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Int ro duct io n t o  The Bomb by Ho ward Zinn

In January 2010, Howard Zinn passed away at the age of 87. His new book, The Bo mb, will soon be published in the U.S. by City Lights Books.
The Japanese edition will be published simultaneously by Iwanami Publishing House. This small book consists of two chapters – Chapter One,
“Hiroshima: Breaking the Silence” and Chapter Two, “The Bombing of Royan.” The texts of both chapters, which have previously been published
separately elsewhere, are now combined in one book with a new introduction by the author. In Chapter One, which is excerpted here, Zinn lucidly
analyzes the causes of the Pacific War and deals with important issues related to responsibility for the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
in a comprehensive yet concise manner. In Chapter Two, he describes the tragic consequences of the unnecessary bombing mission over Royan,
a small French coastal town, conducted by U.S. Forces only a few weeks before the end of World War II in Europe, a mission in which Zinn himself
participated as a bombardier. Zinn passed away without seeing a final published copy of this compelling book, with its profound criticism of the
inhumanity of indiscriminate bombing.

In June 1966, Howard Zinn, together with Ralph Featherstone, visited Japan at the invitation of Beheiren (the Japan Peace-for-Vietnam Citizen’s
Alliance), a major grassroots movement against the Vietnam War, led by Oda Makoto. Featherstone was a leading member of SNCC (the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee), The following year, Featherstone became program director of SNCC. He was assassinated on March 9, 1970
when a car bomb exploded in Maryland outside the courthouse where H. Rap Brown, SNCC chairman, was to stand trial.

This was the first time that Zinn, a former bombardier of the U.S. Army Air Force, met Oda Makoto, a survivor of the fire bombings of Osaka City
conducted by U.S. Forces in nearly 50 raids between 19 December 1944 and 14 August 1945. In total, U.S. Forces dropped 168,000 tons of
bombs, including napalm bombs, on more than 100 cities throughout Japan. Ninety percent of these were dropped by B-29 bombers in the last
five months of the Asia-Pacific War. According to statistical data compiled by the Center of the Tokyo Raid and War Damages, the estimated
casualties of these bombings, including those of the two atomic bombings, come to 1,020,000, including 560,000 deaths.

Napalm bombs were first used experimentally in Europe towards the end of World War II, before
being widely employed in aerial attacks against Japanese civilians. One such initial experiment with
these new bombs containing “jellied gasoline,” was conducted by more than 1,200 bombers of
the U.S. Eighth Air Force, for which Zinn was a bombardier, over a beautiful beach town called
Royan near Bordeaux in mid-April 1945, three weeks before Germany’s surrender. The target of
this bombing mission was some 30,000 to 40,000 Nazi soldiers who were ready to surrender, and
were merely awaiting the end of the war, as their commander, Vice-Admiral Ernst Schirlitz,
negotiated an accommodation with Admiral Hubert Meyer, French commander in the region,
preparatory to surrender. The result was the total destruction not only of the German base but
also of this charming seaside resort town and its ancient chateaux. The Germans lost several
hundred men, but the number of civilian deaths resulting from this attack is unknown. In the
forthcoming book, The Bomb, Zinn describes this mission in the following words: “I remember
distinctly seeing the bombs explode in the town, flaring like matches struck in fog. I was

completely unaware of the human chaos below.”

Oda Makoto, on the other hand, personally experienced many of the bombings of Osaka City. In total, about 15,000 people were killed, 340,000
houses were destroyed, and an estimated 1.2 million people lost their homes and were driven from the second largest city in Japan. Oda had vivid
memories not only of hiding in a shabby and fragile air raid shelter in his backyard, trembling with fear from the horrific noise and vibration, but
also of the distinctive smell of corpses under the rubble caused by the bombings. This terrifying experience as a teenage victim of aerial
bombardment remained a vital source of energy for Oda’s prolific writing as well as for his political activities and involvement in civil movements,
which continued until his death in 2007, at the age of 75. These experiences also allowed him to extend his imagination to empathize with the
victims of similar indiscriminate bombings, such as the Chinese civilians attacked by Japanese Imperial Forces, and later Vietnamese victims of
American bombings. Undoubtedly the bombing was the experiential foundation for his lifelong search for peace and justice.

