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INTRODUCTION: THE
UNFLINCHING LENS OF JOHN
HERSEY

In  the  annals  of  journal ism  and
literature,  few  works  have  left  as
profound and enduring a mark as From
Hiroshima by John Hersey. Originally
published as a single article in The New
Yorker  on  August  31,  1946,  this
groundbreaking  account  forever
changed how the world understood the
devastating  human cost  of  the  atomic
bomb. Instead of focusing on geopolitical
strategy  or  military  statistics,  Hersey
turned his gaze to six ordinary citizens of
Hiroshima, chronicling their experiences
before, during, and after the explosion.
The  result  is  a  masterful  blend  of
narrative  non-fiction,  a  testament  to
resilience, and a stark moral reckoning
that continues to resonate nearly eight
decades later. This article explores the
origins,  structure,  themes,  and  lasting
impact  of  Hersey’s  masterpiece,
examining  why  From  Hiroshima  by
John Hersey remains essential reading
for  anyone  seeking  to  grasp  the  full
weight  of  nuclear  warfare  and  the
indomitable  human  spirit.

THE GENESIS OF A LANDMARK
WORK

Why Hiroshima?
By the summer of 1946, the world was
only  beginning  to  process  the  atomic
bombings  of  Hiroshima  and  Nagasaki
that had ended World War II in August
1945.  Official  reports  focused  on  the
bomb’s terrifying power, but the human
story  remained  largely  untold.  John
Hersey,  a  Pul itzer  Prize-winning
journalist  and  war  correspondent,
recognized that the scale of the tragedy
could  only  be  understood  through
individual  voices.  He  traveled  to
Hiroshima  in  May  1946,  spent  weeks
interviewing  survivors,  and  wove  their
accounts into a seamless narrative. The
decision to publish the entire article in a
single  issue  of  The  New  Yorker  —
occupying nearly the entire magazine —
was  unprecedented.  Readers  were
stunned, and the issue sold out within
hours.

Hersey’s
Journalistic
Philosophy
Hersey’s approach was revolutionary. He
employed  a  detached,  almost  clinical
tone, allowing the horrors to speak for
themselves  without  melodrama.  As  he
later  explained,  he  wanted  to  let  the
facts and the survivors’  own words do
the  work.  From  Hiroshima  by  John
Hersey thus became a model of “New
Journalism,” blending rigorous reporting
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with literary techniques long before the
term was coined. His method was simple
yet  profound:  let  the  story  unfold
through  the  eyes  of  those  who  lived  it.

THE SIX SURVIVORS: THREADS
OF A SHARED CATASTROPHE

The heart of From Hiroshima by John
Hersey lies in the interwoven stories of
six  individuals.  Each  represents  a
different  walk  of  life,  offering  a
kaleidoscope of human experience under
unimaginable duress.

Miss Toshiko Sasaki, a clerk at
the East Asia Tin Works, was at her
desk when the bomb fell. She was
crushed under debris and suffered
a fractured leg that left her
immobilized for years.
Dr. Masakazu Fujii, a wealthy
physician, was reading his
newspaper on his porch when the
blast hurled him into his private
river, pinning him between two
large timbers.
Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura, a
tailor’s widow with three young
children, was only momentarily
blinded but had to fight through
the city’s chaos to save her family.
Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge, a
German Jesuit missionary, was in
his mission house when the bomb
exploded. He tended to the
wounded despite suffering
radiation sickness himself.
Dr. Terufumi Sasaki (no relation
to Miss Toshiko Sasaki), a young
surgeon at the Red Cross Hospital,
was the only medical professional
left functional in the entire city. He
worked without rest for days.
The Reverend Mr. Kiyoshi
Tanimoto, a Methodist pastor,
was transporting a friend’s

belongings across town when the
flash came. He spent the following
days ferrying victims across the
river in a borrowed boat, despite
his own injuries.

The Art of
Interleaving
Narratives
Hersey  structured  the  book  not
chronologically but through a series of
vignettes  that  shift  between survivors.
Th i s  techn ique  c reates  a  r i ch ,
multidimensional portrait of the disaster.
For example, the reader experiences the
same  moment  —  the  blinding  flash  —
from  six  different  vantage  points.  The
climax  of  the  book,  “The  Aftermath,”
follows each individual through the days
and weeks after the explosion, showing
how their  paths crossed and diverged.
This interleaving reinforces the theme of
collective  suffering  while  never  losing
sight  of  individual  humanity.

KEY THEMES IN FROM
HIROSHIMA BY JOHN HERSEY

Survival and
Human
Resilience
While the book does not shy away from
grotesque details — skin hanging from
victims,  maggots  in  wounds,  the
screams  of  the  trapped  —  its  central
theme is survival. Each of Hersey’s six
subjects not only lives but continues to
find  purpose.  Mrs.  Nakamura  raises  her
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children; Dr. Sasaki operates on broken
bodies; Father Kleinsorge continues his
religious work despite terminal  cancer.
From Hiroshima by John Hersey  is
not a story of defeat but of the stubborn
will  to  endure,  even  in  the  face  of
humanity’s  greatest  self-inflicted
catastrophe.

The Randomness
of Fate
Hersey emphasizes the sheer luck that
separated life from death. Why did Miss
Sasaki  survive  while  her  colleagues
died? Why did Dr. Fujii find himself under
a  beam rather  than  in  the  river’s  full
current?  The  book  forces  readers  to
confront  the  absurdity  of  the  atomic
b o m b  —  a  w e a p o n  t h a t  k i l l s
indiscriminately,  without  regard  for
virtue  or  vice.  This  theme  resonates
powerfully  in  discussions  of  nuclear
ethics.

