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The Atomic Heritage conference 15–18 June 2021 
concluded the research project “Atomic Heritage 
goes Critical: Waste, Community, and Nuclear 
Imaginaries”. The project involved five scholars: 
Tatiana Kasperski, Eglė Rindzevičiūtė, Florence 
Fröhlig, Andrei Stsiapanau and Anna Storm. The 
project’s concluding conference became a vivid 
showcase of a scholarly and professional field in 
the making.

In the original planning for a face-to-face event, the 
conference was to open in concert with the art 
exhibition “Splitting the Atom” at the Contemporary 
Art Center in Vilnius. It was also planned to include 
a public lecture in the National Art Gallery in Vilnius, 
as well as a full day tour to the Ignalina nuclear 
power plant and the atomic city of Visaginas. In 
the online format made necessary by the Covid 
pandemic, the conference program instead 
comprised a virtual discovery of the art exhibition 
and a roundtable discussion with the curator and 

Atomic Heritage: A field in the making
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some of the artists, the public lecture was turned 
into a public webinar, and the tour to Ignalina and 
Visaginas was replaced by a virtual discovery 
through a pilot version a of tourist web resource, 
developed by the EDU Atom project team at 
Vytautas Magnus University in Kaunas.

Much of the enthusiasm and intrigue surrounding 
the conference depended upon the participants 
who generously contributed with their active 
albeit digital presence, personal stories and 
professional insights and reflections. The public 
webinar attracted about sixty attendees and Kate 
Brown’s brilliant keynote on “The Great Chernobyl 
Acceleration” followed by insightful comments by 
Melanie Arndt engaged and affected the audience – 
as proven by the number of questions in the chat, 
and by direct personal comments afterwards. The 
virtual visit to Visaginas offered by the excellent 
team of Natalija Mažeikienė, Linara Dovydaitytė, 
Oksana Denisenko and Anastasija Jevtiuchova, 
came close to a live excursion, not the least the 
tour in the control room simulator. Similarly, the 
presentation and discussion with artists Jonas 
Žukauskas and Jurga Daubaraitė, curators Virginija 
Januškevičiūtė and Valentinas Klimašauskas, all 
connected to the exhibition “Splitting the Atom”, 
provided an almost tangible experience. An essay 
written for the exhibition by Paul Josephson, 
Tatiana Kasperski, Eglė Rindzevičiūtė and Andrei 
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Stsiapanau is included in this conference report, 
along with some photo documentation.

Apart from these special events, the program 
core was certainly the paper presentations, 
which were divided into four themes: “Bodies, 
communities, and heritage”; “Waste and radiation”; 
“Infrastructural heritage and politics”; and “The 
global atom”. Through the papers, we covered a 
wide geography – starting in fields and forests of 
Ukraine and moving to West European and North 
American breakfast tables with slightly radioactive 
blueberries, from French Polynesia, and the Bikini 
Atoll, to West Cumbria and Sellafield, to Strasbourg 
and Fessenheim, to Siberia and atomic Gulags, 
and further on to Hiroshima and St Petersburg and 
the rivers downstream of nuclear facilities in the 
US and Russia. There was a clear emphasis on 
Lithuania – on Vilnius, Ignalina and Visaginas, and 
on Soviet type reactors – as this was the initially 
intended context of the conference.

The visual design also drew on Soviet nuclear 
history. Gaile Pranckunaite and Mislav Žugaj who 
designed the posters and the program, as well 
as this report, used a Soviet nuclear poster as a 
starting point and transformed the male atomic 
engineer into a female figure, holding the atom 
in her hand. The gender perspectives on atomic 
heritage were otherwise not that pronounced in 
the conference, although included in perspectives 
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on local communities. More prominent aspects 
were people living in different kinds of peripheries 
and their vulnerabilities and strengths, the 
older generation in terms of nostalgia as well as 
children’s views on the nuclear future. Furthermore, 
the role and functions of non-human living entities 
in relation to toxicity, for example trees, plants, and 
clay, was examined from various viewpoints.

To begin each conference day in a more relaxed 
and personal manner, all participants were invited 
to present a favorite nuclear object, in several 
show-and-tell sessions and by responding to the 
following four questions: “What is it? When did 
it come to you? Where do you store it? Who do 
you show it to?” This made up a fantastic parade – 
almost a collection – of amazing, funny, and 
touching objects and stories.

