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Commissioner’s Book Club: Discussion guide 

Hiroshima 

Introduction  
The prompts and questions that follow are meant to encourage discussion and 

support reflection. Human rights-related books highlight challenging issues and 

topics—take care of yourself in the ways that you need while you dig in. 

For more suggestions, including different ways to reflect and share, check out the 

Book Club How-to resource.  

Author Bio 

John Hersey was born in Tientsin, China, in 1914 and lived there until 1925, when his 

family returned to the United States. He studied at Yale and Cambridge, served for a 

time as writer Sinclair Lewis’s secretary, and then worked for several years as a 

journalist. Beginning in 1947, he devoted his time mainly to writing fiction. He won the 

Pulitzer Prize, taught for two decades at Yale, and was president of the Authors 

League of America and chancellor of the American Academy of Arts and Letters. John 

Hersey died in 1993. 

Summary 

Hiroshima is John Hersey’s account of six people who survived the United States’ 

atomic bombing of Hiroshima on August 6, 1945. Through their individual 

experiences, Hersey traces the immediate devastation of the attack, the collapse of 

medical and public systems, and the difficult choices people made while trying to 

protect family, care for others and survive. In the later chapter, “The Aftermath,” he 

returns to the survivors nearly forty years later, showing how the bombing continued 

to shape their health, relationships, livelihoods, identities and beliefs. By focusing on 

ordinary civilian lives rather than military strategy, Hiroshima makes visible the lasting 

human consequences of nuclear war and raises urgent questions about dignity, 

responsibility, remembrance, peace and disarmament. 
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Linking the book to human rights in B.C. 

Peace and human rights are deeply connected. The United Nations was created 

following the devastation of the Second World War, with a commitment to protect 

future generations from war, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

recognizes that the equal dignity and rights of all people are the foundation of 

freedom, justice and peace. Hiroshima tells the story of these principles at a human 

scale, by showing what happened when the United States dropped an atomic bomb 

on a populated city. Civilians were killed and injured en masse, and homes and 

hospitals were obliterated. 

The harm did not end on August 6, 1945. Radiation illness, disability, stigma, poverty 

and lost livelihoods continued to shape the lives of survivors, known as hibakusha, for 

decades. Hersey’s account raises enduring questions about the protection of civilians, 

the lasting and intergenerational consequences of war, and the responsibilities of 

governments to prevent mass harm, support survivors, and pursue peace and 

disarmament. 

History reminds us how quickly fear, racism and national-security claims can be used 

to treat an entire population as dangerous, make profound injustice appear 

acceptable or necessary and how law can be engaged as a tool of oppression to serve 

political means. For example, during the Second World War, the Canadian 

government forcibly removed approximately 22,000 Japanese Canadians from the 

B.C. coast, confined many in camps or labour sites, separated families, and 

dispossessed them of homes, businesses and belongings that the government seized 

and sold without their consent. Though they were not disenfranchised to the same 

extent as Japanese Canadians, German Canadians also faced wartime suspicion, 

discrimination and, in some cases, registration or internment.  

Discussion guide questions and prompts 

Here are some questions to ignite discussion or thought on the connections between 

the book and human rights. The provided prompts are not the only or complete 

answers, but some ideas you might want to incorporate into your conversation: 

1. Hatsuyo Nakamura: Shame, endurance and abandonment 

After the bombing, Hatsuyo Nakamura faced radiation sickness, poverty, lost work 

and discrimination against hibakusha, while the Japanese government provided little 

meaningful support for more than a decade. What does her story suggest about the 

difference between personal endurance and being left to survive without adequate 
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care or support? How can government action—or inaction—deepen the harm 

experienced by survivors? 

Nakamura endured years of illness, poverty and uncertainty, often while carrying 

shame about circumstances she did not create. Her story reveals how public systems 

can extend harm when they fail to provide health care, income security or protection 

from discrimination. Her story may also caution us against praising resilience in ways 

that overlook state-sanctioned inequality that made such endurance necessary.  

2. Dr. Terufumi Sasaki: Care when systems collapse 

Dr. Terufumi Sasaki was one of the few physicians at the Red Cross Hospital able to 

continue working after the bombing. Surrounded by immense numbers of dead and 

injured people with most staff incapacitated, and medicines, equipment and space in 

desperately short supply, he worked for days with almost no rest and improvised 

whatever treatment he could. What does his experience reveal about trying to care 

for others when the scale of suffering overwhelms every available person and 

resource? How might someone live with the knowledge that, despite everything they 

did, countless people remained beyond help? 

Dr. Sasaki’s story captures the helplessness of trying to provide care after an attack 

that had destroyed much of the city and the systems people relied upon. His training, 

improvisation and compassion mattered, but they could not overcome the magnitude 

of the harm. The impossible choices he faced were not ordinary failures of 

professional duty; they were consequences of a weapon that inflicted human-caused 

suffering on a scale no hospital or individual could adequately respond to. His 

experience reminds us that the effects of mass violence include not only death and 

injury, but also the burden placed on those left trying to respond. 