Shortly after the war Zinn, became acutely aware of the horror experienced by the victims of indiscriminate bombing, as he began imagining the
experiences of victims of his own indiscriminate attacks. His humane sense of personal guilt impelled him to critically examine the history of his
nation in a bid to discover how the U.S. had become capable of committing atrocities like indiscriminate bombing. After studying at New York
University on the GI Bill, he earned a Columbia history M.A. in 1952 and a Ph.D. in 1958. Together with his achievements as an historian, he
became a leading anti-war, peace, and civil rights activist. In his best selling book, A People’s History of the United States, originally published in
1980, he re-examined American history from the “bottom up,” i.e., from the viewpoint of the working and often disadvantaged members of
society rather than that of the political and economic elite.

Zinn and Oda, who started their careers from opposite directions – one a perpetrator, the other a victim of indiscriminate bombing – were united
as anti-war campaigners in Japan in mid 1966. Together with Ralph Featherstone, they traveled all across Japan including Hiroshima, conducting
“teach-ins” and attracting a large audience in each city they visited. Everywhere they talked passionately about the Vietnam War as well as many
issues related to peace and justice, in particular civil rights issues.

To my regret, I never had the chance to meet Howard Zinn, though Oda Makoto was a close friend of mine for almost 30 years. In March 2003,
less than a month before the Bush administration launched the Iraq War, the Japanese edition of Zinn’s book, Terrorism and War, which I
translated, was published. I wanted Zinn to come to Japan to promote his book, conducting “teach-ins” again with Oda in several cities. I e-mailed
him and proposed this plan. Zinn replied immediately, informing me that regrettably, his schedule was booked for several months and it would
not be possible to travel overseas for a while. This was not surprising, considering his constant and active involvement in anti-war campaigns in
his home country.

Zinn, in this new book, The Bomb, tried to provide more than a simple historical account of indiscriminate bombings conducted during World War
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II. As stated in his introduction, “To this day, the vicious reality of aerial bombing
is lost to most people in the United States, a military operation devoid of human
feeling, a news event, a statistic, a fact to be taken in quickly and forgotten.” He
wanted to warn us that indiscriminate aerial attacks on civilians, a military
strategy with a long history, are still part of the harsh reality of many peoples’
lives in countries such as Afghanistan, Pakistan and Palestine, and that we as
civilians ought to do our utmost to prevent this carnage of our fellow human
beings.

In remembering Zinn, one of his former students, Henry Maar, tells of a piece of
advice Zinn once gave him: “Don’t get buried in the profession. Stay at the edge,
keep half of your self outside the academy, outside the library, in the real world of
social conflict. Don’t write for your colleagues but for your fellow citizens.” It is
true that academic work can be stimulated by involvement in civil movements,
and that the significance of academic work is constantly challenged by social
movements, above all by those that one participates in. Yet, I am acutely aware of
how difficult it is to keep the balance between academic work and civil
movements, and to produce outstanding results in both. Zinn demonstrated
magnificently how to accomplish this difficult task. In this sense, he was my hero
and remains so now that he is no longer with us.

Let me conclude this introduction to Zinn’s work with one of my favorite passages
from his You Can’t Be Neutral on a Moving Train:

“If we do act, in however small a way, we don’t have to wait for some grand
utopian future. The future is an infinite succession of presents, and to live now as
we think human beings should live, in defiance of all that is bad around us, is
itself a marvelous victory.”

The fo llo wing are extracts  fro m Chapter One, o n ato mic bo mbing, fro m
The Bomb.

The bo mb dro pped o n Hiro shima o n Augus t 6 , 1945, turned into  po wder
and ash, in a few mo ments , the flesh and bo nes  o f 140 ,000  men, wo men,
and children. Three days  later, a seco nd ato mic bo mb dro pped o n
Nagasaki killed perhaps  70 ,000  ins tantly. In the next five years , ano ther
130 ,000  in- habitants  o f tho se two  cities  died o f radiatio n po iso ning.

