferation and testing. These displays visually and verbally denounce the 
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power and horror of nuclear weapons. A number of panels in this section of the museum 

feature photographs of the incidents of nuclear testing outside of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, including the Trinity Test in Alamogordo, New Mexico, the first denotation of 

the atomic bomb on July 16, 1945, and the first test of a practical hydrogen bomb on 

Bikini Atoll on March 1, 1954. A caption to the photograph of burning oil fields in Iraq 

during the Gulf War offers the scene as one possible vision of how nuclear winter might 

look. The physical proximity of these images is one of the few moments in the museum 

insinuating the connection between war and scientific experimentation. However, the 

museum makes this point without directly commenting on the practices of 

dehumanization at work in enabling nuclear experiments, despite this critique being 

openly expressed by some residents in Hiroshima (which I discuss further in Chapter 2).  

This floor also discusses the history of the Cold War and the politics of 

deterrence, as well as the various efforts by politicians and residents of Hiroshima, such 

as the Mayors for Peace, undertaken locally and internationally. The East Building ends 

with a message of hope and recovery, loading these universalizing concepts onto a 

photograph of a green plant budding through Hiroshima’s burnt soil. Importantly, 

throughout this part of the museum, the museum’s message of peace largely avoids 

directly identifying or politically criticizing the United States as a perpetrator of nuclear 

violence. Moreover, the tone of the East Building, while occasionally displaying a level 

of urgency, assumes an objective and emotionally neutral affect. 

The space connecting the East and Main buildings provides some pause between 

these two parts of the museum and features video consoles for watching films, 
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documentary and animated features, a book and souvenir gift shop, and a display of 

artwork and artifacts donated by atomic bomb survivors and the family members of 

deceased victims. Within this space, the mood of the museum undergoes a transition, 

becoming emotional, empathetic, and experiential. In some of my visits to the museum, I 

rented a set of 300¥ (3USD) headsets to listen to an audio guide during my tour. In this 

in-between space, such changes are noticeable even in terms of the emotional quality of 

the audio guide. Within this transitional space, the female narrator’s voice changes from 

an emotional state best described as “futuristic neutrality” to a decidedly maternal tone. 

From this place between the Buildings and onward, the narrator becomes more creative 

and emotive, even reciting survivors’ testimony verbatim as if recounting a first-person 

recollection of the bomb.  

 One of the films on display for viewing at the video consoles is Pikadon, an 

animation released in 1978. Narrated without words and paired with an instrumental 

soundtrack, the film literally illustrates the grotesque horror of the atomic bomb, 

depicting victims howling in misery and running for shelter, eyeballs exploding and skin 

melting, and mothers and infants incinerated. This powerful film is made further effective 

through its sharing of space with the display of artifacts and written testimonies donated 

to the museum by survivors and family members of victims. This exhibit contains 

photograph portraits, drawings and paintings, and poems about the victims. These victims 

are identified by their names and in their familial relationships as son, younger sister, and 

mother. Hiroo Taoda, a two-year old who died on the first day of the bombing, is 

memorialized under the glass of the display in his photograph as a jubilant baby, in the 
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evidence of his suffering shown in his blood-stained underpants, and in written 

commentary from his sister (Figure 4). Kikuno Segawa’s drawing, “Your mother is 

dead,” recalls how the day after the bombing, she witnessed a three year old girl 

attempting to give a can full of water to her pregnant mother, not realizing that she was 

already dead (Figure 5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Hiroo Taoda’s portrait and underpants and family testimony (Source: Photo 
taken by Vivian Shaw) 
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Figure 5: Kikuno Segawa’s illustration and description of her experience of the bomb 
(Source: Photo taken by Vivian Shaw) 

 

Moving from the brightly lit space between the two buildings into a dark, brick-

lined hallway, visitors continue forth toward the so-called central exhibition of the 

museum. Here, the museum attempts to recapture an atmosphere of ruin and pathos, even 

including a diorama of a three-person family severely injured on the days of the 

bombings, a scene that appears surprisingly garish both due to its poor representational 

quality and its use of a deep, red backlight. However, the real focus of this section of the 

museum are material witnesses—the museum’s term to broadly categorize the body parts 

and personal artifacts recovered from the atomic bombing of Hiroshima on August 6, 
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1945. Included within this category are shredded clothing worn by victims of the bomb 

(Figure 6), charred lunch and snuff tins, an incinerated tricycle (Figure 7), and arguably 

most intimately connected to a semblance of humanness, pieces of skin and nail from a 

young boy who died soon after the bombing (Figure 8). Whereas the space in-between 

these buildings provides a humanizing narrative of the lives lost in the atomic bombing 

through the stories of the victims’ relationships with their loved ones, the objects 

themselves provide powerful testimonies to the horror of the bomb. As Hiroshima Peace 

Memorial Museum is currently constructed, material witnesses mostly do not appear until 

the “second half” of the museum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Nobuko Oshita’s tattered school uniform (Source: Photo taken by Vivian 
Shaw) 
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Figure 7: A child’s tricycle and helmet (Source: Photo taken by Vivian Shaw) 

  

In their subject positions as witnesses, these objects, importantly, introduce a new 

set of emotions for tourists’ experience of the museum. This section communicates the 

horror of the atomic bombings that cannot be represented in text. Providing relatively 

limited textual framing, the museum suggests that these material witnesses are able to 

testify to the suffering and losses incurred in the atomic bombing. As I revisit later in this 

thesis, it is notable that the museum privileges the “speech” of these material witnesses 

over the oral testimony of direct survivors that is presented at the very end of the 

museum. As this exhibitional strategy suggests, these objects are seen as possessing a 

greater capacity to impress a visual image of the bomb’s destruction onto the visitor. 
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Unlike survivors, these “ethnographic objects” (Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998) function as 

witnesses primarily in two ways: first, as artifacts present within the bomb’s radius of 

destruction and second, in their intimate connections to the human beings who held  or 

owned them. What such objects poignantly signal is the loss of human lives and human 

bodies. The tattered shirt of Nobuko Oshita, a thirteen-year old girl and first year high 

school student, speaks on her behalf precisely because, in her death, she is unable to do 

so for herself. Moreover, the uniform physically describes the story of Noboku’s death, 

locating the side of her body where she suffered most from burns (Figure 6). As Alison 

Landsberg’s theory of prosthetic memory applies, this section of the museum suggests 

that the experience of the violence of the bombing is “an experience of the loss or 

absence of people, then the objects stand in for this absence” (2004:119). 

Yet what is striking within this section of the museum is a conflation of the body 

and the object, a point most apparent in the inclusion of thumbs, nails, and tongues in this 

category of material witness. As these examples demonstrate, and as I discuss in greater 

detail in Chapter 3, the exhibit blurs the lines between objects owned by human victims 

of the bombing and the actual, albeit ruptured, body parts of these victims. Particularly 

heart-wrenching is the thumb of Noriaki Teshima (Figure 8). As the caption to this 

display reads: 

Noriaki Teshima was a first-year student at Second Hiroshima Prefectural Junior 

High School. He was exposed to the bomb at his building demolition work site. 

He suffered major burns over his entire body, to the extent that his skin was 

dangling in tatters. With the help of a friend he returned home. Suffering from 
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terrible thirst, he is said to have tried to suck the pus from his raw, nail-less 

fingers. He died in agony on August 7. His mother kept his fingernails and part of 

his skin to show his father, who had not returned from the war.” 

The thumb, produced in this pairing of human material and text, is particularly horrifying 

in its appearance as a body that is both aberrant and recognizable. This fragmentation of 

victims’ bodies is presented as both “non-human” and sympathetic. Importantly, the 

absence of a “complete body” has the additional function of obfuscating how these 

victims have been racialized and designated as “non-human” within Western ideologies 

(Dower 1987). As objects—stripped down to their parts and emptied of their 

phenotypical and social characteristics—they paradoxically are capable of standing in for 

“all” humanity. 

 

Figure 8: Noriaki Teshima’s thumb (Source: Photo taken by Vivian Shaw) 
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THE RACE-LESSESSNESS OF POST-RACIAL MEMORY 
The issue of race is significant in thinking through how tourism plays a role in 

shaping the content of museum, which I discuss further in Chapter 3. In discussing race, I 

use Howard Winant’s (2004) definition of race as “a concept that signifies and 

symbolizes sociopolitical conflicts and interests in reference to different types of bodies” 

(x). Despite the museum’s inability to talk about race, much of its representation of the 

victims within the site deals directly with the body. An important question that emerges 

from this observation is how does the body become divorced from race?  

As I argue throughout my thesis, the ability for the body to be divorced from race 

is suggestive of the ability for non-white bodies to signify moral meanings without being 

fully recognized as human. This process is located within what critical race scholars refer 

to as “colorblind racism,” a process that is foundational to neoliberal claims that 

globalization signifies a triumph over the ugly history of global racism in “earlier” 

centuries (Winant 2001, 2004; Goldberg 2008). Important for understanding this shift is 

Winant’s identification of a “racial break” in the politics of race following World War II. 

Both Winant and Dower argue that World War II precipitated the United States’ move 

away from overt scientific racism, a practice that became associated with the extreme and 

racialized atrocities committed by Axis Germany and Japan. Christina Klein (2003) 

makes the compelling argument that alongside broad claims to reject scientific-based 

racism, the United States rapidly expanded into all regions of Asia throughout the 

twentieth century. Klein refers to this process as Cold War Orientalism, arguing that “the 

West’s” more recent investments in “the East” have been driven not only through 
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military occupation but, significantly, through practices of cultural appropriation and 

surveillance, all under the benevolent guise of development. These postcolonial practices 

of Orientalism fit into what Winant describes as:  

two openly world-historical racial projects [that] have coexisted: deeply rooted 

and dearly held attachments to white supremacy on the one hand, and fierce and 

implacable and partially institutionalized legal and social commitments to racial 

justice, universalism, pluralism, and democracy on the other (2001:6). 

Within this system, Goldberg (2008) links the relationship between imperialism and 

Orientalist racism, a point I also explore in Chapter 3 through discussing Andrea Smith’s 

(2005, 2006) work. Apparently inspired by the tenure of George W. Bush as the President 

of the United States from 2000-2008, Goldberg coins the term “born again racism” to 

argue that “concern over victims of state violence has shifted from claims of protecting 

the innocent to dismissive rationalizations of collateral damage” (2008:25). In observing 

the ways in which nuclear universalism has narrated its existence as a teleological 

outgrowth of the atom bomb, how this modality applies to the victims in Hiroshima is 

worth consideration. 

 The absence of race in the museum points to the use of culture within post-racial 

ideologies to alleviate Western powers of blame for their perpetuation of atrocious 

violence against non-white populations. As my review of the museum shows, despite 

very broad criticism of global Cold War politics and an implicitly targeted critique of 

U.S. military policy, the museum states its ultimate goal is to promote peace as an urgent, 

yet teleological outcome. Observing how the critique of nuclear proliferation is present in 
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the museum but also constrained, the reasons why race is absent within this space emerge 

as urgent questions. Politically, an accusation of the atomic bombings and its perpetrators 

as racist is arguably unavailable for museum curators due to a thorny terrain of 

geopolitical interests constraining this cultural memory. As Dower (1987) and Jones 

(2010) have argued, this avoidance is particularly problematic given the centrality of 

racial difference in mobilizing anti-Japanese sentiments among Allied troops fighting in 

the Pacific Rim. This racism is visible both culturally, within propaganda and broader 

forms of media, and legally, such as in the United States’ policy to intern thousands of 

Japanese-descended citizens and residents. Moreover, the colorblind racism in the 

museum privileges the politics of white Western tourists. Lipsitz (2001) offers an 

argument supporting Dower’s claims of black soldiers experiencing conflicting feelings 

when fighting in the Pacific. He observes that for black Americans, anti-Japanese 

propaganda “exacerbated the antagonisms and alienations of race, while at the same time 

instigating unexpected alliances and affinities across communities of color” (368). The 

premise of recuperating Hiroshima as a colorblind memory is indicative of white 

privilege, expecting that tourists are not already starting from a race-conscious 

epistemology. By abstracting the issue of race in its representation of the bombings, the 

museum’s perspective of trauma reifies the “generalist” position of white privilege 

(Puwar 2008).  

