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Introduction

If a scholar a thousand years from now had no evidence about what had
happened in the United States between 1945 and 1985 except the books
produced by the cultural and intellectual historians of that era, he or she
would hardly guess that such a thing as nuclear weapons had existed. We
have studies of the evolution of nuclear strategy and some superb explora-
tions of the political and diplomatic ramifications of the nuclear arms race,
but few assessments of the bomb’s effects on American culture and conscious-
ness. We have somehow managed to avert our attention from the pervasive
impact of the bomb on this dimension of our collective experience. As the
journalist Robert Manoff recently observed: “Nuclear weapons have not and
never will be an inert presence in American life. Merely by existing they
have already set off chain reactions throughout American society and within
every one of its institutions.” !

Early in 1981, when I decided to attempt such a study, I was influ-
enced, too, by what seemed a profound public apathy toward the threat of
nuclear war. I hoped that the book I envisioned would help counteract that
apathy. But almost immediately, the climate changed. The level of public
attention and activist energy directed to the nuclear menace surged, and my
own motivation shifted somewhat. I felt I might contribute a dimension of
historical understanding to an issue whose origins often seemed as obscure
as its present reality seemed inescapable. My students were clearly anxious
about the nuclear threat, yet almost totally innocent of its history. In this
respect, I sensed, they were not much different from the rest of society.

But no sooner did I begin to think about trying to fill in some of the
gaps in our nuclear awareness than I found myself drawing back from the
magnitude and amorphousness of the topic. How could one possibly define
the nature and limits of such a study? The full dimensions of the challenge
became vividly evident to me as I tried to sort out the ways that the nuclear
reality had affected the consciousness of one individual: myself.

Of course, I had no delusions that I was Everyman. There were pecu-
liarities in my background that might plausibly be seen as having particu-
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larly “sensitized” me to the issues of war and peace. Reared in the pacifist
beliefs of the Brethren in Christ Church, a small denomination in the Ger-
man Anabaptist tradition, I had early heard stories from my father of the
harassment and even physical abuse he had experienced as a war resister in
1917—1918; later, when my turn came, I took the same route, spending
two years with the Mennonite Central Committee in Europe in the 1950s as
a conscientious objector. .

Yet, despite my background, the nuclear arms race had not been a
particular focus of attention for me since the late 1950s and early 1960s,
when like others of my generation I was drawn into the campaign to stop
nuclear testing. Indeed, I suspect it is not my particular upbringing, but
experiences I share with most Americans of the postwar generation, that are
relevant here. Even a few random probes of my nuclear consciousness have
made clear to me how significantly my life has been influenced by the ever-
present reality of the bomb.

The most obvious of these influences are those having to do with
everyday life: the hours spent reading about the nuclear threat in the news-
papers, hearing about it on television, being confronted with it even at the
most unexpected moments. On a family camping trip to the West Coast in
1977, for example, we found in some of the most isolated regions of the
country vast tracts marked “Off Limits” on the map. These, we soon real-
ized, were missile installations. Closer to home, radioactive waste is now
regularly transported across Wisconsin, and the northern part of the state,
an area of lakes and woods where French coureurs de bois once roamed and
where Menominee and Chippewa still live, is a prospective nuclear waste
dump site. In these same woods, work is well along on the quaintly named
Project ELF, an extra-low-frequency communications system for nuclear
submarines. The earth itself, even in its most remote reaches, is being
transformed into a nuclear landscape. As E. B. White wrote at the time of
the first postwar atomic test in 1946: “Bikini lagoon, although we have
never seen it, begins to seem like the one place in all the world we cannot
spare. . . . It all seems unspeakably precious, like a lovely child stricken
with a fatal disease.”?

Or take another example. A few years ago, my family and I went to a
local outfitters to investigate canoes. The salesperson recommended one
made of Du Pont’s Kevlar, a remarkably strong new synthetic. We followed
his advice and have since spent many hours paddling Madison’s lakes and
surrounding rivers. Soon after, in an article about the MX missile, I noticed
that the second-stage motor casings will be made of—guess what—Kev/ar,
which turns out to be a strategic product highly useful in missile technology.
The same material that makes our canoe so durable will assure the smooth
functioning of the missiles as they streak toward Moscow.

