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Shamefully, citizen participation on questions of health, safety, and regulation of 

nuclear technologies became expected and normal only in the past two decades or so.  In 

July 2020 we shall celebrate the 75th anniversary of the dawn of the nuclear age – if by 

that we mean the first nuclear detonation.  Citizens – laypeople, “downwinders,” 

colonists and colonized, commuters, farmers, peasants, and others -- have been 

systematically excluded from important decisions about what are safe exposures to 

radioactivity, waste handling and disposal, how safe is safe enough, risk and so on for 

much of this time.  Hopefully, heritage studies will help to shift this situation. 

At first military officers, government officials and scientists excluded the public 

from questions of risk and safety out of fears over security, spying, and proliferation.  

Then they excluded us ordinary citizens because, they told us, we were too ignorant and 

could not understand the modern, peaceful atom.  Next they insisted on safety trees and 

other forms of evaluation of health, safety, risk of catastrophic accidents in the effort that 

in my opinion often obfuscated the issues.  And once it became a major industry, a 

powerful, well-funded industry, nuclear representatives who sat in various chairs and 

posts of responsibility intended closely to control the regulatory process, the policies of 

the diffusion of the peaceful atom, and the historical narrative itself with significant 

wealth and power befitting any massive multi-national industrial endeavor. 

The papers here deal with the growing struggle over these same issues, but in the 

context of questions of heritage, memory and so on that have been unleashed since the 

end of the Cold War.  The struggle takes place in nuclear objects when they are 

decommissioned, in museums and other venues dedicated to the glorious or not-so-

glorious history of the nuclear age, and in those communities here and there, near to us 

and far away that turned out to be expensive testing grounds for human tolerance in the 

name of natural security or power generation, or now are still seen as a utopian solution 
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to global warming or peak oil or…well, let’s be honest and ask: where are the reactors 

that are actually competitive in cost per kilowatt hour with solar and wind, and where is 

the waste going to be stored, and when will the next catastrophic accident be? 

The papers here consider a decommissioned Chernobyl-type RMBK reactor site, 

in Ignalina, Lithuania; a poorly functioning nuclear power plant (NPP) in New York state 

only 80 km from one of the largest cities in the world; a now decommissioned 

experimental reactor within the city limits Barcelona, Spain; and a testing ground for 

nuclear weapons in Kazakhstan.  To explore the common points of this essays I offer a 

series of dichotomous yet overlapping categories of people, objects, ideas that meet in 

some grey area of fruitful engagement, a Venn diagram of contested memories, heritages, 

and so on, if you will. 

Linara Dovydaityte’s presentation, for example, looks at the Ignalina NPP, in 

Visaginas, closed in 2010, as part of the agreement for Lithuania to enter the Euroepan 

Union.  Visaginas was founded as a nuclear colony, largely Slavic engineers and their 

settler families within the Lithuania SSR’s borders. As its residents seek to create 

memory of the place, including in a visitors’ center, Is it green and young, or a place of 

forgotten past?  Is it a place of high industrialization, or of misplaced technological 

hubris and apocalyptic danger?  A place being celebrated as it is simultaneously 

destroyed and created?  A place of security or of dangerous Soviet hubris?  Is it a Russian 

colony or Lithuanian remembrance of exploitation by the Kremlin? 

Misra Shaik Ali takes us to Indian Point NPP, a place fraught with conflict and 

dangers, built and pushed by ConED which brazenly and hubristically proposed in 1962 

to build a station at Ravenswood in Queens, only three kilometers from the UN.  She asks 

us to consider the complexities of fear as felt by people protesting, “histories that felt, 

sensed and remembered,” of the past but felt in the present that results in a complex 

temporal framework.  (I must admit I find this history of being felt as very passive, and 

not only in terms of passive voice, but as depriving agency to those people acting over 

the station’s past, present and future.) 

At Indian Point we consider ionizing radiation as:  safe and manageable, as a 

threat and security problem, as a technical problem to be solved or intractable problem 

that silences and marginalizes, and as a machine in the garden on the Hudson River, or an 
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unstable cauldron of heat and neutrons that makes fish kills normal and Dry Cask Storage 

of waste in our midst acceptable. 

