
Term Euro exam – Memories of the second world war 

 

The USA was engaged into WWII from December 7
th

 1941 to September 1945, from the 

attack on Pearl Harbor to the surrender of Japan. This historical period is know the subject of 

numerous essays and more numerous movies like, for example, Memories of our fathers, by 

Clint Eastwood, in which the movie maker told the story of the men who appear on one of the 

most famous war picture in the history of warfare. As the philosopher and ex-soldier Jesse 

Glenn Gray wrote: “We had to answer to something, to someone – maybe just to ourselves.” 

These simple words illustrate the way the Second World War was perceived by many of those 

who fought it and by many of those who represented it but we can wonder how the image of 

the “good war” was built throughout the years and if it completely corresponds to the 

historical reality. Thanks to this set of documents, composed by two primary sources – a 

reproduction of the original photograph by Joe Rosenthal taken during the battle of Iwo Jima 

and an extract of Men at War by Jesse Glenn Gray we will study the representation of the 

‘good war’ during the time of the conflict but also wonder what are the darker aspects which 

weren’t necessarily taken in account. Then we will focus on the evolution of the 

representation of the war until nowadays.  

 

I/ The Pacific War 

The attack on Pearl Harbor, on December 7
th

, 1941, represented a turning point of the war, as 

it led to the involvement of the USA into the Second World War. President Roosevelt and the 

American Congress declared war on Japan and on Germany, as an ally of Japan and member 

of the Axis powers. The war against Japan in the pacific area was long and difficult. The first 

real successes, and the turning point of the war for this part of the globe and on this theater of 

operation was represented by the battle of Midway (June 1942) and Guadalcanal (august 7
th

, 

1942 to February 9
th

, 1943). From there, the US forces started to reverse the course of the war 

and to regain, island by island, the lost territories, until the battles of Iwo Jima (Feb 19
th

 – 

March 26
th

 1945) and Okinawa (April 1
st
- June 21

st
 1945) and the bombings of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki (August 6
th

 and 9
th

 1945), which led to the final defeat and surrender of Japan 

(September, 2
nd

, 1945). The battle for the conquest of this tiny island of 21 sq Km, located 

1000 km at the south of Tokyo, was especially harsh. 21 000 Japanese soldiers and almost 

7000 Americans lost their lives and the Japanese fought almost until the last of them was 

killed. This battle was nonetheless a turning point of the war but also benefited from 

important media coverage. The picture taken by the photographer Joe Rosenthal was 

reproduced on 3,5 million posters. It symbolized at the time for the US public opinion the fact 

that the USA could win the war. Rosenthal was accused of having made up the scene, an 

accusation against which he protested during all his life. Clint Eastwood produced the movie 

Flags of our father in 2006, in which he followed the version of Rosenthal but also criticized 

the “making of heroes”.  

 



II/ A ‘Good War’ 

Engaged against imperialistic Japan and Nazi Germany, the USA quickly emphasizes the fact 

that they were fighting for liberty. The fight were extremely costly in the pacific and in 

Europe the campaign of France and Germany were also the theatre of very though fights, 

represented in many different ways in movies like The longest day or in the show Band of 

Brothers. If The longest day, produced in the middle of the cold war, in 1962, show a 

triumphant America, liberating France, Saving Private Ryan¸ produced thirty years later 

shows more vividly the cruelty of war, like in Iwo Jima (2007), by Clint Eastwood, which 

shows the point of view of the Japanese. Engaged on the western front for three years, from 

1941 to 1945, Jesse Glenn Gray, an American philosopher, gave, in 1947, an account and a 

reflection about the war in Men in combat. In the extract presented here, he’s delivering what 

is almost a religious message. Facing every minute the possibility of an unpredictable death, 

soldiers have to “take extra care” of how they behave, as there is something in this war as, as 

he writes: “we had to answer for what we did. We had to answer to something, to someone – 

maybe just to ourselves.” This conception of war, almost a religious one, is highly prevalent 

in the production – movies or books – about the war, even decades after. Comic books like 

Captain America show the famous American hero fighting for liberty against dictatorship 

while more subtle production like The Thin Red Line (1998) by Terence Mallick try to 

provide a reflection on the fact that soldiers are at risk of losing their humanity, plunged into a 

world of atrocity.  

 

III/ The darker side of the ‘Good war’ 

As The Thin Red Line emphasizes it, this wasn’t completely a ‘good war’. The picture of 

Rosenthal may celebrate the moral triumph of the USA but even if Gray notes that “we had to 

take extra care how we behaved”, civilian populations or prisoners could have also suffered of 

the lack of consideration, from American soldiers who were exhausted and partly 

dehumanized by the war. The attitude US government toward Asian-American citizens during 

the war was also criticized. Japanese-Americans were held captive in camps and victims of 

numerous humiliating treatments. The use of the atomic bomb on Japan was also justified by 

Harry Truman like and presented as the only way to end the war but it is a fact that scientist 

warned clearly of the danger of radioactivity, a useless warning as two bombs were dropped 

on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, leading to the death of 150 000 civilians and thousands after 

from cancer, leukemia and other consequences of the exposure to high radiation levels. It was 

also pointed out by many critics that the bombing of Nagasaki, three days after Hiroshima, 

was useless and done only to ascertain the military supremacy of the USA in the eyes of the 

Russians. Last but not least, the Japanese responsible for the creation of the infamous Unit 

731 escaped judgement as a result of a very cynical agreement: their immunity against the 

results of the atrocious experiments done during the war on Russian, Chinese and Korean 

POW, who were simply named by the Japanese: “Maruta”, which simply means ‘log’.      

 



Conclusion: Memories of the second world war, from the US point view seem at first to 

entertain the myth of the ‘good war’. A war in which the USA were engaged for very fair 

reasons. Indeed there a strong bias here and a not less strong distortion between the image of 

the war and its reality. The cultural production of the after years of the conflict until nowadays 

slowly evolved to show a more crude reality, like, for example, from The Longest Day to 

Saving Private Ryan. The picture of Joe Rosenthal is also an example of the use of a strong 

symbol to influence the public opinion even if Rosenthal himself argued all his life that the 

photograph was not posed and the episode truly genuine.  


