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CHAPTER 10

-

The Most Nuclear-Bombed Place:
Ecological Implications of the US
Nuclear Testing Program

Danielle Endves

The American West is the most nuclear-bombed place in the world.
Although only two nuclear bombs have been used in warfare—devastat-
ing Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan, in August 1945—there have been
over 2000 nuclear weapons detonated in tests conducted by eight coun-
mies over seventy-one years across the globe, with the largest concen-
tration of tests located in the American West.! While the US conducted
1054 nuclear tests in the Marshall Islands, Alaska, Nevada, Colorado,
Mississippi, and New Mexico over a fifty-year period as part of the US
Nuclear Weapons Testing Program, the vast majority (928) of those
explosions occurred between 1951 and 1992 at the Nevada Test Site,
primarily at Frenchman Flat and Yucca Flat.? Although none of these
tests matched the death and destruction inflicted by Fat Man and Little
Boy on the citizens of Japan, the cumulative effects of nuclear testing
in the American West, and globally, have exacted other forms of death

D. Endres (D)
University of Utah, Salt Lake City, UT, USA
¢-mail: danielle.ecndres@utah.edu

© The Author(s) 2018 253
B. McGreavy et al. (eds.), Tracing Rhbetovic and Material Life,

Palgrave Studics in Media and Environmental Communication,
httPs://doi.org/lO.10()7/978-3—3l‘)—()571 1-0_10




254 . ENDRES
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and destruction, not just to people and cities but also to the earth’s

scosystem.
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of the American
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The NTS is ;u,)prm{inmtcly 1375 square miles .Cff desert E};\lt;ij'.“:z;n
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pe said to be ideal or optimal for nuclear weapons testing, the Nevada
Test Site was perhaps the best continental site available for avoiding
u,[l;\[cr;ﬂ damage and radiation exposure to plants, animals, and, most
importantly, human beings off site.”10 This logic assumes that nuclear
weapons testing had to happen somewhere. That somewhere, wherever it
was, would ideally minimize the amount of harm from nuclear weapon
rests, but would not be immune from harm.

As the most nuclear-bombed place in the world, the NTS is a site of

violence; it is a place where 928 nuclear bombs exploded. This legacy is
visually apparent in aerial photos of p{.u‘.kn'larlc;ud landscape full of cra-
ters, one of which is enormotis at a depth of 320 feet (for comparison,
this would be the equivalent of a 20 or 25 stories high-rise building).
This legacy can also be scen in the destructive material consequences of
auclear weapons on the local (and global) ecology.!! The nuclear bombs
cxp]ndcd at the NTS not only contributed to illness and, in some cases,
death 1O human bodies (including both N'TS workers and downwind

ers) but also to the many more-than-human bodies inhabiting the NTS,
especially those who happened to be at one of the many ground zcro
sites at the moment of nuclear detonation.'? As such, the NTS is what
cmir(mmcntul justice scholars call a national sacrifice zone, meaning
it is a place that is set aside to be sacrificed to serve the broader inter-
ests of the nation, in this case national security during the Cold War.'?
The often-touted legacy of the Cold War, of which puclear testing was a
part, is that it prevented World War 111. However, as downwinder Mary
Dickson has explained, the Cold War can also be seen as an “undeclared
war” on the people, the flora and fauna, the Jand, and the ecology of the
American West.'

The violence at the Nevada Test Site can be explained through
nuclear colonialism, complex phenomenon within which indig-
enous people across the globe arc dispmpnrriun;ltcly affected by the
negative consequences of the nuclear production process from cra-
dle to g,r'.wc.""% Scholars have examined nuclear colonialism in the con-
wext of the American West through studies of qranium mining, nuclear
weapons production, quclear weapons testing, and nuclear waste stor-
age on or near Native American lands.!¢ In this chapter | expand the
concept of nuclear colonialism to account for its relationship with the
more-than-human world, 1 argue that the Nevada Test Site is a colo
nized place wherein the entire ecological community—humans, animals,

plants, soil, and water —1$ dis]n'npm:ti(m-.-uel_v affected by its interaction
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with nuclear weapons tests performed in the service of human natippy
sccurity, In extending the concept of nuclear colonialism to the mgpq.
than-human world, this chapter points to the material damage to ;.
mate and sensing beings that make up that more-than-human |,y
community at the Nevada Test Site (and beyond, considering that radi,_
tion released from nuclear testing was not contained by the boundarjeg
of the NTS). Furthermore, to avoid viewing the more-than-human Japg
community as only an inert victim of nuclear colonialism, this extey.
sion also acknowledges the active role that more-than-human l)cings
play within nuclear colonialism as a complex phenomenon of relationg
and rhetorical practices, between humans, more-than-humans, and thé
nuclear production process. Extending nuclear colonialism to include
more-than-human beings approaches the concept from a more ecologj-
cal standpoint. By ccological (and by extension ecology), I am refer.
ring to the interrelationship and co-existence of beings and matter
within the earth.}” A more ecological standpoint on nuclear colonialism
is concerned with not only cataloguing the environmental and human
health implications of nuclear technologies but also with thinking about
nuclear colonialism as a material-discursive phenomenon that highlights
the interconnectivity and intersubjectivity between humans, more-than-
human beings, land communities, and nuclear technologies.

Nuclear colonialism is, in part, rhetorical. I seek to highlight the role
of rhetoric in the ongoing constitution of nuclear colonialism. While
traditional theories of rhetoric assume that it is a human faculty, think-
ing about nuclear colonialism in relation to the more-than-human world
relies on emerging theories of material rhetoric that not only acknowl-
edge the material consequences of rhetoric, but also understand how
places, more-than-human beings, and things are capable of rhetoric.!® T
rely on Natasha Seegert’s definition of rhetoric as “the relational force of
signals interacting with the world,” which expands rhetoric to the more-
than-human world by including “beings who surround us but who are
frequently silenced.”!? This definition of rhetoric makes room for both
discursive and material signals in a “world already speaking through
affective networks of connection.”?? Critics can access these rhetorics
by focusing on rhetorical performances and practices, as well as on the
consequences, or force, of rhetorical dissemination. As this chapter will
claborate, nuclear colonialism entails a range of rhetorics—Dboth in the
sense of patterns of discourse with material consequences and forms of
non-discursive material rhetoric—that justify, perpetuate, and challenge
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the practices of colonialism that underlie the nuclear production process.
[nstead of separating material and discursive forms of rhetoric, T view
fhetoric as encompassing inextricably related material and discursive ele-
ments, as indicated by the imperfect term material-discursive, In other
words, nuclear colonialism is a material-discursive phenomenon com-
sised by a variety of material and discursive, human and more-than-
human rhetorics.