The Indian Point NPP has experienced a variety of shutdowns, emergency events, 

and theatre of the absurd.  On one occasion, birds defecated so much on a transformer 

that it arced and exploded, sending acrid black smoke into the air and frightening local 

residents, who of course could never evacuate quickly were there a serious accident, that 

the worst had come.  This event was presaged, in my mind, by the filming of Alfred 

Hitchcock’s “The Birds” in Bodega Bay, California, an earlier site of nuclear absurd 

where Pacific Gas and Electric, the major utility in the state, sought to build a reactor in 

the 1960s – within 400 meters of a major seismic fault, and triggering one of the earliest 

anti-nuclear movements.  

 Jaume Valentines Alvarez’s tour of the Barcelona experimental reactor site 

reminded me of Langdon Winner’s The Whale and the Reactor, but here I suggest the 

title for his work to be The Elephant and the Reactor:  What is in the room, what is that 

building next to the restaurant serving radioactive paella?  In Alvarez’s paper the grey 

areas fall between the notions of:  Visible/Invisible; International/National; Safe and 

Proud/OMG; Pro-/Anti-nuclear; Undemocratic/Democratic; Costs/Real Costs; and 

Science as support for fascism/Science as the search for truth.  Nuclear power is not a 

simple matter as we evaluate its heritage and meanings.  Nor is it entirely visible.  Here 

Alvarez extended notions developed by Olga Kuchinskaya in The Politics of Invisibility 

(2014) that refers to measurements of radioactivity and their political uses to a massive 

physical object. 

There was, in fact, little visibility in Barcelona.  And rarely is there this kind of 

visibility.  I ask my students what is the closest reactor to Fenway Park, the baseball 

stadium, in downtown Boston, Massachusetts.  Many of them are convinced it is Pilgrim 

NPP in Plymouth, Massachusetts, where the Pilgrims settled, an interesting contested 

area for heritage, too, between Native Americans and settlers.  The answer is, in fact, a 

research reactor at MIT (start up in 1956, upgraded core in 1974, but structure and 

containment the same), refueled every other year, operated at $2 million/year, and with as 

yet incalculable decommissioning costs. I have heard some $30 million?  If the reactor is 

unknown and invisible, it has visible costs. 
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Suzanne Susanne explored the heritage and memorialization of the Semipalatinsk, 

Kazakhstan, Soviet nuclear testing ground, a now foreboding and dangerous place, once 

home to Kazakhs.  She reminds us that Cold War nuclear infrastructures not only 

comprise nuclear installations, but also classifications, rationalities, biopolitics, and the 

geopolitics of independence. Her question, as you know is, How is time assembled in the 

curatorial sense and how do things become, for example, an enduring legacy?  As for 

“Venn” considerations, here I suggest:  Empty/Settled; Backward/Modern; Over 

time/Fixed; Causal/Acausal or Unknown; and Threshold/Cumulative.  Bauer’s paper 

looks at different ways of knowing: local and regional and national frames; in economic, 

public health, and scientific spheres; in the contest between quantitative and  qualitative 

considerations over what is empirical, and over bodies, livelihoods, diets, and so on.  I 

suppose this paper is on the curation of data, about which I’d like to understand more. 

As for critical comment, I think that each paper would do better with a bit more of 

a physical description of what object or objects each author is talking about before 

jumping down the rabbit hole of theory. 

Let me conclude by saying that no one knows how much it will really cost to 

clean up from the nuclear age, but it is surely far more than budgeted or currently 

estimated, and I hope these papers give impetus to proper solutions – with full citizen 

participation – to what the nuclear age means, what we have wrought, and a full 

understanding of the legacy. I worry that dry cask storage is a parking lot of radioactive 

waste whose dangers are not waiting some final, safe solution, but some next so-called 

unexpected accident.  I have the naïve, yet hopeful belief that heritage studies can help us 

avoid nuclear parking lots, falsely heroic stories, and invisible but traumatic injuries. 

i The panel organizer and chair was Egle Rindzeviciute (Kingston University London).  

Presenters were:  Linara Dovydaityte (Vytautas Magnus University): The Making of 

Nuclear Cultural Heritage in Lithuania; Jaume Valentines Alvarez (Nova University of 

Lisbon): Nuclear Fascist Legacies in the City: The Barcelona Reactor, 1962-2005: Misra 

Shaik Ali (Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute): Atomic Infrastructures as Heritage and as a 

Mnemosyne of People: Discussion on the decommissioning of Indian Point Energy 

Centre; and Susanne Bauer (Oslo University): Atomic Data Heritage: Calculating and 

Curating the Cold War Nuclear Experience. 

 


