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The Most Nuclear-Bombed Place:

Ecological Implications of the US

Nuclear Testing Program

The American West is the most nuclear-bombed place in the worlcl.

Although only two nuclear bombs have been used i¡ warfare-devastat-

ing Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan, irl August l945-there have been

over 2000 nuclear weapons detonated in tests conclttcted by eight coun-

Íies over sevellty-one years across the globe, with the largest conccn-

tratiorr of tests locatecl iu the Arnerican West.l While the US conducted

1054 nuclear tests in tl-re M¿rshall Islands, Alaska, Nevacia, Colorado,

Mississippi, and New Mexico over a fifty-year periocl as part of the tlS
Nuclear Weapons Testing Prograrn, the vast majority (928) of those

explosior"rs occurred between 1951 and 1992 at the Nevada 'l'est Site,

primarily at Frenchrnar-r Flat ancl Yucca Flat.2 Althottgh none of these

tests matched the death ancl destmction inflictecl by Fat Man ancl Little
Boy on the citizens of Japan, the curnulative effects of nuclear testing
in the American West, and globally, have exacted other forms of cleath
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t¡c practices of coloni¿lislr th¿t rrndcllic thc urrclcnr prodtrcticlrt proccss.

Instcad of scparating.rurrtcrial ancl disctrrsivc fìrrllls ol rhctot'ic, I vicw

rlretoric ¿ìs cllcolllPrìssing il-rcxtricably ¡ç13¡.¿ rllatcrial and disctrrsivc cle-

net.rts, rìs inclicatcd by thc imperfèct tcnll lrrìtcri¿rl-r'lisctrrsivc. ln othcr

'\()rds) 
nuclcar colonialism is a matcrial-clisctrlsivc pheuomcnotì colll-

grised by â viuict)/ tllt lnetclial and tlisctrrsivc, hurnau aurl ur<l'c-tltrttr-

i.',,,,to''t rhctol'ics'
lrr thc rernaindcr <¡f thc cl.raptcr, I bcgin by clcvclopirlg lììy :ulltllllcllt

f6r cxp:rncling nuclcar coioni¿rlisr.n to thc lnorc thall-lìull1rul worlcl. 'lhen

I exarninc how this cxpanilcd llotion ol uttclear col<tnialisrn can bc scctr

throlgh an analysis olthc Ncv¿de'I'cst Sitc:rs il placc with ricl'r rhctori-

cal rclations. In particrrlrrr:, I cxamitre holv charrrctcrizirticlt-ts <¡f thc N'I'S

as a wastcl¿ìlld articrllatc with r.rt¡clcar colonialisnr arrd opcr.r oPporttllli-

ties for materi¿l-disctlrsivc rhetoricttl t'csistill'tcc. 'I'hc chilptcr conclttdcs

bv considcring irnplicirtions fbr taking ;rr.r ccological appronrch to uttclear

cålonialisrn.

Nr rr;r.ri¡n (lo loNrai-rsl¡

Ngclear coloniirlisru is ir matcrial discrrrsivc phcnclnrcuon that describcs

the power dynamics ¿rtrtl itrtcrrelutior-rships bctr'vccn incligcnotts peoplcs

a¡c1 the global nuclc:ìr prodttction cor-nplex. Warci Cittrrchill arld Wirlorla

Lal)ukc first used thc tcrm "radioactive colottizatiol.l" iu thcir descli¡'r-

tion of the dispro¡'rortioll¿ìtc harms cxperiencecl by Native At.tlcricans

and othcr inrlip5cr.rous grottps ¿rs a Lcst¡lt ol thc cratllc to grave cyçlc ¡¡f
nuclcar prodtrction.2l 'lhe terur, and its virriant uttclear c<lloniirlisrn, has

prolifèrated alrorllf indigertous activists and scholars.22 According to thc
Indigcr.rotrs Hnvitotrtl.lct.ttal Network:

Thc nucle:rr inclustt'i, hirs rvagetl:rtt ttrtclcclarctl war irgirinst ottr Irltfigct-totts

pcoplcs and Pacifìc Islanclers that l-rirs poisonctl our col'rlr11r.Ìrlitics worlcl-
widc. ¡or mot'c tlì2ìn 50 yciu's, the legacy olthc l'tttclcar clt:ritl, f'roll-r cx¡llo-
ration [o the cltrr-r-r¡ring of raclio¿ctive wastc has lrccu ¡lrovctt, tlrrotrgh
clocumcntation, to lrc gcnocidc ancl cthrlociclc autl ir clcrrtlly cncmy of
Ir-rcligcnous pco¡rlcs...I-Jnitccl St:ttcs fcdcr¿l l¿w ¿rut{ ttt¡clc¿r ¡rolicy has not

tr-rlotcctecl lndigcnous ¡rcoplcs, antl irt làct h:rs bccn crcitted to allor'v thc
nuclcar inrlrrstrl, to cot-ttittttc cl¡relrttions ttt thc cxpcllsc of oltr lantl' tcr-
litory, hcalth ¿nd trirclitiotul rvays olt Iifò,..'l'his clisploportionatc toxic
burtlcn-c¿llccl cnvironr-t-tcntal l'ircisnt-has cttlurinatecl in thc ctlrrelìt
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with nuclear we¿ìporls tests perforrlcd in the scrvice of htttnan national
sccurity. In cxtcnding the concept of nuclcar colonialisrn to the r¡e¡.-
than-hurlan world, this clraptel Poitìts to thc traterial clatnirge to ani-
r-nate irnrl sensing bcings thlrt nlakc rtp that more-th¿ìn-httllìalì land
comrnunity at tl-re Ncvacla'l'cst Sitc (ar-rcl beyoncl, considering that laclia-

tion releasecl fì'om nrrclcar testing was llot contailìecl by the bt>undaries

oftthe NTS). Furthcrmorc, to avoicl viewing thc more-thau-htttnau lir¡¿
conlulullity as only an inert victill of uttclcar coloniirlisrn, this exte¡-
sion also acknowledgcs thc activc rolc that morc-thall-htunan bcings

play within nuclear colonialisrn as a complcx phenolnellon of rcl¿ìtions,

and riretorical practices, betwcen httntatts, tnore-thau-htlll-l¿llls) and t6e
nncle¿r plocluction process. Extentling t.tttclear colouialism to include

morc-thall-hurnan beings approachcs the concept fì'om a lnore ecologi-

cal standpoint. lìy ccological (and by extension ccology), I arl refer-

rinpi to thc iuterrel?ìtionsl-rip ar-rd co-cxistencc of beings aud rlatter
within the earth.lT A tlore ecoiogical st¿rndpoillt ol1 lluclear colonialism

is conccrned with not only cataloguing the cnvirolllrelltal and human

he:rlth implications of nrrclear technolo¡5ies but also with thinking abo¡t
lullclear colonialisr-n as a nÌ¿ìterial discursivc phcrtomenon that highlights

the intercclnncctivity ancl intersubjectivity between htrntatts, lì-ìore-than-

hurran bcinE;s, lancl corntnunities, and nltclcar technolop¡ics.
Nuclear colonialisn is, in part, r'hctorical. I seek to highlight the role

of rhctoric in the ongoing constitr.rtion of nuclc:rr colonialisn. While

traditior-r¿rl theories of rhetoric assume that it is a htrma¡r faculty, think-

ing about nuclcar colonialism in relrrtion to the rr-rore-th¿rn-htlman world

relies on emcrging theories of rnatcrial rhctoric that not orlly rrcknowl-

edge the material conseclucllces of rhetoric, btrt also uuclerstand how

plirccs, l-nore-th¿ul-humar-r beings, ¿ìnd things arc capirble of rl-ret<¡r'ic.l8 I
rely on Natasha Seegert's clefinition c¡f rhetoric as "the relational f<¡rce of
si¡5nals interacting with the worltl," which cxpancls rhetoric to the lrore-
than-human world by ir-rcluding "bcings who sttrrottnd us trut who are

fì'equer-rtly silenceci."Ie This dcfinition of rhetoric rnakcs room fbr both

discursive ancl lnatcrial signals iu a "world alrcacly spcaking through

affèctive networks of counectiott."2O Critics c¿ìlÌ access these rl-rctorics

by foctrsing olt rhetorical perfor¡¡ances ¿ìnd practices, as well as on the

cousequell¿es) or fbrce) of rhetorical disscrninatio¡. As this chapter will

claboratc, ltitclear colonialism er-rt¿rils a range of rhetorics-botl-r in the

serlse of patterns of discoursc with matcrial couscquences atrd ft¡rms of

non-cliscursive material rhetoric-that justify, Perpetuate, and challenge
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?ìttelllpts to dulrp much of the nation's trttclcaf waste irl thc homelirnds 6¡

tl-re Incligcnotr, ¡r.,r¡-rles of thc Grcat llasin legion of the Unitccl Statcs'23

Govcr¡r¡ellts p¡fs¡illg t-trrcle¿r tcchnologics jtrstify sacrificing the sover-

cignt¡ lan,l, an.1 healiù of incligenous people ill the illtcrcsts ol natiorral

,.i.,riiy or tire nation¿l intclcst. Nuclear c<¡lonialism in thc LIS is ernl¡ed-

clecl r,vithi' a lar¡5cr systerr of scttlcr coloni:rlism, wherein ¿ populatiorr

colonizcs by taking over rhe la.rcl-b¿rsc o1'an incligenotls poPulatio. arrd

subjcctinpç il-,nt pàpulntion to ¿ donrcstic-dePcrldellt ¡elationsi-rip wit[
the 

'colorìízcr.2a Ñticlcar colonialisrn rclies on the intersections of settler

colo'ialisr.' ar-rd r-nlclcarisr"n.25 It is a filnl of cuviroutnçntal injustice, bu¡

a uniclue fur¡r tl.rat takes into accotlllt Nativc Amclican peoPle's sover-

.igr1ty ¿ìnd oltgoing colonizatior-r.26 Nuclear colonialisr.n is also a fornr

of:'uiá1.,l.., i¡-its iirtcrsecting mirterial-disctrrsive sense' Nucle¿rism anci

colonialis¡r in tl're lJS include instances of extreme physical violence

(I¡clia¡ wars ancl uuclear bombs), tnore sttbtlc forrns of increlllental slow

ìi.rl"rr.. (slow-clcvelopi'g ill.esses, s*ch as cliabctes an<1 canccr), a'd

usvcholoqical violcnce (colorrizatiorl oI thc rllirlcl, ¿ssilllilittiolr, fèar of
'n,r.1.", tirrears).27 'lhese fbrms of violence arc experienced through bod-

ics, mi'c.ls, n,-rj places. For example, thc 928 lltlclear bombs cietonatecl at

rh; NTS ,iut o,-,iy conrributecl to illness and, in sorne cases) death to peo-

pi.,, t o¿i"r (fiorl NTS workcrs to clownwinders)28 btrt also took a toll

ã¡ indigenotis peoples' sense of iclcntit¡ cttltttre, and placc.2e N*clear

colo'ialìsr' is a ì'aterial-discursive phenoncuon irr which the lived expe-

riclìces, violcnce , ar-rd injustices of nuclear col<lnialisrn ¿re iuhereutly both

l'naterial ar.rd ciiscr-rrsivc.