But the bomb’s corrosive impact on the externals of life pales in com-
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parison to its effect on the interior realm of consciousness and memory. As I
probed this level of my nuclear experience, I discovered a whole locked
roomful of recollections, beginning with the afternoon of August 6, 1945,
when I read aloud the ominous-looking newspaper headline, mispronounc-
ing the new word as “a-fome” since I had never heard anyone say it before.

Once the door is unlocked, other memories tumble out: Standing in a
darkened room early in 1947, squinting into my atomic-viewer ring, strain-
ing to see the “swirling atoms” the Kix Cereal people had assured me would
be visible. . . . Coming out of a Times Square movie theater at midnight
on New Year's Eve, 1959, having just seen the end of the world in Oz zhe
Beach, overwhelmed by the sheer aliveness of the raucous celebrators. . . .
Feeling the knot tighten in my stomach as President Kennedy, in that
abrasive, staccato voice, tells us we must all build fallout shelters as quickly
as possible. . . . Watching the clock in Emerson Hall creep up toward 11
A.M. on October 25, 1962—Kennedy’s deadline to the Russians during the
Cuban missile crisis—half expecting a cataclysmic flash when the hour
struck. . . . Overhearing my daughter’s friend recently telling how her lit-
tle sister hid under the bed when searchlights probed the sky a few nights
earlier (a supermarket was having its grand opening), convinced the missiles
were about to fall. And onand onandon . . .

But one’s “nuclear consciousness” is not just a matter of isolated mem-
ories set apart because of their particular intensity. It is also a matter of
perceptions more gradually arrived at. I have, for example, come to realize
that the home town of my memory, Dayton, Ohio, the city to which my
grandparents moved in the 1890s, where my parents spent most of their
lives, and where I grew up, no longer exists. This happens to everyone, of
course, but in my case it came with a nuclear twist: Dayton has become
another node on the vast R&D grid that propels the nuclear arms race to
new levels of menace. As its old enterprises—refrigerators, tires, automotive
parts, tool-and-die-making—declined, nearby Wright-Patterson Air Force
Base emerged as a major center of nuclear weapons research. With thirty-
two thousand workers, the Pentagon is now Dayton’s biggest employer,
pumping $1.6 billion annually into the local economy.?

Even my sense of ancestral rootedness is now interwoven with images
of nuclear menace and danger. In the summer of 1978, my brother Bill and
I, finding ourselves together in Pennsylvania, took a little excursion to find
the cemetery where some of our forebears who had migrated from Germany
in the 1750s were buried. As we drove southward from Harrisburg along
the Susquehanna, the looming concrete bulk of a nuclear power plant—
Three Mile Island—suddenly hove into view. Almost literally in the shad-
ows of those squat, hideous—and soon to be famous—towers, we found the
small burial plot we were seeking.

Obviously more is involved in understanding one’s nuclear experience
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than compiling lists of memories. So fully does the nuclear reality pervade
my consciousness that it is hard to imagine what existence would have been
like without it. It is as though the Bomb has become one of those categories
of Being, like Space and Time, that, according to Kant, are built into the
very structure of our minds, giving shape and meaning to all our percep-
tions. Am I alone in this feeling? I think not.

If even a superficial exploration of a single nuclear consciousness led in
so many unexpected directions, how could I possibly presume to discuss the
impact of the bomb on an entire culture? Would not a history of “nuclear”
thought and culture become indistinguishable from a history of all contem-
porary thought and culture? My mind buzzed with interpretive possibilities.
The wave of UFO sightings in the 1950s, for example: surely they were a
manifestation of the fear of nuclear attack that had gripped America since
August 1945. And what of the theories of extraterrestrial cataclysm recently
advanced by some paleobiologists to account for the sudden disappearance of
dinosaurs and certain other mass extinctions? Would they have emerged
without our cultural preoccupation with the possible extinction of our own
species through nuclear holocaust?