Two people had taken on special tasks during the 
conference days – the artist Laurence Mellinger 
who made the drawings you now can enjoy in 
the report, and Thomas Keating who wrote an 
essay based on the conference presentations 
and discussion, and who also made all the screen 
shots from the nuclear object sessions. The full-
length essay will be published in the open access 
journal Baltic Worlds, and a short version is to be 
found in this report, as are the screen shots, along 
with the short stories about the nuclear objects.
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Finally, we express our gratitude to the co-hosts 
of the public webinar, the Lithuanian National Art 
Gallery and This Is Tomorrow, to the fabulous 
scientific advisory board of the project: Kate 
Brown, Sverker Sörlin, Rodney Harrison and Julia 
Lajus, to the funder Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, 
and to the universities where the project has 
been carried out: Kingston University in the UK, 
Pompeu Fabra University in Spain, and Stockholm 
University, Södertörn University and Linköping 
University in Sweden. The Atomic Heritage project 
and its concluding conference clearly form part 
of a bigger movement where atomic heritage 
as a public concern, as a professional practice 
and as a field of scholarly investigation is gaining 
significance, both concerning how we understand 
our past and how we negotiate contemporary and 
future relations, toxicities and voices heard.

On behalf of the Atomic Heritage project team,
Anna Storm
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Conference programme 

and keynotes
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HeritageHeritage conference
Conference
Programme

Time zone:
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Tuesday 15 June

18:00 to 
19:30

Keynote address: 

THE GREAT CHERNOBYL 
ACCELERATION

To be streamed on Zoom and 
YouTube, public and open to 
everyone (with pre-registration)

Kate Brown, MIT, USA (keynote), 
Melanie Arndt, University of 
Freiburg, Germany (comments), 
Anna Storm, Linköping University, 
Sweden (chair)

HeritageHeritage conference
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Wednesday 16 June

14:30 
to 

15:00

Welcome and opening Anna Storm, 
Linköping University, 
Sweden

First round of participants’ nuclear 
objects

15:00 
to 

18:00

Presentations

THEME 1: 
BODIES, COMMUNITIES, HERITAGE

Sverker Sörlin,
KTH, Sweden (chair)

Nuclear afterlife in French Polynesia. 
On ruination, nostalgia, and French 
nuclear colonialism

Lis Kayser, 
Aarhus University, Denmark

New vocabularies: Scale and beauty 
(On the Bikini Atoll as a UNESCO 
site)

llona Jurkonyte, 
Concordia University, Canada

From high-tech to religious 
community? Religion and socio-
economic transformations in 
Visaginas

Kristina Šliavaitė, 
Lithuanian Centre for Social 
Sciences, Lithuania

break

Sellafield Site Futures: Heritage 
making in contexts of uncertainty

Petra Tjitske Kalshoven, 
University of Manchester, UK

DIS_MAN_TLING_ An art 
practice researcher approach on 
decommissioned nuclear spaces

Elise Alloin, 
independent artist, France

Nuclear cultural heritage. Making 
sense of “atomic gulags” in Russia

Eglė Rindzevičiūtė, 
Kingston University London, UK

HeritageHeritage conference
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Thursday 17 June

11:30 
to 

13:00

Virtual discovery of the atomic 
city of Visaginas, Lithuania, via 
a pilot version of a tourist web 
resource

Linara Dovydaitytė, Natalija 
Mažeikienė, Oksana Denisenko, 
Vytautas Magnus University, 
Lithuania Eglė Rindzevičiūtė, 
Kingston University London, UK 
(chair)

break

14:30 
to 

15:00

Second round of participants’ 
nuclear objects

Florence Fröhlig, Södertörn 
University, Sweden (chair)

15:00 
to 

18:00

Presentations

THEME 2: 
WASTE AND RADIATION

Rodney Harrison, University 
College London, UK (chair)

Uncanny clock of the nuclear 
catastrophe

Aleksandra Brylska, University of 
Warsaw, Poland

Knowledge preservation and 
long-term memory of hazardous 
waste

Marcos Buser, INA Ltd., 
Switzerland

Nuclear clay: Nature and 
technology in Russian radioactive 
waste disposal solutions

Andrei Stsiapanau, Linköping 
University, Sweden

break

THEME 3:
INFRASTRUCTURAL HERITAGE AND POLITICS

Soviet imaginaries of progress. 
Hydrology and nuclear 
engineering in energy complexes

Achim Klüppelberg, KTH, Sweden

Fessenheim. A nuclear power 
plant for peace

Florence Fröhlig, Södertörn 
University, Sweden

HeritageHeritage conference
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Friday 18 June

11:30 to 12:00

Virtual discovery of the Splitting 
the Atom art exhibition in 
collaboration with the Centre for 
Contemporary Art, Vilnius

Curator and filmmaker TBC

12:00 to 13:30 break

13:30 to 14:00
Third and final round of 
participants’ nuclear objects

Andrei Stsiapanau, Linköping 
University, Sweden (chair)

14.00 to
17.00

Presentations

THEME 4: 
THE GLOBAL ATOM

Julia Lajus, Higher School of 
Economics, Russia (chair)

