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Abstract Atomic destruction—the central modality of the Cold War nuclear arms race—is 
integral to understanding the Anthropocene. Geologists have identified plutonium 230 as an 
appropriate golden spike to mark the beginning of the new geological epoch. Atomic destruction 
has not only scattered plutonium 239 across the globe but has also shaped the world into what it 
is today and what it might be tomorrow. 

--- 

Atomic destruction—the central modality of the Cold War nuclear arms race—is integral to 
understanding the Anthropocene. To mark the beginning of the Anthropocene, the International 
Stratigraphic Commission has proposed the year 1952 because it coincides with a vast increase 
in nuclear weapons testing the fallout from which deposited radioactive particles across the 
globe. One of these is the isotope plutonium 239. Stratigraphers have recommended this isotope 
as the “golden spike”—a physical reference point “that marks the lower boundary of a 
succession of rock layers” (Waters et al. 2015, 48)—to mark the beginning of the Anthropocene. 

While it is a geological technicality which yokes the beginning of the Anthropocene to the mid-
century nuclear weapons testing, the relation is less arbitrary than it seems. Anthropologist 
Joseph Masco argues that the Cold War arms race at once mobilized technoscience to understand 
the planet as an ecosystem while it simultaneously instrumentalized the power of the bomb to 
block collective thought and action about planetary risk (2010, 9). Further, “the Cold War 
nuclear arms race was central to the production of the Anthropocene as both a geological epoch 
and as an object of knowledge, intervention and reflection” (van Munster 2021, 70). Building on 
these insights, I propose that the project of atomic destruction has been constitutive of the 
political, social, cultural, affective, and epistemic (infra)structures of the Cold War and into the 
post-Cold War period, a period coterminous with the Anthropocene. The project of atomic 
destruction has not only scattered plutonium 239 across the globe but has also shaped the world 
into what it is today, and what it might be tomorrow. In other words, atomic destruction entails 
construction and imagination. 

Radioactive particles from fallout did not only spread across the globe, floating to various 
surfaces, and coming to rest at the bottom of earth’s bodies of water. Such particles are also 
found in us. “Every human being alive carries in his or her body radioisotopes from nuclear test 
explosions, the largest collective source of radiation exposure by human hands” (Ruff 2015, 
813). Notwithstanding this global distribution of radionuclides, nuclear testing impacted 
populations differentially. This differential impact on marginalized and oppressed populations—
a form of nuclear colonialism—has been amply documented by scholars and activists (Petryna 
2002; Hecht 2012; Stawkowski 2016), and as such mirrors the differential impact which 
anthropogenic climate change has on these populations. 
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During the period of atmospheric nuclear testing, it was thought prudent to select sites that were 
remote from and apparently isolated from relatively denser human settlement, which coincided 
with places where Indigenous or colonized populations lived. Deserts and islands proved 
attractive. The first American test, Trinity, was carried out in the New Mexico desert at a site 210 
miles south of Los Alamos, where the Manhattan Project itself was located. One hundred 
atmospheric tests were carried out at the Nevada Test Site located 65 miles northwest of Las 
Vegas from whose downtown hotels tourists could glimpse mushroom clouds. St. George, Utah 
experienced the brunt of the fallout, evidenced by rising cancer rates. The US also conducted 
tests of its biggest thermonuclear weapons in the Pacific. The Bikini islanders were displaced 
from their homelands and relocated to other places, their eventual return prohibited by 
persistently high levels of radiation (Johnston 2009). France also conducted between 175 and 
181 nuclear tests on the Moruroa and Fangataufa Atolls in Polynesia from 1966-1996 (the bulk 
of these underground) after having carried out 22 detonations at two sites in Algeria from 1960-
66. The UK conducted 45 tests in Australia, on Christmas and Malden Islands, as well as at the 
Nevada Test Site. The Soviet Union conducted its 715 tests predominantly at the test site in the 
Kazakh steppe as well as in Novaya Zemlya, an archipelago in the Arctic Ocean, with other tests 
conducted at other sites in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Ukraine, and Turkmenistan. Chinese nuclear 
testing took place predominantly in Lop Nur, a dried out salt lake in a desert in a region where 
Uyghurs live. The tendency to test on land belonging to or near Indigenous or otherwise 
minoritized populations is thus abundantly clear. These populations suffered disproportionately 
of radiogenic health effects as well as social forms of stigma and isolation. 

In order to build and test nuclear weapons one needs to find uranium deposits in sufficient 
concentration for mining. The bulk of uranium suitable for nuclear fuel is produced in mines in 
Kazakhstan, Canada, Australia, Namibia, Niger, and Russia. Uranium mining tells a common 
Anthropocene story of exploited labor and ignored health risks. Historian Gabrielle Hecht 
chronicles these aspects for Africa (specifically Gabon, Madagascar, Namibia, and South 
Africa). The health impacts of uranium mining were ignored in a newly spectacular way which 
required categorizing uranium ore as less nuclear than other forms of processed nuclear material 
which would be “made nuclear” and then become subject to stricter forms of occupational health 
measures (Hecht 2012). “Toxic infrastructures” describe homes built with tailings from uranium 
mills not just in Gabon, but also Grand Junction, CO, and Navajo territory (Hecht 2018, 130). 
Atomic destruction powered atomic construction. 