3. Dr. Masakazu Fujii: Survival without heroism 

Dr. Masakazu Fujii largely withdrew from public life after the bombing and later 

pursued comfort, wealth, social status and an American-influenced lifestyle. Unlike 

some of the other hibakusha, he did not become a prominent advocate or public 

witness. What expectations do we place on people who have survived violence or 

trauma? Are survivors obligated to turn their experiences into advocacy or greater 

service? Or can avoidance, pleasure and the desire for an ‘ordinary’ life also be 

understandable ways of continuing to live? 

Dr. Fujii’s story rejects the notion that survivors must become heroes, educators or 

symbols of resilience. For many people, a terrible and traumatic event—even one 

experienced publicly—requires private, personal healing and reconciliation. People 
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respond to trauma in different ways, including through withdrawal, distraction, 

ambition or the pursuit of pleasure. These responses may be imperfect or difficult for 

others to understand. Dr. Fujii’s story invites us to extend grace to people with lived 

experience, rather than judging them by how effectively they transform their 

suffering into public action or traditionally expected ways of healing. 

4. Father Kleinsorge / Father Takakura: shared suffering and belonging 

Father Wilhelm Kleinsorge was a German priest living in Hiroshima at the time of the 

bombing. What does his story suggest about how shared suffering can create forms of 

identity, solidarity and belonging? Can you think of a time when you’ve felt like part of 

a community or group, through experiences that outsiders may never fully 

understand? 

Years after the attack, Father Kleinsorge became a Japanese citizen and took the 

name Makoto Takakura. He reflected that when one hibakusha told another they 

were weary, no further explanation was needed. Each understood the exhaustion, and 

the long-lasting and demoralizing effects of the bombing. Father Takakura’s story 

shows how a person who was once visibly seen as foreign could come to feel deeply 

connected to Hiroshima and to other hibakusha. 

In our own lives, and here in British Columbia, people may experience this kind of 

belonging in many ways—through a workplace or profession with its own shared 

culture, a sports team or creative arts group, or a neighbourhood responding to a 

crisis. Some of these bonds are formed through joy and shared purpose. Others 

emerge through hardship. What they may have in common is the feeling of being 

understood without needing to explain every part of the experience. 

5. Toshiko Sasaki: The wider violence of war 

Toshiko Sasaki goes on to work in orphanages in the decades that followed. She 

suggests that too much attention can be paid to the atomic bomb as a unique 

weapon, with not enough attention turned to war itself as a system that creates 

victims across nations and communities. What does her perspective ask us to 

consider about who becomes a victim of war? Do we risk treating nuclear weapons as 

an exceptional horror—rather than an evolution of the conditions that make 

widespread violence possible, like nationalism, militarism and dehumanization? 

Sasaki’s reflections resist a simple story of one nation as a victim and another as 

aggressor. She points to Japanese civilians harmed by atomic and fire bombings, 

Chinese civilians attacked by Japan, conscripted Japanese and American soldiers who 

were near-children themselves, women engaging in sex work, and children born 
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during military occupation and often later surrendered to orphanages. War 

distributes suffering widely while still affecting people unequally. In the pursuit of 

peace and disarmament, we must look beyond the tools and weapons themselves, to 

challenge the political systems, ideologies and decisions that make other human 

beings expendable. 

6. Reverand Kiyoshi Tanimoto:  

Kiyoshi Tanimoto became a public face of Hiroshima through his peace work and 

appearances in the United States. On the television program This Is Your Life, his 

experiences were dramatized for a mass audience, including a surprise meeting with 

the co-pilot of the Enola Gay, Robert Lewis, who dropped the atomic bomb over 

Hiroshima. How did you feel watching the linked clips above, specifically of 

Tanimoto’s appearance on the show? How should survivors’ agency and consent be 

respected when experiences are shared publicly? What responsibilities do media and 

audiences have when listening to them? 

Tanimoto’s appearance brought attention and resources to survivors, but it also 

placed his trauma inside a format designed for spectacle and emotional resolution. 

The program may have offered American audiences a story of reconciliation and 

peace, however Tanimoto had little control over how the program unfolded: He was 

not told that Robert Lewis or even his own family would appear, and the bombing was 

presented through dramatic effects, commercial breaks and a format built around a 

sense of surprise. Survivor testimony can build empathy and inspire action, but it can 

also be used to ease the conscience of audiences and institutions connected to the 

systems and decisions that caused the original harm. 

For additional reading, you can learn more about Tanimoto’s daughter, Koko Kondo, 

who was 8-months old at the time of the bombing. When she was 10 years-old, she 

met Robert Lewis on the same episode and became a lifelong peace activist. 

7. The legacy of Hiroshima in Japan 

The bombing of Hiroshima didn’t just shape the lives of individual survivors. It became 

part of Japan’s postwar identity, public memory and commitment to peace. Survivors 

have shared their testimony across generations, Hiroshima has developed extensive 

peace-education initiatives and Japan’s postwar Constitution formally renounces war 

as a sovereign right. How does a community or nation’s shared memory shape a 

country’s values and choices? What responsibilities do later generations have to carry 

forward experiences they did not live through themselves?  

The legacy of Hiroshima grows through families, schools, memorials, survivor 

testimony and broader movements for peace and disarmament. Remembering can 
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help societies recognize the human consequences of war, honour the wisdom of 

survivors and strengthen efforts to prevent future violence. Just as nations preserve 

stories of pride and identity, they must also reckon with the decisions, ideologies, and 

conditions that enabled violence, mass death and profound disregard for human 

rights. 
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