Finally, in observing the production of a post-race culture within Hiroshima’s 

cultural memory, it also becomes important to ask how such abstracting ideologies create 

problematic consequences for victims of the bomb. As I develop later in my thesis, the 
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reification of Hiroshima’s trauma as culturally global obscures the historical, political, 

and racial particularities that have made this tragic event possible. I argue that the 

construction of the atomic bombings as a universally traumatic event is possible through 

the appropriation of the city’s non-white victims, a point addressed more fully in Chapter 

3. As a multi-dimensional cultural memory, Hiroshima has served global and national 

agendas across the Pacific Ocean, both for the United States, with interpretations of this 

event frequently in political conflict with one another. Yet while this cultural memory has 

demonstrated a capacity to contain these conflicting meanings, less supported are the 

political interests of direct survivors of the bomb, a point I explore more closely in 

Chapter 2. 

 Nora’s lieux de memoire is also useful in foregrounding the tensions between the 

museum’s role as a site that accommodates a multiscalar and paradoxical appropriation of 

victims’ experiences of nuclear violence for political interests and humanitarian desires to 

preserve a record of the atomic bombings and promote a message of non-violence. One 

of the ethical challenges in critiquing the museum is that, even while serving hegemonic 

ideologies, the museum maintains some connections to the local interests of survivors of 

the atomic bombing and their families. As Williams (2007) suggests, “Psychoanalytic 

theories of trauma posit that those most affected by a catastrophe crave some experiential 

return to the event” (98). If memory stays “alive” through having a physical home as well 

as in the bodies of people who remember, the museum offers an important space to carry 

on the testimonies, autobiographies, and experiences of survivors of the atomic bombings 

beyond their physical capacity. As Nora’s lieux de memoire cites a cultural fear of loss, 
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so is this anxiety particularly exacerbated in the case of Hiroshima. However, as a 

number of scholars have pointed out, the assumption that victims categorically desire this 

protection of the atomic bomb as a memory is itself controversial (Yoneyama 1999, 

Gluck 2007, Miyamoto 2012). Survivors are not a monolithic group, but rather, 

demonstrate a diversity of politics and experiences. In the following chapter, I discuss 

some of these differing accounts by direct survivors and second-generation victims. As 

Yoneyama’s ethnography makes sure to point out, a sizable proportion of survivors 

expressed opposition to the city’s preservation of bombed ruins, with the Atomic Bomb 

Dome a particularly controversial site. Some survivors have, moreover, rejected the 

museum’s historical narration of “peaceful” nuclear energy (Zwigenberg 2012), seeking 

alternative spaces outside the museum for protesting nuclear industry and for expressing 

their own frameworks of peace (Yoneyama 1999). These local-level conflicts further 

highlights the ethical problems in the construction of Hiroshima’s global peace as a 

totalizing narrative. 

CONCLUSION 
 Cultural memory offers an important framework for conceptualizing Hiroshima 

Peace Memorial Museum not only as a global space, but one also produced through 

linking scientific and affective representational techniques. As my discussion 

demonstrates, the presence of multiple political interests in Hiroshima’s cultural memory 

is evident even through examining the dissonance between spaces in the museum.  In this 

chapter, I discussed the multiscalarity of Hiroshima’s memory, with attention to the 

global, national, and local. As Nora’s theory suggests, the museum’s production of a 
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global peace culture exposes a number of fundamental conflicts that remain unresolved 

with this assemblage. 

However, despite the utility of this framework, cultural memory does not provide 

a full picture for the mechanics of memory, nor does it adequately explain Hiroshima’s 

status as a city that does not merely remember but rather, remembers a traumatic history. 

In my next two chapters, I examine the relationship between the museum’s ability to 

recall trauma as a site of experience and its problems in negotiating issues of race, 

victimhood, and reconciliation. 
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Chapter 2: Representing Peace/Racializing Trauma 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 The tensions around race, ownership, and geography within the memory politics 

of Hiroshima are further stressed when considering this case through the lens of cultural 

trauma. This chapter builds on my discussion of cultural memory and post-racial racism 

to explore Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum as a site that represents and recalls the 

trauma of the atomic bombings. In reorienting my discussion to the area of trauma 

studies, I suggest that the concept of cultural trauma provides specificity for the 

mechanics at work within Hiroshima’s cultural memory. For this thesis, I focus 

specifically on cultural trauma in relation to the politics of representation, reconciliation, 

and experience. This chapter argues that the framework of cultural trauma offers a 

method for interrogating the politics of representation and reconciliation as 

institutionalized in the space of the museum; in Chapter 3, I continue my analysis of 

cultural trauma through a focus on experience. While scholars interested in the politics of 

memory frequently engage in issues of both cultural memory and cultural trauma, it is 

important to note that these two concepts emerge from different bodies of literature. As 

such, this chapter locates my discussion of Hiroshima within current debates of cultural 

trauma, focusing in particular on the contributions of sociologist Jeffrey Alexander 

(2004) and literary scholar Cathy Caruth (1995, 1996). While theories on the cultural and 

political implications of trauma are not limited to these scholars, Alexander’s and 
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Caruth’s disagreements about how the meanings of cultural trauma are established and 

recovered socially are particularly relevant for the case of Hiroshima.  

 The treatment of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima as a culturally traumatic event 

raises questions about how trauma is produced at the global level. In this chapter, I 

advance my argument that the globalization of trauma is important in the development of 

post-racial politics. Inspired by Caruth, I consider how recovery from trauma becomes 

conflated with cultural assimilation within this set of politics. My argument recalls my 

discussion of post-racial racism in Chapter 1 when thinking through term cultural 

assimilation as part of a system of white racial privilege that ostensibly tolerates a 

multiplicity of ethnicities within Western societies.  

As I argue in this chapter, the framing of Hiroshima as a “global cultural trauma” 

constructs reconciliation as achieved through the hegemony of nuclear universalism, a 

narrative framework that appropriates the stories and experiences of atomic bomb victims 

to support the idea that the nuclear industry has undergone a moral rehabilitation since 

the end of the Cold War. The case of Hiroshima, therefore, raises interesting questions 

about the ability for “trauma” to be deployed to signal the transition from the brutal 

militarism of World War II to the hegemonic peace of the post-Cold War era. In parsing 

out a broader inquiry of how cultural trauma is able to stage the politics of nuclear 

universalism, I deal with two fundamental questions in this chapter: first, what is the 

significance of representation within cultural trauma and what do these issues expose for 

the case of Hiroshima? Second, how do issues about the assimilation of cultural trauma 
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point to a relationship between race and trauma as important for understanding the 

political symbolism of Hiroshima?   

UNCOVERING THE EVENT: CULTURAL TRAUMA IN SOCIOLOGY AND LITERARY THEORY  
While neither the concept of trauma nor the occurrences of traumatic and painful 

events are exclusive to the twentieth century, psychoanalytic theories have historically 

been influential in the development of contemporary trauma studies. A number of 

scholars credit Sigmund Freud’s work on neurosis and hysteria, developed through his 

practice with patients who had suffered from childhood abuse, as foundational for 

identifying that sufferers of trauma experience symptoms belatedly and often in 

physiological forms that can seem invasive and “foreign” (Herman 1992, Leys 2000). 

The intellectual development of trauma studies, not too surprisingly, navigates 

complicated linkages between cultural and clinical research. This relationship is apparent 

both in the topics that have attracted social attention to trauma in the twentieth century, 

including combat neurosis and sexual violence, as well as in the tendency for medical 

concepts, such as post-traumatic stress disorder, to receive attention within literary 

theory. Judith Herman traces this genealogy and observes that, “Three times over the past 

century, a particular form of trauma has surfaced into public consciousness. Each time, 

the investigation of that trauma has flourished in affiliation with a political movement” 

(1992:9). The studies of cultural memory and cultural trauma have historically been 

motivated by different schools of thoughts; however, a number of scholars argue that 

these two concepts must be read in conversation with one another. In discussing post-

traumatic stress disorder, Ruth Leys describes trauma as “fundamentally a disorder of 
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memory” (2000:2). In explaining the mechanics of this process, she observes that, “the 

experience of trauma, fixed or frozen in time, refuses to be represented as past, but is 

perpetually reexperienced in a painful, dissociated traumatic present” (Leys 2000:2). 

While clinical research has been useful in providing models for explaining 

different modalities of post-traumatic suffering, cultural trauma remains a problematic 

concept, arguably conflating individual experiences of trauma with the broader and more 

politicized set of negotiations that happen when nations parse out the meanings of violent 

atrocities. Within the field of sociology, Jeffrey Alexander (2004) is frequently credited 

for addressing this problem by developing a theory of cultural trauma that focuses on the 

influence of groups on social meaning. Alexander provides an important definition: 

“cultural trauma occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a 

horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking 

their memories forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable 

ways” (2004:1). Alexander argues that the meanings of trauma and violence are socially 

constructed and demarcated within the framework of groups’ moral boundaries. In other 

words, the designation of an event as “traumatic” is determined through cultural 

meanings. Moreover, in being produced through group identity politics, those events that 

are treated as “traumatic” vary according to social context. This social construction of 

trauma provides some explanation for the competing politics of groups whose meanings 

of historical events diverge, a point that is relevant both for the unique case of Hiroshima 

as well as for the memory practices and controversies related to Japanese acts of ethnic- 

and gendered-violence during Pacific Rim colonialism and World War II. 
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Alexander also offers a description of the relationship between cultural trauma 

and the institutional politics of memory. Alexander suggests that public methods of 

healing from trauma correspond to important social functions. For affected groups, public 

expressions of grief and loss are efforts to regain control over memories that might be 

disrupted or silenced by trauma. He observes that: “The aim is to restore collective 

psychological health by lifting societal repression and restoring memory. To achieve this, 

social scientists stress the importance of finding—through public acts of commemoration, 

cultural representation, and public political struggle—some collective means for undoing 

repression and allowing the pent-up emotions of loss and mourning to be expressed” 

(2004:7). Alexander’s description is useful in offering a compelling method of grounding 

trauma studies through sociological perspectives. However, his theory does not attend to 

the multiscalarity of the group-based politics of memory, a problem that is particularly 

important in the case of Hiroshima. Like Halbwachs’ (1992) collective memory, 

Alexander does not fully address the classificatory problem of the overlaps and ruptures 

of social identities between and within groups. As a site of cultural trauma, Hiroshima’s 

memories are dialectical—a point emphasized in Yoneyama’s research (1999). The 

complexity of institutional efforts to negotiate Hiroshima’s memories takes shape not 

only in the museum’s negotiation of several group interests, but also in the very 

convergences within these tensions.  

Cathy Caruth’s (1995) emphasis on the issues of belatedness and representation in 

cultural trauma offers valuable perspectives for understanding the case of Hiroshima. 