EXTENDINC NUCLSRLT (IOT-ONINT,TSM TO ]'HE ITHL'TOIUCAI-

My previoLrs research intervenes ir-r thc literature on uttclear colonial-

ir; ;y higlrlighti^g the spccifically rht:toricøl ele.renrs of .uclear colo-

nialisÅ, .iés.ñt i,-,g*no* ,r.,clear colo'ialism cotrld not happe' r'vitl-rout

exte'siíc a'd co}plex systerns of rhetoric¿rl jtrstificatio'.3o M.uch of

thc research ot-, ,t.,.I.u. ålonialisrn focttscs on demonstrating tlìat the

nrrclear prodtrction con-rplex has ha<l a disproportionate burden on indig-

.r.,o,r, p"oplc-that is, this research p'àuiÁtt gcograpl-rical'. cmpirical'

arr.1 arcl-,ivil evicle'ce which establishes that thcrc is a verifiable patterll

ãf airpropo.tio'ate harur to i'rcligc'otrs poptrlatio's fron-r .thc 
uttclear

pr.ocluctio¡ proccss. Yet thcre l-ras- l,r.et-t less er-¡phasis i¡ this rcse¿rch
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nrr t¡c rolc of rhctoric in pcrpcturrting, jtrstiQing, aucl r'esistirlg tlttclc:rr

]rrl.,nialisln. T'hcsc rltctclrical practiccs ¿ìrc c()llstrrrincd irtrci crlablcd by

ivl.,at lroLrc,,rrlt <lcscribcti as a rliscttt'sivt: .fitt'uottl'iort, w['rich is a pâttern

.f cliscotrrsc iìcl'()ss â virricty of cliscrctc tcxts or statcllìcllts that rcflccts

Lsin't., oÊ ¡rrlr'vcr/l<nowled¡¡c.31 My prcviotrs r'r'clrk focr.tscrs orl articttlat

inã tt.'. rllctolicrrl strrrtc¡Ìir's ruld t.tctics within this tliscLrl'sivc fìrrrltrttirrt

¿,¡ respon,ls t<t u'hrrt I sarv as a lirlitlrtion ir-r anltlyscs of trttclear c<llo

rrialisnr tl-rat lack srrst¿rincd fìrcrrs on thc rhctoric:rl ancl clisctrrsivc aspects

of ,-lucl.ar coloni:rlisln.32 In cioirtg so, it shincs a light on thc I'hetclrical

elenrcnts of nuclc:rr ccllor-rialism r'vhilc ackn<¡u,lcdging that nttclcar colorri-

alisrr is not clnly a rhctorical phcnorlenclr-r. 'l'his previotts rcscarch relics

on it nrol'c tratlitiorlal dcfinition olt lhetoric-as a synlbolic hurn:tll prac-

¡içs-fl.rirn thc onc I prescnted abovc. F'ttlthcr, altl-r<>trgh I noted abovc

that nuclcaf colotriirlism is ¿ m¿rtcrial-clisctrrsivc phenoureuot't, tuy previ-

ous research maint¿rins a clistinction Lretwccn discursive and matcrial clc'

nents by fòcusirtg prirttarily on illtlminating one over the othcr- thc

rhetorical <tvcr the ulrtcriirl. In thc l1ext two scctiotrs, I propclsc two

ilÌterrel¿rtcd intcrvcr.lfions illto cl.lrrcrlt cOncc¡rttt:rlizirtions of trrtclc¿rr

colonialism that scck to bcttcr accolìnt firr nuclcrrr colonialism as lru it.ttc-

gratcd material-cliscursive phenotnct'tott within which hrrman aud notr-

l.r1.rt.r.tot-r, materi¿rl ¿rnd discru'sive rhctorics circrrlirte. Iiirst, I cx¡>atrd trttclear

colonialisn Llcyoncl the huuren by cxarrrir.ring how thc mt¡rc-th¿n-httmirn

land community is affècted b¡ implicated in, rrnil cngagccl irr rcsist

ance to nuclc¿rr colonialisln. Sccoud, to iìccottllt lòr the rhctorics of thc

nore-th¿ul-human lirncl cornmunity il-r thc lltrclcal colollialism r.ttaterial-

discursive fbrmlltiou, I contiutte in a lilte of scholars u,ho scek to lìÌore

fully account fbr the (rhetorical) a!5erlcy olthc m:rterial.33

ExTE ND I N (ì NLI( )Lr-lAiì Co t.oNt¡l.lsM lo'f H I.l MoIìE -'IHAN -

Huu¿N LnNu (lo¡¡uuNtrv

Nrrclear colonialisnr is usrrally concc¡rtrtrrlizccl ilr tcnns of thc htttn:ru; it
is pcrpctu¿ttccl by hrrnrirn ir.rstitrrtions, strch as thc lèclcrel govertlltlcllt or
mcmbers of thc milit:rr1, inc'lustri¿rl corn¡rlex, ar-rd negativcly cxpcricnced
by prlrticul:rr groups of ir-rdigcnotts htttt'tiìt'ts, Western Shc¡shc¡r-rc and
Southem Paiutc ¡-rco¡rlc in the crtsc of trttcle¿rr tcstin¡1 at thc N'l'S. Yet
it is ¡rossible and desirablc to extcncl the couce¡rt fì'om its focits ou thc
htturan to a fircus on holv an clìtire ccological c<-lt'urnttnity participatcs in



lluclear colonialism, seeing more-th¿u-hurnatl. bciugs as possible agents,

victims, resistors, and co¡tributors. I)oing so shifÌs attention to the

w?ìys that llucle¿r colonialism, as a material-cliscursive Ofr"tt"t1ì"nåI]]{
ernbcclclcd with, producecl by, ancl entails integratecl repercllssions on t6e
ft;lre-thø.rl-hu??tø,?t løwl cl?nlnunit! of ¿rnimals (including humans), soils.

plants, ¿rncl q,ater.34 In the casc of nuclear weapons tcstiug at tl"re \J5'
expar"rcling lllrcleaf coloni¿lism fì'om a htttn¿rn to a more-than-hu.ran

fì.aurcwork calls our attention to how this most nucleâr-bomtred place

reveals a web of naterial-discursive ecological relations.

A rnore-than-httmau lirnd commtrnity is an ecological concept fs¡
describing dynarnic, anilrrate, inter¿ctivc plarces, ranging in scale fronr

thc local to the global,3s'lhe term describes ealthcl'l locirtions and all of
the beings and proccsses that intefanimate with thern. Although r¡¿¡y
readers will rccognize tlìe tcrl-n 'tnu'ü-thrLfl.-hrtltrñ.lt h\\td, c0î1'11?ttt?tity 'às an

arnalga¡-ratior-r of Alclo Leopold ancl f)avid Alrratn's thinking, ¿ìnd other

readers will conternpl¿rtc its resonallce with new uaterialism's fbcus orr

llon hltlllan agcncy, I seek to highligl'rt the term's inclebtedness to alìcl

articrrlation with incligenotts knowledges.3ó'37 Native Arnerican schol-

ars srlch as Vinc Dcloria, Jr. (Dakota), Jace Wezrver (Cherokee), Greg

Cajete ('fewa), anil Megan llang (Ojibwe ) describe how both traditional

and contemporary belicß and practices across a variety of distinct Native

Arlerican and pan-Native Arnericatl ctllttlres are characterizecl by eco-

logical relationships with the lancl that acknowlcdge the agency ¿rncl ani-

mus of non-human participants.3s l{ealist animisrn and spiritual ecology

recognize the possibility of participatory relationships between human

beings ¿rnd othel. beir-rgs.39 For Abram, the tenn rnore-than-human

worlcl explains the animate ancl sensnal qualities of everything that l.nakes

trp a placc: anirnals (irrclucii¡g httmans), latlds, rocks, water) and air. Ihe
more-than-hunan world is capirble of engagilg in intersubjective reia-

tionships.a0 Cajete ¿rglles that this sort of intirnate relationship berween

beings is at tl-re core of many Native American spiritualities; it is "the

essence of their survival ancl identity as people," recogllizil-lg that this

plays out differently across the more than 500 Native American nâtions

in ine US.aÌ 'l'hese indigenor.ls knowleclges arc expressed as "kinship with

the lanc1, its Climate, Soil, water, lrìotrntains) lakes, forests) Strealns) Plants'

and ¿rnimals.'42 f'hc notiolt of kinship with the lancl opens the possibiliry

of thinking of lancl as a conm¡nity. Leopolc{'s la¡cl ethic "enlarges the

bouncl¿rriei of the commgllity to i¡cltrcle soils, waters, plants, and ani-

lnals) or collectively: the la¡å."43 Nils Pctcrson, Marktts Peterson, and
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Tart.t llai Pctcrsol.t ttsc thc temr lirtrcl c<luurtttrity t() stlflgcst a placc or

ntcalls thror¡gh whiclr illtcrsubjecrivc rclrrtionsl"rips bctr'vccn htulrru and

i,19¡c-rhlrr-hLrnrrrrr bcings ciì1l occur. 'll-rcy write, "Lcopclld's laud cour-

rlrunity is ir socicty of intcrc'lepcnclcnt hrrr.nan ani-l cxtrahtttnau citizcr.ls

1þrrt prrrticipatc in dccisir¡rr-rrrrrkirrg ¡rttl cxclcisc otlre l rights oft citizcrl

s¡ip."a4 [ arguc that ¿r morc-thall-hut'nau llrttd cotnrlttt.tity tlralts 9ll

;¡digcnous ccological knorvleclgc to tttrdctstand place rrs ir clyuauic cour-

nrr,rniry of intcrstìbjcctivc, sct'tsiug, artd rrgcntiirl bcings.

A urore than-humitn laucl courmunity hes the capability to engallc

i¡ rhetoric, cvelì though thcsc rhctorical priìcticcs mrry bc inaccessible,

untietectablc, or foreign to sonlc httnriut bcings. 'lhis capability migl'rt

be tenrcd matcrirrl rl-rctoric. As the editors irncl ¿ruthors in this r,oltturc

clemonstrate, materilrl rhctoric t¿rkes ou a vtrricty of mcanings irr the field.