Since July 1945, 2,121 nuclear tests have been conducted involving 2,476 nuclear devices. Only 
the two detonations in Japan were part of combat. These “tests” are full scale nuclear 
detonations. Nuclear testing was carried out under conditions where effects from the weapon 
could be measured. War planning and nuclear weapons development were based on calculations 
of the weapons’ supposed impact that did not include estimated destruction from the fire storms 
produced by the weapon (Eden 2006). These effects, arguably more immediately destructive than 
the radiation itself, were not included because effects from fire were too difficult to reliably 
predict. As a result, nuclear weapons yields grew larger and larger to accommodate ever more 
destructive strikes. 

As this example illustrates, atomic destruction has also been carried out virtually, in the war 
planning exercises of the US defense department but also in other nation-states. The construction 
of civil defensive infrastructure and concomitant propaganda readied the American population 
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for its own decimation, while at the same time acclimating them to the idea of a post-nuclear war 
existence (Masco 2008). 

While the project of atomic destruction generated the technoscientific systems to understand the 
planet as an ecosystem, the imperative to understand weather patterns for nuclear war planning 
also produced specific “knowledge infrastructures” which eventually produced a climate science 
that has observed and measured anthropogenic climate change (Edwards 2010). The US effort to 
trace the flows of fallout in the atmosphere led to the establishment of a sophisticated system for 
detecting nuclear activity which subsequently served as the model for the Comprehensive Test 
Ban Treaty’s global monitoring system (Higuchi 2020). Knowledge infrastructures that 
conceptualize the planet as a whole also permitted modeling the climatic effects of nuclear war. 
In the 1980s the concept of “nuclear winter” (Turco et al. 1983) along with other global 
atmospheric problems such as acid rain and the ozone hole, “paves the way for widespread 
awareness of the greenhouse problem” as the cause for global warming (Edwards 2010, 380–88). 

The practice of atomic destruction led some to express a desire to limit it. Global actors and 
activists’ have attempted to curtail various forms of atomic destruction with treaties (such as the 
Partial Nuclear Test Ban Treaty prohibiting atmospheric nuclear tests, and the Nuclear 
Nonproliferation Treaty limiting the number of legal nuclear weapons states) and organizations 
(most prominently, the International Atomic Energy Agency, founded to promote and monitor 
civilian nuclear technologies to ensure no illegal nuclear weapons are built). These 
infrastructures reflect and perpetuate the geopolitical hierarchies of the Cold War nuclear order 
in which states with nuclear weapons could dictate what kinds of atomic destruction to permit. 
To counter these orders, regional nuclear weapon free zones (NWFZ) were agreed. Today, there 
are seven NWFZ in Africa, Antarctica, Latin America and the Caribbean, South Pacific, South 
East Asia, Central Asia, as well as the “single State” NWFZ in Mongolia. 

While the end of the Cold War brought a significant reduction in the sizes of the US and Russia’s 
nuclear arsenals, nuclear weapons persist, and the deterrence logics by which they are 
legitimated on “security” grounds permit no (peaceful) future without nuclear weapons. Against 
the continued hegemony of the nuclear order, the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons 
(TPNW) agreed in 2017 and entered into force in 2021 is a veritably Anthropocene treaty. Its 
objective is to eliminate nuclear weapons and the risks that emanate from their continued 
existence, while acknowledging the atomic destruction that nuclear weapons have produced on 
the planet so far. Its preamble recognizes the profound damage to humans and the planet wrought 
by nuclear weapons specifically, and also specifically notices the differential, multigenerational 
impact of atomic destruction. 

As an icon of atomic destruction, the mushroom cloud is a particularly salient image. While in 
the US, the mushroom cloud became domesticated as “atomic kitsch,” in Western Europe it 
became symbol for nuclear disarmament or as object of nuclear envy as when Swiss and GDR 
armies used mushroom cloud dummies in military exercises (Marti 2019, 236–37). If in the 
1950s, Las Vegas tourists could observe mushroom clouds in the desert from downtown hotels 
(Latson 2015), a ban on atmospheric testing led nuclear weapons to be tested underground and 
virtually (Masco 2004). Atomic destruction grew increasingly abstract. Simulations like historian 
Alex Wellerstein’s popular “Nukemap” allows users to select different kinds of bombs, place 
them anywhere on earth and then see the concentric circles of fire, blast, and radiation visited 
upon the location. Billed as an educational tool, Nukemap also provides a perverse pleasure of 
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being the author of atomic destruction. It is this tension between horror and the sublime which 
makes the tool popular. Nevertheless, not all virtual representations of atomic destruction are 
welcome or popular. In January 2021, to mark the entry into force of the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, the Austrian foreign minister held a press conference which 
included a video simulation of the destructive effects a nuclear weapon on the city of Vienna. 
The mayor of Vienna tweeted in outrage that such fear-mongering was unacceptable and 
inappropriate, especially in times of Covid-related public stress. While some of this can be 
explained by party political strategy, being offended by a virtual representation of nuclear risk 
seems indicative of a resistance to being reminded of the existence of nuclear weapons. A 
journalist aptly asked why nuclear weapons have completely disappeared from (Austrian) public 
discourse (Stephanie Liechtenstein 2021). 

The project of atomic destruction has material, but also imaginative and infrastructural effects 
that shape how we understand the Anthropocene. In destroying the world, we realize we are 
destroying the world. Yet, if the imaginative practices of atomic destruction have acclimated us 
to the end of civilization, have rendered our self-extinction banal, or have even led us to forget 
about its possibility, is this also preventing us from dealing with the planetary risk emanating 
from our destruction of the planet? What lessons might we draw from understanding the nuclear 
aspects of the Anthropocene for the human condition and our agentive possibilities in this new 
geological epoch? 
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