
Dear Friends,  

On the 75th anniversary of the use of the atomic bomb on the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, I would like 
to share with you this article by Fr. Raymond J. de Souza from the National Catholic Register on August 6, 
2020. 

The Morality of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 75 Years Later 

COMMENTARY: Each year the anniversary invites remembrance of war and a renewed resolve to work for 
peace. 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The cities hit by the only wartime deployment of the atomic bomb have stood ever 
since those fateful days — Aug. 6, 1945, for Hiroshima, Aug. 9, 1945, for Nagasaki — as symbols of the 
horrific power of nuclear weapons. 

This year’s 75th anniversary — likely the last of the great World War II commemorations — would have 
garnered worldwide attention had the Tokyo Olympics gone ahead. The closing ceremony would have 
coincided with the Nagasaki anniversary. 

Each year, the anniversary invites remembrance of war and a renewed resolve to work for peace. And each 
milestone anniversary occasions reflection on the morality of the decision to detonate the atomic bomb in 
Japan. 

The straightforward answer is that the mass targeting of civilians fails to meet the criteria for the just conduct 
of war according to the Catholic just war tradition. On making a distinction between combatants and 
noncombatants, the tradition is clear. The consensus of Catholic moral reflection on the use of nuclear 
weapons has reflected that; the mass killing of civilian populations is not morally permissible.   

Does it thus follow that President Harry S. Truman’s decision to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki was immoral? That highly controverted question has a more complicated answer. The key point 
raised by Truman’s defenders is that there were no credible alternatives to ending the war; or, in fact, that all 
alternatives to ending the war would have cost more lives, both of American and Japanese forces, as well as 
Japanese civilians. 

Those are, of course, debatable — and long-debated — points. A most helpful guide to the debate is offered 
by Holy Cross Father Wilson Miscamble in his 2011 book, The Most Controversial Decision: Truman, the 
Atomic Bombs and the Defeat of Japan. A noted historian at Notre Dame, Father Miscamble sketches the 
end of the Pacific War, drawing on scholarly resources but presenting them in an accessible way. He reminds 
readers of three critical factors that are often forgotten. 

First, the Pacific War was different — at least in degree, if not in kind — from the European War. It began 
earlier, in 1937, with the Sino-Japanese War. And the fighting was unusually fierce, marked by enormous 
casualties and extreme cruelty. 

Due to the Holocaust of the Jewish people, in Europe and North America World War II is thought of as a 
historical period of unique depravity. The Pacific theater did not include a similar genocide, but the conduct 
of the war there was much more vicious, the battles were more costly, the sadistic treatment of both prisoners 
and civilians more extreme. Hence, the American decisions taken regarding Japan were made considering 
that the price of prolonging the war would be very high in terms of continuing brutality. 
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Second, by 1945, the Japanese forces had suffered significant losses. Those losses seemed to strengthen, not 
weaken, Japanese resolve; the surviving high command was drawn increasingly from the ranks of men who 
would fight to the bitter end, long after eventual defeat was no longer in doubt. The increasing deployment 
of kamikaze pilots as Allied forces advanced was evidence of that. 

The fight-to-the-last-man Japanese defense of Iwo Jima — a tiny island of less than 10 square miles — 
resulted in nearly 20,000 Japanese and 7,000 U.S. deaths. 

The subsequent Battle of Okinawa illustrated that civilians were not immune from the carnage; it is estimated 
that nearly half of the island’s 300,000 inhabitants were killed. Of those, many died by mass suicide orders 
given by Imperial Japanese troops. 

The results of fighting in Iwo Jima, Okinawa, and the Philippines led the American war leadership to 
conclude that victory over Japan would not be achieved by traditional seizing of territory alone, but only by 
a total devastation of the enemy forces. 

Third, and perhaps most significant for understanding the moral analysis of the time, the mass killing of 
civilians had already been accepted by Allied leadership. 

In the early years of World War II, the concept of a military target had been expanded significantly. A 
transportation hub or manufacturing center may be used primarily or even entirely by civilians, but if it 
helped the war effort it could become a target. Once supply and transport came to be considered of military 
significance, hardly any city center was exempt. As the war continued year upon year, the shift from precision 
bombing of military targets to area bombing of cities grew more pronounced. 

By the final year of the war, bombing of cities in which civilians would be the primary targets, not collateral 
damage, was part of the Allied strategy. 

In February 1945, the British and American firebombing of the German city of Dresden killed some 25,000 
civilians and razed large parts of the city. In March 1945, the American incendiary bombing of Tokyo killed 
an estimate 90,000 to 100,000 Japanese — more than in Nagasaki and second only to the Hiroshima toll. 
While the death toll was much less than in Tokyo, similar citywide bombing campaigns were executed in 
subsequent days in Nagoya, Osaka, and Kobe. 

It is beyond dispute that nuclear weapons — a single bomb capable of killing 140,000 in Hiroshima and 
75,000 in Nagasaki — changed the military dimension of the war. The atomic bomb made it clear that every 
major city in Japan could be obliterated with a few dozen American sorties. The unconditional surrender of 
Japan thus followed swiftly. 

But while the military dimension of the war changed with the atomic bomb, the moral thinking at the time 
did not. Father Miscamble’s book illustrates that the moral calculus for the atomic bomb was the same as 
had been applied in Dresden and Tokyo. Massive area damage to major cities with enormous civilian death 
tolls was not controversial by that point of the war. The direct targeting of civilian populations was a line 
crossed before August 1945. That moral decision had already been made before the military decision. 

It was afterward, partly due to the horror of the atomic bombings themselves, that moral reflection began to 
consider the use of the atomic bomb something different from the incendiary bombings of cities. 

“In retrospect within the privacy of his own heart and soul it is likely that Truman understood he had been 
forced by necessity to enter into evil,” writes Father Miscamble in his assessment of the decision-making at  
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the time. “And, so indeed, he had. He ordered the bombing of cities in which thousands of noncombatants, 
among them the innocent elderly and the sick, women and children, were annihilated.” 

“Evaluated in isolation, each atomic bombing assuredly was a deeply immoral act deserving of 
condemnation,” Father Miscamble continues. “The fact that it did the least harm possible of the available 
options to gain victory, and that it brought an end to destruction, death and casualties on an even more 
massive scale cannot obviate this, although it might satisfy those who accept a utilitarian approach to 
morality in which good ends can serve to justify certain immoral means.” 

The Catholic moral tradition is decidedly not utilitarian. There are acts that always and everywhere remain 
morally unacceptable. 

Yet the atomic bomb decision was not taken “in isolation” and the surrounding factors could not be ignored 
by those who took the decision, nor by moralists who wish to evaluate it. 

Perhaps the best summary of the decision was given by Secretary of War Henry Stimson, who wrote in 1947 
that “the decision to use the atomic bomb was a decision that brought death to over a hundred thousand 
Japanese. No explanation can change that fact and I do not wish to gloss over it. But this deliberate, 
premeditated destruction was our least abhorrent choice.” 

Least abhorrent means that it remains abhorrent. That other choices were more abhorrent still leaves the 
decision as abhorrent. 

Writing 10 years ago about future anniversaries such as this one, Father Miscamble invited “critics [to] 
specify at least a less immoral and yet still feasible course of action to end the terrible war. Perhaps there 
might even be some empathy for the man who felt required to make the decision and who carried the burden 
of it.” 

In God’s Love, 

 

Fr. Jack D. Shrum 
Pastor  