Jn this case, the ¿ìnil'uatc nature of tl-re rlorc-th¿rtt httntan land cotnuu-

rriry cucs ir-rto defirring material rhetoric as thc non discr.rrsive signals dis-

senrinatcd by the urorc-than-httlnan world that Scep5crt ternls øutimiltt

iltctlr'ic.4s In his articul¿rtion clf ¿ rìr?ìteri¿rlist transhuman clialogic tl'reory

of communicatiott, IÙcl'rirrcl llogers asks, "Wc are very u'illing to talk

about how discotrrsc afïècts llattlrc, bttt wl-r¿rt aboltt how llattlrc affbcts

discorrrse, and tl-rereforc, xtsl"46'lhis rcflccts lìogcrs' critiquc of sourc

early constitrrtivc and m¿rterialist tl.reories ol rhctoric fbr ignoring thc

'únittrrr¿l material conditiotìs lvithin which tve all exist-our physical bod-

ies, geography, rrncl clitnate," tltc agency of the Inore-thnlt-httman \,vorld,

and the bidircctionrrlity of comtnttuication.4T Thc rnore thatt-httmau
land commtrnity cor-rccpt asstllncs thc possibility of comlllttllicàtioll
bctween hurnan and nlore-thatl-hutl¿rtt beings. Yet, giver.r the hicrarchi-
cal clorninancc of htrrniru society ¿u.rd thc diffictrlty nrany find in pel'cciv-

ing tl-re animatc tnorc-thau-htturau wot'Ic1, it is ofien u¡r to httt.tlau bcin¡5s

to "arnpli$, and translute tl-rc voiccs of r-ron-spcirkin¡ç httmatr ancl cxtriìhtl
mau subjects."48 Lr this case, this chapter is fìrcusecl llot only on how
nnclear tcstin[i is ¿r ft¡rn-r of lnatclial-rhetorical vicllcncc that affccts the
entire rnorc-than-hrrrnan laud cotnmurtit¡ btrt also on asking the qttes-

tion of what thc legacy of the Nev¿d¿r'I'est Sitc might be tryir-rg tct tell us.

llefore nìovinÉJ on, it is it.uportatrt to ¿rddrcss h<¡w an cxtcnsion of
nuclear coloni¿rlism t<> the rnorc-than-hurll¿ìn liìllcl colllnu.ulity cotrlcl be

perceived as problelratic in relatiou to euvironmcutal itrstice ¿rrtc.l colo-
nizrrtion. First, it corrlcl Llc algtLed that a lllove to c.lc-cclltcr the htttlan
iD nuclcar color-rialisn-r reprcscllts a nìove towarcl the sort Of nraittstreall
environurcntalisr.n tl.rat crrvil'ol]lne ntal jrrsticc schol¿rrs hirvc criticized



fbr Lleing^ too fbrctrsecl oll rlature to the cxclttsion of s<-tcial jrrsdce f6¡
htulans.49 Lr a tcnsion that has cxistcd since the bcginr"ring of the errvi-
ronrlent¿rl justice lnovcnìent, c¡rviroutrtcutalism l.ras bcen accused 6¡
putting the nccds of the u:rtttr¿l world bcfbre those of pcoplc ¿rucl envi-
ronmcntal jtrsticc has bccn accrrsec1 of ptrtting thc neecls of people befqre
the n¿ìturâl world.s0 Extcnding nuclcar colot-ri¿lism to incltrcle thc rnore-
than-human land community, then, rnight be seetl as putting thc rreeds

of aniurals, ¡rlants, aud other bcings iu thc r.nore thau-httmau land conr-
rnturity over the needs of incligcr.rous people. Yet, despite how this ten-

sion has played out in a varicty of spccific strullgles, thinking ecologically

about nuclcar colonialisrn ¿rvoids au excittsive lbctls olr eithcr httrna¡ s¡
morc-than-huulan) and, thcrefblc, avoicls the binary betwcell thc two.
L.rclccd, sorue strair-rs of environmental justicc scholarship and activisrr-r

sec it as irn ir-rherently ecological approach.sl l-or cxarnplc, the Principles

of Environrnentirl lustice aclopted in l99I at the First National People

of Color llnvironmental I-eaclcrship Strmrnit invokc both ecological and

ir-rdigcnons knowleclges that attempt to reconcile the nceds of htulans

ancl the lnore-thiul-htruran world. 'Ihc Principles ofler iniuncticlns to
affirm "the sacredness of Mother Ealth, ccological unit¡ an<l the inter-

clependcncc of all species" and to responsibly ttse l¿rncl "in the interest of
a srrstainable planet for hut.n¿rus and other living things."52 Thcse aspects

ol the founding prir-rciples of cnviroumental justice rtot only reflect the

involvernent of inciigenous people in thcir crafiing, btrt also prornotc jtrs-

tice as a concept that can be appiiccl to thc errtire more-thall-htttnan laud

cornmrrnity (as Leopold also attempted to do). Similarl¡ tl-re concept

of a more-than-human laud community values forms of realist anintisrn

and spiritual ccology in a way that rcsists redllctiolls to cithcr human

or more-than-hriman. þle Powys Whyte (Potowatami) sugp5ests that

to adeqr.rately recogr-rize indigenous expcrience, environtnetltal injtrstice

nlust be collccptu¿ìlized not just as clisproportionate harm to indigenous

people and their lantls, but ¿lso as the crastlre of incligenotrs ecological

belicfs. He writcs, "settler coloni¿rlisrn can bc interpretcd as a forll of
environmental injustice that wrongfr.rlly interfères witir and efascs the

socioecological contexts rcquircd fbr indigenous populations to cxPeri-

ence the r,vorld as a placc inftrseci with responsibilities to httntatrs, nonhu-

nirns and ecosystents."S3 ¡-ollowing Whyte, environmctttal jtrstice should

acknowledge the intefconnectioll and interrelationships l¡ctwecn human

and more-thatt-huuan beings, and the inpoftancc of that itlterrcl¿tion
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¡p irrdigcnotLs pcoplc. It is in this spirit tl.rat I cxtcnd nrrclcar colrlnialism

¡¿ llrc rrtot'c-tltrt¡l llttrllrttl llttttl cotrttttunitl'.

Scconrl, onc rttiglrt also trguc that this cxtellsiol-r dilrrtes colol-rialisn.l

¿r.rd minirni2es tllc ut-tir'¡tte expcricnccs ol hrunan colonizccl srrbjccts;

accordingl¡ Evc '[ìrcl< and I( Wayne Yang rrrguc that colonization is

not a nclaphor that c¿ìil or shorrlcl bc cxtcnclccl brcladly to explain rill

forrrrs olopprcssion or s<>cial injtrstice.Sa Yct, it is possiblc to rccogrrizc

settlcr ccllonialism as â systcnl that links brrt clocs llot cqu¿ìtc thc o¡rprcs-

si6tt cxpcricnccd by incligcr-rorrs ¡rcoplc with that ol rnore then-hrrmar.r

larrd cor.nmttrtitics. L.rc1cct1, 'ftrck ar.rcl Yang :ìrguc thrìt scttlcr colonialisnt

entails thc lltanirgentent of "pcclplc, lirnd, florrr, :rnd fàrrnrr" in rhc servicc

of colc¡nial powcr.55 In this $/?Ìy) scttler colonirrlisn alrcady incltrclcs con'
sider¿tion of thc nlorc th?ìll-human lancl comlnrrnity. My approach cloes

,1ot sec ir-rdigcr-rotis pcoplc as lcss-th¿rn-hrrur¿rn nol docs it promotc thc

coltcenls c¡lttltc nrorc thrtn-hurnan irbove thosc olir-rcligcnous peoplc, but
rather investigates thc rvays in which nr-rcle¿rr coloniirlisnr involvcs cour-

plex intcrrclations bctwcen hutlrur anci more than-hrrman bein¡5s. Some

of thesc complcxitics incltrtlc thc wrr1, in which indigcnotrs pcoplcs arc

disploportionirtcly harmcd by the ntrclcrrr procltrction process ørtdindig-
enorrs people arc linritcd in thcil ability to cxpcricncc the land rrs ¿ni

¡rrate l;utd otl-rcr bcings il.r tl.rc lìrolc thlì11 htrr.nan l¿nc'l community :rrc

disploportionately hanr"rccl by thc nrrclc¿rr proclrrction complcx. Nrrclcar
colonialism, thcn, li-rctrses on horv thc cntirc utorc-than-hrrrnan lancl

cornrnunity (incltrding humirn ancl lnole than-hurnan beings) experi
euces rì placc likc thc N'I'S in relation to colonirrl power ¿ni1 nrrclearism.

A Monu Malu¡¡Rr l)rscunslv¡: ¡onuxrroN
Although previorrs rescarch or.r r.rnclcar colonialism l-r¿s tcnclccl to high-
light either its disctrrsivc clcrrcnts or its lraterial clerncnts, tl.ris chapter
sccks to analyzc l.ruclc¿rr colclr.rialisn'r as a matcrial-cliscrrrsivc phcnorn
cnon. Following l(arcn lìirrad, "Pltnt.o¡tt.ctt.tt, acc<trding to nly :ì[tcltti¿l
le¿list accoullt) are ncithcr intiividual cr-rtitics nor l'ltcntal imprcssir>ns,
but er.rtangled rnateri¿l agcncics."Só Nuclcar cokrnirrlisrn, thcn, is not ir

static thil'rg, but ¿ì constcllation of insc¡rarrrblc c'liscourscs ar-rc'l l.r.ratcriali-
tics cxpresscci tl.rrorrgh mrrltiplc bcings irnd rrgcncics. lt is ncithcr solcly
discursivc nor s<;lcl1, matcrirrl, ncithcr solcly l.ruman nor solely lrìorc,thall
lìutt.tirn, ar-rci ncithcr solely controlling nor solcly resistivc. 'l'his srrligests



that nnclc¿r colonialism is not a olìe-\4/rìy excrcisc of powcr by nn iso-
lrrted irnd inclepcnclcnt aÉlellt? btrt is a sct of illtcl'activc materitrl-tliscrrr.sive

practiccs that clo things in thc wolld. IUretoric, wheu c<-¡nceived as r¡ate-
rial-clisctrrsivc intcraction of sign:rls, is ir ccltnponcr-rt of ¡hc phenourerro¡1

of nncleal colonialism, as it provicles onc tncdittm of interrclation artd
cx¡rrcssion ol agcncy betwceu hrttuaus and the more'thall-ht,rt"ran lanJ
c<>nrlunity.57