No  o ne will ever kno w the exact figures , but these co me fro m the mo s t exhaus tive repo rt available, Hiro shima and Nagasaki: The
Physical, Medical, and Social Effects of the Atomic Bombings, put to gether by a team o f thirty-fo ur Japanese scientis ts  and phys icians ,
then trans lated and published in this  co untry in 1981. Tho se s tatis tics  do  no t include co untless  o ther peo ple who  were left alive, but
maimed, po iso ned, dis figured, blinded.

The so cio lo gis t Kai Erikso n, reviewing the repo rt by the Japanese team o f s cientis ts , wro te: “The ques tio n is : What kind o f mo o d
do es  a fundamentally decent peo ple have to  be in, what kind o f mo ral arrangements  mus t it make, befo re it is  willing to  annihilate
as  many as  a quarter o f a millio n human beings  fo r the sake o f making a po int.”

Let’s  examine the ques tio n pro perly raised by Kai Erikso n, a ques tio n eno rmo us ly impo rtant precisely because it do es  no t permit us
to  dismiss  ho rro rs  as  acts  inevitably co mmitted by ho rrible peo ple. It fo rces  us  to  ask: what “kind o f mo o d,” what “mo ral
arrangements ” wo uld cause us , in whatever so ciety we live, with whatever “fundamental decency” we po ssess , to  either perpetrate
(as  bo mbardiers , o r ato mic s cientis ts , o r po litical leaders ), o r to  jus t accept (as  o bedient citizens ), the burning o f children in vas t
numbers .

That is  a ques tio n no t jus t abo ut so me pas t and irretrievable event invo lving so meo ne else, but abo ut all o f us , living to day in the
mids t o f o utrages  different in detail but mo rally equivalent, to  Hiro shima and Nagasaki. It is  abo ut the co ntinued accumulatio n by
natio ns  (o urs  being firs t) o f ato mic weapo ns  a tho usand times  mo re deadly, ten tho usand times  mo re numero us , than tho se firs t
bo mbs . It is  abo ut the expenditure each year o f a trillio n do llars  fo r these and what are so berly called “co nventio nal” weapo ns , while
fo urteen millio n children die each year fo r lack o f fo o d o r medical care.

We wo uld need, then, to  examine the psycho lo gical and po litical enviro nment in which the ato mic bo mbs  co uld be dro pped and
defended as  legitimate, as  necessary. That is , the climate o f Wo rld War II.

It was  a climate o f unques tio ned mo ral righteo usness . The enemy was  Fascism. The brutalities  o f Fascism were undisguised by
pretense: the co ncentratio n camps , the murder o f o ppo nents , the to rtures  by secret po lice, the burning o f bo o ks , the to tal co ntro l
o f info rmatio n, the ro ving gangs  o f thugs  in the s treets , the des ignatio n o f “inferio r” races  deserving exterminatio n, the infallible
leader, the mass  hys teria, the glo rif icatio n o f war, the invas io n o f o ther co untries , the bo mbing o f civilians . No  literary wo rk o f
imaginatio n co uld create a mo re mo ns tro us  evil. There was , indeed, no  reaso n to  ques tio n that the enemy in Wo rld War II was
mo ns tro us  and had to  be s to pped befo re it envelo ped mo re victims .

But it is  precisely that s ituatio n—where the enemy is  undebatably evil—that pro duces  a righteo usness  dangero us  no t o nly to  the
enemy but to  o urselves , to  co untless  inno cent bys tanders , and to  future generatio ns .

We co uld judge the enemy with so me clarity. But no t o urselves . If we did, we might have no ted so me facts  clo uding the s imple
judgment that s ince they were unques tio nably evil, we were unques tio nably go o d.

The pro no un “we” is  the firs t deceptio n, because it merges  the individual co nsciences  o f the citizenry with the mo tives  o f the s tate.
If o ur (the citizens ’) mo ral intent in making war is  clear—in this  case the defeat o f Fascism, the halt to  internatio nal aggress io n—we
assume the same intent o n the part o f “o ur” go vernment. Indeed, it is  the go vernment that has  pro claimed the mo ral is sues  in o rder
to  better mo bilize the po pulatio n fo r war, and enco uraged us  to  assume that we, go vernment and citizens , have the same
o bjectives .