Relying heavily on a psychoanalytic model, Caruth’s conceives of trauma as experienced 



  53 

belatedly, meaning that it is recalled both involuntarily and experientially. She points out 

that within the paradox of trauma, victims’ re-experiencing of events is simultaneously 

mimetic and outside the narrative of “normal” memory. Within her post-structural 

reading of trauma, Caruth suggests that trauma’s position outside of memory reflects a 

particular type of truth that challenges the meanings of narrative. She argues that,  

trauma thus requires integration, both for the sake of testimony and for the cure. 

But on the other hand, the transformation of the trauma into a narrative memory 

that allows the story to be verbalized and communicated, to be integrated into 

one’s own and others’, knowledge of the past, may lose both the precision and the 

force that characterizes traumatic recall (Caruth 1995:153) 

Alexander and a number of other scholars, including Susannah Radstone (2003) 

and Leys (2000) have critiqued Caruth’s influential argument for reifying a “naturalistic 

fallacy” (Alexander 2004:8). For Alexander, Caruth’s conceptualization of cultural 

trauma suggests that events, in their type and quality, serve as the origins of traumatic 

experience. This framework, then, contradicts the sociological notion that, “Events are 

not inherently traumatic” (2004:8). In her discussion of 9/11, Susannah Radstone (2003) 

provides another version of this critique, not only contesting the notion that events are 

traumatic, but also theorizing that the themes of nostalgia and fantasy are intertwined in 

trauma and can be deployed politically to justify responsive uses of state power in the 

aftermath of national tragedies. Dominick LaCapra (2007) criticizes what he observes as 

Caruth’s conflation of healing with hegemonic assimilation. He argues that, “Narrative at 

best helps one not to change the past through a dubious rewriting of history but to work 
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through posttraumatic symptoms in the present in a manner that opens possible futures” 

(LaCapra 2007:208).  

Despite these legitimate criticisms of Caruth’s work, her conceptualization of 

cultural trauma offers important insights into reading the case of Hiroshima. Applied 

sociologically, Caruth’s model of cultural trauma offers opportunities for considering the 

epistemologies of subaltern memories and trauma that have typically been placed outside 

of hegemonic narratives. This perspective is potentially powerful for supporting the 

victim experiences of non-white communities whose experiences and truths have been 

systematically devalued and appropriated through racist processes, a point not unrelated 

to my discussion of indigenous scholar Andrea Smith (2005) in the next chapter. This 

model also suggests that the construction of cultural trauma includes the task of 

producing an embodied experience of trauma for outsiders. Moreover, Caruth’s 

framework offers a sketch of the political assumptions and meanings attached to the 

categorization of trauma as “abnormal.” Her model offers a way of observing how the 

treatment of traumatic memory and pain as a social aberration has historically allowed for 

governmental surveillance over victims of violence. Applying this to the case of 

Hiroshima, institutional efforts to frame the violence of the atomic bombing as 

exceptional vis-à-vis the seeming “normality” of peace obscures the everyday violence 

present in our contemporary period and as specifically funneled through globalization. In 

referring to events of mass violence as abnormal, the framework of cultural trauma often 

obscures the political systems responsible for such violence as well as the frequency of 

comparable contexts of violence experienced throughout the world by non-white 
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populations disproportionately. Therefore, through this connection between trauma and 

assimilation, Hiroshima is able to be constructed as a traumatic event both outside of the 

course of “normal” history and resolvable through peace.  

REPRESENTATIONS, ASSIMILATION, AND REGULATION: TESTIMONIES OF TRAUMA 
The designation of Hiroshima as an event of cultural trauma simultaneously 

positions it as a phenomenon beyond assimilation and in need of repair. In this section, I 

examine why it matters to think about questions of representations in relation to the 

museum when unpacking the politics of Hiroshima and nuclear economy. In the previous 

chapter, I discussed the importance of geography in negotiating multiple arenas of 

meaning for different groups affected by or interested in the bomb. Similarly, as an 

institutional space, the museum is important for its abilities to display material traces of 

the bombings and to integrate these objects into an exhibitional narrative that is 

physically located several hundred feet away from the hypocenter of the bomb. In other 

words, the museum is a spatial context that evokes the bombings not only through its 

exhibitional practices, but also through its geographic proximity to the event. The terrain 

of the museum is not simply confined to the buildings themselves but also inclusive of 

the meanings constructed through Hiroshima Memorial Peace Park. Patrizia Violi, 

advancing the concept of the trauma site museum, refers to this geographic relationship 

as “indexicality” (2012:39). She observes that, “Although we, as visitors, are located in a 

different time with respect to the traumatic events that took place at the site, a direct link 

with the past seems to be activated by the indexicality of the places and the objects 
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present there: they are signs of a very particular nature—traces of the past, imprints of 

what actually happened there” (Violi 2012:39). 

Violi’s work further reveals how issues around representing trauma and forming 

narratives become more complicated in the context of physical spaces. While Hiroshima 

Peace Memorial Museum constitutes a space that uses different media formats 

throughout its exhibitions, including video, photography, and music, the site differs from 

other textual treatments of the bombings found in popular culture due to its direct 

connection to the site of the event. Well-known texts including John Hersey’s Hiroshima 

(1946), and films, Hiroshima mon amour by Alain Resnais (1959) and Black Rain by 

Shohei Imamura (1989) have been important for exposing more viewers to the horrors of 

the atomic bombings. However, in most cases, both literature and film are viewed apart 

from the site of the bombings and are themselves modes of representation. Violi’s 

definition further reveals challenges in categorizing spaces of trauma. She asserts that: 

“trauma sites exhibit a fundamental difference from other memorial museums. Strictly 

speaking, they do not represent anything” (2012:41). When applying this classification to 

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, we can consider if the geography of the bombings 

renders it a site where trauma speaks for itself. However, it is clear that this memorial 

complex is highly invested in a series of representational practices. This is evident in the 

themes of transcendent peace expressed throughout the space, both explicitly within tours 

of the museum and through the visual symbolism of monuments and statues in the park. 

Violi’s attempt to distinguish between sites that represent versus those that simply recall 

trauma exposes how rarely they are separate from one another. Instead, the museum and 
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park form a hybrid site, one in which cultural trauma is constructed both through the 

site’s fidelity to the trauma and in its transcendence from this trauma. Within this 

hybridity, trauma functions as a powerful platform for advancing a variety of political 

messages that might not “originate” in the event itself. 

Yoneyama’s (1999) ethnography provides further evidence of a complicated 

relationship between trauma and representation. She refers to survivors’ and outsiders’ 

skepticism toward representational and narrative methods. The extreme violence of the 

atomic bombings only highlights the difficulty survivors face when recounting their 

experiences. Yoneyama discusses how many survivors face challenges both in relating to 

external media and art representations of Hiroshima and in their own attempts to 

recapture the experience of the bomb’s violence. As she describes: 

…survivors themselves are constantly disheartened by the incommunicability of 

their experiences. Invariably they are disappointed by both visual and written 

representations of nuclear holocausts, including films and novels such as The Day 

After and Black Rain, paintings and photographs, or even documentary films of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. They find the illustrations much too diluted 

(Yoneyama:89-90).  

According to Yoneyama’s findings, the trauma of the atomic bombings is an experience 

that is intimate for its victims, yet seemingly impossible to communicate. Consistent with 

Caruth’s argument, this trauma is difficult to assimilate into narratives and other modes 

of representation. The fact that victims of the bombing themselves are often unable to 
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express the state of their experiences suggests that the problem of representation is not 

sufficiently resolved with increased knowledge or access to the event. 

 In my own fieldwork, I found a similar story. In the summer of 2012, I conducted 

an interview with a female survivor of the atomic bombings after being introduced by the 

director of a language study program I attended. My informant is a well-known survivor 

of the atomic bombings, one of twenty-five “maidens” brought to the United States in 

1955 to receive reconstructive plastic surgery as part of a project initiated by American 

journalist Norman Cousins. Mita Morishima-san was thirteen years old in 1945 and a 

direct victim of the atomic bomb. When I asked her about how survivors felt about 

testifying their experiences of the atomic bomb, Morishima revealed a fascinating point. 

She personally felt comfortable talking about the bombings, much more than her mother 

and sister, and she attributed this to their different experiences of the event. Morishima 

had spent several years not knowing what happened on that day because her injuries from 

the explosion had resulted in her loss of consciousness for several days. She repeatedly 

asked her mother for an explanation of what happened and eventually her mother told 

her. It had taken her mother and sister five days to find her. Her mother finally located 

her in a school gymnasium among many other children’s bodies lined up in rows. 

Morishima’s mother called her name and she weakly replied. Her family took her home 

upon her identification. Morishima was later informed that she had been burned badly, 

with one fourth of her body burned by radiation.  

In telling this story, Morishima explained that despite being a direct victim of the 

bomb, she herself had not seen the bodies of dead and mutilated victims. Instead, she had 
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found most of these images through secondary sources, such as photographs. By contrast, 

her mother and sister suffered less physical harm during this period but endured the 

trauma of seeing these horrors in-person, an experience that made their memory of the 

bombings more pained and tormented. Morishima felt that despite suffering the radiation 

blasts of the atomic bomb directly, her memory of the bombing was secondary. She 

discussed her sister’s feelings of bitterness and resentment after the bomb, contrasting 

with her own philosophy emphasizing love and forgiveness. She felt connected to many 

people around the world and moved by their kindness toward her. At times in the 

interview, Morishima clarified that she could only speak for herself and her own 

experiences, but that her optimism was not necessarily “the norm” among hibakusha.  

 In revealing another important example of how testimony is complicated for 

survivors, Morishima’s narrative suggests that survivors differ in how they perceive and 

experience traumatic events. This is in contrast with a public expectation for survivors to 

supply narratives of the atomic bombings that are structurally consistent with the 

messages of nuclear universalism, as well as with each other. Yoneyama’s research 

suggests that assumptions about how victims “should” experience trauma affect the social 

treatment of survivors who encounter a mixture of public responses including 

surveillance, disbelief, and exoticizing. Yoneyama reports that: “Survivors mentioned 

that their reluctance to speak is often regarded as authentication of the experience” 

(1999:88). Arguably, psychoanalytic assumptions about the way that trauma works 

function to foster practices of testimonial surveillances for victims of historical atrocities. 

This has developed not only through the structure of nuclear geopolitics but within moral 
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frameworks that scrutinize, stigmatize, and/or glorify accounts of trauma. Within this 

context, stories of trauma are expected to cohere within social expectations of how 

trauma should look and be recalled. Moreover, while victims are now outwardly accepted 

as not blame-worthy or responsible for the atrocities that happen to them, this has 

certainly not always been the case. Jack Terry makes this point in his research with 

Holocaust survivors: “These survivors have been made to feel that that they were 

responsible for what they went through—these are unmistakable and open expressions of 

contempt for the survivor” (1984:144). 

 The demand for victims to testify their trauma does not simply reflect the 

changing terms of social membership, but points to the historical leveraging of 

documents of trauma produced when providing victims of violence with social and 

medical resources. Within this model, which is not exclusive to Hiroshima and can be 

easily seen in public health, criminal justice systems, and other public arenas, survivors 

of trauma are expected to demonstrate their classification as victims, a process that often 

includes the collection of medical data and testimony. Yoneyama discusses this history 

and, citing Foucault, argues that survivors of the atomic bombings have been organized 

within such confessional practices and made legible to institutional and global powers. 