In the remainder of the chapter, I begin by developing my argument
for expanding nuclear colonialism to the more-than-human world. Then
[ examine how this expanded notion of nuclear colonialism can be seen
through an analysis of the Nevada Test Site as a place with rich rhetori-
cal relations. In particular, T examine how characterizations of the NTS
as a wasteland articulate with nuclear colonialism and open opportuni-
ries for material-discursive rhetorical resistance. The chapter concludes
by considering implications for taking an ccological approach to nuclear
colonialism.

NuUcCLEAR COLONIALISM

Nuclear colonialism is a material-discursive phenomenon that describes
the power dynamics and interrelationships between indigenous peoples
and the global nuclear production complex. Ward Churchill and Winona
LaDuke first used the term “radioactive colonization” in their descrip-
tion of the disproportionate harms experienced by Native Americans
and other indigenous groups as a result of the cradle to grave cycle of
nuclear production.?! The term, and its variant nuclear colonialism, has
proliferated among indigenous activists and scholars.?? According to the
Indigenous Environmental Network:

The nuclear industry has waged an undeclared war against our Indigenous
peoples and Pacific Istanders that has poisoned our communities world-
wide. For more than 50 years, the legacy of the nuclear chain, from explo-
ration to the dumping of radioactive waste has been proven, through
documentation, to be genocide and cthnocide and a deadly ecnemy of
Indigenous peoples... United States federal law and nuclear policy has not
protected Indigenous peoples, and in fact has been created to allow the
nuclear industry to continue operations at the expense of our land, ter-
titory, health and traditional ways of life... This disproportionate toxic
burden—called cavironmental racism—has culminated in the current
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attempts to dump much of the nation’s nuclear waste in the homelands of
the Indigenous peoples of the Great Basin region of the United States.23

Governments pursuing nuclear technologies justify sacrificing the soye,.
eignty, land, and health of indigenous people in the interests of natiopy
security or the national interest. Nuclear colonialism in the US is empyeq.
ded within a larger system of settler colonialism, wherein a populatioy
colonizes by taking over the land-base of an indigenous population apq
subjecting that population to a domestic-dependent relationship wity,
the colonizer.2* Nuclear colonialism relies on the intersections of settley
colonialism and nuclearism.?® It is a form of environmental injustice, by
a unique form that takes into account Native Amcrir.jan chple‘s SOver-
eignty and ongoing colonization.?® Nuclear colonialism is also a fory
of violence, in its intersecting material-discursive sense. Nuclearism ang
colonialism in the US include instances of extreme physical violenge
(Indian wars and nuclear bombs), more subtle forms of incremental slow
violence (slow-developing illnesses, such as diabetes and cancer), and
psychological violence (colonization of the mind, assimilation, fear of
nuclear threats).?” These forms of violence are expericnced through bod-
ies, minds, and places. For example, the 928 nuclear bombs detonated at
the NTS not only contributed to illness and, in some cases, death to peo-
ple’s bodies (from NTS workers to downwinders)?® but also took a toll
on indigenous peoples’ sense of identity, culture, and place.?® Nuclear
colonialism is a material-discursive phenomenon in which the lived expe:
riences, violence, and injustices of nuclear colonialism are inherently both
material and discursive.

EXTENDING NUCLEAR COLONIALISM TO THE RHETORICAL

My previous research intervenes in the literature on nuclear colonial-
ism by highlighting the specifically rhetovical clements of nuclear colo-
nialism, describing how nuclear colonialism could not happen without
extensive and complex systems of rhetorical justification.?® Much of
the research on nuclear colonialism focuses on demonstrating that ﬂ‘l&
nuclear production complex has had a disproportionate burden on i.ndlg-
that is, this research provides geographical, empirical,

enous people

and archival evidence which establishes that there is a verifiable pattern
of disproportionate harm to indigenous populations from the nuclear
production process. Yet there has been less emphasis in this researc

h
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on the role of rhetoric in perpetuating, justifying, and resisting nuclear
{;nicmiali.‘ml. These rhetorical practices are constrained and enabled by
what Foucault described as a disewrsive formation; which is a pattern
of discourse across a variety of discrete texts or statements that reflects
regimes Of power/knowledge.3! My previous work focuses on articulat-
ing the rhetorical strategies and tactics within this discursive formation
and responds to what I saw as a limitation in analyses of nuclear colo-
pialism that lack sustained focus on the rhetorical and discursive aspects
of nuclear colonialism 3 In doing so, it shines a light on the rhetorical
clements of nuclear colonialism while acknowledging that nuclear coloni-
alism is not only a rhetorical phenomenon. This previous rescarch relies
on a more traditional definition of rhetoric—as a symbolic human prac-
rice—than the one I presented above. Further, although 1 noted above
that nuclear colonialism is a material-discursive phenomenon, my previ-
ous research maintains a distinction between discursive and material ele-
ments by focusing primarily on illuminating one over the other— the
rhetorical over the material. In the next two sections, T propose two
interrefated interventions into current conceptualizations  of nuclear
colonialism that seck to better account for nuclear colonialism as an inte-
grated material-discursive phenomenon within which human and non-
human, material and discursive rhetorics circulate. First, I expand nuclear
colonialism beyond the human by examining how the more-than-human
land community is affected by, implicated in, and engaged in resist-
ance to nuclear colonialism. Second, to account for the rhetorics of the
more-than-human land community in the nuclear colonialism material-
discursive formation, [ continue in a line of scholars who seek to more
fully account for the (rhetorical) agency of the material 33

EXTENDING NUCLEAR COLONIALISM TO THE MORE-THAN-
HumaN LaAND COMMUNITY

Nuclear colonialism is usually conceptualized in terms of the human; it
is perpetuated by human institutions, such as the federal government or
members of the military industrial complex, and negatively experienced
by particular groups of indigenous humans, Western Shoshone and
Southern Paiute people in the case of nuclear testing at the NTS. Yet
it is possible and desirable to extend the concept from its focus on the
human to a focus on how an entire ccological community participates in
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nuclear colonialism, seeing more-than-human beings as possible agentg
victims, resistors, and contributors. Doing so shifts attention to the mau;»
ways that nuclear colonialism, as a material-discursive plwm'mwnm-., is
embedded with, produced by, and entails integrated repercussions on (h
more-than-human land community of animals (including humans), soilg
plants, and water.* In the case of nuclear weapons testing at the NTS
expanding nuclear colonialism from a human to a more—than--humal;
framework calls our attention to how this most nuclear-bombed plyce
reveals a web of material-discursive ecological relations.

