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accident of the atomic age.

2

Atomic Nightmares and Biological Citizens
at Three Mile Island

Natasha Zaretsky

At 4:00 a.m. on Wednesday, March 28, 1979, the Three Mile Island
(TMI) nuclear power plant, located sixteen miles south of Harrisburg,

.- Pennsylvania, became the site of the worst accident in the history of
- nuclear energy in the United States. One of two reactors on the island

sustained what nuclear engineers call a “loss of coolant accident.” A relief
valve was mistakenly left open, permitting large amounts of water —
normally used to cool the plant’s core — to escape. As the containment
building lost coolant, temperatures and radiation levels rose. Had the
core of the reactor been exposed for too long, it could have overheated
and melted, releasing radioactive material into the environment.

This feared “meltdown” did not occur. But radiation did leak out of
a-small rupture in the plant’s auxiliary building. In addition, plant opera-
tors released steam into the air that contained detectable amounts of

* radiation, and they discharged water containing trace concentrations of
~ xenon (a short-lived radioactive gas) into the Susquehanna River. By the

third day of the accident, a hydrogen bubble had also developed in the
top of the core’s container, making it difficult for workers to bring down
the core’s temperature and stoking fears of an explosion. That evening,

- CBS news anchor Walter Cronkite told viewers that the nation faced “the

considerable uncertainties and dangers of the worst nuclear power plant
»I

The TMI accident was not the first radiation scare in American history.
With the escalation of atomic weapons testing in the 1950s, such scares
became a routine, if not unnerving, feature of everyday life. Testing
sickened and killed livestock, spread radioactive ash and rain, and depos-
ited strontium-9o (a long-lasting isotope that can lodge in the bones) in
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58 Natasha Zaretsky

Regulation Harold Denton recalled, “Within the NRC, no one really
thought you could have a core meltdown. It was more a Titanic sort of
mentality. This plant was so well designed that you couldn’t possibly have
serious core damage.”” ’
This institutional overconfidence trickled down to the local community
near Three Mile Island, where the utility company Metropolitan Edison
opened Unit 1 in 1974 and Unit 2 in 1978. Robert Reid, the mayor of
nearby Middletown, remembered that in the years before the accident,
“Everyone was assured by the federal government and by Met Ed that this
plant was safe, and there would never be an accident.”® The community’s
trust in the plant was a product of the nuclear industry’s promotional
efforts, but it also emerged out of the political economy of southcentral
Pennsylvania. With an economy that combined agriculture with manu-
facturing, tourism, and government, the Susquehanna Valley was made
up of rural landscapes dotted with small towns. In contrast to other
parts of the state, devastated by the precipitous decline of the steel indus-
try, the area weathered the deindustrialization of the 1960s and 1970s.°
The largest city in the region, the state capital of Harrisburg, provided
a steady source of government employment. Tourists flocked to the
chocolate factory in Hershey and to the Pennsylvania Dutch Country.
Lancaster County, located south of the reactor, had some of the richest
farmland in the nation. Because of the diversity of the economy, the region
had lower unemployment rates than the state as a whole, and its popula-
tion size was stable, '
Still, just as in many parts of the industrial northeast, people in south-
central Pennsylvania worried about whether the region could maintain
its relevance as the country’s economic center of gravity shifted to the
Sunbelt. In November 1964 the Department of Defense announced that
it was closing Olmsted Air Force Base, a major employer. When Met Ed
went public with its plans for Three Mile Island two years later, residents
predicted that the plant would help to fill the void left by the closed base.
Once in operation, the plant would be a modest employer, providing
only about five hundred jobs. But in the short term, the plant required
an army of builders and construction workers. The plant was also seen
as a cleaner alternative to an old coal-fired plant in Middletown that
dumped soot over the town’s cars and front porches. In addition, Met Ed
promoted the plant as an antidote to rising energy costs. Although the
electricity produced by the plant was actually outsourced to other parts
of the state, it directly benefited local residents by keeping utility costs
down. Thus as an employer, a source of tax revenue, a nonpolluter, and

Atomic Nightmares and Biological Citizens at TMI 59

a provider of low-cost electricity, the plant appeared to be a boon for the
local community.

The community’s faith in the plant could also be traced to the extent to
which the area had remained largely - though not entirely — insulated from
 the'social and political upheavals of the era. Dauphin County, where TMI
was located, had a predominantly white, rural population.” Many of
- the families that lived near the plant could trace their ancestry back to the
German and Scots-Irish immigrants who had settled the region in the
~mid-eighteenth century. Susquehanna Valley was a Republican Party
stronghold in the state, and the people who lived there were politically
and socially conservative, possessing an already-paradoxical worldview
that combined patriotism and respect for authority with suspicion
toward “big national government.” One syndicated columnist went so
far as to declare the region “the confidence in authority capital of the
‘country.”** Many local residents were also religious Christians. Dauphin
County alone was home to one hundred and thirty Catholic, Evangelical
Lutheran, and United Methodist congregations.” Like any region domi-
“nated by conservatism, there were pockets of dissent. There had been
“some organized opposition to the Vietnam War in the cities of Lancaster
and Harrisburg, as well as on the college campuses that dotted the region.
But prior to the accident, the men and women who lived near the plant
considered themselves patriots who were loath to question either the
~authority of the utility company or the effectiveness of government safe-
-guards regarding nuclear power. The community’s trust in the plant thus
temmed from several sources: an ambitious campaign to promote the
afety of nuclear power, a hope that the plant would secure the region’s
“economic viability, and a homegrown conservatism that militated against
‘any widespread antinuclear opposition.