One way to anirlyzc nuclcar colonialism is through tl-re lens of a dis-
cirrsivc fbrn-rirtion; yet) as I will argLrc, the concept tlcccis to be expanded

to bettcr highlight thc intcrrelation betwecu discottrsc and r.naterial-

ity and tl-rc rhetoric¿rl irgcncy of thc more-th¿rn-hitt.nau lancl collìrlì
Fotrca.lt vicws tliscotrrsc as a cornplcx tiifltre.tiatcd practice nr."p,Ïiti[
tation that rcflects the circulations aud dispcrsions of power/knowlcdge
in a pirrticular histol'icirl momellt. A discursivc form¿rtion is a sct of state-

lììcllts across multiple dispcrse<l texts th¿ìt reflect ;rtl ordcr, despitc their
seeuring differencc. He wrotc,

Whcnevcr olle can clesclibe, betwccn a ttrtlulrcr of st?ltcments, sttch a

systcr-n of clispclsion, wltertcver, between objccts, types of stiìterllerìt)

colìcepts, cx thet-nätic choices onc can clclìnc a rcgtrlarity (rlu ot'clcr, cor-

rel:rtions, ¡rositior-rs rrnd fìrnctiorrings, tlansflrrr-ttatious), wc will say, f'or

tlre s¿ke of convcniencc, thirt wc at'c clealing with a d'iscu'r.çittt .fì¡t'ntøtion.
(Italics in original)58

Viewing nuclear colonialisrr-r as a cliscursive fortnation, tltett, ¿rllows for
an anrrlysis of the set of st¿ìtell-ìcnts across r-nr"rltiplc tcxts that contribute
to an orclcred rrnclerstanciing of nucle¿rr weapolls tcstirìg within uuclear-

isr.r-r an<1 colonialism. A discursive fonlation rcgul¿ìtes the possibilities of
wh¿t call be ¿rrticrrlatecl within its bounclaries. Wrile thcre arc bounda-
rics, there arc also uulnerous possibilitics, inclrrcling rcsistivc possibilities
(or what Foucault calls c<¡ntradictions), within thc fbnn¿rtion. Fotrcault

sultfTests th¿rt to uncover a discursivc fortnation, the critic will "<]efine the

systern of formrrtion of thc difl'erent strate€Tics that are <leploycd in it; in
other lvords, if one can sholv how tl-rcy ¿rll derivc (in spite of their some-

tirlcs extreure divelsit¡ ancl in spite of thcir dispcrsion in timc) lì'orn the

sarnc set of rcl:rtious."59
Whilc the discursive in disctrrsive forrlatiolt may bc sourcr'vhat lnis-

leadir-rg in that it could imply the opposite of materiality, I scek to push
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For¡c:rrrlt's c()r'ìccl)t r¡l- r'liserrrsivc lòr'nl:rtion suclr tlrrrl tllis lìrlrlrrrtit¡n is

i,¡¡[1 rrrrrtc-rirrl iìrìd synlbolic, and opcn to thc t'nol'c than-httrnan land

Jo,,,,rr,rltity. As sucll, rvc rrtiglrt tllirlk of ntrtf ct'irtl disculsivc Iòt'ntrttiorts.

Alt¡orrgh tllis is rtot a ñithfìrl leatling of Lìottc¿ttlt's cot'tccpt, it is rrn

cNrcrlsic)n th:rt tlcc¡rcns thc possibilitics of thc discrrrsivc lìlrm¿rtion as ir

hetrristic fbr ccological phenoncnrr. I(rrcn lllrrlrcl's critiqrrc oft Fcltrc¿rrrlt's

llac[< of) rrc;.rtlncnt of mrteriality in his tl-rcory of iliscourse argrres: "thc

,.,r.,ti,-,trs of'Itrarclirrlity ar.rcl tlisctrrsivity rutrst bc rcr'vorkcil itt a lvrty that

acknowlcclgcs thcir t.t-ttttttal cntrriltnct.tt."('0 llirracl's solutiot-t cotllcs in thc

forn of agelltial lcalism, r,vhicl.r rccognizcs thc "illtriÌ-âctivity" bcnl,ccu

discoulse anci nratcriality antl thc rrgcncy of tlorc-thatr-httt.uan bcings

arrrl things.ól Follor'r,irrg lìar:rd, "'I'hc prirttrrt'y orlt()lollical rrltits lr'vithin
agclrtial rcalism l arc rlot 'things' bttt phetror.uetra-dytratnic topological

rcconfi !ryri lUts/cr-rtanglemcnts/rclationalitics/( rc )articttlrrtions. Ancl thc

urirrraly scnr¿ultic trrrils rrrc rì()t'words'Irut rnrttcri:tl-rliscrrrsivc prrrcliccs

i¡r,,ugl.r rvhich borrnd¿rrics arc cotlstitutcd."('2 I rrrgttc thrrt a Inatclial-

discrrrsive forr.nation providcs ¿r valrrablc analytic tool fòr tttrcovering thc

n'ays in rvhich nuclcal cc¡lonilrlisnr is jrrstificd ¿rnd uraintaincd throu¡çl'r :r

var.iety of ordering sÎ¿rtcnlcnts) antl sirnult;urcorrsly resistcd through the

plorluctive possibilities rvithin thc fi¡rrnation. 'fhis approach also ¿llows

fcrr considcrati<>n ol what Staccy Alairr.ro calls "unprcdictable rnatclial

agencics," or thc \'vays ill which thc lllorc-thrìI1-hunlrul lrrnd coutt'rtLnity

expl'csses its a¡5ency throtrgh rhcloric.ó3
In tl.rc prcvi<)us t\4/o scctions, I argucci fbr twr¡ corlccptual cxpansir.rns

of crtrrcnt rcsearch or-r r.rrrcle:rr colonirrlisrn. tr-irst, I movccl to clcccrltcr
thc human in nuclcrrr coloniirlisr.n by drawing on ir-rt'ligcnotrs ecological
knowledgc an<1 othcr theorists to cxarnine h<¡u, thc r-rrrclc¿rr prodtrcticln
complcx afíècts trnd intelrelatcs lvith tul :ìninlirtc lìlorc-thiul hunlan lirnd
comrrrrnity c:lpable of rhetoric. Hurl¿tn agcllts arc ccrtainly â pert) bttt
not thc rvhole, of nuclear colclnialism, which is l'norc ¿ìccur¿ttcly dcscribcd
as a matcrial-c'liscursivc phenorlenon with interscctinÉl rììorc-thiul hrtt.u¿rn

agcncics (irnd simultanc<,rrrs r.n<¡dcs of control rrnrl rcsistlurcc). Sccclncl,

clrawing fionl þ'oucault anc'l Bararl, I usc ¿ur cxpirncled notion of rr matc-
rial-discrrrsive lirruration irs an irnalytic tool fbr unclcrstanding tlìc rratc
lial-cliscursivc intcrrelltions ¿rnd tl'rc rhctclrical practiccs within nuclcar
color-ri¿rlism. L.r thc r-rcxt sccti<-ln, I trlnì t() a lrricf'ln:rlysis olnuclcar tcst
ing at the N.l'S to illustratc rvhat is girincd throrrgh trnrlcrstanding thc
Lolc of the nlorc-th¿ìll-hulllall lancf colnnltrnity in nuclc¿rr coli¡nirrlism.



This brief exccrpt rcvcirls tl.rc sceci of the ide¿r fbr what is uow this

c¡aprcr. Being tt thc NTS lìot only confirr.ncc-l some of what I had imirg-

;nsfl abotrt thc placc brrt irlsc-r surpriscd mc. lt m¿rde mc r.n<>rc :tltunccl to
tl.re lirncl, the animal antl plant prescllcc, ¿,urd the enornrity of thc violcr.rcc

that hac'l occttrreci thcle. My thinking aborrt nrrclc¿rr color.ri¿lisnt changed

in t\,vo ilnportant wiìys, lìrcilitating: (l) a fbcrrs <-rn h<¡w thc rnorc-rhan,

hunrrrn l¿rnd cotnmrrnity rvas also aff-cctctl; and (2) ân attcl'ttiolì to the

forrrrs ol rcsistauce, survival, resilicnce, an<i rhctoric displayed by thc
ilore-than-hut'nau lrruci community. In what fbllclu,s, I trrrn nry âtteltti()Il

to au alìalysis of thc N-I'S as a ¡rlace where nuclcar colonialism is entan-

gled with the cntirc tnorc-than-htrmirn land commrrnit¡ incltrding brrt

not limited to Shosl'rol-re and Paiutc pcople, r,vho have bccn particularly
irnpacted by thc clec¿rclcs of nirclcar cxplosions in this placc.

As a starting point, I give voice to irnplicittions olt nuclear tcsting ftrr
the u-rore-than-human land community of the NTS by reviewing some of
the clocutnented ccological eflccts of ntrclcar tcsting, uot as rt sccnc firr
ny analysis) but as ¡ w¿y to cxpanil our consiclerirtion of nuclear color.rial-

isrn to thc ltlorc-thall-hiu1l¿ul lancl cornlltrnity. I{ccirll that 92B nuclear
bombs were detonated in the Nevacla'ltst Sitc bctween l95l and 1992,
wlìcu the Comprchensive 'fest lìau Treaty (ClllT) carnc into effcct.
These above ground atr.nospl-reric antl trndcrgrorrncl tcsts:

servctl a variety of nirtional security purposes. 'I'hcsc incluclc clcsign tcst,
ing f'crr thc velification of new we?ìpons c()ncepts, proof:testing of cxist-
ing weapons, efïècts tcsting to (ictcntlilìe thc impitct of nLrcleirr wcapons
or.r rnan-rnadc objccts :uttl stnrctures, plants ancl iu-rir-nirls, ancl thc physical
crrvir'onrncr.rt, ancl ex¡rerir-r-rcntal tcsting in thc se¿rch fbr possiblc ¡reacefìrl
r rscs.ó4

A clcscriptior-r of Operation Big Shot (April 22, 1952) provides a sn¿rp

shot of how nttclear testilìg affcctccl the cntirc more-th¿rn-hurnan land
cornnrrrrrily ¿t thc N'l'S:

Efïècts fiom the blast fOpcration lìig Shotl valiecl, clcpcncling on the clis-
tancc tlom glorrncl zclo.'Ihe flash blintlcd shcep tctherccl abc¡vc grounrl at
900 ar-rcl 2,000 yalcls awtry. Heat fìrlm tl-re lrlast stirrtccl vcgcttrtion fìrcs out
to 2,300 yalcls, letrving lllullcrolts l,ucca plants ancl Joshrrir tlecs smoklcr-
ing, and gave lcthal burns to shealccl sl-rcc¡-r tcthcrctl abovc gr.otrncl at 900
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Tbrrring tire Nevacla ftst Site (in 2007) r'entaius onc of thc uot'e visceral

ancl rrentorirblc ficlcl cxpericnces I havc hacl. Aficl sever¿rl yeals of rcse:rrch

on the Ator¡ic wcst, secirrg the scarrecl craterccl lanclscape of thc NTS

in per.so¡ somehow triggercd the cnonr-rity of the violence thât occtllred

thcrc in a way that I þacl ¡ot fèlt befbre. Being therc I coulcl see the

r-¡ark that nuclear testi¡g-this thing that seernecl to me so ricliculous

:rncl clestnctive that I altnost cotlltln't belicve it really l-rap¡rellccl-lefi o'
this ¡rl..rcc. I Lernember starìcling at thc eclg<: of Sct'lan Crater-1280 fèet

i¡ cli:rr.neter ancl 320 fèet ir.r clcpth-being tolcl by the tour guide tl.rat the

cr:ìtel was so big it could be sceu fì'otn eârth-orbit ir-r space. 'l'he dcpth is

rhe equivale¡r olthe llth tallcst high rise building in S¡lt Lake City. I still

fèel discomf'ort a¡cl ?Ìwe when I think about stanclirìg on the cclgc of this

huge crater.th¿t was part of a project cxploritlg thc peaceñll ltses of rlrtclear

weapons. I h¿cl knorvn that thc "peaceful tlsc of uucleaL wea¡lons" is ¿¡
.r*yi1-roro,t, but tlris tnassive holc in tl-re glottncl showed rle itrst how vio-

le¡t, jarri¡g, and fì¡rcefìrl nttclear explosions âre to the eal'th. Wh2:tt wt-ts this

320-f'oot crâtcr communicatir.rg to mel We ofien talk about tl'rc racliation

relc¿setl by these Lrombs, an invisible fbrm of slow :rucl :rccretive violence,

but these marks ol-t the eartl'r cotlttnutticatccl a f'ornr oltviolence to the lancl,

the ¡rlirce, that I was unirble to comprehertcl urltil I stood thcre, seeing

a¡cl liste¡i¡g to what thc n¡cle¿r bonrþ crater revealed. I-,ike the perma-

¡cnt stain that the nucle¿r ¡rrocluction corlplex h¿s tnade on tl-re geologic

recorcl of olu' carth, this clatcr similarly lnarks thc long-tcrur eflècts tl-rat a

nucle¿r explosion can h¿ve. It also n'racle ir mark on me through tl-re rne¡tal

image that I t-uay uever be able to eriìse fì'om my rrirrcl. As I continttecl to

ro¡r.rhe NTS, I macle an efl'ort to look out f'oL wildlifè ancl plant-lifè as I
so¡ght to bcar. witncss to the solt of radioactive irpocalypse I hacl ir.r.rag-

inecl in this place. Yet, sonrething surprising happenecl as I s¿rw seenirlgly

healthy rabbits hop across the road. Ir.r strtite of the visible craters irncl other

markers of the over r-ri¡e httnclred nttclc¿r explosiolls, I noticccl thirt this

place hacl rlot becol'nc the ¡aclirttecl and lifèless w¿ìsteland I hircl expectecl

it to be. There werc plants cveryrvhcre, and ¿nimals, all seer"ningly thriv-

i¡g in this place, rcveali¡g the rcsilie¡ce of this place. wrat wefc these

¡rore-than-hurnan trci¡gs co¡rtnullicirtiug to mcl How clocs their pres-

ence rttark the (un)healthiness of the N-lS as '¿ lllore-tlìatl-hulniru laucl

colllulullityl What becarr-re clear to rne on lny tottr is that this place thirt

has beeu bor-nbcc1 so uliìtly tilnes is not just au innate backglortntl of scelle

f'or nnclcrst¿nclirtg uttclcar testilìg) brtt a f'olm of rhetoric thiìt ParticiP:ìtes
within nuclear colouinlisrn.
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Lllrcquivocally shorvs that the lìlorc-tlìrìr1-hrrm:.tu land c<lr"nmttnity sttl'-

ferecl ¿ blow fìrrrn tl'rc cffects oltnrtclcar tcstillg.
Itcclll tl-r¿t onc rìr!{llnrcnt lòr thc start of thc Anthr<>¡-roccne is thc ner,v

rnark left in thc geologicrrl rccorcl by thc introrlucliotr oluuclcar wcaporls

¡¿rrc1 corrconritrrnt tcstin¡5 of tl.rosc lvcapons) that rclcascd rrnpreccdctrtccl

,n.,,r,n.t,. of ccsitttlr-137 ant'l plutonitrr.r-r 239 ancl 240 int<¡ thc carth's

ecosystclll. I"ttrther, tl'rc ccologic:rl inpacts dcscribecl in this clttrptcr arc

arrother typc of mark olthe cor.rscclttetrce <¡f nrtclcar wcapons prodttction,

irr thc ft¡rm of physical charnges to latrc'l, fìorir, :rud fìrtrrta, inclttcling thc

oocklllrrrlccd lertrlscrrPc, thc 320 lìrot tlccp Sctlrrn Crrrtcr', rtrrtl tltc crcrttiolt

oltrinititc at ¿1r'clttltd zcro silcs.Tl
'l'hc N-l'S clc¡cs r-rot reflcct the cntircty ol nrrclc¡r colouialism, bttt

offcrs lur ¿ìvel-ìitc fìrr exar.niuing thc cor.uplcx ilttcrrchtiorls artcl rhcto

rics bctwcen nrtcle:tr wcâpons, tlre rnclrc-th¿rn hrrrunn land cr>rn|urrnity,

¡u¡¡ans, colonirrlisru, antl nrrclclrrism in this nlost rìuclcrrr-trorrbccl plircc.

My analysis works iu tirc interplal, within thc rn:.rtcrial-disctrrsive forrna-

tion thaf cottstrait.ts encl crtaLrles possibilities for cr.rgagen-rent ancl the

forms of rhetoric thrrt cmcrgc within this placc, irtcltrding both httman

¿nd rnorc-than-htrul¿ur rhctorics. As sttch, my objcct of analysis is ttot :r

discrete tcxt, but a rallgc of goverrtuetrt cloctturcuts, recollccticlns fì'otr
a half-day visit to thc N'lS, tr'vo visits to thc Atomic 'fcsting Muscutn
in Las Vegas, ar.rcl particip¿tioll in;r protcst cvcut at thc N'l'S. I exam-

inc a tcnsion bctwecn colltrol and rcsist¿rnce ilr nrrclcal colonialism by

revealing how nrrclear colonialisnl constrrrills ¡tossibilities ancl harms

the morc-than-hum:rtl latrci comn'ltrnity ancl cnables other possibilitics

througl"r resistanccs within the fbrrnlttion. I bcgin with an analysis of l-row

human rl.rctorics have constrtrctcd the N'l'S as "w¿tsteland" aucl thcn tLtln
to an analysis tl're rhctorics olt tl.rc more-th¿rn-human land cotnmttrrity,
all of which intcrìct u,ithin nuclcar c<¡l<>niaiism ancl rt matcrial-clisculsivc
phe nontcr-ton.

Tbo Wøstelønd

The US fòclcr¿rl !{ovcnlnlcnt jrrstific<l locating thc rtation's nttclc¿r tcst
site in thc clescrt lanclsca¡re of Ncvadir becattsc of pe rcepti<-rns of a scvcre,
inhospitablc, ¿urcl rcmote klc¿tion th¿t would rninirrize thc atlonut
of lrarrn frc¡m nuclcar bomb tests. I)ccisior-t tnakcrs' wiclcsprca<l pcr-
ccption ol this rcgior.r rrs a sparscly populatcd dcscrt w¿steland rcflccts
some Europe¿ur-Anrcricrrn rssulllptions rrbotrt land and acsthctics, which
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yartls. ln ftrxlrolcs, shcetr; :rt 900 yarcls lcceivecl thircl tlegrec bttrtls aud ¿¡

2r000 yartls, in thc opcn, {ìrst clegrcc bttrus. Sotnc "triuitite," s¿rrlcl tut'rrc¡
to grcen glass first cncountcrccl at thc 'l'rinity tcst, Itolrnccl at grouucl zcro.óS

A strrvey of thc hrunan heirlth, etlvit'otttrtcntal, ancl social jtrsticc lcgacies

of the US r-nrclear testing pro[5r¿ult revc¿rls th¿rt ntlclcar testing has hacl ¿

p:rlpablc in'rpact on tl-re lxore -than-lìulran l¿ucl cotnmttnity of particular

locations, such as thc Marsh¿ll Islar-rds or the N'IS.
l'herc has been a rcccnt upstlrgc of rcscarch on thc vast ccologi-

cal irlplications of tl-re rnilitary incJustrial cornplcx. Sociologist l(ennet6

Goulcl contends that "Militarization is the singlc most ccologically

destructive hrrman ettrleavor."ó(' Sociologists Blett Clarke artd Andrew

lorgenscn speci$ sotle of the ftrrms of destruction, "irtclrtding scorched

crìrtlÌ practices) the divcrsion of rivers, thc dcstruction of plants arrd

anirnals, tl.rc burr-ring ol oil wclls, and thc use of chenical and biologi-
cal weapor.rs...Thc legacy oÊ war includcs toxic lanclscapes...posing per-

sistent environrnental and social threats."('7 Withitr thc larger military
industrial complex, the nuclcar wcapotls prodttction cotlplex, from cra-

dle to grave, has had par:tictrlarly profbund ecological cffects. Irt Nucleør

Wøstilø.rtds, Arjun Makhijani, Howard Hu, and lGthcrine Yih, provicle

a rigororrs ¿ìcconnt of the ongoing ecological hazarcls associatecl with
the US nucle¿rr weapol-ìs complex.ó8 Ti-rc l)epartt.ucttt of Energy esti-

rnatcs that the cnvilontnental legacy of Cold War nttclear we¿ìpolts pro-
cluction incluclcs: 1.7 trillion gallons of contalninated grotrnclwater; 40

million ctrbic rreters of contaminatecl soil ancl clebris; and 100 million
gallons of high-level radioactive waste; remcdiatior-r that is expected

to cost ovcr 200 billion dollars and take over 70 years.6e 'fhc NTS is

particularly impactecl fiorr the 928 nuclear bomb cxplosions that l-rap-

per.rccl there ovcr a 4O-yeirr tir-nefì'ame. Accorclirtg to Makhijani, Hrt,
and Yih, "llecausc of the many underglotrr.rd ¿.rnd near-sttrfìrce explo-

sions conducted here, tl-re Nevada Test Site is highly contaminated,"
inclucling an estimirtcd: 2.8 million cltries of stror.rtitun-90, 4.5 miliion
curies of ccsiurn-137, and 124,000 curies of plutoniunr trnder¡Sround;

groundwater coutarninatiotr that tl-re DOE has not yet fLrlly charac-

terizcd; and 420,000 cubic nleters of r¿rdioactive w¿lste buried ¿t the

site. Beyond the sitc, an estimatcd 6 million curies of cesiurl-137 and

4 million curies of strontitull-gO rem¿riu fiom attnospheric tcsting that

sprcad ¿ìcross the nation.70'I'hc NTS' ctlviront-uent¿tl monitoring pro.ject,

while often lì'¿rmcd in terns of hurnan rrse and tlìreats to htul¿tu hcalth,
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stancl in contriìst to incligenous N¿tivc Americ¿rn ¿ìssullptiol'rs irbout
and perceptions ol tl.re vcry s¿rmc lanti as siìcrecl) ecologically rich, arrd
Iife -sustair-ring.72