The rise and fall of nuclear energy 
in Europe

Per Högselius, KTH, Sweden

Born violent. The origins of 
nuclear power plants

Robert A. Jacobs, Hiroshima City 
University, Japan

Global landscapes, global 
legacies: A cross-national 
comparison

Paul Josephson, Colby College, USA

break

The data heritage of the atomic 
era. A curatorial approach 

Susanne Bauer, University of Oslo, 
Norway

From ‘restricted’ to ‘general’. 
The IAEA’s atomic legacy and its 
archival policies., 

Maria Rentetzi, Friedrich-Alexander 
University Erlangen-Nuremberg, 
Germany

Rivers of the bomb: Calculating 
historical doses of radiation after 
the Cold War in the US and Russia

Jacob Darwin Hamblin, Oregon 
State University, USA

17:00 to 17:15 break

17.15-18.00

Hybrid Criticalities: Nuclear 
Technology-Art-Nature

Discussion on the Splitting the 
Atom art exhibition and beyond, 
with artists and curators

Jonas Žukauskas and Jurga 
Daubaraitė, Virginija Januškevičiūtė 
and Valentinas Klimašauskas, 
Contemporary Art Centre, Lithuania
Eglė Rindzevičiūtė, Kingston 
University London, UK (chair)

18.00-18.15
Closing of the conference Anna Storm, Linköping University, 

Sweden

HeritageHeritage conference
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Our

favourite

nuclear

objects
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Anna Storm: a souvenir from Dounreay, an atomic 
snow globe, which is kept in Anna’s office to 
impress visitors, and a recent monograph about 
the memorialization of Chernobyl in Belarus, by 
Tatiana Kasperski.

Andrei Stsiapanau: a Muji notebook that features 
Japanese characters and contains fieldwork notes 
and melancholic memories, particularly there is a 
list of people who eventually had to leave Russia 
for political reasons.
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Achim Klüppelberg: a book “Truth about 
Chernobyl”, which sparked his interest in nuclear 
history.

Aleksandra Brylska: a roof tile from Hiroshima, 
obtained during a research trip to Japan in 2017 
and brought back home as a memento, reminding 
about her growing up in Japan.
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Bo Jacobs: a glass for shots featuring a nuclear 
mushroom cloud, from the Marshall Islands, which 
is used occasionally according to its purpose, 
and which matches a wine bottle featuring the 
Japanese ship Lucky Dragon which was irradiated 
during a US nuclear test.

Eglė Rindzevičiūtė: a canvas tote bag, which 
she received as a present from the Historical-
Cultural Centre of Rosatom State Nuclear Energy 
Corporation during her fieldwork in Moscow, in 
2019. This bag is now used to store waterproof 
riding chaps.
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Elise Alloin: a plastic plexiglass box, containing 
filters used by radiation safety protection teams; 
similar boxes were used to detect the radioactivity 
leaked by Chernobyl. Now Elise uses this object in 
her artistic practice.

Florence Fröhlig: a bottle of Chinon wine, produced 
in the vineyard that lent its name to the Chinon 
nuclear power plant, and which was intended to 
enhance the prestige of the plant.
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Ilona Jurkonyte: a Brazil nut, as Brazil nut trees 
absorb naturally occurring radioactivity through 
their roots.

Jacob Hamblin: a photograph from his field trip 
to a German radioactive disposal site in an old, 
abandoned salt mine. During this field trip he had 
to shower together with other historians which was 
an odd experience.
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Kristina Šliavaitė: a pack of iodine pills, which 
brings back the memories of taking iodine in the 
wake of the Chernobyl catastrophe.

Laurence Mellinger: a sketch produced for a 
conference report on the Fessenheim nuclear 
power plant.
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Linara Dovydaitytė: a souvenir porcelain model 
of the Ignalina nuclear power plant, gifted by 
the information centre staff and now kept on a 
bookshelf, serving as a conversation starter. Its 
fragility links with the uncertainty posed by nuclear 
power.

Lis Kayser: a postcard revealing local 
interpretations of nuclear culture aimed at tourists 
from Hao, a former French military zone in 
Polynesia.
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Marcos Buser: a postcard depicting INA Ltd, 
Switzerland, where the two sides of the postcard 
represent war and peace.

Miles Oglethorpe: an Atomic energy lab kit 
and Revell kit of Westinghouse, sets of toys 
representing the innocent belief in science in the 
past.



27

Natalija Mažeikienė: a bottle of “Atomic Blonde” 
beer, brewed in Visaginas, where new craft 
breweries represent a hope of economic revival 
of the region which is undergoing nuclear 
decommissioning.

Oliver Carpenter: parts of the control room of the 
Dounreay fast reactor, which are stored in three 
containers in the Science Museum’s depository. 
The reactor was the first fast reactor to supply 
electricity in the 1960s; the preserved parts of 
the control room are not seen by anyone at the 
moment.
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Paul Josephson: his own right knee is an atomic 
object, which was scarred when he fell on a cinder 
block while visiting Oakridge Atomic Energy 
Commission in the USA. A paper weight from 
Obninsk, which is a graphite from the first loading 
of its reactor. The third object is a memento of 
Pripyat, a personal dosimeter purchased in Kiev, 
which Paul now uses to measure radioactivity and 
thrill his students.

