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At a time when the planet is undergoing a process of massive rearmament
and fears of nuclear proliferation raise existential concerns, it is essential to
revisit the history of the first atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki at the end of World War II, as well as the commitment of
scientists to limit the use of these devastating weapons.

From Fundamental Discoveries to Nuclear Fission

The discovery of uranium by German chemist Martin Heinrich Klaproth in
1789, followed by Marie and Pierre Curie’s work on polonium and radium
in 1898, paved the way for the study of radioactivity. Four years later,
Ernest Rutherford formulated the phenomenon of radioactive decay at
McGill University, while the atomic model took shape through the work of
Niels Bohr, Nobel laureate in 1922. The discovery of the neutron by James
Chadwick in 1932 was a breakthrough that led in 1938 to the identification
of nuclear fission by Otto Hahn, Fritz Strassmann, and Lise Meitner. The
chain reaction mechanism, conceived by Leo Szilard in 1933, paved the
way for its military application.

The Manhattan Project and Military Escalation

In 1939, Leo Szilard persuaded Albert Einstein to sign a letter to President
Roosevelt, warning that Nazi Germany might develop an atomic bomb.
This marked the start of the Manhattan Project, officially launched in 1942
with a $2 billion budget and involving thousands of researchers, including
Enrico Fermi, Glenn Seaborg, and J. Robert Oppenheimer. Subsequent to
their involvement in the Manhattan project, 19 scientists were awarded the
Nobel price for other projects. The first bombs used two technologies: the
uranium bomb “Little Boy” dropped on Hiroshima, and the plutonium
bomb “Fat Man” used on Nagasaki.
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The First Nuclear Test and the Bombings

On July 16, 1945, the first nuclear test took place at Alamogordo, New
Mexico. The terrifying blast carved out a crater more than 350 meters wide;
it was heard dozens of kilometers away, and some windows shattered as
far as 50 miles from the site. It was quickly followed by the bombings of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, killing tens of thousands instantly and causing
long-lasting suffering.

Decisions with Heavy Consequences

While Germany had surrendered, the war against Japan continued. Faced
with fierce resistance and heavy casualties, President Truman made the
controversial decision to use the atomic bomb to force a swift surrender,
despite calls by some scientists for a prior demonstration in an uninhabited
area. The devastating bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki precipitated
Japan’s surrender on August 15, 1945.

Since that time, 2,159 nuclear tests have been conducted in the atmosphere,
underground, and underwater. These include hydrogen thermonuclear



bombs which are more powerful and neutron bombs, which primarily
cause harm to living organisms.

Scientists’ Reservations and Voices for Disarmament

Even before the bombings, several scientists expressed reservations, fearing
the spread of technology with unpredictable consequences. Robert
Oppenheimer, the project’s scientific leader, later confessed to Truman his
deep remorse: “Mr. President, I feel I have blood on my hands.” Albert
Einstein became a passionate advocate for nuclear disarmament,
publishing the Russell-Einstein Manifesto in 1955, calling for peace and
atomic arms control.

Andrei Sakharov, Soviet physicist and father of the hydrogen bomb, also
took a stand in the 1960s to become a pacifist activist and human rights
defender, denouncing nuclear dangers.

The Pugwash Movement: Science and Conscience

Founded in 1957 by J6zef Rotblat and Bertrand Russell amidst Cold War
tensions, the Pugwash Movement emerged from the Russell-Einstein
Manifesto. It gathered intellectuals, scientists, and diplomats committed to
preventing nuclear war and promoting ethical responsibility in scientific
progress.

Through informal meetings between experts from both blocs, Pugwash
fostered calming dialogue and influenced the creation of major
disarmament treaties, including the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT) and the Partial Test Ban Treaty. In 1995, the movement was awarded
the Nobel Peace Prize for its quiet but decisive role in promoting world
peace.

A Spirit Still Relevant Today

In the face of contemporary threats - renewed nuclear arsenals,
cyberattacks, pandemics, and climate change - the spirit of Pugwash
remains a vital reference. It reminds us that science, disconnected from
ethics, can turn into a blind and destructive force. Scientists” responsibility



extends beyond laboratories: it forms part of a broader commitment to
peace and the preservation of humanity.