'lhc first Europcan cxplorcrs who encountelecl the Americarr \.1r.ra
saw it irs a dcsclt wastcland. Iìarly Europcan-Anerican settlcrs saw
deselts âs al-ì obstaclc to ovelc<,1ìle or ¿vclid.73 Accolding to historia¡
Flenry Nash Srrith, to Errropean-American people, whose ctrltrrral lo6¡g
wcrc agricultural, the clesert rcpresentecl a b¿rrrier to recolfnized patterns
of livirrg ancl cconornic prosperity.Ta Early explolers portraycd tt'r" d.r..i
as w:rstcland bccarrse of this perceived lack of cultivation potentiirl a¡¿
economic prospcrity. lohn Cl-rarlcs Frcerront characterizecl thc G¡ç¿¡
Iìrrsin dcsert rcgion in 1844: "It is callcd ¿r desert anil fìom what I saw

of it, sterility rnay bc its prorninent clrilractcristic."T5 Lieutenant Wheeler,
who leacl an cxpeclition through Nevacla in l87l descril¡cd what is rrow
thc NTS as "c)nc of the most clcsolatc rcgions upon the face of t¡e
carth," that. was "knowll in cornmon parlance ¿ìmonli the settlcrs of the
rnir.rirrg ancl urountair.r towns of Nev¿cla as 'I)eath Yalley'."70 Moving
fì'om tl"re late nineteenth ccntury to the Atolnic Age in tl-rc second half o1
the twentieth centrrry, a ncw laycr is added to cvolving cultural percep-
tions of the Arncrican West. Starting in the 1940s, the "Atornic West',
became a primary ccnter of the nuclear wc¿ìpons production cornplex.
l)uring the 1940s, 1950s, and l9ó0s, the fecleral govenlmellt created a

clisproportionate numbcr of militarizccl and atomic sites in thc Arncrica¡
West, including T'rinit¡ Los Al¿rmos, thc Nevada 'I'est Site, anci Ilocky
Flats. Historians havc documented the devclopnlent of the Anlclican
Wcst in relirtion to comrllon perceptiolls of tl-re rcgion as a low-popula-
tion wasteland (although interestingly l{obcrt Oppcnheirncr and other
scientists in the Manhatt¿ìn project loved ancl valucd the desert region of
Los Alanros, New Mexico).77 lìeflecting on this histor¡ natrtralist Al.ìlì
Zwinger notes, ((We Arnericans have tended to reEçard orrr dcserts as

wastelands, and nc¡whcre has this been more literally tntc thall the Great
llasin. "78

I)cscriptions of the NT'S conform to this broadel corìceptioll of the

Anrerican West as a descrt wasteland. According to ¿ì €iovernlnellt docu-
ment on atmospheric nuclear we¿rpolls tcstil-rg:

'l'he Nev¿da -I'est Sitc consists of a¡rproximately 1,375 stlutrlc miles
of rernotc dcscrt ¿ncl mouutrriu terr¿in owretl ancl controllecl by the
l)cpartr-ncr-rt of Þlnergy ancl locateci in thc southem pirrt of thc Grcirt lJasin
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rtor.tftwcst of I-as Vcgas...Watcr ol thc lacl< thcrcgflis thc clot-ttitrati¡g

cliuratic charirctcristic. 'I'hc lorvcr clev¿ti<¡us have hot, tlry stttut-ttct's '.rrrd

¡ilcl rvir-rtcrs :ruci irvclrrge six incl-res or lcss ol'rrrtt-tttal ¡rrccipitirtiorl. Highcr

clevittions rcccivc sot-ttcwhat incrcasccl prcci¡titation arlcl h¿rvc lolvcr tcm-

ncr¿tilt'cs.'ltnUclrìtUte cxtrcrlìcs 0n thc sitc rangc fì'orr irclow zcro to I l0
.l.gr..t Fahrcnhcit.T"

,{n Atornic ltsting Mttsettlt'l display dcsclibing l.rorv thc N'I'S was cho-

sen, st¿tes: "Thc tcst sitc posscssed fàvorablc cotlditiolls li.ll' ycar rtltrnd

testirrg ant-l lllotllltilillotìs barricrs that u,<ltrld prcvcllt closc <lbscrv¿

i;er1." 
'lhesc fìrvor:rble conclitions inclrrdccl thc dcscrt cnvirclttmcttt atrcl

fswer hrrt.ìrtrtìs livir-rg tl.rcrc than rrorc poprrlatcd rlrc:ìs. Oti¿lins oJ'thc

Ntnødø. 
'Ibst Sitc dcscribcs thc N'fS ¿ìs ir ((rcurote dcscrt ¿uld lt-tottrltitill

tertiril-r" with l "h¿rsh clitnatc" rllld Ffcllchmatl Flirt, thc sitc ol cotttlt-

l.rr,r,r.l.r,t ltcitnb tcsts, ¿ìs ¿ì 
t'rclttcttc dcscrt v:rllcy."80'I'hcse p<lrtraylls

of h¿rsh clesert tcfrain alc linkcd r,vith rrrgtttncllts ab()tlt how fcu, pcople

have livcd in thc rcgi<>n. Accorcli¡g to OrL¡itts tl' thr Nct'øfl.ù. I-cst Sitü,

,,Thc site anc'l the il.nurcdiatc surrorrntling arcrr hirvc rrlwirys bccn spalscly

popillatcd," irnd "Rvcn with a climate fhat h¿rs v¿rriccl considelably over'

il.t. l.rt clozeu t.uillctruirr, thc ¿rca th¿rt is llo\v tlìe Ncvacl¿r 'l'est Sitc has

nevcl. becn particrrlarly conrlucive to ltum¿rn hrrbitittion ar.rcl exploifa-

tio¡."8Ì 'l'l.rcsc charactcristics ol thc rcgion m¿clc it an attractivc site fbr

militarization, first t.ts thc Las Vcgas lìonlbir-rg irr-rcl Gttnrlcry l{angc irnd

thcn as thc Nev¿rcitr J'cst Site. "In 1940, howcvcr, thc prccisc characfcr-

istics thirt hacl r.r-radc the rcgion so tlllattr:ìctivc-thc desctlation, lack of
w¿ttcf, and geltcral uninlt¿l¡itablclless--brotlght it to thc ¿ttcntion clf the

feclcral govcrtttltetlt."B2 ht thc 1950s, all articlc in thc rnagazinc Arttt.ctl.

Forcas 'følle, describcd thc N'l'S rts ¿t "l)atl-tlt goocl place to duurp ttsecl

razor bl¿ìdcs."83 This collceptioll of the N'fS rrs ir wlrstclrrrlcl is an inrpor-

tant elcurcut in justificatiolls fof t.ttlclerrr coloni¿rlisn-r. llecattsc of the

perceptiol-ì of this placc as a wastelallcl, thc N'I'S was casily collstrtlctcd
as a national s¿rcrificc zotle thât strpp<>rtcd thc intercsts of LJS national

sectLriry.Ba Viewing tl'rc rhctorics highlightct-l hclc :rs part of thc nttclcar

colclni¿lism rratcrial-c{iscrlrsivc fornl¿ìtion indic¿rtes holv thcsc statelllcllts
abotrt tl-rc Anrcricau West are irlfltlencctl l¡)' relations bcñ'r'ecn thc t-tlatc-

rial ancl tl-rc discursivc, srtch tlìat this cvolvirtg utearlit'tg of thc Arlcric¿n
lVest, or thc Atornic West, catttr<>t bc rcdrrcccl to ;r sir.nple catrsal rcla
tionship bctwecn thc physical clualities of thc ¡rlacc rurd thc w¿y httt.uatls

talk about thc phce. l{athcr, this rhct<.¡ric participrltcs I'r'itl.rin a col.llplcx
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inten'clationship ol place, humans, and more-than-htrman beings
cxprcssed in discursivc and non-discrrrsivc ways.

Once a region is perceivcd, n:ìr.ncc1, ancl virlued (or not valucd, i¡ ¡¡¡,
case) as a wrsteland, it is casy ro think of it as a place for testing uu.t.u'.
we¿Ìporls. The conscquenccs of we¿tpolts testillg and othcr to*ic 

"nd viJ-
lent activities then courributc to the crcation of a more litcral wastelal¿
through the rhetorical fbrcc of destruction, death, and ecological darnì
¿[4e to the rnore-than-huruan land community. Arnerican Stuclies scholar
.fol"rn Beck notes, "Much of the Southwest is an achievecl apocalypse, 

¿
spacc laclen with invisil¡le toxic evils."8S 'l'hus, thc wiclespreacl hunran
pcrception of the region ¿rs a wastcland l-ras rhctorical force ; it h¿rs rnate_
rial conscquences for ¿r land-use policy that saclifices the more-than-
hurnan lancl community in the interests of nirtional security.

Yet, these hunra. descri¡'rtior-rs of the Nevacla Test site clo not occur
in a vacuurn that is separate from the more-thân-hrulan land corlmu-
nity. T'hc physical ecological featrrres that urake the Arnerican west appear
"ruggedly severe" a'd "inhospitable to h'r.rans" play a role ir-r the r-nate-
rial-discursive formation of the rcgion as rv¿steland. Incleecl, we cotrlcl not
conceive of the region as wastelant-l without the cntanglement between
thc material ancl tliscursive. Nretoric, as signals sharecl befween bcings,
cncompasses the expressions of the lllore-tlÌan-hurnan land cornrnur.rity,
how they are takcn in by h.'ra.r beings and then exprcssed througlr
tenns like inhospitable, wasteland, and harsh cnvironrnenf, ancl how these
differcnt forms of exprcssion corne togcther as a part of the phenomenon
of nnclear coloni¿lisrl. As such, the constmction of wasteland as a strat-
egy of control within nrrclear coloniaiism is itself reflective of the inter-
relationship between thc hrrn-lan and more-than-human, and between
materiality and discorrrse. In thc uext section, I examine how the more-
than-hnrnan l¿nd commur"rity might be responding to thc w¿'rsteland des-
ignation and other aspects of nrrclear colonialism tl"rrough expressions of
damage, resistance, and resilience in the face of nuclear testin€t.