Per Högselius: a glass of tap water, as even 
drinking water is much more linked with nuclearity 
than people think.
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Petra Tjitske Kalshoven: a plastic card pass 
enabling entrance to Sellafield, which could not be 
used because of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Rodney Harrison: a collection of Mondo Uomo 
magazines, published in Argentina, which reflect 
the South American mid-century modernist dreams 
of nuclear energy.
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Susanne Bauer: a folder from a conference in 
Semey (Semipalatinsk), Kazakhstan, which she 
attended as a radiation epidemiologist in 2002. 
The icon on the folder depicts a mushroom cloud 
morphing into a flower.

Sverker Sörlin: a Moomin mug from Finland, which 
features several characters.
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Tatiana Kasperski: A Ukrainian child’s drawing of a 
girl making an embroidery of Khmelnytska nuclear 
power plant. Tatiana received it as a present while 
visiting the plant’s information center and keeps it 
at her home office. She uses it as a reminder that 
nuclear facilities are parts of so many different 
worlds/communities and are not only the objects 
of historical or sociological inquiry or 
environmental criticism.
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Drawings by 

Laurence Mellinger
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Splitting the Atom

essay
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Splitting the Atom. Creating Trust
By Paul Josephson, Tatiana Kasperski, Eglė 
Rindzevičiūtė and Andrei Stsiapanau

Susan Schuppli, Delay Decay, 2016 (fragment). 
Photo: Dainius Putinas

Since the dawn of the nuclear age in the 1940s, 
scientists have been working on the development 
of power reactors – fast reactors and slow; 
uranium, plutonium and thorium fueled; with 
water and heavy (liquid) metal and other coolants; 
compact and large; even mobile and portable. The 
goal has been to generate thermal and electrical 
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energy safely and cheaply, or at least cheaply in 
comparison with other power possibilities: coal, 
oil and gas; hydroelectricity; wind and solar; and 
so on. But if the design of reactors relies on cost 
and safety concerns, it also derives on such 
other, often unspoken considerations as national 
engineering culture and traditions and on what 
specialists may think the public response will be 
to the deployment of massive power reactors. 
The question of creating public trust in this new 
technology – and maintaining it over 70 years of 
successes and failures, power production and 
accidents – comes to the fore.

However, trust is like fresh goods that have 
an expiration date. This becomes clear when 
things do not go according to plan, whether the 
plans are geopolitical (reflecting state goals), 
technical (concerning engineering targets) or 
cultural (indicating public traditions, beliefs and 
practices). Twentieth century modernity has been 
characterized by generally increasing trust in 
science. Scientific experts were not always trusted: 
indeed, they have often been met with skepticism 
and resistance, for example, census officials 
registering populations in the northwestern regions 
of the Russian Empire or peasants in the French 
Algeria, or a number of populations regarding 
vaccinations to this day.
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During World War I and II citizens developed trust 
in their scientists, even when they created such 
deadly technologies as chemical, biological and 
nuclear weapons.[1] Later, Cold War competition 
between the first nuclear nations to demonstrate 
a prevailing interest in peaceful applications even 
though military considerations were paramount 
bolstered this trust, at least to the point when 
the over-the-top confidence of the military-
industrial complex became questioned, or such 
scandals as Thalidomide birth defects (1950s) 
and chemical destruction of nature (Minamata 
disease, 1950s; Silent Spring,1962; Agent Orange 
defoliation of Vietnam) rocked the scientific 
establishment. Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove: 
Or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the 
Bomb (1964) mocked the nuclear establishment, 
establishing a genre of criticism. 

More recent cinematic efforts have questioned 
the relevance for nuclear science for key human 
needs: remember Luc Besson’s entertaining The 
Extraordinary Adventures of Adèle Blanc-
Sec (2010) where a revived Egyptian mummy 
announces proudly, to the great disappointment of 
his interlocutors “I am a nuclear physicist.” Nuclear 
power engineers, in this way, must engineer not 
only their reactors, but also the contexts of their 
use. And yet, various publics have grown, again, 
weary of scientific certainty, for example regarding 
nuclear power.

https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn1
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Engineering certainty, and the belief that citizens 
must simply trust the experts to make the best 
possible choices, led to the construction – or 
abandoned construction of reactors on or near 
earthquake fault lines (California, Armenia, Crimea, 
Japan). Tied to the effort to build bigger and bigger 
units with the plus of producing plutonium it led 
to the design of the inherently unsafe Chernobyl-
type RBMK reactor with its positive void coefficient, 
deployed not only at Chernobyl, but near 
Leningrad, in Lithuania, and still operating at other 
sites in Russia. It led to the wholesale deployment 
of now 450 reactors worldwide with inadequate 
evacuation plans, provision of iodine tablets for 
nearby residents in case of an accident, and 
an operating culture that “an accident cannot 
happen here.” 