There is  a lo ng his to ry to  that deceptio n, fro m the Pelo po nnes ian wars  o f the fifth century befo re Chris t thro ugh the Crusades  and
o ther “religio us ” wars , into  mo dern times , when larger sectio ns  o f po pulatio n mus t be mo bilized, and the techno lo gy o f mo dern
co mmunicatio n is  used to  advance mo re so phis ticated s lo gans  o f mo ral purity.



As  fo r o ur co untry, we recall expelling Spain fro m Cuba, o s tens ibly to  liberate the Cubans , actually to  o pen Cuba to  o ur banks ,
railro ads , fruit co rpo ratio ns , and army. We co nscripted o ur yo ung men and sent them into  the s laughterho use o f Euro pe in 1917 to
“make the wo rld safe fo r demo cracy.” (No te ho w difficult it is  to  avo id the “we,” the “o ur,” that ass imilates  go vernment and peo ple
into  an indis tinguishable bo dy, but it may be useful to  remind us  that we’re respo ns ible fo r what the go vernment do es .)

In Wo rld War II, the assumptio n o f a co mmo n mo tive fo r go vernment and citizen was  eas ier to  accept because o f the o bvio us
barbarity o f Fascism. But can we accept the idea that England, France, the United States , with their lo ng his to ry o f imperial
do minatio n in As ia, in Africa, the Middle Eas t, Latin America, were fighting agains t internatio nal aggress io n? Agains t German, Italian,
Japanese aggress io n certainly. But agains t their o wn?

Indeed, altho ugh the desperate need fo r suppo rt in the war bro ught fo rth the idealis tic language o f the Atlantic Charter with its
pro mise o f self-determinatio n, when the war ended, the co lo nized peo ple o f Indo china had to  fight agains t the French, the
Indo nes ians  agains t the Dutch, the Malays ians  agains t the British, the Africans  agains t the Euro pean po wers , and the Filipino s
agains t the United States  in o rder to  fulfill that pro mise.

There were pio us  s tatements  abo ut self-determinatio n, no ble wo rds  in the Atlantic Charter that the Allies  “seek no  aggrandizement,
territo rial o r o ther.” Ho wever, two  weeks  befo re the Charter, U.S. Acting Secretary o f State Sumner Welles  was  assuring the French
go vernment: “This  Go vernment, mindful o f its  traditio nal friendship fo r France, has  deeply sympathized with the des ire o f the French
peo ple to  maintain their territo ries  and to  preserve them intact.”

It is  unders tandable that the pages  o f the Defense Department’s  o fficial his to ry o f the Vietnam War (The Pentago n Papers ) were
marked “TOP SECRET—Sens itive,” because they revealed that in late 1942 Pres ident Ro o sevelt’s  perso nal representative assured
French General Henri Giraud: “It is  tho ro ughly unders to o d that French so vereignty will be re-es tablished as  so o n as  po ss ible
thro ugho ut all the territo ry, metro po litan o r co lo nial, o ver which flew the French flag in 1939.”

As  fo r the mo tives  o f Stalin and the So viet Unio n—it is  absurd to  even ask if they were fighting agains t the po lice s tate, agains t
dictato rship. Yes , agains t German dictato rship, the Naz i po lice s tate, but no t their o wn. Befo re, during, and after the war agains t
Fascism, the fascism o f the gulag pers is ted, and expanded.

And if the wo rld might be deluded into  thinking that the war was  fo ught to  end military interventio n by great po wers  in the affairs  o f
weaker co untries , the po s t-war years  quickly co untered that delus io n, as  the two  impo rtant victo rs—the United States  and the
So viet Unio n—sent their armies , o r surro gate armed fo rces , into  co untries  in Central America and Eas tern Euro pe.