The processes in which victims’ narratives of trauma are evaluated as legitimate or 

illegitimate is an important ingredient of this spectacle.  

 In addition to demanding survivors to provide evidence of their trauma, the 

treatment of cultural trauma as both non-representable and normative has allowed the 

symbol of the bomb to function as a forum for advancing the politics of nuclear 
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universalism. Apparent in the museum is a tendency to focus on the future-oriented 

intentions of peace. The museum begins by presenting a significant volume of 

information about the background of the bombing, a result of the site’s global-friendly 

renovation in 1994 (Miyamoto 2011). However, as pointed out earlier, the museum’s 

spaces for discussing peace is physically separated from the areas where it exhibits 

artifacts to signal the trauma of the atomic bombing. Moreover, with the exception of a 

life-size diorama portraying a family physically exposed to the bomb, the Main Museum 

does not “represent” anything per se, instead, displaying artifacts with minimal 

commentary.  

While the museums displays objects that relate to the human body, it is careful 

with the images and details it selects for exhibition and seems reluctant to showcase too 

many of the graphic details of the bombing. As such, the exhibitions in the Main Building 

appear clinical; David Eng (2012) compares the aesthetics of the site to an 

anthropological museum. Importantly, there are differences in how Hiroshima Peace 

Memorial Museum seems to deal with this visualization of trauma versus comparable 

spaces, such as Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum. The latter museum readily displays 

ghastly images, including a close-up photograph of victims’ face that had been deformed 

by the bomb’s blast. The display of trauma in Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum 

appears to be mitigated by the institution’s concerns of alienating, offending, or upsetting 

visitors. However, rather than diffusing this trauma, the museum’s separation of space, 

with its focus on historical facts in the East Building and collection of material witnesses 

in the Main Building, produces a sense of dissonance. In moving between the museum’s 
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two buildings, the visitor gets a hint of the unresolved tensions between trauma and 

representation. 

ON PEACE: A FUTURE WITHOUT PERPETRATORS 
Why is it problematic for peace to be the dominant discourse of the museum and 

what does it mean to represent peace? My central criticism of the museum’s broad claim 

to peace is that it does so on the premise of a universal humanity without critiquing 

Western powers for their role in perpetuating nuclear violence nor drawing attention to 

Japan’s history of military aggression. Instead, the friendly image of peace is imagined 

and divorced from the racial and ethnic bodies that have historically incurred violence, a 

theme I explore more fully in the next chapter. However, despite the problematic politics 

of this nuclear universalism, the broader mission of peace is often an attractive narrative 

for many survivors. Miyamoto observes that atomic bomb survivors often promote a 

vision of peace that transcends political boundaries:  

This is an example of hibakushas resisting incorporation within a national 

narrative. They want to resist restricting survivors’ experiences to identification 

with ‘Japan.” And to seek solidarity with other hibakushas from around the world 

suffering from radiation exposure and nuclear bomb tests. If radiation is 

unconfined by national borders, neither should such borders divide survivors; 

rather, they should be united in their fight against radiation (2012:75).  

However, as Hiro Saito’s (2006) comprehensive overview of the evolution of 

Hiroshima’s cultural memory demonstrates, peace is not a historically stable concept. 

Saito organizes archival data into three different periods and examines geographic shifts 



  63 

in the discourse of Hiroshima. According to Saito, from 1945-1951 and under U.S. 

occupation, Hiroshima began to be commemorated as a global city, with the city’s 

reconstruction regarded as a gift to humanity. In the period following the end of 

occupation from 1951-1954, sympathy for the Hiroshima maidens were central to 

memory. Finally, from 1954-1957, following the Lucky Dragon Incident wherein a 

Japanese fisherman died following the detonation of a hydrogen bomb on Bikini Atoll, 

Hiroshima became recuperated as a national symbol of Japan’s victimization by nuclear 

weapons.  

As Hein and Seldon (1997) and other scholars point out, while Hiroshima’s 

identity has largely been constituted through its opposition to nuclear violence, its 

representation of peace and reconstruction is deeply implicated in nuclear technology. 

Ran Zwigenberg (2012) points out that within Japan’s recuperation of the trauma of the 

atomic bombing and redesign of Hiroshima as a modern city, “Accepting nuclear energy, 

which was presented as a ‘key to the future’ was a natural extension of this trajectory” 

(6). Yoneyama’s concept of nuclear universalism argues that Hiroshima was 

reconstructed as a city inaugurating the “atomic age,” and that the museum and park 

“were, designed specifically to demonstrate the interchangeability of ‘the atomic bomb’ 

and ‘peace.’” (1999:20). Jean Baudrillard’s (2003) meditation on détente adds another 

layer to this analysis, pointing out that these discourses of peace function as a practice of 

political surveillance. He discusses how the interplay of anxiety with peace nurtures a 

geopolitical structure wherein, “the balance of terror is the terror of balance” (2003:24). 

In attempting to integrate these different insights, I want to interrogate what it means for 
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Hiroshima’s peace to be represented by a modernity that is both located in the future and 

bounded by the fear of nuclear catastrophe. When Yoneyama refers to this process as the 

taming of a memoryscape (1999) it becomes clear that Hiroshima’s peace involves a 

sublimation of victims’ emotions of suffering, anger, and mourning. If peace defers 

peace, the act of authenticating Hiroshima unfortunately allows for peace to serve as a 

justification for continuing violence committed in the name of political balance, an 

authority historically occupied by Western powers. 

UNCLEAR VICTIMS, UNRESOLVED TRAUMA, AND THE COMPLEXITIES OF 
RECONCILIATION 
 Throughout my discussion of the problematic politics of peace, I have suggested 

that the hegemonic narrative of nuclear universalism has delayed “social justice” for 

victims of the atomic bomb. While this thesis is limited in its ability to pursue in-depth a 

discussion of reparations, I want to examine what it means for peace to be positioned as a 

forum for reconciliation. Miyamoto’s work with survivors from Hiroshima confirms that 

many hibakusha are interested in building solidarity with other victims of nuclear 

violence around the world. This motif is somewhat explored in the East Building section 

of the museum. However, to what extent is representation alone—and one that avoids 

naming perpetrators—a sufficient resolution for cultural trauma? 

 One of the issues with answering this question is the positioning of trauma as 

“global.” As discussed in Chapter 1, Hiroshima is a particularly complicated case in 

producing a “culture” around multiple scales of politics and interests. This results in a 

complicated picture of trauma in the museum, with allocation of guilt and blame 
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remaining largely undefined throughout the site. Judith Herman (1992) argues that within 

traumatic events, the victims and perpetrator are distinct roles that are potentially 

important for recovery. In the museum, neither the United States nor Japan is identified 

as a perpetrator of the violence that traumatized Hiroshima, an absence that is frequently 

criticized throughout literature on Hiroshima memory (Yoneyama 1999, Miyamoto 2012, 

Hein and Seldon 1997). Some of the stronger criticisms of the museum include the 

accusation that it capitalizes on the city’s victim status to avoid addressing the severity of 

Japanese war crimes against other ethnic groups.  

Furthermore, analysis of Hiroshima memory is not infrequently paired with 

critiques of Yushukan, a military museum attached to the Yasukuni Shrine, a site 

functioning to enshrine Japan’s war heroes. Both the shrine and the museum, which 

details Japan’s military history, remain controversial for its valorization of adolescent 

kamikaze pilots and censorial practices in discussing the Nanjing Massacre of 1937 

(Yoneyama 1993, Miyamoto 2011). Other scholars have also pointed out how Japan has 

neglected its own citizens victimized during the war including orphans (Efird 2008) and 

female survivors of the atomic bombing (Todeschini 2001). The politics shaping 

institutions’ apologies or practices of censorship are not always consistent when looking 

at museums more broadly in Japan. For instance, Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum was 

noted to be somewhat of a departure from most of Japan’s war/peace museums when it 

added a small section on Japan’s military campaign in Asia (Lennon and Foley 2000). In 

addition to including testimonies from Japanese survivors of the bomb, this museum 

includes testimonies from Korean forced laborers and Australian prisoners of war who 
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were in the city at the time of the bomb. One Australian interviewee credited the atomic 

bombing of Nagasaki for his resultant release from a war prison, stating that the event 

had saved his life.  

As Saito (2006) and others establish, the history of the victim is complicated in 

the case of Hiroshima. Thus, while the absence of identified perpetrators is a significant 

problem in resolving the trauma of the atomic bombings, comparably problematic is the 

inability to decisively locate a stable population of victims. As Japan has historically been 

able to articulate a victimized identity through the events of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it 

might also be the case that the acknowledgment of survivors’ trauma has been diluted by 

the conflation of their experiences with national and global politics. Returning to my 

conversation with Elanor the American tourist, the opinion that the Japanese were 

“asking for it” based on their abusive militarism is not an uncommon one among 

American veterans, as demonstrated in the controversies surrounding the Enola Gay 

exhibit for the Smithsonian in 1995.  What is evident in these critiques is the fact that a 

perception of absolute innocence is often expected in cases where victims are testifying 

their experiences of violence and trauma. Moreover, and as I elaborate in greater depth in 

my next chapter, the racialization of people as legitimate versus illegitimate victims 

changes the thresholds of guilt and innocence change as applied to different groups of 

survivors.   

 As I alluded in Chapter 1, victims express a range of views and opinions about 

what conditions are required for satisfactory reconciliation. One moment in which I 

observed this was during a visit to the memorial park. An older woman wearing a hat 
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approached me cheerfully and I was somewhat surprised that she immediately recognized 

I was tourist. Her name was Machida-san and she introduced herself to me in English as a 

volunteer tour guide, asking if I was interested in learning more about Hiroshima. Then, 

she walked me to her friend who was standing nearby, a tall older man named Sano-san. 

Sano was another tour guide, and like Machida, volunteering in his free time to educate 

people about the atomic bombings. During this tour, we visited a number of points of 

interest connected to the atomic bombing, some of which were referenced briefly in the 

museum. At one point, Sano pointed to the sky and asked me a question: did I know what 

he was showing me? It was the hypocenter of the atom bomb’s explosion, approximately 

600 meters above the ground. He repeated the height of the hypocenter and said it was an 

important number, asking me if I knew why. That was the height at which the United 

States could optimize its testing of the bomb on the city, he said. I surmised this was the 

height at which scientists could best measure the span and impact of the atomic bomb. 

Sano called the bombing an experiment.  

 Sano and Machida brought me around to some of the smaller monuments and 

ruins located around the park, while also telling me about themselves and their lives. 

Sano’s family had lived in Hiroshima but at the time of the bombing was six years old 

and staying in the countryside. He was not present for the bombing, but returned to the 

city when he was twelve years old, more than half of a decade later. Machida’s 

grandfather was a volunteer who came to the city after hearing news of the explosion. 

Due to censorship practices, many of the volunteers arrived in Hiroshima without 

knowing the dangers of radiation associated with the bombing. Her grandfather 
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eventually became ill from radiation poisoning. Both Machida and Sano told me that few 

people did not know what was going on regarding the bomb, a perspective supported in 

the museum and by Morishima. Machida said that her grandfather talked about the river 

being blackened by ash and dead bodies. At one poignant moment in the tour, Sano 

flipped a page in the binder and pointed to a photograph. This was a photograph of the 

Enola Gay crew. He pointed to the co-pilot of the plane, Captain Robert A. Lewis. This 

was the only man who had apologized, Sano said, probably referring to Lewis’ reported 

response to the bombing: “My God, what have we done?” He felt that Lewis was morally 

superior to other members of the crew.  