Indeed, the INES (International Nuclear and 
Radiological Event Scale) system to let world 
citizens know of “incidents” and “accidents” by 
their severity was created only in 1990, nearly forty 
years after the dawn of the nuclear era, and is 
used on a voluntary basis to rate and communicate 
“events” that occur within a territory; its website 
notes “it is not a notification or reporting system 
to be used in emergency response.” The computer 
powered, full scale, full scope simulators that 
enabled training of nuclear reactor operators 
were produced from the 1980s, when computer 
processing power finally reached capacity to 
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model reactor activities. Until then, reactor 
operators had to rely on software and their own 
experience to anticipate the unpredictable.

Splitting the Atom, graphic design by Vytautas 
Volbekas, with still image from Susan Schuppli, 
Trace Evidence, 2016. Photo: Dainius Putinas

The implicit and explicit exclusion of the public 
in decision-making about siting of reactors and 
the determination about how safe is safe enough 
to permit their deployment and start up reveals 
that, at least initially, the nuclear establishments 
of the world were not concerned with generating 
trust in nuclear technology among various publics. 
They were convinced that their systems were safe 
enough and likely believed that the public could not 
understand the technical issues well enough to be 
rigorously involved.[2]

And yet from the 1960s and 1970s in the more 
open regimes of Western Europe and the 

https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn2
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United States, if not the authoritarian socialist 
states, public protest revealed deep concern 
about the safety, environmental stability, and 
political implications of nuclear power. In the 
US many of the claims reflected worries about 
the environmental damage to be wrought by 
nuclear power. Beginning with protests against 
construction of a reactor at Bodega Bay, CA, in the 
1960s, and maturing in the work of the Abalone 
Alliance (1977-85) against the Diablo Canyon 
nuclear power station, eventually built but at great 
cost, and to be shut down in a few years, and of 
the Clamshell Alliance (mid-1970s-1990s) against 
the Seabrook, New Hampshire, station, anti-nuclear 
fervor grew in America directed against the lack 
of trustworthiness of the industry.[3] On top of this, 
the release of US Atomic Energy Commission 
documents that revealed the ad hoc nature of 
safety decisions that relied entirely on industry 
assessments (“regulation by the regulated”).[4] 

In Germany and in France anti-nuclear sentiment 
hatched because citizens saw nuclear power as 
ominous, an industry that required authoritarian, 
police measures to operate safely. In Denmark, 
Austria and elsewhere these same issues and 
others gave rise to nuclear protest.[5] In Soviet 
Lithuania, local scientists opposed the siting of 
Ignalina nuclear power plant in the country and 
raised the question of the future management of 
radioactive waste as early as in the late 1970s.[6]

https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn3
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn4
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn5
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn6
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Not only the undemocratic process of siting 
nuclear power plants, but also a series of accidents 
undermined trust. This began, notably, with Three 
Mile Island, Pennsylvania, a partial meltdown, 
that revealed lack of a culture of accountability 
among operators according to the official Kemeny 
Commission on the accident (both 1979).[7] The 
failure of the Soviet regime to communicate danger 
and evacuate affected populations for days after 
the Chernobyl disaster (1986) also clearly shook 
trust and engendered anti-nuclear movements 
across the socialist world.[8] In Lithuania, the first 
public opinion surveys about nuclear energy were 
conducted in 1988-1989. They revealed that the 
public were uncertain about the safety of RBMK 
reactors. And the Fukushima disaster (2011) simply 
astounded even uninformed citizens: how could 
engineers site a nuclear power station precisely in 
an earthquake/Tsunami danger zone with certainty 
that everything would always operate perfectly?

By the 2000s virtually all nuclear establishments 
throughout the world engaged the public to 
build trust in reactor energy. They have citizen 
review boards; legal systems that permit public 
intervention; well-staffed and managed information 
centers and PR employees. They are particularly 
active in working with publics to determine what 
to do with the roughly 250,000 tons of high-level 
radioactive waste that has accumulated at nuclear 
power stations and at temporary storage facilities 

https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn7
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn8
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around the world, although the effort to manage 
that waste was long in coming and will be an 
expensive and unsure proposition for some time.