A more-than-human land community is an ecological concept foy
describing dynamic, animate, interactive places, ranging in scale from
the local to the global.3% The term describes earthen locations and all of
the beings and processes that interanimate with them. Although many
readers will recognize the term more-than-human land community as ap
amalgamation of Aldo Leopold and David Abram’s thinking, and other
readers will contemplate its resonance with new materialism’s focus on
non-human agency, I seek to highlight the term’s indebtedness to and
articulation with indigenous knowledges.3¢%”7 Native American scho-
ars such as Vine Deloria, Jr. (Dakota), Jace Weaver (Cherokee), Greg
Cajete (Tewa), and Megan Bang (Ojibwe) describe how both traditiona|
and contemporary beliefs and practices across a variety of distinct Native
American and pan-Native American cultures are characterized by eco-
logical relationships with the land that acknowledge the agency and ani-
mus of non-human participants.®® Realist animism and spiritual ecology
recognize the possibility of participatory relationships between human
beings and other beings.® For Abram, the term more-than-human
world explains the animate and sensual qualities of everything that makes
up a place: animals (including humans), lands, rocks, water, and air. The
more-than-human world is capable of engaging in intersubjective rela-
tionships.#? Cajete argues that this sort of intimate relationship between
beings is at the core of many Native American spiritualities; it is “the
essence of their survival and identity as people,” recognizing that this

plays out differently across the more than 500 Native American nations
in the US.#! These indigenous knowledges arc expressed as “kinship with
the land, its climate, soil, water, mountains, lakes, forests, streams, plants,
and animals.”*? The notion of kinship with the land opens the possibility
of thinking of land as a community. Leopold’s land ethic “enlarges the
boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants, and ani-
mals, or collectively: the land.”*3 Nils Peterson, Markus Peterson, and
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farla Rai Peterson use the term land community to suggest a place or
means through which intersubjective relationships between human and
more-than-human beings can occur. They write, “Leopold’s land com:
munity is a society of interdependent human and extrahuman citizens
chat participate in decision-making and exercise other rights of citizen-
ship-”M [ argue that a more-than-human land community draws on
mdigenous ecological knowledge to understand place as a dynamic com-
munity of intersubjective, sensing, and agential beings.

A more-than-human land community has the capability to engage
in rhetoric, even though these rhetorical practices may be inaccessible,
undetectable, or foreign to some human beings. This capability might
pe termed material rhetoric. As the editors and authors in this volume
demonstrate, material rhetoric takes on a variety of meanings in the field.
In this case, the animate nature of the more-than-human land commu-
pity cues into defining material rhetoric as the non-discursive signals dis-
seminated by the more-than-human world that Scegert terms animate
eheroric.®® In his articulation of a materialist transhuman dialogic theory
of communication, Richard Rogers asks, “We are very willing to talk
about how discourse affects nature, but what about how nature affects
discourse, and therefore, #s2”%¢ This reflects Rogers’ critique of some
carly constitutive and materialist theories of rhetoric for ignoring the
“patural material conditions within which we all exist—our physical bod-
ies, geography, and climate,” the agency of the more-than-human world,
and the bidirectionality of communication.*” The more-than-human
land community concept assumes the possibility of communication
between human and more-than-human beings. Yet, given the hicrarchi-
cal dominance of human society and the difficulty many find in perceiv-
ing the animate more-than-human world, it is often up to human beings
to “amplify and translate the voices of non-speaking human and extrahu-
man subjects.”*® In this case, this chapter is focused not only on how
nuclear testing is a form of material-rhetorical violence that affects the
entire more-than-human land community, but also on asking the ques-
tion of what the legacy of the Nevada Test Site might be trying to tell us.

Before moving on, it is important to address how an extension of
nuclear colonialism to the more-than-human land community could be
perceived as problematic in relation to environmental justice and colo-
nization. First, it could be argued that a move to de-center the human
in nuclear colonialism represents a move toward the sort of mainstrcam
environmentalism that environmental justice scholars have criticized
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for being too focused on nature to the exclusion of social justice for
humans.*? In a tension that has existed since the beginning of the ey
ronmental justice movement, environmentalism has been accused of
putting the needs of the natural world before those of people and epy;.
ronmental justice has been accused of putting the needs of people before
the natural world.?® Extending nuclear colonialism to inctude the More.
than-human land community, then, might be seen as putting the neeg
of animals, plants, and other beings in the more-than-human land copy,.
munity over the needs of indigenous people. Yet, despite how this tey,.
sion has played out in a variety of specific struggles, thinking ecologicﬁ”y
about nuclear colonialism avoids an exclusive focus on either human o
more-than-human, and, therefore, avoids the binary between the twg,
Indeed, some strains of environmental justice scholarship and activigny
sec it as an inherently ecological approach.®! For example, the Principles
of Environmental Justice adopted in 1991 at the First Nattonal People
of Color Environmental Leadership Summit invoke both ecological and
indigenous knowledges that attempt to reconcile the needs of humang
and the more-than-human world. The Principles offer injunctions to
affirm “the sacredness of Mother Earth, ecological unity, and the inter-
dependence of all species” and to responsibly use land “in the interest of
a sustainable planet for humans and other living things.”5? These aspects
of the founding principles of environmental justice not only reflect the
involvement of indigenous people in their crafting, but also promote jus-
tice as a concept that can be applied to the entire more-than-human land
community (as Leopold also attempted to do). Similarly, the concept
of a more-than-human land community values forms of realist animism
and spiritual ecology in a way that resists reductions to cither human
or more-than-human. Kyle Powys Whyte (Potowatami) suggests that
to adequately recognize indigenous experience, environmental injustice
must be conceptualized not just as disproportionate harm to indigenous
people and their lands, but also as the erasure of indigenous ecological
beliefs. He writes, “Settler colonialism can be interpreted as a form of
environmental injustice that wrongfully interferes with and erases the
socioecological contexts required for indigenous populations to experi-
ence the world as a place infused with responsibilities to humans, nonhu-
mans and ecosystems.”53 Following Whyte, environmental justice should
acknowledge the interconnection and interrelationships between human
and more-than-human beings, and the importance of that interrelation

10 THE MOST NUCLEAR-BOMBED PLACE ... 263

to indigenous people. It is in this spirit that I extend nuclear colonialism
10 the more-than-human land community.