The Failure of
Institutions
One striking undercurrent is the collapse
of  societal  structures.  Hospitals  are
destroyed,  doctors  are  dead  or
incapacitated,  and  government  aid  is
nonexistent.  The  survivors  are  thrown
back  on  their  own  resources.  Hersey
implicitly criticizes the military logic that
targeted a  civilian  population,  showing
that  “collateral  damage”  is  not  an
abstraction but a mother trying to dig
her child out of a collapsed house. From
Hiroshima by John Hersey thus serves
as a powerful anti-war document without
ever preaching.

LITERARY STYLE AND IMPACT ON
JOURNALISM

Plain Prose,
Profound Effect
Hersey’s  writing  is  deceptively  simple.
He  avoids  adjectives  like  “terrible”  or
“horrifying,”  letting  the  raw  facts
achieve  the  effect.  Consider  this  typical
passage:  “  There  was  no  sound.  The
people were silent. They had no strength
to cry out.” The restraint heightens the
impact. This style influenced generations
of  narrative  journalists,  from  Truman
Capote (In  Cold Blood)  to  Joan Didion.
From  Hiroshima  by  John  Hersey
demonstrated  that  the  most  powerful
reporting is often the quietest.

The New Yorker
Takeover
When the article was published, The New
Yorker  decided  to  dedicate  the  entire
issue to it, replacing all regular features
—  cartoons,  advertisements,  reviews.
This  bold  editorial  move  signaled  that
the story of Hiroshima was not just news
but  a  cultural  event.  The  magazine’s
readers were shocked and moved, and
the  article  was  quickly  republished  in
book  form under  the  title  Hiroshima.
The phrase From Hiroshima by John
Hersey  became  shorthand  for  a  new
kind of ethical journalism.

LEGACY AND CONTEMPORARY
RELEVANCE
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Educational
Staple
For decades, From Hiroshima by John
Hersey  has  been  required  reading  in
high schools and universities. It is often
paired with discussions of the Manhattan
Project, World War II history, and nuclear
ethics.  The  book’s  ability  to  humanize
vast  historical  forces  makes  it  a
perennial  favorite  among  educators.
Students who read the book come away
not  just  with  facts  about  the  bomb’s
yield  but  with  emotional  memories  of
Mrs.  Nakamura’s  struggle  to  feed  her
children.

Inspiration for
Anti-Nuclear
Movements
The  book  has  been  cited  by  activists,
historians, and politicians as a catalyst
for nuclear disarmament.  After reading
it,  physicist  J.  Robert  Oppenheimer
reportedly said, “I have become death,
the destroyer of worlds” — not because
the  quote  was  new,  but  because  the
human cost was now inescapable. In an
era  of  renewed nuclear  threats,  From
Hiroshima by John Hersey remains a
powerful  argument  against  the  use  of
such  weapons,  a  reminder  that  every
bomb has a face.

Continued

Relevance in a
Post-Truth World
In  an  age  of  deepfakes  and  partisan
news,  Hersey’s  commitment  to  factual
storytelling offers a lesson. His book is a
model  of  object ive,  empathet ic
reporting.  It  does  not  editorialize;  it
trusts  the  reader  to  draw conclusions.
This approach feels urgent today, as we
grapple with how to tell complex, painful
stories  without  sensationalism.  From
Hiroshima by John Hersey reminds us
that truth, told plainly, is enough.

CRITICISM AND CONTROVERSY

No work of this magnitude is without its
critics. Some have argued that Hersey’s
focus  on  Christians  (Father  Kleinsorge
and  Reverend  Tanimoto)  reflects  a
Western  bias.  Others  note  that  by
choosing only six survivors, he omits the
thousands  of  Koreans  and  other
minorities  who  were  in  Hiroshima.
Nevertheless,  Hersey’s  intention  was
never  to  provide  a  comprehensive
sociological  survey  but  to  create  an
intimate,  manageable  window into  the
event.  Later  editions  included  an
additional  chapter,  “The  Aftermath,”
updating  the  survivors’  lives,  which
addressed  some  concerns  about
completeness.
Another point of debate is whether the
book inadvertently normalizes trauma by
making  it  readable.  However,  most
scholars  agree  that  Hersey’s  restraint
actually  prevents  desensitization;  you
cannot look away from the details, but
you are not manipulated by them. From
Hiroshima  by  John  Hersey  walks  a
fine line, and it walks it brilliantly.
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CONCLUSION: WHY WE STILL
READ FROM HIROSHIMA BY JOHN
HERSEY

Nearly  eighty  years  after  its  first
publication, From Hiroshima by John
Hersey  has  lost  none of  its  power.  It
remains a masterclass in journalism, a
work of  profound moral  weight,  and a
poignant  reminder  of  what  war  truly
means.  In  a  world  where  nuclear
weapons  still  exist,  where  new  conflicts
e r u p t  d a i l y ,  H e r s e y ’ s  q u i e t ,
compassionate voice calls out from the
pages. He does not tell us what to think.
He simply shows us what happened — to
real people, with real names, real hopes,
and  real  suffering.  That  is  why  we

continue to read this book. That is why it
will  never be forgotten.  To understand
the atomic bomb, you must understand
what  it  did  on  August  6,  1945,  in
Hiroshima,  Japan.  And  no  source  does
that  better  than  From Hiroshima by
John Hersey.
Further reading: For those who wish to
explore  the  survivors’  later  lives,  the
1985  edition  of  Hiroshima  includes  a
follow-up chapter. Hersey’s other works,
such as The Wall and A Bell for Adano,
a lso  explore  themes  of  war  and
humanity.  But  for  a  concentrated,
unforgettable  experience,  nothing
matches the original  From Hiroshima
by John Hersey.