These trust building activities have become more 
visible when plans for new nuclear power plants 
and radioactive waste depositories are proposed. 
In Lithuania, a country that was saddled with 
the legacy of the Soviet nuclear complex, a new 
generation of experts emerged during the two 
decades leading up to the shutdown of the two 
Ignalina reactors (in 2004 and 2009, a condition 
of Lithuania’s accession to the EU (2004). Shortly 
after this, a proposal to build a new power plant, 
equipped with one or two Advanced Boiling Water 
Reactors (ABWR, 3200 MWe capacity) designed 
by the Japanese company GE Hitachi was set forth 
in 2007. The proposal faced a national referendum 
in 2012, where the majority voted against the 
new reactor; this was an expression of popular 
will that was regarded by many people as a long-
awaited victory of democracy over technoscientific 
planning, and as an unfortunate consequence 
of what was perceived as uninformed decision 
making by others.

Much of the debate revolved not so much around 
the economic profitability and political expedience 
of the envisaged Lithuanian nuclear power plant, 
as around reactor safety and trust. The promoters 
of the ABWR reactors insist that these so-called 
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generation III nuclear reactors include significant 
safety design improvements. The ABWRs have 
been enhanced after Fukushima: it has an 
alternative power supply and features to ensure 
restoring cooling functions in an emergency. 
Critics, however, point out that like many other 
reactors, the ABWR has had its share of safety 
problems, such as an accident connected with 
a turbine at the Hamaoka NPP in Japan.[9] More 
generally, they insist, this project, and its safety and 
economic burden on generations to come, has not 
been sufficiently discussed with the public.

Augustas Serapinas, Yelena and Vera, 2020. 
Photo: Dainius Putinas

Reactor safety fuels the ongoing debate in the 
Lithuanian media as Lithuanian society has been 
following the Astravets nuclear power plant, being 
built by the Russian nuclear authority, Rosatom, 
on the Belarusian border with Lithuania, to begin 

https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn9
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operation in 2021 or soon thereafter. Astravets 
features Russian VVER type reactors, an upgrade 
of the standard Soviet pressurized water reactors 
(PWRs), with additional safety measures developed 
after Chernobyl disaster, such as a core catcher. 
The core catcher, at the bottom of the reactor, is 
intended to prevent the leakage of molten fuel 
in case of an accident. Like PWRs worldwide, 
VVERs are the most common type of the reactors 
operated in Russia. They are safer than RBMK: 
they are more stable and, unlike RBMK, most of 
them have a containment structure, a metal or 
concrete enclosure that prevents the spread of 
fissile materials in case of an accident. However, 
this and other technical improvements do not 
appear to persuade the Lithuanian public of the 
safety of the Astravets NPP. They have lobbied 
the EU to monitor the project and have carried out 
emergency evacuation scenarios. In fact, Rosatom 
has had difficulties in gaining customers for VVERs 
in Europe beyond those built in the socialist era 
in Bulgaria, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, except 
for in Finland, likely because of concerns about 
repairs, fuel supply, and perhaps over automated 
reactor control systems. Current Rosatom 
customers are Turkey, China, Bangladesh, Iran, 
Egypt – and Belarus.

In Belarus, a public opinion survey conducted 
in April-May 2019 by National Academy of 
Sciences revealed support for nuclear power, 
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with roughly 60% of respondents in favor, and 
approximately 26% against the Astravets NPP, with 
~ 13% undecided.[10] Part of the reason for this 
support may be the commitment of the president 
of Belarus, Aliaksandr Lukashenka, for nuclear 
power as a sign of the modernity of the nation 
and signal that Chernobyl is in the past. Those 
who favor Lukashenka therefore also likely favor 
the station. It should be noted that world leaders 
often use technological achievements to bolster 
their standing and legitimacy with citizens: Joseph 
Stalin’s aerial and polar expeditions in the 1930s; 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and Jawaharlal Nehru’s 
big hydroelectricity projects; John F. Kennedy’s 
promise in 1961 to put a man on the moon by the 
end of the decade; and scores of other examples 
intended to earn public trust in times of challenge. 
The trust in Lukashenka, however, has been 
faltering, with large and unprecedented political 
unrest erupting following the presidential election 
of August 2020. Will these protests diminish the 
support for the new power station project?

Astravets NPP is a joint Russian-Belarusian project. 
Scientists from the Belarusian Joint Institute for 
Power and Nuclear Research have been involved 
in the construction, and the nation has expanded 
engineering and operator training programs. To 
some observers, the large contribution of Russian 
engineers and workers to Astravets suggests 
the scenario just across the border in Visaginas, 

https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn10
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Lithuania, where a Russian colony was built in 
the 1970s and 1980s to support the two Ignalina 
reactors.