Second, one might also argue that this extension dilutes colonialism
and minimizes the unique experiences of human colonized subjects;
accordingly, Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang argue that colonization is
aot a metaphor that can or should be extended broadly to explain all
forms of oppression or social injustice.?* Yet, it is possible to recognize
settler colonialism as a system that links but does not equate the oppres-
sion experienced by indigenous people with that of more-than-human
{and communities. Indeed, Tuck and Yang argue that settler colonialism
entails the management of “people, land, flora, and fauna” in the service
of colonial power.>® In this way, settler colonialism already includes con-
gderation of the more-than-human land community. My approach does
not see indigenous people as less-than-human nor does it promote the
concerns of the more-than-human above those of indigenous people, but
rather investigates the ways in which nuclear colonialism involves com-
plex interrelations between human and more-than-human beings. Some
of these complexities include the way in which indigenous peoples are
disproportionately harmed by the nuclear production process and indig-
enous people are limited in their ability to experience the land as ani-
mate and other beings in the more-than-human land community are
disproportionately harmed by the nuclear production complex. Nuclear
colonialism, then, focuses on how the entire more-than-human land
community (including human and more-than-human beings) experi-
ences a place like the N'TS in relation to colonial power and nuclcarism.

A MORE MATERIAL DISCURSIVE FORMATION

Although previous research on nuclear colonialism has tended to high-
light either its discursive elements or its material elements, this chapter
secks to analyze nuclear colonialism as a material-discursive phenom-
enon. Following Karen Barad, “Phenomena, according to my agential
realist account, are neither individual entities nor mental impressions,
but entangled material agencies.”® Nuclear colonialism, then, is not a

static thing, but a constellation of inseparable discourses and materiali-
ties expressed through multiple beings and agencies. It is neither solely
discursive nor solely material, neither solely human nor solely more-than-
human, and neither solely controlling nor solely resistive. This suggests
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that nuclear colonialism is not a one-way exercise of power by an 50,
lated and independent agent, but is a set of interactive |11al‘crial—discursivé
practices that do things in the world. Rhetoric, when conceived as Mate.
rial-discursive interaction of signals, is a component of the phcnun"len(_,n
of nuclear colonialism, as it provides one medium of interrelation ang
expression of agency between humans and the more-than-human Jynq
community.5”

One way to analyze nuclear colonialism is through the lens of 4 gj.
cursive formation; yet, as I will argue, the concept needs to be expanded
to better highlight the interrelation between discourse and materig).
ity and the rhetorical agency of the more-than-human land community,
Foucault views discourse as a complex differentiated practice of repregey.
tation that reflects the circulations and dispersions of power/knowledge
in a particular historical moment. A discursive formation is a set of state-
ments across multiple dispersed texts that reflect an order, despite thejy
seeming difference. He wrote,

Whenever one can describe, between a number of statements, such a
system of dispersion, whencver, between objects, types of statement,
concepts, or thematic choices one can define a regularity (an order, cor-
relations, positions and functionings, transformations), we will say, for
the sake of convenience, that we arc dealing with a discursive formation.
(Ttalics in original)®®

Viewing nuclear colonialism as a discursive formation, then, allows for
an analysis of the set of statements across multiple texts that contribute
to an ordered understanding of nuclear weapons testing within nuclear-
ism and colonialism. A discursive formation regulates the possibilities of
what can be articulated within its boundaries. While there are bounda-
ries, there are also numerous possibilities, including resistive possibilities
(or what Foucault calls contradictions), within the formation. Foucault
suggests that to uncover a discursive formation, the critic will “define the
system of formation of the different strategies that are deployed in it; in
other words, if one can show how they all derive (in spite of their some-
times extreme diversity, and in spite of their dispersion in time) from the
same set of relations.”?

While the discursive in discursive formation may be somewhat mis-
leading in that it could imply the opposite of materiality, I seek to push
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.Fﬂuc;wlt’s concept of discursive formation such that this formation is

poth material and symbolic, and open to the more-than-human land
community. As such, we might think of material-discursive formations.
Although this is not a faithful reading of Foucault’s concept, it is an
extension that deepens the possibilities of the discursive formation as a
heuristic for ccological phenomena. Karen Barad’s critique of Foucault’s
(lack of) treatment of materiality in his theory of discourse argues: “the
notions of materiality and discursivity must be reworked in a way that
acknowledges their mutual entailment.”® Barad’s solution comes in the
form of agential realism, which recognizes the “intra-activity” between
discourse and materiality and the agency of more-than-human beings
and things.®! Following Barad, “The primary ontological units |within
agential realism | are not ‘things” but phenomena—dynaimic topological
reconfigurings/entanglements/relationalities /(re Jarticulations. And the
primary semantic units are not ‘words’ but material-discursive practices
through which boundaries are constituted,”%% 1 argue that a material-
discursive formation provides a valuable analytic tool for uncovering the
ways in which nuclear colonialism is justified and maintained through a
variety of ordering statements, and simultancously resisted through the
productive possibilities within the formation. This approach also allows
for consideration of what Stacey Alaimo calls “unpredictable material
agcncics,” or the ways in which the more-than-human land community
expresses its agency through rhetoric.?

In the previous two sections, [ argued for two conceptual expansions
of current research on nuclear colonialism. First, I moved to decenter
the human in nuclear colonialism by drawing on indigenous ecological
knowledge and other theorists to examine how the nuclear production
complex affects and interrelates with an animate more-than-human land
community capable of rhetoric. Human agents are certainly a part, but
not the whole, of nuclear colonialism, which is more accurately described
as a material-discursive phenomenon with intersecting, more-than human
agencies (and simultancous modes of control and resistance). Second,
drawing from Foucault and Barad, 1 use an expanded notion of a mate-
rial-discursive formation as an analytic tool for understanding the mate-
rial-discursive interrelations and the rhetorical practices within nuclear
colonialism. In the next section, I turn to a brief analysis of nuclear test-
ing at the N'TS to illustrate what is gained through understanding the
role of the more-than-human land community in nuclear colonialism.
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BoMmges Away: VIOLENCE AT THE NEVADA TEST SITE

