The Last Atomic Bomb — real life narrative and the politics of denial

Film and photography have the power to make us witnesses to the past in real time.  Using film in the classroom can accomplish many extraordinary things. Facts are given color and greater meaning.  Emotions are brought to the fore. Visual language is imprinted on the everyday experience.  Lives can be transformed through exposure to an image.

When Dwight Eisenhower oversaw the departing US troops in a war ravaged European theatre, he gave a stark order to his men.  To those who met the survivors of German Death Camps he said: use up all the film in your camera, take every picture you can, because someday, someone will deny this ever happened.  Although it’s a crime in Germany to deny the Holocaust, Eisenhower was right.  From neo Nazis to elected politicians, the business of denying the genocide of the Third Reich is no stranger to the early 21st century.  But these are not the only denials of our recent, gruesome past.  Joining the fray is Prime Minister Abe, now on record denying sexual slavery perpetrated by the Japanese Imperial Army in China and Korea during the Second World War.  Both of these historical crimes are well documented and survivors remain.  How long will it be before the realities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are relegated to myth?  

The Last Atomic Bomb bears witness to the terror of Nagasaki in 1945.  It portrays today’s nuclear proliferation seen through the tragic yet inspirational life of the Hibakusha, the survivors of the atomic bomb.  The feature documentary interweaves the Hibakusha narrative with the U.S. decision to use the bomb, censorship, discrimination against survivors, and college students determined to make sure their story is never forgotten.  The film interweaves declassified footage and original photography to re-live the August 9th 1945 nuclear bombing of Nagasaki, and brings the present nuclear proliferation issue into sharp focus.  The Last Atomic Bomb is a wake-up call and an invitation to action.

After screening the film, one of the following exercises can be used.  For a discussion based process use the fishbowl.  For emotional processing, try the open-ended sentences.  Both exercises are interactive and engaging for all participants

The Fishbowl — a teaching tool for large group reflection

Introduction:  The fishbowl process is a unique and participatory method for conducting a large group conversation that can feel like a small group.  In a ‘fishbowl’, students practice both speaking and listening as a means of achieving an understanding within themselves, and with each other, often in the context of developing critical thinking skills.  It is a method for respectful and equal communication, helping participants understand different points of view, and providing them with a dynamic participatory experience of open discussion and dialogue.

Directions for a Fishbowl:  Arrange the classroom seats in concentric circles.  The inner most circle is where the fish in the fishbowl get to communicate, the outside circle/circles represents the glass bowl of the fishbowl, where the observers sit.  Inside the fishbowl is where all conversation takes place.  Outside the inner circle is for observing and active listening.  

Dependent on the size of group, set up the inner circle with chairs for the participants.  If there are five people as fish in the bowl, there should be seven seats (if there are four fish, there should be six seats, etc.).  The idea is that five seats should be occupied with two seats always empty.  Once the conversation starts, anyone in the outside circle of observation, the glass of the fishbowl, can stand up and occupy one of the two empty seats, reserved for the fish, the speakers in the bowl.  Because five seats should be occupied with two seats empty, at all times, one of the participants already in the fishbowl will have to relinquish his/her seat, and take a seat in the outside circle of observation.  In this way, the conversation is shared among many different people, moving in and out of participation and observation roles.

Please note: action stops if required seats are not occupied, or are left unoccupied.  In other words, there must always be two seats empty and the remaining seats full.  Educators/facilitators should be on hand to make sure that this rule is applied, so that a dynamic process is guaranteed without any one person dominating the conversation.

Once the fishbowl starts, let the process develop over a set amount of time, anywhere from 20 – 45 minutes.  When there are 10 minutes remaining, the facilitator can make an announcement and encourage participants who have not yet spoken to go inside the fishbowl, should they choose to.

Wrapping it up:  After the fishbowl method is used, allow for one final process before the session ends.  Bringing all participants together, get a sense of how this communication technique worked for everyone.  

Here are a few questions that can help an educator guide the discussion:

Was it easy to move from speaker to observer, from fish to bowl?

Did you hear or say anything that was surprising?

What is one thing you have learned from this experience?

Open Sentences — a paired exercise for self reflection 

Introduction:  This exercise was created by author and activist, Joanna Macy and first appeared in her book Despair and Personal Power in the Nuclear Age (New Society Publishers, 1983).  She later developed variations on the open-sentences format, an effective tool for guiding conversation from cognitive to emotional levels.  This method facilitates speaking about troubling issues with one person, rather than within a classroom or small group environment.  Set up as a ‘pair-share’, open sentences can help people express their thoughts and feelings, and listen receptively to another person's thoughts and feelings. 

Directions for Open Sentences:  Ask the students to find a partner, sit in pairs, face to face, throughout the room — use all the space so pairs are not right next to other pairs.  Identify who will go first, by asking the students to tap their partner on his/her knee.  The first person to tap is Partner A, the second person is Partner B.  

Tell your students: I'm going to begin a sentence and leave the end blank. Partner A will repeat what I've said, complete the sentence in his/her own way, and then continue talking. There are four sentences that Partner A will complete. You'll have about two minutes for each sentence.  Remember to keep completing the sentence. I'll let you know when the time is up. When Partner A has completed the four sentences, then Partner B will have a turn to repeat the beginning of each sentence again, complete it in his/her own way and keep talking for about two minutes, for each sentence. 

Remind the students that when one person is talking, the other person should keep silent and listen as supportively/actively as they can.

Below is a sample sequence of sentences. It's useful to arrange the series of questions so that they move from the intellectual ("I think"), to the emotional ("I feel") to action-oriented futures ("I would").  However, it is always wonderful and supportive to start with gratitude, and it’s a great way to break the ice too.  To begin with gratitude, is to start with what we love.

1. Some of the things (people, places, smells, tastes, sights) I really love about being alive today are ________.

2. I think the problem of nuclear weapons in our world is getting ________.

3. When I think about nuclear weapons I feel ________.

4. If I had all the power in the world to make nuclear disarmament a reality, what I would do would be________.

Once Partner A has completed all the sentences, ask students to switch roles, reminding them that this is not a conversation, the speaker is speaking and the listener is listening.  Repeat the same sentences with Partner B.

When both Partner A and Partner B have had the opportunity to complete the open sentences, ask the students in each pair to convey to their partner their appreciation for the other person's good listening, and give them time for a bit of back and forth about the experience, including the following questions:  How was it to just speak, or just listen?  Was there anything surprising that you discovered about what you said/expressed?  How are you feeling now?

After this short-share, reconvene as a full group, and ask for volunteers to share their thoughts or feelings about what came up for them during the exercise.

� .  For more information see TheLastAtomicBomb.org
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