These conversations indicate that some direct survivors and their families have 

interest in expressing their views about the bombing outside of the official context of the 

museum. The institutional setting of the museum can be limiting for survivors with 

critical views. My time with these two individuals foregrounds the relationship between 

representation and reconciliation. Sano seemed frustrated that any discussion of the 

atomic bombings as events of scientific experiment or accusation of guilty parties is left 

out Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. Interestingly, these criticisms are explicitly 

referenced in the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum, but entirely absent from Hiroshima 

Peace Memorial Museum. While perhaps not intended to provide a competing narrative 

of the atomic bombings, this informal tour did just that. Clearly, the representation of 

peace in the museum was not satisfying for Sano. Instead, what Sano seemed to be 

interested in was for the harm of the atomic bombings to be recognized more 
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meaningfully and globally, as well as a continued opportunity to express his feelings 

about this trauma.  

CONCLUSION 
 This chapter has dealt with questions of how cultural trauma is shaped by tensions 

between representation and reconciliation. As my discussion has shown, these tensions 

run particularly high in the case of Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. More than being 

constrained by institutional politics, the museum is visibly situated within a complex 

terrain of global politics in which the classifications of victims, perpetrators, and 

reconciliation are frequently paradoxical and/or obscured. 

While my discussion of the debates within representation of the bombings reveals 

important information as to how this trauma has been racialized, such analyses are 

incomplete without a discussion of how these dynamics are solidified through the site’s 

construction of an experience for tourists. This examination of the “experience” of 

Hiroshima will be explored in greater depth in my following chapter, a framework that 

complements my discussion thus far and connects the relationships between race, trauma, 

and representation. 
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Chapter 3: Destination Bodies 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 As my previous chapter has established, the task of representing and reconciling 

the atomic bombing of Hiroshima as a form of cultural trauma raises a number of ethical 

considerations regarding the role of victims and survivors within institutional spaces of 

memory. These questions are further compounded when approaching cultural trauma and 

peace from the perspective of its consumption, a problem that I address throughout this 

chapter by examining the role of tourists in Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. Using 

theories from tourist studies, performance studies, and critical feminist studies, this 

chapter examines what it means for white Western tourists to be a significant political 

presence in the museum, specifically in relation to issues of appropriation, experience, 

and surveillance in Hiroshima’s cultural memory. I argue that these tourisms functions 

within an Orientalist paradigm, wherein experiences of trauma are both remote and 

experientially available for white spectators. Importantly, the museum’s exhibition of 

victims’ body parts as “material witnesses” simultaneously sensationalizes trauma and 

normalizes the disproportionate availability of non-white bodies for violence. This 

chapter builds on my critique of nuclear universalism developed throughout this thesis, 

arguing that the moves to “transcend race” within nuclear universalism supply a moral 

experience using victims’ stories of suffering. Moreover, the appropriation of this trauma 

functions within a historical relationship between museums and science that has 
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constructed non-white victims as objects for viewing and study (Bennett 2004). This 

chapter’s focus on material witnesses builds upon my engagement of Yoneyama’s (1999) 

and Miyamoto’s (2011) research on survivors of the atomic bombing, to focus more 

specifically on how cultural memory positions victims killed by the atomic bomb.  

 This chapter looks closely at the role of white tourists in producing “destinations” 

and how the economy of global tourism shapes the meanings of experience and trauma 

within the museum, which I develop through a review of John Urry’s (2005) concept of 

the tourist gaze and debates on “dark tourism” (Lennon and Foley 2000, Stone 2009, 

Sharpley 2009). Building on my discussion of cultural trauma in the previous chapter, I 

also argue that despite its relation to representation, experience is a feature of 

appropriated trauma that requires special attention, particularly within the institutional 

setting of the museum. This point is developed through my discussion of Kirschenblatt-

Gimblett’s (1998) research on the politics of exhibition and production of ethnographic 

objects in the museum. Finally, I synthesize these relationships between tourism, display, 

racial privilege, and Orientalism by examining how the exhibition of non-white bodies in 

museums is made possible through the co-location of violence and science throughout 

modernity. Informed by Andrea Smith (2005, 2006) and other critical feminists, I argue 

that the display of non-white bodies in the construction of cultural trauma is consistent 

with the logic of Orientalism. Within this critique and as I have outlined in my 

introduction, Edward Said’s (1979) concept of Orientalism is important for situating 

Western tourism of Hiroshima as implicated within a racialized political economy of 

power and knowledge. Significantly, in locating cultural trauma within Orientalism, I 
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suggest that museum experience functions as an important site for perpetuating racial 

logics within post-racial discourse. 

DESTINATION PEACE: TOURISM AND PERFORMANCE IN THE MEMORIAL MUSEUM 
 There are several reasons why I am approaching cultural trauma in this chapter 

with attention to tourists and visitor experience. As described in previous chapters, 

tourists play an important role in Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, with their ability 

to influence both the symbolism of this memory and the functional space of the museum. 

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum receives approximately one million tourists a year 

(Yoneyama 1999) from Japan and internationally. In addition to its historical 

significance, Hiroshima is geographically accessible as a tourist attraction. Located in the 

southern region of Japan’s largest island, Honshu, the city is located several hours from 

Tokyo by bullet train. Hiroshima is also located in closer geographic proximity to other 

cities popular visited by international tourists, including famous heritage sites, Kyoto and 

Nara, and popular culinary destinations, Osaka and Kobe. Hiroshima and its neighboring 

Miyajima, an island celebrated as one of Japan’s most beautiful places, are also 

designated UNESCO World Heritage sites. Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum is a 

UNESCO World Heritage Center.  

The museum is an important site for both Japanese and international tourists. 

Peter Siegenthaler notes that the memorials of Hiroshima and Nagasaki have “become 

primary destinations for tourists from within Japan: singly, in pairs, on school trips, and 

in organized coach tours, tens of thousands of Japanese each year visit these sites” 

(2002:1112). Inside Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, it is not uncommon to see 
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Japanese school children gathered in large groups alongside adult tourists from the 

United States and Europe. The diversity of these tourists groups, and the tensions of the 

museum as a shared cultural space, are apparent in some of the conflicting interpretations 

of both the atomic bomb and peace as discussed in Hein and Seldon’s (1997) and Saito’s 

(2006) research. While international tourists make up a smaller portion of the visiting 

population, the symbolic perspective of the international visitor is fundamental for 

verifying Hiroshima’s status as a city of global peace and memory. As my previous 

chapters have established, while this global status has fluctuated over time and in tension 

with the Japanese politics of reclaiming the atomic bombings as an event of national 

victimhood (Saito 2006), it is central in maintaining the “race-lessness” of the atomic 

bombings. As white Western tourists figure into this equation, the museum operates as a 

site narrating the successes of Western modernity and the ability for the violent histories 

of the twentieth century to be overcome through participation in a shared cultural 

experience. 

 In drawing connections between the Western tourist’s ability to occupy positions 

of power and judgment, John Urry’s (2005) concept of the tourist gaze supports my 

argument that the museum’s cultural trauma is constructed within the context of 

Orientalism. Urry argues that tourism, an industry whose meanings are conventionally 

associated with the pursuit of pleasure, is important in organizing and distributing power 

globally. Importantly, this power is both economic and ideological. The tourist not only 

perceives and consumes cultures from the position of a privileged outsider, but also has 

an ability to confer meanings upon these sites. For instance, Urry emphasizes through his 
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readings of Baudrillard and MacCannell that tourism is invested in the presentation of 

authenticity, a status that may be produced locally but is often “verified” through tourist 

consumption. Adding to this discussion, Joy Sather-Wagstaff (2011) notes that tourism 

offers an important mediation in the production and distribution of public memory. She 

writes that in addition to their involvements in the economies of “commemorative sites 

worldwide, they also are the population that geographically disperses knowledge of these 

sites through the narrative, performative, and visual culture of travel once off-site, post-

visit” (2011:21). Moreover, tourists do not simply take and distribute information from 

sites of memory; they also play a role in constructing the political form and content of 

these places. 

Urry points out that when visiting such destinations, tourists seek authentic 

experiences apart from their “real world” (2005:7). In other words, tourists possess the 

ability to intrude upon and verify “authentic” life in destinations apparently outside of the 

modern world. Similar to an encounter of colonialist discovery, the tourist gaze is one 

bestowing “culture” onto destinations and populations. Urry asserts that: “becoming a 

tourist destination is part of a reflexive process by which societies and places come to 

enter the global order” (2005:143). Tourists’ visual recognition functions to reconfigure 

both geography and history, assimilating so-called peripheral locations and events into a 

core narrative. In complementing Alexander’s (2004) argument that cultural trauma is 

socially constructed, the tourist gaze offers an explanation for the power dynamics within 

the classification of certain events as significant and traumatic at a cultural level. 

Attention to group experiences of trauma, then, is articulated not only through identity 
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politics but, importantly, through “outsider” recognition. In the case of Hiroshima, 

tourists do not simply consume information about the facts of the bombing, but are 

importantly given the task of acknowledging the tragedy of this violence. Within this 

dialectic, cultural memory of the atomic bombing is thus dependent on the museum’s 

ability to appeal to white Western privileges. In affirming Hiroshima as transformed first 

by nuclear technology and then by its economic and architectural reconstruction, the 

city’s entrance into a “global order” is affirmed through the erasure of nuclear, imperial, 

and colonial histories. Further, it is through these power relations that outside visitors are 

able to shift the terms of membership for globalized cultural trauma. 

 In framing the tourist gaze alongside cultural trauma, the concept of “dark 

tourism,” coined by scholars John Lennon and Malcolm Foley (2000), is important. 

Lennon and Foley define the tourists’ attraction to sites of extreme and mass violence as 

an “intimation of post-modernity” (2000:11). This post-modernity not only includes 

anxieties about the violence incurred throughout the development of twentieth century 

modernity, but positions these “dark” sites as places of sacred meanings. Within this 

paradigm, dark tourism allows for white Westerners to temporarily escape the insulations 

of modern life and confront a seemingly brutal simplicity of a death-life binary. Philip 

Stone echoes this point, explaining that Western tourists’ desire to visit “traumascapes” 

(2009:62) is rooted in their “desire to discover alternative meanings, moral or otherwise, 

combined with the desire to escape an increasingly rationalized society” (2009:62). On 

the other hand, dark tourism offers modern tourists a “return” to moral ambiguity. In 

discussing Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum alongside the USS Arizona Memorial in 
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Pearl Harbor, Hawaii and Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum, Lennon and Foley also point 

out that such dark sites are often attractive because of their controversies and of the 

political difficulty in classifying “the roles of ‘victim,’ ‘aggressor’, ‘winner’ and ‘loser’” 

(2000:103). 

As these scholars point out, economic and cultural privileges are at work in 

tourists’ abilities to temporarily visit “dark sites”; however, as I discuss later in this 

chapter, this privilege is not only economic but also racial. The notion that such dark sites 

are available yet apart from tourists’ homes and the conflation of these moments of 

extreme violence with moral renewal reflects a privileged positioned, obfuscating the 

systems at work making non-white populations disproportionately more frequent victims 

of imperial and colonial violence. In reading the dark tourism of Hiroshima Peace 

Memorial Museum as “white,” I revisit my discussion in Chapter 1 that suggested the 

racialization at work in sublimating the trauma of the atomic bombings from a political 

problem to a cultural experience. As Richard Sharpley (2009) puts forth, the economy of 

dark tourism has profound political implications, affecting the ways in which atrocities 

can be discussed and ultimately limiting violated groups’ abilities to demand public 

apologies and reparations. Citing the case of the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Museum, 

Sharpley suggests that the political economy of tourism has influenced Japan’s lack of 

acknowledgment of the massacre despite significant documentation of the event. He 

states, “a potential tension exists between the memorialisation of genocide or mass death 

and its exploitation for tourism, particularly where the generation of tourist dollars may 

supersede local needs” (2009:156). In other words, the privileging of tourists’ desires to 
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experience universalist meanings from dark sites can be important in shaping how 

historical injustices are resolved within international settings.   