Touring the Nevada Test Site (in 2007) remains one of the more viscera|
and memorable ficld experiences I bave had. After several years of research
on the Atomic West, secing the scarred cratered landscape of the NTS
in person somehow triggered the enormity of the violence that occurred
there in a way that T had not felt before. Being there I could see the
mark that nuclear testing—this thing that scemed to me so ridiculous
and destructive that 1 almost couldn’t believe it really happened—Ieft on
this place. I remember standing at the edge of Sedan Crater—1280 feet
in diameter and 320 feet in depth—Dbeing told by the tour guide that the
crater was so big it could be seen from earth-orbit in space. The depth js
the equivalent of the 11th tallest high rise building in Salc Lake City. T still
feel discomfort and awe when I think about standing on the edge of thig
huge crater that was part of a project exploring the peaceful uses of nuclear
weapons. 1 had known that the “peaceful use of nuclear weapons™ is an
oxymoron, but this massive hole in the ground showed me just how vio-
lent, jarring, and forceful nuclear explosions are to the carth. What was this
320-foot crater communicating to me? We often talk about the radiation
relcased by these bombs, an invisible form of slow and accretive violence,
but these marks on the earth communicated a form of violence to the land,
the place, that T was unable to comprehend until I stood there, secing
and listening to what the nuclear bomb crater revealed. Like the perma-
nent stain that the nuclear production complex has made on the geologic
record of our carth, this crater similarly marks the long-term effects that a
nuclear explosion can have. It also made a mark on me through the mental
image that I may never be able to erase from my mind. As I continued to
tour the NTS, T made an effort to look out for wildlife and plant-life as T
sought to bear witness to the sort of radioactive apocalypse 1 had imag-
ined in this place. Yet, something surprising happened as I saw seemingly
healthy rabbits hop across the road. In spite of the visible craters and other
markers of the over nine hundred nuclear explosions, I noticed that this
place had not become the radiated and lifeless wasteland T had cxpected
it to be. There were plants everywhere, and animals, all seemingly thriv-
ing in this place, revealing the resilience of this place. What were these
more-than-human beings communicating to me? How does their pres-
ence mark the (un)healthiness of the NTS as a more-than-human land
community? What became clear to me on my tour is that this place that
has been bombed so many times is not just an innate background or scene
for understanding nuclear testing, but a form of rhetoric that participates
within nuclear colonialism.
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This brief excerpt reveals the seed of the idea for what is now this
chapter. Being at the N'TS not only confirmed some of what I had imag-
ined about the place but also surprised me. It made me more attuned to
the land, the animal and plant presence, and the enormity of the violence
that had occurred there. My thinking about nuclear colonialism changed
in two important ways, facilitating: (1) a focus on how the more-than-
puman land community was also affected; and (2) an attention to the
forms of resistance, survival, resilience, and rhetoric displayed by the
more-than-human land community. In what follows, I turn my attention
to an analysis of the NTS as a place where nuclear colonialism is entan-
gled with the entire more-than-human Jand community, including but
pot limited to Shoshone and Paiute people, who have been particularly
impacted by the decades of nuclear explosions in this place.

As a starting point, I give voice to implications of nuclear testing for
the more-than-human land community of the N'T'S by reviewing some of
the documented eccological effects of nuclear testing, not as a scence for
my analysis, but as a way to expand our consideration of nuclear colonial-
ism to the more-than-human land community. Recall that 928 nuclear
bombs were detonated in the Nevada Test Site between 1951 and 1992,
when the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) came into effect.
These above ground atmospheric and underground tests:

served a variety of national security purposes. These include design test-
ing for the verification of new weapons concepts, proof-testing of exist-
ing weapons, eftects testing to determine the impact of nuclear weapons
on man-made objects and structures, plants and animals, and the physical
cnvironment, and experimental testing in the search for possible peaceful
uses.0*

A description of Operation Big Shot (April 22, 1952) provides a snap-
shot of how nuclear testing affected the entire more-than-human land
community at the N'TS:

Effects trom the blast [Operation Big Shot] varied, depending on the dis-
tance from ground zero. The flash blinded sheep tethered above ground at
900 and 2,000 yards away. Heat from the blast started vegetation fires out
to 2,300 yards, leaving numerous yucca plants and Joshua trees smolder-
ing, and gave lethal burns to sheared sheep tethered above ground at 900
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yards. In foxholes, sheep at 900 yards received third degrec burns and 4
2,000 yards, in the open, first degree burns. Some “trinitite,” sand turneq
to green glass first encountered at the Trinity test, formed at ground zero 65

A survey of the human health, environmental, and social justice legacieg
of the US nuclear testing program reveals that nuclear testing has had ,
palpable impact on the more-than-human land community of particylg,
locations, such as the Marshall Islands or the NTS.

There has been a recent upsurge of research on the vast ecolog;.
cal implications of the military industrial complex. Sociologist Kennegly
Gould contends that “Militarization is the single most cco]ogiCany
destructive human endeavor.”% Sociologists Brett Clarke and Andrey,
Jorgensen specify some of the forms of destruction, “including scorcheq
earth practices, the diversion of rivers, the destruction of plants and
animals, the burning of oil wells, and the use of chemical and biolog;-
cal weapons... The legacy of war includes toxic landscapes...posing per-
sistent environmental and social threats.”®” Within the larger military
industrial complex, the nuclear weapons production complex, from cra-
dle to grave, has had particularly profound ecological effects. In Nucleay
Wastelonds, Arjun Makhijani, Howard Hu, and Katherine Yih, provide
a rigorous account of the ongoing eccological hazards associated with
the US nuclear weapons complex.?® The Department of Energy esti-
mates that the environmental legacy of Cold War nuclear weapons pro-
duction includes: 1.7 trillion gallons of contaminated groundwater; 40
million cubic meters of contaminated soil and debris; and 100 million
gallons of high-level radioactive waste; remediation that is expected
to cost over 200 billion dollars and take over 70 years.®? The NTS is
particularly impacted from the 928 nuclear bomb explosions that hap-
pened there over a 40-year timeframe. According to Makhijani, Hu,
and Yih, “Because of the many underground and near-surface explo-
sions conducted here, the Nevada Test Site is highly contaminated,”
including an estimated: 2.8 million curies of strontium-90, 4.5 million
curies of cesium-137, and 124,000 curies of plutonium underground;
groundwater contamination that the DOE has not yet fully charac-
terized; and 420,000 cubic meters of radioactive waste buried at the
site. Beyond the site, an estimated 6 million curies of cesium-137 and
4 million curies of strontium-90 remain from atmospheric testing that
spread across the nation.”® The NTS’ environmental monitoring project,
while often framed in terms of human use and threats to human health,
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gnequivocally shows that the more-than-human land community suf-
fered a blow from the effects of nuclear testing.

Recall that one argument for the start of the Anthropocene is the new
mark left in the geological record by the introduction of nuclear weapons
(and concomitant testing of those weapons) that released unprecedented
amounts of cesium-137 and plutonium-239 and 240 into the earth’s
ccosystem. Further, the ccological impacts described in this chapter are
another type of mark of the consequence of nuclear weapons production,
in the form of physical changes to land, flora, and fauna, including the
Pockmarkcd landscape, the 320-foot deep Sedan Crater, and the creation
of trinitite at ground zero sites.”!