Did the Allied po wers  go  to  war to  save the Jews  fro m persecutio n, impriso nment, exterminatio n? In the years  befo re the war, when
the Naz is  had already begun their brutal attacks  o n the Jews , the United States , England, and France maintained s ilence. Pres ident
Ro o sevelt and Secretary o f State Hull were reluctant to  put the United States  o n reco rd agains t the anti-Jewish measures  in
Germany.

Sho rtly after we were at war, repo rts  began to  arrive that Hitler was  planning the annihilatio n o f the Jews . Ro o sevelt’s  adminis tratio n
failed to  act again and again when there were o ppo rtunities  to  save Jews . There is  no  way o f kno wing ho w many Jews  co uld have
been saved in vario us  ways  that were no t pursued. What is  clear is  that saving Jewish lives  was  no t the highes t prio rity.

Hitler’s  racism was  brutally clear. The racism o f the Allies , with their lo ng his to ry o f the subjugatio n o f co lo red peo ple aro und the
wo rld, seemed fo rgo tten, except by the peo ple themselves . Many o f them, like India’s  Gandhi, had diff iculty being enthus ias tic abo ut
a war fo ught by the white imperial po wers  they knew so  well.

In the United States , despite po werful attempts  to  mo bilize the African American po pulatio n fo r the war, there was  dis tinct
res is tance. Racial segregatio n was  no t jus t a So uthern fact, but a natio nal po licy. That is , the Supreme Co urt o f the United States , in
1896, had declared such segregatio n to  be lawful, and that was  s till the law o f the land during Wo rld War II. It was  no t a Co nfederate
army but the armed fo rces  o f the United States  that segregated black fro m white all thro ugh the war.

A s tudent at a black co llege to ld his  teacher: “The Army Jim Cro ws  us . The Navy lets  us  serve o nly as  mess-men. The Red Cro ss
refuses  o ur blo o d. Emplo yers  and labo r unio ns  shut us  o ut. Lynchings  co ntinue. We are disenfranchised, Jim Cro wed, spat upo n.
What mo re co uld Hitler do  than that?”

When NAACP leader Walter White repeated that s tatement to  an audience o f several tho usand in the Mid-wes t, expecting they wo uld
disappro ve, ins tead: “To  my surprise and dismay the audience burs t into  such applause that it to o k me so me thirty o r fo rty seco nds
to  quiet it.”

Large numbers  o f blacks  did go  alo ng with Jo e Lo uis ’s  famo us  s tatement that “There’s  lo ts  o f things  wro ng here, but Hitler wo n’t
cure them.” And many were anxio us  to  sho w their co urage in co mbat. But the lo ng his to ry o f American racism cas t a clo ud o ver the
idealism o f the war agains t Fascism.

There was  ano ther tes t o f the pro po s itio n that the war agains t the Axis  po wers  was  in go o d part a war agains t racism. That came in
the treatment o f Japanese Americans  o n the Wes t Co as t. There was  co ntempt fo r the Naz is , but with the Japanese there was  a
special facto r, that o f race. After Pearl Harbo r, Co ngressman Jo hn Rankin o f Mis s is s ippi said: “I’m fo r catching every Japanese in
America, Alaska, and Hawaii no w and putting them in co ncentratio n camps . . . . Damn them! Let’s  get rid o f them no w!”

Anti-Japanese hys teria grew. Racis ts , military and civilian, persuaded Pres ident Ro o sevelt that the Japanese o n the Wes t Co as t
co ns tituted a threat to  the security o f the co untry, and in February o f 1942 he s igned Executive Order 9066. This  empo wered the
army, witho ut warrants  o r indictments  o r hearings , to  arres t every Japanese American o n the Wes t Co as t, mo s t o f them bo rn in the
United States—120,000  men, wo men, and children—to  take them fro m their ho mes , and transpo rt them to  “detentio n camps ,” which
were really co ncentratio n camps .

Jo hn Do wer, in War Without Mercy, do cuments  the racis t atmo sphere that develo ped quickly, bo th in Japan and in the United States .
Time magaz ine said: “The o rdinary unreaso ning Jap is  igno rant. Perhaps  he is  human. No thing ... indicates  it.”