Yelena Popova, Visaginas Parquet RMBK-1500, 
2000; Keepsafe I-II, 2020; and Ripple Marked 
Radiance After Hertha Ayrton, 2019. Photo: Dainius 
Putinas

If there appears to be sufficient national “expertise” 
to manage the plant, in the end the entire 
Belarusian nation will be the owner of its future 
legacy – the radioactive waste – and any problems 
of safety and trust that result. The Belarusian 
government plans to send the spent nuclear fuel 
(SNF) for reprocessing to Russia, just like Ukraine 
has been doing for a large part of its SNF. The 
high-level waste from reprocessing will return to 
the country, however, and will be disposed together 
with other types of radioactive waste produced 
by the station at a facility that the government 
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will build. According to the Belarusian Strategy 
of Nuclear Waste management the operating 
organization of the NPP finances the radioactive 
waste management from a specially created 
fund for decommissioning.[11] This is a standard 
model used worldwide to provide for future waste 
management. However, the costs for safe storage 
of radioactive waste tends to be downplayed and 
insufficiently supported. This suggests that in the 
end the taxpayers and the Belarusian government, 
not Rosatom, will be responsible for the cost of 
radioactive waste management.

Debates over the politics, security and safety of 
nuclear power in Lithuania and Belarus, particularly 
the future of Astravets, form an important 
opportunity to raise questions about public literacy 
in science and technology, and also the scientists’ 
and engineers’ understanding of the wider social 
and political conditions and consequences of their 
work. Like the atom itself, public trust in scientific 
expertise only appears to be solid, especially when 
the technology in question is large scale like a 
reactor – and in the sceptics’ backyard. And even 
leaders of liberal democratic regimes have recently 
shown their lack of trust – and scientific illiteracy. 
Yet the attacks against scientists from Donald 
Trump and Boris Johnson did little to unseat their 
governments, even in the context of mismanaged 
response to the global pandemic of Covid-19.

https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftn11
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To question politicians is widely accepted as a 
principle right and duty of the citizen in a liberal 
democracy. However, the right to question safety 
of techno scientific infrastructures is not as self-
evident, although nuclear history and policy provide 
a framework for analysis of this question. The 
popular HBO miniseries Chernobyl (2019), much 
of which was filmed at Ignalina nuclear power 
plant, allowed us to see the invisible: to look into 
the reactor explosion as it happened. By making 
it very clear what a complex beast a reactor is – 
technically, organisationally, culturally, socially and 
politically – as well as to clarify its afterlife as a 
pile of radioactive waste, the debate will hopefully 
contribute to a better-informed society.

Contemporary Art Centre (CAC), Vilnius. Photo: 
Dainius Putinas
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This essay was originally published at 
echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-
trust/ in the context of the exhibition Splitting the 
Atom (splittingtheatom.cc) at the Contemporary 
Art Centre (CAC), Vilnius and republished with kind 
consent by EchoGoneWrong.

[1]  Susan Linde, Rational Fog (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2020).

[2]  Brian Balogh, Chain Reaction: Expert 
Debate and Public Participation in American 
Commercial Nuclear Power, 1945-1975 (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

[3]  John Wills, Conservation Fallout: Nuclear 
Protest at Diablo Canyon (University of 
Nevada Press, 2006).

[4]  AEC, The Safety of Nuclear Power Reactors 
(light water-cooled) and Related Facilities, 
WASH-1250 (Washington:  AEC, July 1973).

[5]  Astrid Kirchhof and Jan-Henrik Meyer, “Global 
Protest Against Nuclear Power. Transfer and 
Transnational Exchange in the 1970s and 
1980s,”Historical Social Research, 39 (1), 2014, 
pp. 165 – 190.

[6]  Andrei Stsiapanau, Lithuania: Short Country 
Report, HONEST, 2018.

http://www.cac.lt/en/exhibitions/current/9927
http://www.cac.lt/en/exhibitions/current/9927
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftnref2
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftnref3
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftnref4
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftnref5
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftnref6


83

[7]  James Kemeny, et al., The Need for Change:  
The Legacy of TMI (Washington:  The 
President’s Commission on The Accident at 
Three Mile Island, October 1979).

[8]  Jane Dawson, Eco-Nationalism: Anti-Nuclear 
Activism and National Identity in Russia, 
Lithuania, and Ukraine (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1996).

[9]  Charles Digges, “Lithuanian polls 
suggest country opposed to new plans 
for nuclear reactor build: Hitachi remains 
optimistic,” Bellona, August 8, 2012, https://
bellona.org/news/nuclear-issues/2012-08-
lithuanian-polls-suggest-country-opposed-to-
new-plans-for-nuclear-reactor-build-hitachi-
remains-optimistic.

[10]  Interfax-Zapad, “V Belarusi snizilos’ 
kolichestvo storonnikov stroitel’stva AES 
i iadernoy energetiki – opros,” January 
21, 2020, https://interfax.by/news/policy/
vnutrennyaya_politika/1270243/.