The Accident and the Breakdown of Trust

'The first forty-eight hours of the accident were marked by confusion, as
both the Governor’s office and the NRC struggled to gather information
rom Met Ed. Initially, the company had been overconfident in its state-
ments about the accident, first reporting that there had been no rise in
adiation outside the plant. But only hours later, the utility conceded

at low levels of radioactive gases had been detected beyond the site

undary. When Met Ed’s Vice President Jack Herbein arrived at the
lant on Wednesday morning, he told reporters that the problem was
nly a “minor fuel failure.”*? At a press conference later that afternoon,
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62 Natasha Zaretsky
into the reactor — simultaneously intensified the public’s hunger for objec-
tive knowledge and deepened their disappointment in official sources.
The accident constituted a crisis of visuality in a second sense. The most
serious threat posed by the accident — the release of large amounts of
radioactive material into the environment — was not visible to the naked
eye. Radiation defied sensory perception altogether. As one NRC official
later recalled, “You can’t see radiation, you can’t smell it, you can’t feel it,
you don’t know when it’s coming.”*7 Unlike floods, fires, and earthquakes
that upend the landscape and claim lives, the accident left behind no
immediate destruction. This invisibility differentiated the technological
crisis at TMI from two hurricanes that hit the region in 1972 and 1975
and flooded the Susquehanna River. Some residents equated the risks of
living near a nuclear reactor with those of living near a flood-prone river,
but most felt that the dangers posed by the plant were more frightening,
in no small measure because the release of radiation provided them no
visual or audible warnings.
Its invisibility made the task of radiation monitoring especially urgent.
Initially, it was Met Ed that was tracking radiation releases, but soon
‘state and federal officials descended on the area. In the process, the land-
scape of central Pennsylvania was transformed into the ground zero of
the atomic age, and local residents had to confront the possibility that
they had sustained radiation contamination. One reporter described the
scene as something out of a science fiction story.*® Civil defense coordi-
nators handed out yellow Geiger counters to volunteers. The FDA, Met
Ed, and the NRC placed approximately two hundred thermal luminescent
dosimeters within a twenty-mile radius of the plant. The Department of
Energy sent up helicopters to take aerial measurements of radiation;
respirators were shipped into the area for everyone coming and going
from the Island. The NRC and the state’s Department of Health brought
in portable detectors for the full-body scanning of local residents. Officials
“took samples of soil and milk from farms near the plant and tested them
for iodine-131 (a radioactive isotope that can accumulate in the thyroid).
Residents traveled to nearby Hershey Medical Center to have their
thyroids checked. And the FDA ordered the shipment of 259,000 bottles
of potassium iodide, which can block the thyroid’s absorption of
iodine-131.*®
The accident thus temporarily recast local residents as what anthro-
pologist Adriana Petryna has called “biological citizens” — that is, citizens
whose relationship to the state is mediated through either a potential or
actual assault on health. Biological citizenship revolves around the need
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for information. In the first days of the accident, the men and women who
lived near the plant had questions. Both the governor’s office and local
radio stations were flooded with phone calls. Should people leave their
homes? If they did leave, would they ever be able to come home? What
were the symptoms of radiation sickness? If there were a meltdown,
would the fallout be as bad as it was at Hiroshima? How long would
food and water supplies be contaminated? Some callers wanted to know
if the rumors circulating throughout the community were true: Would
a meltdown render the area uninhabitable for one hundred years? Would
people be able to retrieve money from their savings accounts? Had radia-
tion contaminated the gasoline supply?3°

The threat of radiation exposure confronted the governor with the
_essential task of protecting the citizens of central Pennsylvania from
bodily injury. On midday Friday, March 30, Thornburgh issued an advi-
sory urging (not requiring) all pregnant women and preschool-aged chil-
dren within a five-mile radius of the plant to leave the area. He described
the decision as a precautionary measure. Radiation monitoring indicated
no imminent threat to public health, but if the situation deteriorated,
those citizens deemed most vulnerable to radiation exposure — pregnant
women, young children, and the unborn - would be outside the immediate
vicinity of the plant. The advisory was premised on the scientific consen-
sus that fetuses and young children were particularly susceptible to both
the teratogenic and carcinogenic effects of radiation. Exposure to high
evels of radiation could lead to fetal miscarriage, birth defects, mental
‘retardation, and intrauterine growth retardation. In addition, fetuses and
nfants were at higher risk for radiation-induced cancers because their
thyroid glands were more sensitive to the accumulation of iodine-131.
y the late 1970s, these findings were well-established within the medical
‘field, and in the early days of the accident, both scientists and state officials
were reiterating them in the public sphere.