Indeed, the Japanese army had co mmitted terrible atro cities  in China, in the Philippines . So  did all armies , everywhere, but Americans
were no t co ns idered subhuman, altho ugh as  Pacific war co rrespo ndent Edgar Jo nes  repo rted, U.S. fo rces  “sho t priso ners , wiped o ut
ho spitals , s trafed lifebo ats .”

We did do  indis criminate bo mbing—no t ato mic, but with eno rmo us  civilian casualties—o f German cities . Yet, we kno w that racism is
ins idio us , intens ifying all o ther facto rs . And the pers is tent no tio n that the Japanese were less  than human pro bably played so me
ro le in the willingness  to  wipe o ut two  cities  po pulated by peo ple o f co lo r.



In any case, the American peo ple were prepared, psycho lo gically, to  accept and even applaud the bo mbing o f Hiro shima and
Nagasaki. One reaso n was  that altho ugh so me mys terio us  new science was  invo lved, it seemed like a co ntinuatio n o f the mass ive
bo mbing o f Euro pean cities  that had already taken place.

No  o ne seemed co nscio us  o f the iro ny—that o ne o f the reaso ns  fo r general indignatio n agains t the Fascis t po wers  was  their his to ry
o f indis criminate bo mbing o f civilian po pulatio ns . Italy had bo mbed civilians  in Ethio pia in its  co nques t o f that co untry in 1935.
Japan had bo mbed Shanghai, Nanking, o ther Chinese cities . Germany and Italy had bo mbed Madrid, Guernica, and o ther Spanish
cities  in that co untry’s  civil war. At the s tart o f Wo rld War II, Naz i planes  dro pped bo mbs  o n the civilian po pulatio ns  o f Ro tterdam in
Ho lland, and Co ventry in England.

Franklin D. Ro o sevelt described these bo mbings  as  “inhuman barbarism that has  pro fo undly sho cked the co nscience o f humanity.”
But very so o n, the United States  and Britain were do ing the same thing, and o n a far larger s cale. The Allied leaders  met in
Casablanca in January 1943 and agreed o n mass ive air attacks  to  achieve “the des tructio n and dis lo catio n o f the German military,
indus trial and eco no mic sys tem and the undermining o f the mo rale o f the German peo ple to  the po int where their capacity fo r armed
res is tance is  fatally weakened.”

This  euphemism—“undermining o f the mo rale”— was  ano ther way o f saying that the mass  killing o f o rdinary civilians  by carpet-
bo mbing was  no w an impo rtant s trategy o f the war. Once used in Wo rld War II, it wo uld beco me generally accepted after the war,
even as  natio ns  were dutifully s igning o n to  the U.N. Charter pledging to  end “the sco urge o f war.” It wo uld beco me American po licy
in Ko rea, in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanis tan.

There was  huge self-deceptio n, no t amo ng the po litical leaders  who  co nscio us ly made the decis io ns , but o n the part o f the lo wer-
level military who  carried them o ut. We had been angered when the Germans  bo mbed cities  and killed several hundred o r a tho usand
peo ple. But no w the British and Americans  were killing tens  o f tho usands  in a s ingle air s trike. Michael Sherry, in his  class ic s tudy,
The Rise of American Air Power, no tes , “so  few in the air fo rce asked ques tio ns .” (I certainly did no t, participating in a napalm bo mbing
o f the French to wn o f Ro yan a few weeks  befo re the end o f the war in Euro pe.)

One mo nth after the Dresden bo mbing, o n March 10 , 1945, three hundred B-29 ’s  flew o ver To kyo  at lo w altitude, with cylinders  o f
napalm and 500-po und clus ters  o f magnes ium incendiaries . It was  after midnight. Over o ne millio n peo ple had evacuated To kyo , but
s ix millio n remained. Fire swept with incredible speed thro ugh the flimsy dwellings  o f the po o r. The atmo sphere became superheated
to  1,800  degrees  Fahrenheit. Peo ple jumped into  the river fo r pro tectio n and were bo iled alive. The es timates  were o f 85,000  to
100 ,000  dead. They died o f o xygen deficiency, carbo n mo no xide po iso ning, radiant heat, direct flames , flying debris , o r were
trampled to  death (Masuo  Kato , The Lost War: A Japanese Reporter’s Inside Story).

