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THE ENDURING POWER OF "HIROSHIMA": HOW JOHN HERSEY CHANGED
JOURNALISM AND HISTORY

On August 6, 1945, the world changed forever. The atomic bomb detonated over Hiroshima, Japan,
killing an estimated 140,000 people by the end of the year and ushering in the nuclear age. For
Americans, the event was initially celebrated as the decisive blow that ended World War II. But the
full  human cost  remained a  distant  abstraction—until  a  young journalist  named John Hersey
traveled to the devastated city and brought its survivors’ stories to life. His account, simply titled
Hiroshima, became a landmark in literary journalism and remains one of the most powerful anti-war
documents ever written. This article explores the genesis, structure, impact, and lasting legacy of
Hiroshima John Hersey’s masterpiece.

THE JOURNALISTIC CONTEXT: BREAKING THE SILENCE

In the immediate aftermath of the bomb, the U.S. government tightly controlled information. Early
reports  focused  on  military  necessity  and  scientific  achievement.  Images  of  charred  bodies  and
lingering radiation sickness were suppressed. By August 1946, a year after the bombing, most
Americans had little understanding of what the atomic bomb actually did to human beings. That’s
when The New Yorker magazine commissioned John Hersey to tell the story.

Why John Hersey?
Hersey was already a respected war correspondent and novelist.  He had reported from the Pacific
and Europe, winning a Pulitzer Prize for his novel A Bell for Adano. His reputation for thorough,
empathetic reporting made him the ideal choice. Moreover, Hersey was not interested in writing a
dry,  top-down history.  He wanted to  capture  the  experience of  ordinary  people  caught  in  an
extraordinary  catastrophe.  The  resulting  work,  Hiroshima  John  Hersey  crafted,  was  unlike
anything readers had encountered.

THE NARRATIVE STRUCTURE: FOLLOWING SIX SURVIVORS

Hersey’s  genius  lay  in  his  narrative  architecture.  Instead  of  offering  a  panoramic  view  of  the
destruction,  he focused on six  individuals  who survived the blast.  He followed them from the
moment the bomb fell through the hours, days, and months that followed. The six were:

Miss Toshiko Sasaki, a young personnel clerk at a tin factory

Dr. Masakazu Fujii, a physician who owned a private hospital
Mrs. Hatsuyo Nakamura, a tailor’s widow raising three children
Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge, a German Jesuit priest
Dr. Terufumi Sasaki (no relation to Toshiko), a young surgeon at the Red Cross Hospital
The Reverend Mr. Kiyoshi Tanimoto, a Methodist pastor

By weaving their personal stories together, Hersey created an intimate, harrowing portrait of the
aftermath.  Readers  could  identify  with  these  ordinary  people—their  hopes,  fears,  and
struggles—making  the  horror  of  nuclear  war  visceral  and  undeniable.

THE GROUNDBREAKING PUBLICATION: ONE ENTIRE ISSUE OF THE NEW YORKER

When The New Yorker published Hiroshima John Hersey’s account on August 31, 1946, it broke all
precedents.  The entire  issue was  devoted to  the  article—no cartoons,  no  reviews,  no  regular
columns. The magazine’s editors knew the story required undivided attention. The response was
immediate and overwhelming. Newsstands sold out. Radio stations read the text aloud. The Book-of-
the-Month Club distributed free copies to its members. Hersey’s article was soon published as a
book, which has never been out of print.

The Power of Plain Prose
One reason for the article’s impact was Hersey’s restrained, almost clinical style. He wrote in short,
declarative sentences, avoiding melodrama or editorializing. Consider this opening from the book:
“At  exactly  fifteen  minutes  past  eight  in  the  morning,  on  August  6,  1945,  Japanese  time,  at  the
moment  when  the  atomic  bomb  flashed  above  Hiroshima,  Miss  Toshiko  Sasaki,  a  clerk  in  the
personnel department of the East Asia Tin Works, had just sat down at her place in the plant office
and was turning her head to speak to the girl at the next desk.” The ordinary details—a girl turning
her head—make the sudden violence all  the more shocking.  Hersey trusted the facts  and his
readers’ intelligence to draw the moral conclusions.