On a different plane, I found myself wondering how the large-scale
psychological changes of our day are related to nuclear fear. Psychiatrists
report an increasing incidence of narcissism among their patients: total self-
absorption coupled with the lack of a strong self-image and the inability to
commit oneself to long-term relationships or goals. Cultural observers, gen-
eralizing from such clinical observations, begin to speak of a “narcissistic
society.” Surely such profound psychological changes, if they are indeed
occurring, must be dealt with in any study of the cultural impact of nuclear
weapons.

Increasingly, the project I had mapped out threatened to slip out of
control and flow off in all directions. If, as the New Boston Review has recently
put it, “contemporary culture grows in a dark place, beneath the shadow of
the nuclear threat,” how could one deal adequately with this topic without
dealing with the whole of contemporary culture? 4

I responded to these unsettling reflections by making some fairly radical
decisions about the limits of my study. First, I would build my work on the
kinds of evidence historians are trained to use: the vast literature in which
Americans directly and explicitly discussed the atomic bomb and its mean-
ing, the wealth of cultural material—from the most rarified to the most
ubiquitous—clearly influenced by the bomb. Such a foundation, I hope,
will provide a grounding for ventures into even more tantalizingly specula-
tive realms. Second, rather than trying to survey forty years of nuclear
culture, I would go back to the beginning, 1945 through 1950, the years
when Americans first confronted the bomb, struggled against it, and ab-
sorbed it into the fabric of the culture.
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But even when I placed these limits on my study, I soon found myself
overwhelmed by the wealth of evidence. Wherever I dipped into the early
postwar cultural record, from any big glossy picture magazine to scholarly
conferences to country music to the black press, I encountered the bomb.
The problem was not finding material, but deciding when to turn off the
tap. The real challenge was how to organize and interpret this Niagara of
evidence. This book is interpretive as well as descriptive, but I certainly do
not see my interpretive schema as definitive. I hope what I have written will
be viewed not as the last word, but as a point of departure for further work.

Another surprise as [ narrowed my focus to 1945—1950 was the reali-
zation of how quickly contemporary observers understood that a profoundly
unsettling new cultural factor had been introduced—that the bomb had
transformed not only military strategy and international relations, but the
fundamental ground of culture and consciousness. Anne O’Hare Mc-
Cormick’s comment in the New York Times on August 8, 1945, that the
atomic bomb had caused “an explosion in men’s minds as shattering as the
obliteration of Hiroshima” was echoed by literally scores of observers in
these earliest moments of the atomic age.’ The fallout from this “explosion
in men’s minds,” then, became my subject.

I have been repeatedly struck, too, at how uncannily familiar much of
the early response to the bomb seems: the visions of atomic devastation, the
earnest efforts to rouse people to resist such a fate, the voices seeking to
soothe or deflect these fears, the insistence that security lay in greater tech-
nical expertise and in more and bigger weaponry. I gradually realized that
what I was uncovering was, in fact, the earliest versions of the themes that
still dominate our nuclear discourse today. All the major elements of our
contemporary engagement with the nuclear reality took shape literally
within days of Hiroshima. (On August 26, 1945, for instance, the Washing-
ton Post was already vigorously discussing whether some type of Star-Wars-
like defense could be developed to destroy incoming nuclear missiles. A
science writer felt sure such a defense was possible—he spoke of “rays” that
would disrupt the missile’s control system. The Post’s editorial writers,
however, were skeptical: “The possibility of discovering any defense against
atom bomb rockets shot from thousands of miles away seems . . . out of the
question. . . . As far as we can discover, there is no loophole or joker in this
new contract with the devil.” ®) This sense of déja vu was both an unexpected
and in some ways a profoundly discouraging discovery whose implications I
shall return to at the end of this book.

By the Bomb's Early Light, then, is an effort to go back to the earliest
stages of our long engagement with nuclear weapons. Unless we recover this
lost segment of our cultural history, we cannot fully understand the world
in which we live, nor be as well equipped as we might to change it. Again
the New Boston Review editors put the matter well: The struggle to escape
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