That spring there were mo re such raids  o n Ko be, Nago ya, Osaka, and in late May ano ther huge bo mbing o f what remained o f To kyo .
This  was  acco mpanied in the press  by co ntinued dehumanizatio n o f the enemy. LIFE magaz ine sho wed a picture o f a Japanese
perso n burning to  death and co mmented: “This  is  the o nly way.”

By the time the decis io n was  made to  dro p the ato mic bo mb o n Hiro shima, o ur minds  had been prepared. Their s ide was  vicio us
beyo nd descriptio n. Therefo re, whatever we did was  mo rally right. Hitler, Musso lini, To jo , and their general s taffs  became
indis tinguishable fro m German civilians , o r Japanese scho o l children. The U.S. Air Fo rce General Curtis  LeMay (the same o ne who ,
during the Vietnam war, said: “We will bo mb them back to  the Sto ne Age”) asserted: “There is  no  such thing as  an inno cent civilian.”

Pres ident Truman’s  secret diaries  were no t revealed until 1978 . In them Truman referred to  o ne o f the messages  intercepted by
American Intelligence as  “the telegram fro m Jap Empero r asking fo r peace.” And, after Stalin co nfirmed that the Red Army wo uld
march agains t Japan, Truman wro te: “Fini Japs  when that co mes  abo ut.” It seems  he did no t want the Japs  to  be “fini” thro ugh
Russ ian interventio n but thro ugh American bo mbs . This  explains  the o bvio us  rush to  use the bo mb in Augus t, days  befo re the
Russ ians  were scheduled to  enter the war, and mo nths  befo re any planned invas io n o f Japan.

The British s cientis t P M S Blackett, o ne o f Churchill’s  advisers , wro te (Fear, War, and the Bomb) that the dro pping o f the bo mb was
“the firs t majo r o peratio n o f the co ld diplo matic war with Russ ia.”

There has  been endless  dis cuss io n abo ut ho w many American lives  wo uld be lo s t in an invas io n o f Japan. Truman said “half a
millio n.” Churchill said “a millio n.” These figures  were pulled o ut o f the air. His to rian Barto n Berns tein’s  research co uld no t find any
pro jectio n fo r invas io n casualties  higher than 46 ,000 .

The who le dis cuss io n abo ut casualty figures  is  po intless . It is  based o n the premise that there wo uld have to  be an American
invas io n o f Japan in o rder to  end the war. But the evidence is  clear that the Japanese were o n the verge o f surrender, that a s imple
declaratio n o n keeping the po s itio n o f the Empero r wo uld have bro ught the war to  an end, and no  invas io n was  necessary.

Indeed, much o f the argument defending the ato mic bo mbings  has  been based o n a mo o d o f retaliatio n, as  if the children o f
Hiro shima had bo mbed Pearl Harbo r, as  if the civilian refugees  cro wding into  Dresden had been in charge o f the gas  chambers . Did
American children deserve to  die because o f the massacre o f Vietnamese children at My Lai?

If s ilence and pass ivity in the presence o f evil co mmitted by po litical leaders  is  deserving o f a death sentence, then the po pulatio ns
o f all the great po wers  do  no t deserve to  live. But o nly in tho se o rdinary peo ple, rethinking their ro le, is  there a po ss ibility fo r
redemptio n and change.

Do wn to  the present day, the mass ive bo mbing o f civilians  is  jus tif ied, by intellectuals  putting into  respectable wo rds  the crude and
brutish argument: “Sure we co mmitted mass  murder. But they s tarted it. Our co nscience is  clear.”

That argument aims  the s lo gan “Never Again” o nly at them, never at o urselves . It is  a prescriptio n fo r the endless  cycle o f vio lence
and co unter vio lence, terro rism and co unterterro rism, that has  plagued o ur times , fo r which the o nly respo nse is : “No  mo re wars  o r
bo mbings , o f retaliatio n. So meo ne, no , we, mus t s to p that cycle, no w.”
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