THE LONG-TERM EFFECTS: UNDERSTANDING RADIATION SICKNESS

One of  the  most  important  contributions  of  Hiroshima John Hersey’s  work  was  its  detailed
description of radiation sickness. In 1946, the term was barely understood by the public. Hersey
showed how survivors who initially seemed unharmed later developed mysterious symptoms—hair
loss, purple spots, internal bleeding, and a grueling death. He reported on doctors who were baffled
by the new disease. This reporting helped Americans grasp that the atomic bomb was not just a
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bigger explosive; it was a weapon of prolonged, invisible terror.

The Debate Over Use of the Bomb
Although Hersey did not explicitly argue against the bomb’s use, his article fueled a growing debate.
Many  readers  were  horrified  that  their  government  had  unleashed  such  suffering.  The  article
became a key text for critics of nuclear weapons, including scientists like Albert Einstein and J.
Robert Oppenheimer. At the same time, defenders of the bombing argued that it saved lives by
ending the war. Hersey’s work did not settle the debate, but it humanized the victims and made the
moral calculus far more complex than abstract statistics allowed.

THE LITERARY LEGACY: FOUNDING A NEW GENRE

Hiroshima John Hersey is widely considered a founding text of New Journalism, a style that uses
literary techniques to report true stories. Hersey’s method—selecting a small cast of characters,
building  scenes,  using  dialogue  reconstructed  from  interviews—influenced  generations  of  writers.
Tom Wolfe, Truman Capote, and Joan Didion all cited Hersey as an inspiration. The book also set a
standard for trauma reporting. Modern journalists covering war, disaster, and genocide often follow
Hersey’s approach: focus on individual stories to illuminate larger truths.

Adaptations and Continued Relevance
In 1985, Hersey returned to Hiroshima to revisit the six survivors for a follow-up article published in
The New Yorker. This update, included in later editions of the book, revealed the long-term physical
and psychological scars. One survivor, Miss Sasaki, had become a nun. Another, Dr. Fujii, had rebuilt
his life but still suffered from the bomb’s effects. The update reinforced the book’s central message:
the damage of nuclear war does not end with the blast.

WHY HIROSHIMA JOHN HERSEY MATTERS TODAY

In an age of renewed nuclear tensions, climate change, and global conflict, Hersey’s book remains
urgently relevant. Every new threat of nuclear proliferation—whether from North Korea, Iran, or a
modern arms race—raises the same questions Hersey forced readers to confront. How do we weigh
military necessity against human suffering? What does it mean to live with the knowledge that we
possess  such destructive  power?  The book is  still  assigned in  schools,  used in  peace studies

programs, and cited by anti-nuclear activists.

Lessons for Journalists and Writers
Aspiring journalists can learn much from Hiroshima John Hersey. His research was exhaustive: he
interviewed dozens of survivors, consulted medical records, and visited the city multiple times. He
wrote with empathy but without sentimentality. He understood that the most powerful argument is
often a compelling story well told. In an era of clickbait and viral sound bites, Hersey’s patient,
meticulous approach offers a counterpoint. His work reminds us that journalism’s highest calling is
to bear witness.

KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM HIROSHIMA JOHN HERSEY

To summarize the enduring significance of this work:

Humanization of Catastrophe – By focusing on six individuals, Hersey made the1.
unimaginable accessible and emotionally real.
Exposure of Radiation Effects – He brought scientific and medical realities into public2.
discourse at a time when they were largely hidden.
Journalistic Innovation – The narrative technique of using multiple survivor perspectives3.
became a template for modern long-form reporting.
Moral Complexity – The book does not preach, but forces readers to contemplate the ethics4.
of nuclear warfare.
Enduring Relevance – As nuclear threats persist, Hersey’s warning remains as urgent as5.
ever.

CONCLUSION: THE POWER OF WITNESS

Seventy-eight years after the bomb fell on Hiroshima, John Hersey’s slender book still commands
attention. It has sold millions of copies, been translated into dozens of languages, and inspired
countless readers to question the logic of mass destruction. The six survivors Hersey introduced to
the world—the clerk, the doctor, the widow, the priest, the surgeon, the pastor—became symbols of
resilience  and  suffering.  Their  stories,  filtered  through  Hersey’s  careful  prose,  transcend  time  and
place. Hiroshima John Hersey  gave us not just a record of a historic event,  but a profound
meditation on what it means to be human in the nuclear age. In every generation, new readers
discover this book and find themselves changed. That is the true measure of its power.


