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War crime or just another day of slaughter during history’s most gruesome war? A mushroom cloud rises over Hiroshima in August of 1945. AP

The 60th anniversaries of
the atomic bombings of Hi-
roshima and Nagasaki have
stirred up the old but still pas-
sionate debate over whether or
not the attacks were justified.
Defenders, as usual, say the
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bombings saved American and
Japanese lives by helping to end
World War II. Therefore, the
decision to use the bombs was
moral and justified. Opponents,
as usual, say the attacks killed
tens of thousands of civilians.
Therefore, the bombings were
immoral and unjustified.

This debate, as it is com-
monly presented, is structured
in a way that makes a rational
judgment impossible. Of course
the bombings helped end the
war. Of course it was immoral
to kill so many people. But why
focus on the moral question of
those two events? Doesn’t any-
one know what the Americans
and Japanese had been doing
to each other for the previous
four years? The young men of
those two nations butchered
each other with astonishing
savagery on islands across the

Pacific. American bombers
punished Japanese cities with a
destructiveness unprecedented
in warfare.

To judge Hiroshima and
Nagasaki without placing them
in the context of a world war
that claimed 50 million lives is
sort of like jumping up after ten
rounds of a brutal and bloody
heavyweight boxing match and
screaming, “Hold on! Those
last two punches were really
hard!”

The real reason so much
controversy surrounds Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki, I suspect,
is because a new and scary
technology was used. Why
else would they be singled out
as especially monstrous and
barbaric events? US bombers
killed far more civilians with
conventional bombs than they
did with atomic bombs. For
example, the bombing of To-
kyo in March of 1945 killed
100,000 people. This attack
caused more immediate deaths
than the Hiroshima blast.

No Japanese person on the
ground during World War II
cared if they were burned alive
by a newly-invented nuclear
weapon dropped by a single
B-29 bomber or by one of many
incendiary bombs delivered by
hundreds of B-29s. If we judge

morality based on the death
and suffering of civilians, then
the bombings of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki were not ex-
traordinarily cruel. An honest
appraisal shows the attacks as
nothing more than two bloody
events in a war that produced
many bloody events.

Why are there no large me-
morial services for those killed
in the Tokyo raid and in the
conventional attacks on other
Japanese cities? Why is there
no raging debate over the use
of conventional bombs against
the Japanese? After all, conven-
tional bombs killed many more
civilians than did the atomic
bombs at Hiroshima and Na-
gasaki. Are all those victims
somehow less important?

Imagine if B-29s had burned
down Hiroshima and Nagasaki
with conventional bombs as
they did almost every other
Japanese city. The death toll
probably would have been
similar. The difference is that
no one today would be debat-
ing in isolation the morality
of the destruction of Hiroshi-
ma and Nagasaki. Westerners
would not even recognize those
names. Modern Japanese would
pay no more attention to the
anniversaries of the destruction
of those cities than they do now

to the date Tokyo became an
inferno.

This is not to suggest that
the world should not remem-
ber the horrors of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki. I just wish the
world would pay more atten-
tion to the horrors caused by
conventional bombs. The fact
is, nuclear weapons might kill
a lot of people one day, but
conventional weapons are
killing a lot of people right
now. Good old TNT has killed
countless millions worldwide
before and after those atomic
bombs struck Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. But when was the
last time you saw an anti-TNT
rally? Why is no one calling
for a TNT non-proliferation
treaty?

Obviously humankind needs
to reduce existing nuclear ar-
senals and find ways to stop
new arsenals from sprouting
up. Nuclear weapons are too
destructive to ignore and
no one on Earth is safe from
them. Pushing for restric-
tions is vital to the survival of
our species. But while doing
so we must not overlook the
gargantuan killer that continu-
ally bathes the world in blood
year after year. That monster
is conventional war with con-
ventional weapons.