The NTS does not reflect the entirety of nuclear colonialism, but
offers an avenue for examining the complex interrelations and rheto-
rics between nuclear weapouns, the more-than-human land community,
humans, colonialism, and nuclearism in this most nuclear-bombed place.
My analysis works in the interplay within the material-discursive forma-
tion that constrains and cnables possibilities for engagement and the
forms of rhetoric that emerge within this place, including both human
and more-than-human rhetorics. As such, my object of analysis is not a
discrete text, but a range of government documents, recollections from
a half-day visit to the NTS, two visits to the Atomic Testing Muscum
in Las Vegas, and participation in a protest event at the NTS. T exam-
ine a tension between control and resistance in nuclear colonialism by
revealing how nuclear colonialism constrains possibilities and harms
the more-than-human land community and enables other possibilities
through resistances within the formation. I begin with an analysis of how
human rhetorics have constructed the N'TS as “wasteland” and then turn
to an analysis the rhetorics of the more-than-human land community,
all of which interact within nuclear colonialism and a material-discursive
phenomenon.

The Wasteland

The US federal government justified locating the nation’s nuclear test
site in the desert landscape of Nevada because of perceptions of a severe,
inhospitable, and remote location that would minimize the amount
of harm from nuclear bomb tests. Decision makers’ widespread per-
ception of this region as a sparsely populated desert wasteland reflects
some European—American assumptions about land and aesthetics, which
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stand in contrast to indigenous Native American assumptions aboy
and perceptions of the very same land as sacred, ecologically rich, an;
life-sustaining.”?

The first European explorers who encountered the American Wt
saw it as a desert wasteland. Early Buropean—-American settlers saw
deserts as an obstacle to overcome or avoid.”? According to historjgy
Henry Nash Smith, to Buropean-American people, whose cultural roots
were agricultural, the desert represented a barrier to recognized patterng.
of living and economic prosperity.”* Early explorers portrayed the desepy
as wasteland because of this perceived lack of cultivation potential apg
cconomic prosperity. John Charles Freemont characterized the Gregy
Basin desert region in 1844: “It is called a desert and from what T g,y
of it, sterility may be its prominent characteristic.””® Licutenant Wheeley
who lead an expedition through Nevada in 1871 described what is llov\:
the NTS as “one of the most desolate regions upon the face of tje
carth,” that was “known in common parlance among the settlers of the
mining and mountain towns of Nevada as ‘Death Valley’.”7¢ Moving
from the late nineteenth century to the Atomic Age in the second half of
the twentieth century, a new layer is added to evolving cultural percep-
tions of the American West. Starting in the 1940s, the “Atomic West”
became a primary center of the nuclear weapons production complex,
During the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, the federal government created a
disproportionate number of militarized and atomic sites in the American
West, including Trinity, Los Alamos, the Nevada Test Site, and Rocky
Flats. Historians have documented the development of the American
West in relation to common perceptions of the region as a low-popula-
tion wasteland (although interestingly Robert Oppenheimer and other
scientists in the Manhattan project loved and valued the desert region of
Los Alamos, New Mexico).”” Reflecting on this history, naturalist Ann
Zwinger notes, “We Americans have tended to regard our deserts as
wastelands, and nowhere has this been more literally true than the Great
Basin.””8

Descriptions of the NTS conform to this broader conception of the
American West as a desert wasteland. According to a government docu-
ment on atmospheric nuclear weapons testing;:

The Nevada Test Site consists of approximately 1,375 square miles
of remote desert and mountain terrain owned and controlled by the
Department of Energy and located in the southern part of the Great Basin
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northwest of Las Vegas.. Water—or the lack thercof—is the dominating
Jimatic characteristic. The Jower clevations have hot, dry summers and
mild winters and average six inches or less of annual precipitation. Higher
clevations receive somewhat increased precipitation and have lower tem-
peratures. Temperature extremes on the site range from below zero to 110
degrees Fahrenheit.””

An Atomic Testing Museum display describing how the NTS was cho-
sen, states: “The test site possessed favorable conditions for year round
westing and mountainous barriers that would prevent close observa-
ton.” These favorable conditions included the desert environment and
fewer humans living there than more populated areas. Origins of the
Nevada Test Site describes the NTS as a “remote desert and mountain
rerrain” with a “harsh climate” and Frenchman Flat, the site of count-
less nuclear bomb tests, as a “remote desert valley.”8¢ These portrayals
of harsh desert terrain arc linked with arguments about how few people
pave lived in the region. According to Origins of the Nevadn Test Stte,
«The site and the immediate surrounding arca have always been sparsely
populated,” and “Even with a climate that has varied considerably over
the last dozen millennia, the area that is now the Nevada Test Site has
never been particularly conducive to human habitation and exploita-
tion.”8! These characteristics of the region made it an attractive site for
militarization, first as the Las Vegas Bombing and Gunnery Range and
then as the Nevada Test Site. “In 1940, however, the precise character-
istics that had made the region so unattractive—the desolation, lack of
water, and general uninhabitableness—Dbrought it to the attention of the
federal government.”®2 In the 1950s, an article in the magazine Arimed
Forces Talk, described the N'TS as a “Damn good place to dump used
razor blades.”®3 This conception of the NT'S as a wasteland is an impor-
tant element in justifications for nuclear colonialism. Because of the
perception of this place as a wasteland, the N'T'S was casily constructed
as a national sacrifice zone that supported the interests of US national
security.®* Viewing the rhetorics highlighted here as part of the nuclear
colonialism material-discursive formation indicates how these statements
about the American West are influenced by relations between the mate-
rial and the discursive, such that this evolving meaning of the American
West, or the Atomic West, cannot be reduced to a simple causal rela-
tionship between the physical qualities of the place and the way humans
talk about the place. Rather, this rhetoric participates within a complex
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interrelationship of place, humans, and more-than-human
expressed in discursive and non-discursive ways.

Once a region is perceived, named, and valued (or not valued, in thi
case) as a wasteland, it is easy to think of it as a place for testing mm]e.s
weapons, The consequences of weapons testing and other toxic and \'i;f
lent activities then contribute to the creation of a more literal wastelang
through the rhetorical force of destruction, death, and ecological dam
age to the more-than-human land community. American Studies scho]a;
John Beck notes, “Much of the Southwest is an achieved apocalypse,
space laden with invisible toxic evils,”® Thus, the widespread hnm}m
perception of the region as a wasteland has rhetorical force; it has mate-
rial consequences for a land-use policy that sacrifices the more-thap.
human land community in the interests of national security.