Rbetorics of Resistønce ønd. Resilìence

Froru an ecological pcrspective, the (ìreat Basin resists the wasteland
moniker through physical expressior.rs of clivcrse animal and plant life,
l-rot springs, aquìfers, ¿rnd diversc basin ancl range ¡5eology. Histor.ian
l)onaid worster challenges thc comrnon hulnan rhetorical flarning of
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,hc Arrrcric¿rn Wcst rts rr dcsert rvirstcl¿rtd th¿t is dcvoicl of lifè. FIc wrotc,

Ï¡1,',nr, nowhct'c \\'âs thc At'ucricirtl ilcscrt simply ¿ì stretch ol clìlPty

.^,r,1; .u..y*hcrc thcl'c was lifò. Atncricltrs hrrd only to t¿rke thc trott-

irlc to lo.rk."Só Irr iàct, accor<ling t<t :t stttcly by NattrrcServc in 2002,

ft.u¿¿¿.-nratle rL¡r ol primarily dcsert terraiu' r¿lttks sixth in tl-rc US fbr

;ts ¡igh lcvcl of crttlcrnic biological divcrsity.sT Morcover, "Ncvada is

flrl.,.,rr,r,''g ail strrtcs irl lotal spccics tlivcrsity, ótlt rrrrtort¡I rrll statcs in

numlr"t of uniqtrc (cndcmic) spccics, irtcltrding ó4 rcccr-rtly discovcrcd

endernic species ol springsnails, Bth anlo¡li all statcs in brrtterfly divcr-

,itv, ot-rcl 9th amon¡¡ itll stirtes itt miut-tt.ttrrl cliversity."ss Althorrgh water

¡5 nclt abtrr-rdant in tl.ris rcgi<ln, spt'itrgs, strcrulìs) anil largc aqtrifèrs span

the desert tcrr:rin, providing u,atcr for tlte multiplicity of florir and fàtrna.

\,Vhen coltsiclcrccl fì'orn tltc pcrspcctivc of tr tl-rrivi¡g nìofc thall-htlllan

land cotltnttnity, Ncvada, aut-l I.t.lore bro¿c1ly thc At-ucricau West, is a

desert Llut is fàr fì'orn an "inhospitable" wastclar-rtl. L.r lìly own elìcoltl'l-

ter.s with the Ncvada Test Sitc and sttrrottucliug irrcas, I was oftcn initially

surpfised, givcn rny trpbringing iu a very clilfe¡ent ccological rcgio¡, to
see just how nauy :rnitn¿rl and plant species occtlpy this land.

'fhe N'I'S in partictrlar" is horlc to a colnplex t'n<>srlic of urore-th¿rtr-

human lifc that is rcpreseutirtivc of both the Mojave ar-rcl Cìreat lJasirl

Descrt ecosystellls. Accorcling to the l)eparturcnt of lincrg¡ thcre are

1500 anirnal spccies, inch.rding 924 spccies ol insccts, arld 750 plant

species that havc becn clocttt.ttellted at thc N'l'S.8e Accclrding to the

Departmcrlt of EnergY:

Des¡ritc thc harsh clit'natc, the Ncv¿cl¡'fcst Sitc is hotlle to a sttrprisirtg

array of ¡rltrnls irncl aninrirls. 'I'hc site is a trirtrsitional zotre bctwcclt thc

Grcat ll¿sin irncl the Mojirr,e clcscrts. Specics fì"om botl-r tlcserts, incltrcl-

ir"rg those uative tcl one but not the otlìcl')'.lrc filrrltl irl thc itLc:t. Iüt tìrx
ancl thc siclcwinder rirttlcsttirkc, colrtlìloll orlly in tl-re Mojave l)cscrt, livc

i¡ tl-rc southclu re¿rcltcs of tlre sitc, :rncl r-nulc clccr ¿rncl thc stripctl wlrip-

snakc, fàvoring a Cìr'eirt llasin clcscrt cnvironmct-tt, rcsiclc in thc northcrll

¡rarts. Othcr iruitnals fìrttttcl ot-t the sitc irtcltrtlc coyotcs' golclcn ca¡çlcs,

wilc'l holscs, moultt¿rir.r lions, anci an occ¿sioual Lrigl-rolr-r shcc¡r attcl :rtrtc-

bpc. -lhe range iu clev:rtiou irlso hclps providc clivcrsity in flor'¿ ancl fìrttna.

Mojavc l)esert ¡rlar-rts such âs thc creosotc btrsh clornirìilte the lowel' eleva-

tions. Pl¿¡ts 9f thc Great Basir.r l)cscrt ¡rrcvail abovc 5,000 fèet' with g¡rcn

pinon jrrni¡rcr ancl sageblush wootll¿rttc1 appearing at thc (1,000-loot levcl.

lJetwec¡ thc tw1l clcvtrtion extl'crÌ1es) sirgcbntsh is thc urost col-utncltt ¡rlaut.
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Sp|ings, the on11, ¡rercnnial wiìtcr sourccs olì the sitc, sustitin the wilcilifè
poprrlirtion ancl arc wiclely, if not abur-rdantly, sctìtterccl acloss tlìe ¿ìreiì.90

Wrile it may look like a wastcland becalrse of ¿r lack of charisur¿rtic
flora ¿rnd fàrina, thc ecology o1'the NTS is incredibly divcrse. t,", AilÏl:
lìiologist ancl Authropologist Fredcrick Worrrau, rvho condrrctcd eco-
logical sttrciies at the NfS, notecl in his Ì9ó5 Anøtowty of the Ncvtr.dø7sr¡
Sltr: "Ul-rficrtunatcl¡ too ul¿ìl-ìy people think of the clescrt as an ilrl-Dense
wastclancl of drilting sauds, populatecl by cclltipcdes, scorpiolls, awcsone
spiders ancl rcptiles-all dangerous and dcadly."9l LÌ corltr'¿st) hc argues,

"-l-o vicw the blooming <lcselt [at thc N-I'SI cltu'ing a wct period is to see

it at its most rnagnificcnt nlonìent. One looks out Llpou a my|iacl of flow_
ers designecl to llìove the am¿teur taxonomist to cornplcte ecstasy.)'92

The more-than-htrm¿ru ir-rhabitants havc ¿ stron!5 presence in this place.
This presence is an important form of rhetorical resistance to the waste-
land rhctoric, and nuclear colonialisrn lnore generally. The more-tlìan-
hurlan lancl comt.nunity qrlite literally enacts a rhetoric of life that starrcls

ill colltrast to the ways that European Americans h¿lve fi'amed the very
sarne pl:rce as a wastelanc-l that is wortl-ry of sacrificc ir-r the ilìterest of
national secrrrity.

Thcre are other mole-than-htrm¿ur rhetorics that rcsist nuclcar colo-
niirlism's controlling ftrrces and highlight the inter¿ìuirration between
more-than-hum¿n beings witirin this rn¿rterial-disctrrsive formation.
Physical ar-rd geological markels of nuclear testin¡5-such as the increase
in plrrtoniurn-239 and 240 in the geologic record and tl-re pockmarked
landscape of thc N'fS-also act as rhetoric¿rl resistances to nrrclear colo-
nialism. Previous rese¿rch indicates that national security ancl secrecy ar.e

esscntial components in atternpts to lraintain nuclear colonialism as a

fbrm of control antl to justifl, the l-ìatiol-ìal s:rcrifice zor.rcs of the nuclear
procluction process.93 In his analysis of the Hanlorcl l{eservation, a for-
mer plutor.rium procilction site, William l(nsclla argues that w¿ìste and

other lcgacics fì'orn the nuclear weaporls procluction process st¿lld ¿s

lnaterial texts that underminc forrns of cliscursive containmcnt invented
to maintain secrecy about the human and ecological health inrplica-
tions of nuclear wcapor.rs.e4 Similarl¡ the physical ccological lcgircies of
nrrclcar wcapons testing-itself a reality that lrlany Americ¿rns do rrot
realizc actually happeneil in our own backyard-are a fonl of rl-reto-

ric that challenges and resists ef'forts to rnaintail-r secrccy ar-rd highlight
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¡þc rrational sccurity neccssitics of nuclc¿rr wcapolls. l{cc¿ll that the

i¡Verrtion of nttclcar weapons is a fàctor, if not thc dcfining lilctor, in the

fllrthr'opoccne bcc¿rttsc of the penriuìcllt gcologic rccortl of increascd

arnorurts of pltrtoniurn-239, pltrtoniLrnt-240, :lr.rc1 ccsitu.n-137 in the

rvorld. l,ikcwisc, thc lìl¿ìrly cr¿ìtcrs r'vithin the N1'S arc a senri-pen)1¿ulcllt

rn¡r'k lcfi by lruclcar \4/clrpoll tcsts rìs rclninclcrs of grorrnd zcr<.¡ sitcs.