 Barbara Kirschenblatt-Gimblett’s (1998) concept of destination culture offers 

another important framework for my discussion by conceptualizing how the tourist’s 

experience is established through the display of objects. Her analysis is particularly 

useful in examining how material witnesses function as “fragments” of culture and are 

formative for constructing Hiroshima’s cultural trauma. Kirschenblatt-Gimblett’s paired 

concepts of in-situ and in-context displays are especially useful: in this definition she 

suggests how ethnographic objects are given meaning either based on the depth of their 

factual contextualization (in-context) or their location within sites of experience (in-situ). 

In referring to ethnographic exhibits as subject-making, Kirschenblatt-Gimblett’s concept 

of in-situ lends itself to the analysis that in museums that are designed foremost as spaces 

of experience, visitors are made subjects through their ability to determine the meanings 

of ethnographic objects. She observes: 

This self-conscious shift in orientation away from the museum’s artifacts and 

toward its visitors is signaled by the term ‘experience,’ which has become 

ubiquitous in both tourism and museum marketing—the term indexes an 

engagement of the senses, emotions, and imagination. Museums were once 

defined by their relationship to objects: curators were ‘keepers’ and their greater 

asset was their collections. Today, they are defined more than ever by their 

relationship to visitors (Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998:138). 
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Moreover, she states that, “The destination is collective self-understanding” (1998:139). 

That is, in visiting destinations, tourists’ desires to obtain an experience of authentic local 

culture is motivated in relation to a desire to illuminate themselves.  

In the museum, ethnographic objects are simultaneously dependent on their 

historical contexts and necessarily alienable from this “original” setting. Kirschenblatt-

Gimblett importantly highlights the tensions between objects and the so-called actuality 

of history with the museum’s version of its message of history and its technologies of 

display, pointing out that museums combine objects and meanings not normally paired in 

so-called natural life. Kirschenblatt-Gimblett argues this point in her discussion of Ellis 

Island’s transformation into a site for tourism. In the case of Hiroshima, I apply this 

principle to the museum’s use of material witnesses to promote peace. Despite the 

teleological view encouraged through the display of material witnesses, it is important to 

note that prior to the bombing, residents of Hiroshima would not have anticipated their 

bodies used in the service of global peace. It is ironic that within the museum, material 

witnesses ostensibly speak for themselves and while being molded into the institutional 

discourse of nuclear universalism. This paradoxical malleability suggests a measure of 

alienability at work in the production of cultural trauma. Moreover, Paul Williams (2007) 

questions the ability for objects to possess testimonial authority. As he observes, “It is, 

arguably, a sense of place—rather than objects or images—that gives form to our 

memories, and provides the coordinates for the imaginative reconstruction of the 

‘memories’ of those who visit memorial sites but never knew the event first-hand” 

(Williams 2007:102). 
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FRAGMENTED BODIES: MATERIAL WITNESSES IN THE MUSEUM 
 The alienability of material witnesses seems complicated when considering that 

this representational category comprises a range of ethnographic objects, ranging from 

architectural remains to parts of the human body. I am thus interested in how the body 

functions in the construction of material witnesses and what it means for bodies to be 

alienable. As the museum’s term implies, “material witnesses” does not only supply a 

way of categorizing artifacts for the bombing but suggests that these objects have an 

ability to speak and provide a powerful account of the horrors of the atomic bombing. It 

is important, then, to notice that while material witnesses are not always human, they 

usually relate to some function of human life either standing in for human absence or 

displaying an abnormality of the body. Thus, material witnesses are expected to display 

the damage of the bomb by demonstrating both changes to the body and its ability to be 

fragmented into alienable parts.  

 These material witnesses are primarily located in the Main Building of the 

museum, though a smaller proportion are included on the first floor of the East Building 

and more in the space between the two buildings, which I discuss in Chapter 1. The 

aesthetics of the Main Building is a departure from the clean and bright design of the East 

Building, with the exhibit entrance resembling a red brick building in ruins and a window 

offering visitors a peek into the white and green-glassed exhibit of material witnesses in 

the next room. Leading up to this entrance, large, black-and-white photographs portray 

different vantage points where the atom bomb’s mushroom cloud was seen in the sky on 

August 6, 1945 (Figure 9). Next to these photographs is an image taken by journalism 
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photographer, Yoshito Matsuhige, of a group of survivors looking at the damage with 

their backs facing the camera (Figure 10). At this point in the audio tour, the female 

narrator describes how few photographs of the wreckage exist from that day, with 

photographers too disturbed to continue covering the footage. Consistent with the 

museum’s avoidance of conflict, she does not mention the censorial policies of post-war 

occupation, which included media reporting and photographs (Hein and Seldon 1997). 

Inside the hall, visitors find a placard offering a description of the space: “Hovering 

Between Life and Death: The atomic bomb detonated with a blinding flash about 600 

meters in the air. All buildings within two kilometers of the hypocenter were crushed to 

rubble and burned. The clothes people wore were charred by intense thermal rays. 

Covered in blood, clothes in tatters, those who were able fled their devastated city.” 
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Figure 9: Photographs taken from different perspectives of the mushroom cloud 
(Source: Photo taken by Vivian Shaw) 

 
 The exhibition is organized through a number of display themes and in the first 

room, material witnesses frequently appear as pieces of clothing and other personal 

effects recovered from the bombing, many of them belonging to school-aged children. In 

addition to the thumb and tricycle that I referenced in previous chapter, this section of the 

museum also includes artifacts such as yellowed shirts, chemises, lunch tins, pocket 

watches, and glasses encased in clear displays. Printed on the walls is a black-and-white 

photograph of the city’s rubble and destruction, blown up to cover the entire wall and 

form a panoramic view as visitors move through the space. A diorama presenting an 

aerial-view of the city takes up the center of the room and guides visitors’ movement 
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from one glass display case to the next. Hanging over this diorama of the city is a red 

sphere, indicating the bomb’s hypocenter 600 meters above the ground (Figure 11). On 

the wall facing the entrance to this space hangs a replica of Little Boy, the atom bomb 

dropped on Hiroshima. As visitors turn a corner to enter the next part of the exhibit, they 

see a glass display of a child’s complete school uniform, worn by the wire skeleton of a 

mannequin (Figure 12). Unlike previous displays, this particular assemblage of clothing 

seems to “reconstruct” the body of the child victimized in the bombing. 

 

 

Figure 10: Yoshito Matsuhige’s photograph of survivors on the day of the bombing 
(Source: Photo taken by Vivian Shaw) 
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Figure 11: A diorama of the destroyed city at the center of the material witnesses 
exhibition (Source: Photo taken by Vivian Shaw) 

 

The next part of the museum features material witnesses coming from building 

structures and other ruins. “Human Shadow Etched in Stone” is an exhibit that consists of 

an entire portion of a step taken from a municipal building. This artifact is remarkable 

and eerie in showcasing the power of the bomb’s thermal rays—on this step a human 

shadow is permanently caught. As the exhibit reports, the shadow’s owner had been 

sitting on the steps waiting for the business to open. Opposite from this display are large 

black-and-white photographs of injured victims, many of them photographed during 

medical treatment. A nearby display of the bomb’s effect on natural and non-living 

materials includes tree trunks and bamboo stalks burned by the radiation, pieces of 
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burned roofing, glass fragments, and warped rubble. Transitioning from the structural to 

the mundane, the museum devotes an entire display to an assortment of glass bottles, 

religious statues, tea cups, and other ordinary objects deformed by the bombing (Figure 

13). The display also describes how people were trapped under collapsed houses and 

injured by many of these shattered objects. One victim’s blackened nails, grown out and 

looking similar to a twisted piece of charcoal, describes the impact of glass shards that 

had stuck in the victim’s hands, causing this physical deformity.  

 Following this panoply of the bomb’s material traces, the exhibit re-focuses on a 

scientific discussion of radiation and its effects on the human body. In contrast to 

previous exhibits, this area describes the long-term effects of the bomb and discusses 

“black rain,” the term survivors in Hiroshima and Nagasaki used to describe nuclear 

fallout. One of the most striking objects in the museum is displayed in this section: a 

preserved human tongue diseased as a result of radiation. The museum gives radiation a 

social treatment through the telling of the popular story of Sadako Sasaki, a young girl 

who died at the age of twelve from leukemia, several years after the bombing. Sadako is 

well known throughout Japan and globally as a model of peace and forgiveness, famed to 

have spent the last months of her life folding paper cranes as a message for peace; she is 

significant as an iconic symbol of the bomb’s innocent victims.  
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Figure 12: A child’s school uniform worn by a wire skeleton (Source: Photo taken by 
Vivian Shaw) 

 

 Taken as a whole, the exhibition of material witnesses raises difficulties in 

defining the category of “human” within histories of racialized violence. In displaying 

material witnesses, the exhibit’s conclusion with the sympathetic story of Sadako 

suggests that the meanings of these shreds of clothing and pieces of skin should be traced 

back to their human sources. However, within the context of a global politics that has 
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historically normalized the objectification of non-white bodies, such efforts of 

humanizing victims get hampered. Kirschenblatt-Gimblett (1998) points out that 

“ethnographic objects are made, not found, despite claims to the contrary. They did not 

begin their lives as ethnographic objects. They became ethnographic through processes of 

detachment and context” (3). Thus, one of the fundamental tensions of this space is that 

the museum’s use of material witnesses as symbols for both victims’ human bodies and 

humanity more broadly is made possible through a history in which the parts and 

property of colonized others have been available for public viewing.  

 

 

Figure 13: Everyday objects warped by the bomb’s thermal rays (Source: Photo taken 
by Vivian Shaw) 
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 Material witnesses deliver powerful testimony not only as parts estranged from 

the whole body, but also as objects reanimated with the ability to speak. However, as I 

have suggested earlier, the implicit testimonies of material witnesses receive privilege 

over the oral testimony of survivors of the bombing, a fact evident in the museum’s 

location of this video footage to its very last exhibit. Notably, these testimonial videos are 

afforded a much smaller proportion of space, with many of them stored in the museum’s 

archives. In remembering the political plurality among survivors of the bombing 

(Yoneyama 1999, Miyamoto’s 2012), the politics of this marginalization are important to 

consider. Are objects in their lifelessness more amenable to institutional narratives than 

human survivors? In their location within the memory of nuclear universalism, objects 

have limited ability to resist the appropriation of their traumatic stories. In discussing the 

social phenomenon of the AIDS quilt, Marita Sturken observes that, “The creation of an 

object in the face of death is an act of connection” (1997:98). Applying this idea to 

material witnesses, it is worth considering the frames through which tourists read their 

connections to the dead in Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum as well as the systemic 

processes at work that make such connection possible.  