Yet, these human descriptions of the Nevada Test Site do not oceyy
in a vacuum that is separate from the more-than-human land commy,.
nity. The physical ecological features that make the American West appear
“ruggedly severe” and “inhospitable to humans” play a role in the mate.
rial-discursive formation of the region as wasteland. Indeed, we could not
conceive of the region as wasteland without the entanglement betweey
the material and discursive. Rhetoric, as signals shared between beings
encompasses the expressions of the more-than-human land communiry-,
how they are taken in by human beings and then expressed througl;
terms like inhospitable, wasteland, and harsh environment, and how these
different forms of expression come together as a part of the phenomenon
of nuclear colonialism. As such, the construction of wasteland as a strat-
egy of control within nuclear colonialism is itself reflective of the inter-
relationship between the human and more-than-human, and between
materiality and discourse. In the next section, I examine how the more-
than-human land community might be responding to the wasteland des-
ignation and other aspects of nuclear colonialism through expressions of
damage, resistance, and resilience in the face of nuclear testing.

beings

Rbetorics of Resistance and Resilience

From an ecological perspective, the Great Basin resists the wasteland
moniker through physical expressions of diverse animal and plant life,
hot springs, aquifers, and diverse basin and range geology. Historian
Donald Worster challenges the common human rhetorical framing of
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the American West as a desert wasteland that is devoid of life. He wrote,
wAlmost nowhere was the American desert simply a stretch of empty
gnd; everywhere there was life. Americans had only to take the trou-
ple to look.”% In fact, according to a study by NatureServe in 2002,
Nevada—made up of primarily desert terrain—ranks sixth in the US for
its high level of endemic biological diversity.%” Morcover, “Nevada is
11th among all states in total species diversity, 6th among all states in
pumber of unique (endemic) species, including 64 recently discovered
endemic species of springsnails, 8th among all states in butterfly diver-
siry, and 9th among all states in mammal diversity.”88 Although water
is not abundant in this region, springs, streams, and large aquifers span
the desert terrain, providing water for the multiplicity of flora and fauna.
Wwhen considered from the perspective of a thriving more-than-human
jand community, Nevada, and more broadly the American West, is a
desert but is far from an “inhospitable” wasteland. In my own encoun-
ters with the Nevada Test Site and surrounding areas, I was often initially
surprised, given my upbringing in a very different ecological region, to
see just how many animal and plant species occupy this land.

The NTS in particular is home to a complex mosaic of more-than-
human life that is representative of both the Mojave and Great Basin
Desert ecosystems. According to the Department of Energy, there are
1500 animal species, including 924 species of insects, and 750 plant
species that have been documented at the NTS.%? According to the
Department of Energy:

Despite the harsh climate, the Nevada Test Site is home to a surprising
array of plants and animals. The site is a transitional zone between the
Great Basin and the Mojave deserts. Species from both deserts, includ-
ing those native to one but not the other, are found in the area. Kit fox
and the sidewinder rattlesnake, common only in the Mojave Desert, live
in the southern reaches of the site, and mule deer and the striped whip-
snake, favoring a Great Basin desert environment, reside in the northern
parts. Other animals found on the site include coyotes, golden eagles,
wild horses, mountain lions, and an occasional bighorn sheep and ante-
lope. The range in elevation also helps provide diversity in flora and fauna.
Mojave Desert plants such as the creosote bush dominate the lower eleva-
tions. Plants of the Great Basin Desert prevail above 5,000 feet, with open
pinon-juniper and sagebrush woodland appearing at the 6,000-foot level.
Between the two elevation extremes, sagebrush is the most common plant,
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Springs, the only perennial water sources on the site, sustain the wildl;fe
2 o> > ifc
population and arc widely, if not abundantly, scattered across the area ¥V

While it may look like a wasteland because of a lack of charismatic me a
flora and fauna, the ecology of the NT'S is incredibly diverse. Los Alamgg
Biologist and Anthropologist Frederick Worman, who conducted ecg.
logical studies at the NTS, noted in his 1965 Anatomy of the Nevadn Ty,
Site: “Unfortunately, too many people think of the desert as an immenpg,
wasteland of drifting sands, populated by centipedes, scorpions, awesome
spiders and reptiles—all dangerous and deadly.”! In contrast, he argues,
“To view the blooming desert [at the N'TS] during a wet period is to geq
it at its most magnificent moment. One looks out upon a myriad of flow.
ers designed to move the amateur taxonomist to complete ecstasy,»92
The more-than-human inhabitants have a strong presence in this place,
This presence is an important form of rhetorical resistance to the waste.
land rhetoric, and nuclear colonialism more generally, The more-thap-
human land community quite literally enacts a rhetoric of life that stands
in contrast to the ways that European Americans have framed the very
same place as a wasteland that is worthy of sacrifice in the interest of
national security.

There are other more-than-human rhetorics that resist nuclear colo-
nialism’s controlling forces and highlight the interanimation between
more-than-human beings within this material-discursive  formation,
Physical and geological markers of nuclear testing—such as the increase
in plutonium-239 and 240 in the geologic record and the pockmarked
landscape of the N'TS—also act as rhetorical resistances to nuclear colo-
nialism. Previous research indicates that national security and secrecy are
essential components in attempts to maintain nuclear colonialism as a
form of control and to justify the national sacrifice zones of the nuclear
production process.”? In his analysis of the Hanford Reservation, a for-
mer plutonium production site, William Kinsella argues that waste and
other legacies from the nuclear weapons production process stand as
material texts that undermine forms of discursive containment invented
to maintain secrccy about the human and ecological health implica-
tions of nuclear weapons.** Similarly, the physical ecological legacies of
nuclear weapons testing—itself a reality that many Americans do not
realize actually happened in our own backyard—are a form of rheto-
ric that challenges and resists efforts to maintain secrecy and highlight
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the national security necessities of nuclear weapons. Recall that the
ipvention of nuclear weapons is a factor, if not the defining factor, in the
Anthropocene because of the permanent geologic record of increased
amounts of plutonium-239, plutonium-240, and cesium-137 in the
world. Likewise, the many craters within the NTS arc a semi-permanent
mark left by nuclear weapon tests as reminders of ground zero sites.
These physical attributes cannot be (casily) erased, and present a perma-
pent record of nuclear weapons production that can be seen by anyone
willing to look. Nuclear weapons tests, then, leave an indelible trace of
their own impact on the more-than-human land community of the N'TS
and beyond, and bear material witness to the global impact of nuclear
WC;IPODS.

The more-than-human land community is an active agent in the
ongoing phenomenon of nuclear colonialism, not only through its
resistance to the wasteland and containment but also through its essen-
tial role in the nuclear production process. In other words, the testing
of nuclear weapons 1s inextricably entangled with how the more-than-
human land community of the NTS contributed to and reacted to
nuclear bomb detonations. Descriptions of nuclear testing reveal that
the more-than-human land community did not always act as expected
during nuclear bomb detonations at the NTS, and that it was folly to
assume that humans could predict exactly how the community would
react. For example, according to A. Costadina Titus, “The geology of
the area, which was to become so important in later years when testing
moved underground, was given little consideration during the original
selection of the site...But, like the weather, these geological formulations
have not always behaved as expected.”® Worman offers another exam-
ple in his description of how native plants no longer appear in ground
zero sites, but that Russian thistle “invaded the ground zeros en masse in
the first growing scason after the detonation of nuclear weapons.”?® The
rapid growth of Russian thistle in ground zero sites is an example of how
nuclear testing had profound implications on the ecology of the site,
such that native plants were replaced by new plants in a material rheto-
ric of both violence and adaptation. The unexpected nature of nuclear
testing and more-than-human land communities is also demonstrated by
the effects of radioactive releases, such that the scientists and engineers
conducting nuclear tests “could not have anticipated how these materials
would travel in the environment, how the chemistry would change over
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time.”?7 In these unexpected actions of the more-than-human land ¢op,.
munity, we see both the violence of nuclear testing and the resilience of
the complex ecological system of flora, fauna, climate, and geology ar ¢,
NTS.