[11]  Belta, “Pravitel’stvo utverdilo strategiiu 
obrashcheniia s otrabotavshim iadernym 
toplivom BelAES,” August 26, 2019, 
https://atom.belta.by/ru/belaes_ru/view/
pravitelstvo-utverdilo-strategiju-obraschenija-
s-otrabotavshim-jadernym-toplivom-
belaes-10339/.

https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftnref7
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftnref8
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftnref9
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftnref10
https://echogonewrong.com/splitting-the-atom-creating-trust/#_ftnref11


84

Atomic Heritage

essay



85

Atomic Heritage: On Responsibility, Reflexivity 
and Reductive Valuing
by Thomas Keating

The Atomic Heritage conference began on a 
bright June afternoon in Linköping, Sweden, 
with the distinct murmurings of background 
conversations over Zoom being followed by some 
polite reminders to ensure microphones remain 
muted for the time-being. In these early moments 
of the conference, there was a palpable sense 
of the overlapping time zones defining the event: 
the croaky tones of those waking up in North 
America in clear distinction to those bodies shifting 
in their seats after a day of sitting in front of a 
screen in Europe, which itself was demonstrative 
of overlapping and uncanny forms of time and 
temporality that would also be explored, albeit in 
different terms, during the conference. 

As the organisers reminded us early on, nuclear 
materials are not merely a matter of concern for 
the technical sciences but something that requires 
novel – and perhaps even interdisciplinary – kinds 
of heritage expertise. How to handle nuclear matter 
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in ways that keep these heritage processes open 
to future possibilities for thinking-differently? If 
nuclear materials are in this conference an ‘object 
of contested techno-political categorization’, then 
what forms of heritage and memory preservation 
are best equipped to deal with nuclear remains? 
Reflecting across the diversity and richness of 
the different papers, and certainly by no means 
attempting to provide a simple summary of all the 
different ideas populating the event, there are a 
number of critical questions worth noting in the 
aftermath of these presentations.

First includes whether there tends to be a slippage 
in referring to the historical events of making 
‘nuclear weapons’ and of ‘nuclear power’? That 
is, what dangers are there that the social and 
technological legacies of these differing projects 
become flattened? At the level of colonial and de-
colonisation studies, what differences are worth 
attending to in thinking how colonialism continues 
to shape different nuclear power and weapon 
technologies and cultures of nuclearity?

Second, and interconnected, concerns the notion 
of reflexivity and positionality in research. Indeed, 
there is a danger that questions of researcher 
reflexivity and positionality become backgrounded 
when, instead, they might be at the forefront of 
research concerning nuclear colonialism. How do 
differing ontologies and epistemologies inform 
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the way that different stories about former nuclear 
colonial territories take shape? And how to become 
sentient to the ways that ignoring these onto-
epistemological differences itself might produce 
certain forms of colonial violence? 

Third concerns the need to generate scholarly 
attention to both the presence and absence of so-
called ‘legacy waste’ and the associated deferral of 
waste management responsibility to the future. How 
to draw attention not only to the category of legacy 
waste in nuclear waste management literature and 
policy documents, but also to the absence of legacy 
waste in literature and documents concerning 
how nuclear waste repositories that are currently 
envisaged, managed, and designed?

Forth concerns the conference’s implicit separation 
between the ‘technical’ and ‘historical and cultural’: 
what is implied by this the bifurcation? If the 
technical becomes associated with the scientific, 
does this reproduce certain kinds of orderings 
of knowledge and the subordination of arts and 
humanities expertise to the scientific in nuclear 
discourses? One response to these questions, 
noted at the end of the conference by Jonas 
Žukauskas, is to think the cultural-technical: to 
reject the separation of the technical as merely 
scientific, and of heritage processes as ‘non-
technical’ that risks creating certain kinds of 
reductive value of heritage expertise vis-à-vis 
the scientific. 
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In conclusion, and as Anna Storm acknowledged 
in the final address of the conference, nuclear 
heritage processes often concern subjects and 
bodies at the periphery of society – be this those 
forced to construct nuclear power plants for the 
Soviet state in the 20th century, to the Pacific 
Island subjects living in the aftermath of weapons 
testing, or the indigenous communities such as the 
Sami who continue to endure the gruesome fallout 
from nuclear weapons in the aftermath the cold 
war weapons rush. There is a politics, therefore, 
in paying attention to how the legacies of nuclear 
weapons testing, nuclear power production and 
the storage of nuclear waste have differing effects 
on different bodies across space and time. In 
this sense, as Kate Brown argued, understanding 
nuclear heritage might not only be about attending 
to a single incident of nuclear contamination, but 
of a continuing acceleration of radioactivity in 
certain environments whose health effects are not 
only very much part of present-day politics, but in 
fact will only be acknowledged and discernible in 
the coming decades. Considering these differing 
temporalities and legacies, there is thus a certain 
humility to be gained in attending to the politics of 
atomic heritage, which appear as an impossible yet 
unavoidable task of accounting for all manner of 
nuclear effects both human and non-human.
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