TRAUMATIC VISIONS: ORIENTALIZING THE BODY IN NUCLEAR UNIVERSALISM 
 In this section, I want to examine more deeply the relationships between 

visuality, surveillance, and race in the context of the museum. Taken together, Urry and 

Kirschenblatt-Gimblett importantly convey that the gaze is central for producing an 

experience of cultural trauma for Western tourists in the museum. Moreover, the ability 

for Western tourists to achieve experiences of spirituality and/or self-discovery in the 
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museum is indicative of an Orientalist practice consistent with the history of 

anthropological, colonial, and evolutionary museums (Bennett 2004). In applying Donna 

Haraway’s point that, “Vision is always a question of the power to see – and perhaps of 

the violence implicit in our visualizing practices” (1991:192), the violence of the gaze is 

exercised not only in the act of sight itself but in the ability to historically exclude and 

erase alternate perspectives in the production of a hegemonic vision. Similarly, when 

Nirmal Puwar (2008) argues that non-white, non-male bodies are marked as “space 

invaders” in public space, she makes clear that the marginalization of so-called racial 

minorities is visually processed through the construction of normative bodies. Puwar 

asserts, “The capacity to be unmarked by one’s body, in terms of race, gender, or for that 

matter any other social feature, is a key component of what makes a universal body” 

(2008:57). As I discussed in Chapter 1, the construction of a cultural trauma for the 

atomic bombings is made possible through a colorblind racism; this is particularly true 

for the case of material witnesses.  

 Importantly, what the cultural trauma of the atomic bombing exposes is the 

capacity for technologies of racism to develop within multiple systems of violence. Of 

importance is Andrea Smith’s (2006) argument that the United States maintains itself 

through “three pillars of white supremacy,” in which she pairs the practices of slavery 

with the system of capitalism, genocide with colonialism, and Orientalism with war. As 

she explains, Western domination has been formed through the interlocking of these three 

distinct logics of violence. Smith asserts that: “The logic of Orientalism marks certain 

peoples or nations as inferior and as posing a constant threat to the well-being of empire. 
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These peoples are still seen as ‘civilizations’—they are not property or ‘disappeared’—

however, they will always be imaged as permanent foreign threats to empire” (Smith 

2006:67). Within the cultural memory of Hiroshima this ideology is at work, with the 

atomic bombing interpreted more frequently as an unfortunate by-product of war rather 

than as an event of industrialized mass killing, a point reiterated in Goldberg’s (2008) 

concept of “born again racism.”   

Andrea Smith (2005) discusses further the global history of nuclear violence as 

one that is both racialized and sexualized. In her influential text, Conquest, she references 

many of the same incidents of global nuclear testing portrayed in the museum, which I 

discussed in Chapter 1, and also traces indigenous groups’ historical subjection to the 

nuclear industry’s practices of testing, dislocation, and labor exploitation. The atomic 

bombings in Japan can be seen as moments within the much older and expansive systems 

of racial domination in which Western powers dehumanize “non-white” populations as 

available for experimentation, imprisonment, and other violations of the body. In the 

intersection of these racial logics, non-white bodies are simultaneously dehumanized and 

made legible through cultural practices, with the construction of cultural trauma included 

in this. Paradoxically, while racialized bodies are hyper-visible (Puwar 2008), the 

connected practices of racism at work are obscured from view. Saidiya Hartman’s (2007) 

argument—that the violent history of slavery and African diaspora is traceable only 

through a ruptured genealogy—relates to this point. Hartman’s model supplies a way of 

theorizing the literal and geographic fragmentation of the body throughout Hiroshima 

Peace Memorial Museum. The body is fragmented both literally in the case of Noriaki 
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Teshima’s residual nails and skin, estranged from intimate objects, and stripped of its 

race within nuclear universalism as a cultural memory. 

DESIRED OBJECTS: OWNING AND EXPERIENCING BODIES OF TRAUMA 
The museum’s representation of material witnesses as race-less not only veils the 

historical connection between nuclear violence and scientific racism, but also constructs 

their bodies as available for white tourist experiences. As I discussed in Chapter 1, the 

appropriation of victims and their bodies within a colorblind framework affords tourists 

the opportunity to universalize the trauma of the atomic bombing. Within this process of 

empathetic identification, tourists are able to reconcile the trauma of the atomic bombs by 

imagining themselves in the position of the victims—suffering the same loss, wearing 

those same shoes, shirts, and watches. Such processes are highly problematic, particularly 

given the histories in which racialized groups have suffered disproportionally from state 

violence and been marked as Others. Further, within this framework, Western visitors’ 

tourism of trauma and traumatic destinations is premised on the notion that such 

experiences are not only desirable, but also exotic.  

Alain Resnais’ Hiroshima, Mon Amour is one clear example of how the 

globalization of Hiroshima’s cultural trauma is steeped in racialized desires. A French 

film, the cinematic gaze of outsiderness is apparent in the film’s interweaving of glamour 

and suffering: the film opens with narrated scenes of the camera moving through Shima 

Hospital, a hospital destroyed by the bomb and later rebuilt, intercut with frames of the 

film’s starring lovers, their nude bodies covered in fantastic and glistening soot. From the 

view of the camera, the female protagonist, a married French woman, repetitiously 
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narrates the viewer through the hospital and the museum, dissociated by the horror she 

has witnessed in these spaces. She repeats over and over, “I was there.” This self-

identification with the trauma of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

culminates at the end of the film in the couple’s final embrace. Their romance doomed 

and ecstatically liminal, the female protagonist says to her Japanese lover, “Your name is 

Hiroshima,” and he says, “You are Nevers.” Resnais’ eroticization of these wartime 

horrors against the background of Hiroshima’s renewing cityscape offers several 

perspectives relevant to my analysis.  

First, it is notable that the two lovers are erotically motivated through their 

secondary experience of the trauma of the atomic bombings. Neither character was 

present at the time of the atomic bombing, however, the unnamed male character is seen 

as a stand-in for the tragedy of Hiroshima because he is Japanese. The female 

protagonist, while seeking acknowledgment for the trauma she experienced in her home 

city, also seeks identification with Hiroshima’s tragedy—both sexually, in her 

relationship with the male protagonist, and in her reconstruction of memory. Her repeated 

claim to have been “there,” based on her visits to the museum, suggests the powerful 

narrative of Hiroshima’s cultural trauma as a shared experience. Resnais’ film, then, 

exposes influential narratives around cultural trauma and its desirability as an experience 

that is transnational, exchangeable, and embodied.  

Resnais’ portrayal of cultural trauma and empathetic tourism as entwined in an 

erotic morbidity is relevant for uncovering how race and gender feature significantly in 

the construction of Hiroshima as an experience that can be appropriated. Igarashi (2000) 
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argues that gender is a central dimension of Japan’s inauguration into the Western fold of 

modernity. Referring to Japan’s post-war occupation and reconstruction as a 

“melodrama,” he observes that: 

The relationship between the United States and Japan in the postwar melodrama is 

highly sexualized. The drama casts the United States as a male and Hirohito and 

Japan as a docile female, who unconditionally accepts the United States’ desire 

for self assurance. As a good enemy that is also constructed as a docile woman, 

Japan provides the United States with a reflection of its own power (Igarashi 

2000:29). 

From this perspective, the formation of Hiroshima’s cultural memory as one inseparable 

from the city’s reconstruction functions to affirm the supremacy of Western powers, the 

ability for the United States in this case to achieve both death and life on a passive, 

objectified population. Moreover, as LaCapra (2007) points out when criticizing the 

valorization of trauma, trauma is entered into the “vicinity of an aesthetic of the sublime” 

(2007:208), material witnesses become available to fulfill the meanings that are projected 

onto them by their viewers. Sara Ahmed’s (2006) psychoanalytic discussion of 

Orientalism includes a compatible argument of the relationship between power and 

desire. She asserts that the white gaze articulates its supremacy not only in its ability to 

claim a subject identity, but also in its maneuvers to project toward and name ‘the other’ 

as an object of desire—a geographic extension that possesses and occupies. The notion 

that Orientalism and the production of cultural knowledge takes root through gendered 

desires opens up important ways of thinking through the connections between nation-
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making and cultural trauma. Within this logic, the gendered occupation of Japan and the 

metaphors of the family applied in its relationship to the United States suggest that 

cultural trauma operates as a property for hegemonic narratives of Western progress and 

modernity. 

Andrea Smith’s (2005) concept of spiritual appropriation is significant as a model 

for understanding how Western tourists fit into this broader politics of cultural trauma. 

Smith develops her concept as a method of critiquing the appropriation of Native 

American culture that happens alongside the genocide of indigenous groups. She argues 

that through spiritual appropriation, white outsiders adopt objects and traditions to signify 

their ability to accrue indigenous culture even in the absence of Native people. While 

Smith’s discussion covers a case quite different from Hiroshima, similar practices are 

arguably at work. Material witnesses are objects signifying the absence of victims and, as 

the memory of Hiroshima has been constructed, they encourage visitors to gain the 

“spiritual meanings” of this trauma. Spiritual appropriation allows for cultural trauma to 

function as a commodity. My anecdotal example of Elanor, mentioned in my 

introduction, shares in common with Resnais’ female protagonist the desire to have an 

emotional experience about the atomic bombings. However, these pursuits of trauma 

occur within a context of racial privilege—one in which viewers can benefit from moral 

and spiritual reflections of violence without limited risk of experiencing state violence. 

Moreover, implicit in tourists’ desires to escape the supposed “in-authenticities” 

of modern life is a bifurcation of geography into violent and non-violent spaces. The 

experience of trauma and violence as exotic is possible through the construction of war as 
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distant from Western cultures in both geography and time. Within the hyper-visibility of 

Hiroshima’s trauma, the monument and the park serve as a custodial vista, sheltering 

autobiography and memory for the time when the tourist is ready to look. For the 

“modern” tourist, Hiroshima not only lays bare the human realness of absolute violence, 

but also produces the emotions of the normal, representing the modern city and nation as 

a geography of safety and comfort. The atopia of peace within the museum and park is 

such that it represents the only place where peace can be achievable by also being the 

primary wound of nuclear violence. That in being a site of trauma for tourists to visit and 

leave, it reiterates its outside as safe, livable, and human.  

CONCLUSION 
My discussion in this chapter has focused on how the gaze of the Western tourist 

is central in organizing the politics of Hiroshima’s cultural trauma, most profoundly, 

erasing race from the representations of the violence of the bomb. This chapter has also 

offered a number of theories for how a critical race analysis is appropriate for uncovering 

the politics of Hiroshima as a cultural memory, suggesting evidence for this argument in 

both the history of nuclear experimentation and in theorizing why Western tourists desire 

to experience the site as a cultural trauma. 

As my analysis throughout this thesis has also suggested, much of these tensions 

remain unresolved at the experiential level. The move from the factual sterility of the 

East Building to the disturbing imagery of the Main Building creates an experience of 

dissonance. The museum’s difficulty in reconciling the competing politics of Japan and 

the United States within its space is an important feature, revealing of the possibility that 
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alternative or censored meanings might be read through attention to these conflicts. As 

this chapter has sought to suggest, one of the main conflicts negotiated within this space 

is that between the objective vision claimed by the Western tourist and the situated 

experiences (Haraway 1991) of both survivors and material witnesses. Thus, in criticizing 

the influence of Western tourists on the politics of the museum, it is useful to consider 

what alternative readings might be available in centralizing survivors as expert witnesses. 

It is possible that from the grounded perspective of survivors, a critical politics—invisible 

from the Western gaze—might have greater legibility. 
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Conclusion 

 

 Why does the memory of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

continue to trouble scholars and attract international attention nearly seventy years after 

the event? My thesis suggests that the frameworks of the sociology of memory, cultural 

trauma, and critical race theory are all important lens through which Hiroshima can be 

understood not only in terms of its historical inauguration of nuclear politics but as a 

bellwether for the development of global racial politics after the mid-twentieth century. 