Similarly, despite the scemingly destructive nature of nuclear testing
there are indications of the resilience of the more-than-human land Comj
munity within the NTS. Even with over 900 nuclear bomb dctonations
the NTS is not a literal wasteland where no beings can live. Indeed, 1 Wa;
surprised to see rabbits hopping around and the preponderance of plangg
that seemed to be thriving at the NTS. Ironically, it could be argued thy,
perceived wasteland regions are actually some of the most protected ecq.
logical regions. For example, the US Fish and Wildlife Service recently
opened the Rocky Flats National Wildlife Refuge in Colorado. The ref.
uge was formerly the site of a nuclear weapons facility turned EPA super-
fund site. Although inconceivable to some skeptics, the refuge teemg
with a rich resident and migratory more-than-human land community,%8
However the remediation of this more-than-human land community
is judged, and whether this site is seen as a form of green washing, the
wildlife refuge demonstrates the resilience of the more-than-human land
community in the face of the indelible ecological impact from the inven-
tion of nuclear weapons. Within a perceived wasteland lies the possibil-
ity of a more-than-human rhetoric that resists human domination and
degradation.

Since the moratorium on nuclear testing in 1992, the Nevada Test
Site has engaged in ecological restoration, environmental remediation,
and species protection programs that, combined with the restrictions on
human access to the area, are helping more-than-human beings recover
from the decades of nuclear testing.”” For example, the most recent envi-
ronmental assessment of the N'TS indicates:

Though NNSS [Nevada National Security Sitc]-related radionuclides
are detected in some plants and animals; the levels pose negligible risk to
humans and biota. The potential dose to a person hunting and consum-
ing these animals is well below dose limits to members of the public (sec
Section 9.1.1.2). Also, radionuclide concentrations were below levels con-
sidered harmful to the health of the plants and animals; the dose resulting
from observed concentrations were less than 4 percent of dose limits set to
protect populations of plants and animals (sc¢ Section 9.2),109
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These data suggest that the Jevel of radioactive contamination to the
pore-than-human Jand community is less than might be expected due to
the lingering effects of the nuclear testing that occurred between 1951
and 1992. Of course, this does not mean there is not a negative cco-
Jogical impact—indeed the very same report indicates that humans are
advised not to consume flora and fauna from the NTS—but it does dem-
onstrate forms of recovery and resilience in the more-than-human land
community. The endangered desert tortoise, for example, is benefiting
from the restricted human activities on the Nevada Test Site, and a 2008
report listed that the biggest threat to desert tortoises on the N'TS was
pot exposure to lingering radiation but being hit by employee cars or
injured by construction on the site.}90 1n a milicu that still denies down-
winders, atomic veterans, and atomic workers compensation for cancers
and death associated with nuclear testing and fails to recognize the sover-
cign rights of Shoshone and Paiute people, the plant and animal diversity
at the Nevada Test Site can be seen as an ccologically positive conse-
quence within nuclear colonialism. It can be seen as a form of resilience
that reveals the complexity of the ecological implications of nuclear test-
ing and the possibility for both damage to and protection of the more-
than-human land community.

CONCLUSION

Nuclear colonialism is ordinarily used to describe the relationships
between the nuclear production comptex and indigenous people. In this
chapter, T extended the concept to consider the relationship between
auclear colonialism and the entire more-than-human land community
(including humans). By viewing nuclear colonialism as a phenomenon
that can be examined through the lens of a material-discursive forma-
tion, this chapter highlights how the more-than-human land commu-
nity is not just a passive victim of violent nuclear bomb explosions but
also an active participant within the larger phenomenon. Through an
analysis of human and more-than-human rhetorics within the nuclear
colonialism formation, I have shown how limiting analysis to human rhe-
torical practices, such as naming the American West as a wasteland suit-
able for nuclear testing, offers only a partial view of the complexity of
actors and rhetorics within nuclear colonialism. An analysis of the more-
than-human land community’s responses to nuclear testing reveals the
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complex ecology of legacies of nuclear testing at the NTS. In so dmng
this chapter also engages conceptual interrelationships between rheyey

ric, ecology, and materiality that suggest the importance of moyjy

beyond: human-centered notions of rhetoric toward recognition of the
more-than-human land community’s rhetorical performances and prye.

tices; notions of secing the materiality of rhetoric in the consequenceg
of discourse toward seeing rhetoric as material-discursive; and “"-Wlng
the environment as background for rhetorical action toward an ccologi.

cal view that focuses on interconnections experienced by the variety of
beings that inhabit our world.

This chapter is an admittedly partial foray into thinking through the
relations between rhetoric, materiality, and ecology in the context of
theorizing nuclear colonialism as a more-than-human phenomenon. Ag
such, there are several implications and opportunities for opening furthey
avenues of research. One possibility is to further consider how humap-
perceived and rhetorically designated “wasteland” places may actually
allow for ecological restoration, and healthier more-than-human lapg
communities. Similar to arguments that wilderness designations can lead
to protection of “wild” spaces through reduced contact with humans, an
ironic consequence of the nuclear production process has been the crea-
tion of protected zones with limited human engagement where wildlife
populations thrive. Another possibility is to think about nuclear weapons
themselves as rhetorical agents within nuclear colonialism. My analysis
primarily focused on the rhetorical interplay between humans and more-
than-human land communities as active agents within nuclear colonial-
ism. Yet, following Barad and others, we might also consider how the
nuclear weapon itself is rhetorical. Future inquiry might examine how
nuclear weapons exceed their human creators and work in unexpected
ways within nuclear colonialism.

In closing, I return to the question of what the legacy of nuclear
weapons testing might be trying to tell us. Nuclear testing at the NTS
is not just a form of violence and environmental injustice experienced by
humans, but is also experienced by the more-than-human land commu-
nity. That community is telling us, through permanent geologic mark-
ers, massive ground zero craters, destruction and resilience of flora and
fauna, that it is an active participant in nuclear colonialism.

10.
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