{¡esc physical rrttribrrtcs cannot bc (easily) crirscd, and preseut tr perrìlrì,

nent rccord ol nuclear we¿ìpolls production that c¿ul be scen by :lnyrtr.rc

r,villing to lclok. Ntrclc¿rr wcapolls tests, then, lc¿rve an inclcliblc tracc of
thcir own in¡ract ()n tlìc norc-than-hturan lancl comrnrrnity of thc N.I'S

¿¡d beyond, end l¡car uratcriirl r,r,itr.rcss to the global irrpitct <¡f nrrclcar

\ryeapolls'
lhe morc-thl,ur htrman l¿rnci comrnrrnity is all âctivc agent in thc

ongoir.rg phetromcnon of nuclcar colclnialisnl) rlot only through its

rcsistance t<¡ thc wrrstcland and containmcnt btrt also throtrgh its cssen-

tial rolc in tl-rc nucle¿rr productior.r proccss. In othcr rvords, thc tcsring
of r"rtrclcar weapolìs is incxtricably eutlngled with how thc more -than

hunran laud communitl, ef thc N-fS contr:ibtrtccl tcl ¿rnd reactcd t<r

nuclcar bornb clctonatiolls. l)escriptions of nucleirr testing revcal that
the more-than-hulnan l¿rnd courrnunity clicl not alr,vays ¿ct as cxpccted
during uuclear bomb t'lctonations at thc N'I'S, ¿rnd thirt it was fòlly tcr

asslullc that htu'u¿ns cotrld prcdict cxactly how thc contrntu'rity rvorrlcl
rcact. For cxample, :rccording to A. Costaclina 'l'itrrs, "'l'hc geology of
the area, which was to bcconle so important in latcr ycars rvhcn tcstilllf
movcd uncler¡¡round, was lSivell littlc considcrrrtion cluring thc origin:rl
selcction of the site...lltrt, like thc rvcathcr, thesc gcolo¡5ical ibnnrrlarions
have not always bchavccl :rs cxpected."95 Wcrnnan of-fcrs rrnothel' exar1l-
plc in his description ol how llativc pl:ìlìts no longcr appeiìr in grouncl
zero sitcs, but thrrt l\trssi¿rn thistle "inv¿decl thc ¡5roLrnc1 zcros en r.ltassc in
the first growing scâson afier the tletonati<¡n of nnclear weapons."9ó 'I'hc
rapid growth ollìussiirn thistlc in groulld zcro sitcs is itn exar.nplc olhor,r,
nuclear testing had proforrnd implicirtions on thc ecology ol tl're sitc,
such th¿rt native plants wel"c lcplaced by new plitnts in ¿r utaterial rheto-
ric <¡f both violence ancl adirptatioll. 'I'he unexpcctccl llirturc of nnclcar
testir-rg and rnorc-th¿ur-hrrmau land comnrunitics is also dcmonstràtcd by
the cffects of raclioactive lclcascs, such that tl.rc scicr.rtists rrncl enginecrs
c<lrtclucting nrrcle¿rr tcsts "ccxrkl uot havc antici¡ratcd how thcsc r.tratcli¿ls
would travcl ir.r the cnvir<)lìlrcnt, hor,v the chcnristry wor.rld change ovcr
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timc."97 In thcse urlexpectccl actiolls of the llore-than-hrrtnan lancl com-
rnunitg we sec both thc vi<¡lencc of nuclerrr testing ancl the resilience q¡
tl'rc complcx ecologicirl systcnl of flor;r, fàrrna, climate , irnd geology at the
N-fs.

Sirrilarl¡ c'lespitc thc scerningly destrtrctivc n¿rture of nuclear te
there arc inclications of thc resilicnce of the morc-than-hu,onn l"ndltåtïl
munity within the NTS. Even with over 900 nttclc¿r tror.nb detclr.ra.'

thc NTS is not a litcralwastelancl whcre no bcings can livc. f,la..a,lufij
srrrprisccl to sce rabbits hopping ¿rrounci and the prcponder:rnce of plarrts
that seerrred to bc thriving at thc N'I'S. Ironically, it coulcl bc argued that
pcrccivccl wastelancl regions are actually sonre of thc nrclst protccted eco-
logical rcgions. .l'or exam¡>le, thc US Fish ancl Wildlife Service recelltly
opcncd the Rocky Flats National Wildlifb llcftrge in Cololaclo. 'l'he reÊ
ugc was frrmrcrly the sitc of a nuclear weapolls fàcility tulncd EPA super-
fund site. Although inconccivable to soûlc skeptics, the lefir¡¡e teer¡g
with a rich residcnt ancl nigratory lnorc-th¿ìn-human land community.ga
Flowever the ren-recliation of this rnolc-th¿n-hulnan lancl comrnuniry
is judged, ar-rcl whether tl-ris site is seen as a fbnn of gleen wasl-ring, the
wildlife rcftrge clcrnonstrates thc rcsilience of the more-thall-hunan lancl

conrmunity in the fàcc olthc indcliblc ccological impact fi'om the inven-
tion of nuclear \ve¿ìpolls. Within a perceivcd u'astcland lies thc possibit-
ity ol a more than-human rhetoric thrrt rcsists human dominatiou and
cle¡Srirdirtion.

Since the r.noratoriurn on nuclcar tcsting in 1992, the Nevada ltst
Site has engap5ecl in ecological restoration, cnvir{rr-ulrental rerncdiation,
and spccies protection programs that, conbinecl witl-r thc restrictions on
hurnan access to the area, are helping nore-thall-httman bcings recover

froll thc clccades of nuclcar testing.99 For example, the most rcccnt envi-
ronrnental asscssrrcllt of thc N'fS indicates:

'fhotrgh NNSS INevacl¡ Nirtion¿rl Se curity Sitc l-relatecl radiontrclidcs
are dctcctccl in sor-r-rc pl:rnts ancl animals, the lcvels pose ncgligible lisk to
hum¿us ancl biota. 'l'hc potential dosc to a pcrson hturting ancl constun-
ing these anim:rls is r'vell trelow dosc lirnits to r.ue rnbels of the public (sce

Section 9.I.1.2). Also, r'irclionuclicic cor-rccntrirtions were below levcls con-
sidelecl harmfìrl to the hcalth of thc tr;lants irnd irnirnals; thc ciosc rcsultirrg
fì'orn otrscrvcd collccntrations werc lcss than 4 pclccnt of dosc linrits set to
protr:ct populations of plants irncl irnirrrtrls (scc Scction 9.2¡.ttto
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1.¡csc tlatir srrggcst tl-rrrt thc levcl of r'¿rclioactivc colltrrnìirìeti()lì to the

¡rorc,thirn-hLrnr¿ur lancl comnrtrnity is lcss th¿ur ruight bc cxpcctcd clttc tcl

¡¡c lingering cf-fccfs olthe ntrclcar tcsting thrrt occttrrcc'l bctwcen l95l
¡nd 1992. Of cottrsc, this d<¡cs llot rlìe:ìrl tl.rcrc is rlot e lìcgativc cco-

logical impact-indcccl thc verl, sllllc rcport irtdic:rtcs that httl'nrrns are

aclvisccl llot to collstttììc flor¿t rlud lìttrr.rlr fi'or.r'r thc N'fS--brlt it docs dcllì'

ollstr¿te fonns olt rccovcry ancl rcsilicncc in thc ulorc-thalì-hrul¿ur l¿rnd

corrmur.tity. 
'l'hc cntlangcrcd t-lescrt tortoisc, firr cxrurtplc, is bcncfitittg

fì.'¡r thc rcstrictcd httttratl activitics on thc Nevacla 'l'cst Sitc, arld a 2001ì

report listcd th:rt thc biggcst thrcrt tct dcscrt tortoiscs ott thc N-l'S wrrs

¡1sr cxposurc to lingcring racliation but bcing hit by clllployce crìrs or

injur.ecl by constnrction on thc site.l0l ln a milicrr that srill clcuics down

windcrs, ¿ìtol)1ic vetcr;uls) ancl atolnic workcrs colllpcllsatiou fìlr cenccrs

and de:rth associrìted rvith ntrclcar fcsting and làils to t'ecogrtizc thc sovcr-

eign rights of Sh<tsh<¡rrc ¿ud Paiute pcoplc, thc plant irncl allittral ilivo'sity

at the Nev¿rcla 'I'cst Sitc car.r bc secn as all ccolollically pctsitive collsc'

qucl-rcc nithin truclcru'color.rialism. It can [>c sccrl ¿ìs a form of rcsilicr.rce

that rcveals thc con'rplcxity of thc ccologicll iurplicrrtions of ntrclcar test-

ilg and the p<-rssibility fbr both damrrge to ancl protcctiolì of thc utore-

th:ur-ltutttrtrl lltrttl cotttrtttrttity.

(loNcr.usroN

Nuclcrrl colonialism is ordinarily ttsccl to dcscribc the rclrrtionships

bcí'vcen the nuclcar prodtrctiort conrplcx :rnd irttligcr.rous pcople . In this
chaptcr, I extcr.rdecl thc conccpt to considcr thc rclatior.rship betwccn
nuclcar colonilrlisln anci the entire molc-than hrrnl¿rn land cotltnunity
(inclrrcling htrmrrns). Iìy vicwing nrrclcrrr coloni¿lisr.n rts a phcnomcr.rort
that can be cxar.ninccl through thc lcns of a mrrtcrial-discursivc fonra-
tion, this chapter highlights hou, the nlorc-thrul-hunl¿ul land cornmtt-
nity is nclt just a p¿ìssive victim of violent r.mclc¿rr bomb cx¡rlosions btrt
also ¿rn irctive ¡rirrticipar-rt witl-rin thc lalger ¡;hcnomeuon. 'lhrotrgh an

analysis ol hrrm¿rn ancl nore-thrur-hurnau rhctorics 
"vitl-rin 

thc uttclcar
c<¡lonialism lòrmation, I have showr.r l'ror'r, lil-niting analysis to hurran rhc-
torical practiccs, srrch as nar.ning thc Anrcricrrn West as rr wastcl¿rncl suit
alrlc firr urrclcar tcstir-rg, ofÍbrs only ¿ partial vicu, of the complcxity of
¿ctors and rhct()rics within nrrclear colonialism. An analysis of thc more-
thau-hrrrlan lurcl courn.runity's rcs¡ronscs to ntrclcrrr tcsting reve:rls thc



complex ecology of legacies of nuclear testing at tire NTS. In so doino
this chapter also engages conceptual interrelationships betweeu rh.ool
ric, ecology, and materiality that suggest the importance of movino
beyond: hlrman-centered notions of rhetoric toward recognition of ¡¡r!
more-tlìan-human land commnnity's rhetorical performances and prac_
tices; notions of seeing the materiality of rhetoric in the conseqrrences
of discourse toward seeing rhetoric as material-discursive; and viewing
the environment as background for rhetorical action towarcl an ecologii
cal view that focuses on interconnections experienced by the variety of
beings that inhabit our worlcl.

This chapter is an aclmitteclly partial foray into thinking through the
relations l¡etween rhetoric, rnaterialiry ancl ecology in the contcxr of
tl-reorizing nuclear colonialism as a more-tlÌan-human phenomenon. ,\s
such, there are several implications and opportunities for opening further
avenues of research. One possibility is to ftirther consider how human-
perceivecl and rhetorically designated "wastelancl" places rnay actually
allow for ecological restoration, and healthier more-than-human land
communities. Sirnilar to arguments that wilderness designations can lead
to protection of "wild" spaces through reduced contact with humans, an
ironic conseqllence of the nuclear production process has been the crea-
tion of protected zones with lirnited human engagement where wildlife
populations thrive, Another possibility is to think abour nuclear weapons
ther¡selves as rhetorical agents within nuclear colonialism. My analysis
primarily focused on the rhetorical interplay between humans and more-
than-human land comrnunities as active agents within nuclear colonial-
ism. Yet, following Barad and others, we might also consider how the
nuclear weapon itself is rhetorical. Futnre inquiry might examine how
nuclear weapons exceecl their human creators and work in Llnexpected
ways within nuclear colonialism.

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