Hiroshima demonstrates the ideological paradoxes of “peace” as a simultaneously 

universalist and racialized political construction with both national and global meanings. 

My project has approached this topic by examining Hiroshima as a case study that 

exposes the uses of memory and trauma as political tools within Western geopolitical 

constructions of modernity, an analysis that potentially applies to the relationships 

between war and science in other historical cases and particularly within U.S.-Pacific 

Rim contexts.  

 As evident in post-colonial and critical race literature in particular, “Hiroshima” 

often functions as a rhetorical signifier—a word that has the power to encapsulate a set of 

meanings about the cruel totality of scientific warfare, the objectifications of victims, and 

the universality of human suffering. Yet deploying Hiroshima as an event of iconic 

meanings in this way has often resulted in an incomplete picture of how both the history 

of this event and the memory following it have been constructed across multiple political 
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scales—local, national, and global—and what the conflicting interests of these terrains do 

to shape such meanings. Moreover, as this project has sought to demonstrate, one of the 

biggest challenges about Hiroshima’s referential status is that it intuitively provokes 

questions about racism while fitting in poorly with the critical race paradigms that apply 

more easily to historical and contemporary contexts outside of U.S.-Asia political 

relations. In relation to the United States specifically, the case of Hiroshima appears 

“outside” of the economic, social, and legal racism of black slavery and Jim Crow 

segregation as well as the genocide of indigenous tribal groups during colonial 

expansion. Arguing that Hiroshima is a racialized event is not only hampered by 

discourses of security and military necessity, but by Japan’s own brutal history of 

imperial violence toward other Asian populations and use of nationalist exceptionalism to 

advance such campaigns.  

 For these reasons, and as I have argued, a sociology of memory approach toward 

understanding the case of Hiroshima is particularly illuminating for how the politics of 

war and violence not only overlap and diverge across multiple geographies but seek 

socialization through institutional memory practices. In thinking through the social 

constructedness of the atomic bombings, my project has meditated critically on the status 

of peace as a political goal that is able to confer certain meanings around reconciliation 

and healing while narrowing the space available for alternative critiques. Hiroshima is 

particularly compelling as a case in which it is necessary not only to think of how 

particular voices are rendered subaltern but what it means for there to be a collision of 

multiple hegemonies. I have focused on Hiroshima Memorial Peace Museum as an 
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important site in which these convergences and conflicts have been negotiated through 

representation and the experience-making of collective public mourning. My discussion 

has explored how the museum’s central message—that violence can be healed through 

universal peace—opens up compelling social pathways while also condoning narratives 

that obfuscate the intimate connections between twentieth-century modernity and 

racialized violence. In other words, one of the implicit questions of my project has been 

to what extent is reconciliation achievable without providing a language for 

understanding the role of racism within imperialist practices? 

 My argument that the museum functions as a global site of memory reflects one 

tactic for extending discussions of global racism beyond a discourse of colonialism. 

While I pointed to existing literature on the ways in which the atomic bombings have 

been employed within the development of post-war nationalism in Japan—particularly 

drawing from Yoneyama’s and Igarashi’s work—and discussion of the bomb’s 

controversial representations in the United States, scholars have tended not to sufficiently 

explore Hiroshima’s status as a transnational symbol. In exploring the meanings of this 

transnationalism, I have focused not only on Hiroshima’s ability to reference—evident in 

media, such as Resnais’ Hiroshima, Mon Amour—but also on the museum’s status as a 

site frequented by international tourists. My thesis has argued that Western tourism is an 

important factor for considering how trauma is constructed as an accessible, exotic, and 

temporary experience in Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. This conceptualization of 

cultural trauma not only further unpacks the meanings of Hiroshima as a transnational 

event but points to the sociological relationships between race and cultural trauma.  
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 I have argued that the absence of race within the museum is significant not only 

because of the presence of Orientalist rhetoric circulating within U.S. popular culture 

leading up to August 6, 1945, but also in view of how post-racial themes pervade the 

material and representational shape of the museum’s exhibits. To establish this case, my 

thesis has been organized to describe different processes of cultural memory and trauma 

within the institution’s politics. In Chapter 1, I established why it is appropriate to view 

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum as a transnational site of cultural memory. I 

discussed how this framing of memory is significant not only in its ability to provide 

space for meditating on the past but for creating “culture.” Importantly, this culture—in 

functioning as a global community—is one in which the violence of the atomic bombings 

has been sublimated beyond the particularist geographies of Hiroshima, Japan, and the 

United States. The construction of a culture out of the atomic bombings is central for 

producing a universal humanity that has implications not only for our understandings of 

race but specifically for questions about the racialized politics of healing and 

reconciliation.  

 In Chapter 2, I examined the construction of Hiroshima as a historically and 

socially traumatic event and considered the ways in which this gets represented in the 

museum. In this chapter, I argued that social narratives of trauma, developed through 

psychoanalytic theory, shed light on how a model of traumatic memory provide a 

description of the political surveillance of victims within violent histories. As I argued, 

trauma designates the events of the atomic bombing as outside the context of “normal” 

modernity and science. In this context, I raised questions about how assumptions about 
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the non-representational and normative qualities about trauma have enabled the 

surveillance of the testimonial practices of Hiroshima’s victims while also squashing 

outsider critiques of the atomic bombings.  

 In Chapter 3, I continued my discussion of cultural trauma to think about how 

white Western tourists and the Orientalist gaze have shaped the meanings of Hiroshima 

Peace Memorial Museum as a site of cultural trauma. I argued that Western tourists enter 

this dialogue on trauma and not only change the terms of its representation, but promote 

the framing trauma as an event healed through the participation of experience. To discuss 

this participation, I examined literature on the sociology of tourism and performance 

studies in conversation with post-colonial studies, theorizing the visitation of the museum 

as an appropriating experience. Within this appropriation, as I pointed out, of significance 

is the racialization of Hiroshima’s victims—a process normalizing the hyper-visibility of 

their trauma and in this particular case, the objectification of bodies as spectacle.  

IMPLICATIONS OF THIS PROJECT 
 This project has implications for how scholars of critical race theory and memory 

studies are able to develop strategies for examining the relationships between race and 

memory. In offering a discussion of memory through engaging both globality and the 

continuing relationships between the United States and Japan, I have suggested that 

memory is a methodology that reveals the paradoxes of global racism and the 

asymmetries of racism in different historical contexts. The arguments discussed in this 

thesis advance the notion that the logics of racism, again borrowing from Smith’s (2005, 

2006) theories, apply differently for distinct populations and histories. My emphasis on 
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the logic of Orientalism and exploration of how this framework shapes the discourse of 

race in the museum suggests interrogation of the latent racism of the atomic bombings is 

somewhat illegible without considering how imperial racism differences from other 

models, such as colonialism and slavery. In other words, my study of Hiroshima does not 

simply ignore the ostensible harmony of more recent U.S. and Japanese relations, but 

rather suggests that Orientalist racism is particularly important for thinking about the 

intimacies between these two geographies (not to mention the West’s relationship with 

other Asian countries) as it has developed since the end of World War II.  

 In suggesting that the case of Hiroshima offers one way of seeing the flexibility of 

Orientalism over time, this thesis suggests that cultural trauma invites a look at the 

multiple logics present within discourses of post-racial globalization. The relevance of 

my analysis of post-racial neoliberalism alongside peace finds support in the fact that so 

many instances of racialized violence and oppression remain unresolved within current 

global and national politics. My thesis has offered an important contribution in exploring 

how cultural trauma is able to side-step questions of reconciliation and reparations, 

particularly through the use of universalizing tropes. My discussion of cultural trauma as 

an institutionally-produced experience has demonstrated how Western hegemonic 

narratives of healing have been able to find priority and privilege even in ostensibly 

“Asian” spaces. Further, in examining the globalization of the museum, I have supported 

the case that institutional spaces occupy important moral positions for shaping knowledge 

not only about specific events but about a much broader set of politics, including but not 

limited to race. 
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LIMITATIONS AND ETHICAL CONCERNS  
 One of the most significant limitations of this project results from my linguistic 

(in)ability—reflected in the fact that this study was conducted through the sole use of 

English-language translations in the museum and academic sources. My limited ability to 

take advantage of Japanese-language documents on cultural memory of the atomic 

bombings in Japan creates a theoretical asymmetry in my study. I have attempted to 

address this limitation by clarifying my discussion as one specifically attentive to the 

politics of Western tourists visiting the space of the museum and one avoiding too much 

generalization of the significance of the bombings within Japan’s national memory. 

While this view offers a way to begin thinking of the transnationalism of the museum, 

this thesis is not as yet able to offer a “complete” comparison of the political differences 

between U.S. and Japanese regarding the memory of Hiroshima. Moreover, the 

opportunity to conceptualize Orientalist racism vis-à-vis imperial racism occurring with 

the “borders” of Asia is also unfortunately unrealized due to this language barrier.  

 Another challenge of this research involves my own personal conflicts about the 

ethics of applying a critical lens toward peace and reconciliation. One of the challenges 

for using a critical race analysis in thinking about peace, and particularly in the context of 

discussing a non-governmental organization such as the Hiroshima Peace Institute, is the 

extent to which such criticisms are potentially undermining or disruptive of 

organizations’ well-intended efforts to advance a message of non-violence. While I argue 

throughout this thesis against an uncritical view of peace, I have sympathies with tourists 

seeking out these meanings as my personal interest in the subject have similarly led me. 
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My project has thus wrestled with the conflicts of respecting the museum’s efforts to 

restore humanity in balance with its status as an institution shaped within the interests of 

a consistently violent and exploitative global politics. In critiquing the hegemonies of this 

space, a question that remains unanswered for me is the extent to which critical analysis 

would operate more ethically through greater collaboration with such institutions. 

Particularly in considering Hiroshima as a public event and the dangers of similarly 

appropriating this tragedy for intellectual gain, it is important to explore methods of 

developing strategies for making such critiques more available within public institutions.  

 Moreover, I see this project as the beginnings for future research clarifying the 

historical and cultural relationships between Orientalism and post-racial ideologies as 

they appear in other places and in tensions with other logics of racism. Inspired by 

George Lispitz’s and Lisa Lowe’s efforts in this area, the interrelatedness of economic 

racism, genocide, and Orientalism within the current and evolving context of neoliberal 

post-racialism is a project warranting further exploration.  

TOWARD PEACE 
 As I have sought to establish in this discussion, the concept of peace is politically 

and socially vulnerable. This vulnerability results from both the “universal” desirability 

of peace as a political outcome and the fact that violence nearly always serves a precursor 

to peace. An important goal of this project and of my research more broadly is to 

meaningfully engage with the question of what non-violence and healing means for 

survivors and victims. While my project has been critical of white privilege as a 

universalizing frame, I sympathize with the museum’s suggestion that traumatic events 
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are felt by multiple communities and within a global context. However, one of the major 

errors of current institutional constructions of peace is the way in which such values 

divorce the emotions of peace from critiques of systems that perpetuate racial violence. 

As the case of Hiroshima demonstrates, the politics of memory are problematic so 

frequently because they tend to respond to and redirect unsettled emotions felt humanly 

and in response to injustice by creating “cultural” space. In this way, our intuitive sense 

of disturbance about the ongoing state of tragedy and violence get deferred as residual 

trauma from a cultural past—to spaces destroyed and recovered, visited and left behind. 
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