. The governor’s decision placed the reproductive female body, the
hild’s body, and the fetal body at the center of the TMI story. That
ecision, combined with extensive news coverage about radiation’s
hreats to the unborn, alarmed expectant mothers, who began calling
ocal radio stations, state agencies, and hospitals to find out if their fetuses
vere in danger. The calls were so persistent that one regional NRC
dministrator quipped, “We have heard from every pregnant woman in
he area.”3* Photojournalists documented young mothers and children
eaving their homes. Appearing in newspapers and on television screens
hroughout the country, these images would take on an iconic status:




OYM SISTATIDE JE3[ONUNUE 2I9M PUS 19y30 a3 uQ -Juefd Jamod umu_u:c, 2
Teau Julal £q ueys 39913s 9y3 Surssoo sjrym Ted Suroouo ue £q payyry
03 L1211 210w 319 A93 183 SUnSISUT ‘sSUTPUY Y3 PIAII[A] OYM SIUIPISAI
9s0y3 219m WN130ads 3y3 JO pus suo uQ) ‘wondafa1 01 wiswndays 01 PdU
-daooe woiy pagues sFurpuy [e1oyF0 953Y3 03 asuodsar s LunuIod oy, |
v 3ued 2y jo soprur A3y uryam Surar] ssoys Suowe (sfewep onouss pue
€195UED [BIBJUOU ‘I9DUED [IB FUIPN[OUI) $3993J9 YI[EIY SS30XI JO SISED ([0
A[preunixordde,, pue Jo0UEBD $$390X9 [BIBJ JO 3SBD QU0 meEEo.&mm ”
PEB3] p[nom a1nsodxa UOTIBIPEI 331SJJO Q:muamsﬁm 1813 paioafoxd mu_ucow
[BI9Pa] [BI9A3S 6L6T AR UI 1Y) SULINSSEII OS SEM EIBP SANE[NWIND Y.
‘suirej AqIesu woij uaxel pey Loy3 sajdwres [ paIpuny om3l Y3 Jo 13g
-wnu [[ews € A[Uo Ul I £I-3UIpol pa1oalap aminoudy jo jusuniedo( ayJ;
‘ady InoySnoiyy paiosfjoo Loy sojdwres pooj jo sparpuny Yyl Ul
UOTIBIPEI JO S3DEBI AINUIW Md] B A[UO punoj pey vy Y3 pue yasn un L
"UONIBUIUEIUOD [BUIAIUI OU UMOYS PBY SUSZIID PIIPUNY USAIS IOAO
jo Suruuess Apoq [ng sy, aue[d ay1 puodaq s[oa3] snoiaduep payde
149U pey £9y3 ‘BUIp[Ing JUSWUTEIUOD 5, J0I0BI Y] SPISUI PAIBOS PBY S[3A3]
UOTIBIPEI 3[IYM JBY] PIOUTAUOD 2JoMm £31[ ], 'OU SEM JOMSUE 33 ‘S|BIOYJO 104
¢Y3[BIY I19Y3 PIUSIEAIYI IBYI UOIIBIPEIT JO S[2A3] 01 pasodxa uaaq SuapIsal
[ed0] pey :uonsanb a13uis & sem 1sn11 yo asdeqjod SIYI JO 3TBAY Y3 Iy
ove oW 10§ Surya 3y8is
9U1 Op 03 JUAWUISA0Z IN0 JO AN 3Y3 ISNII J9A3 [[ ] 9f1] AWl ul Aep 3se[
ay3,, “u ind UBWIOM JUO SB ‘sem ‘Of UOIBJN ‘ABPLI 4 'SISBA[AI INOQE
UInT 23 [[23 3,UPIP SpIeISeq asoyl asnedsaq isnf — uonerper dn umnons,,
‘sfep om3 151y asoy3 Juump aprsino Suide[d usaq pey ULIP[IYD SIY IBYI
Po[[B921 J9YIBJ AUQ ¢, ‘ISNIISTW PUE WSIOTUAD ST JAEY [ [[E ‘ST UO PIse3[ar
SEM I91SUOW SIY3 I21je, INg ‘SIOPEI] IUAWUIIACS UT YIIe] Pey sAem]e
pey ays “28ueyps a1 paure[dxs UBWOM [BI0] SUO SY ‘[e£B112q JO asuas & £q
parueduwoode us3jo sem Iedf SIy . *1sni3 SurySiamino Iesy Yarm ‘UondAIIp’
19130 93 U1 37eds oY1 paddn Juaprode ay ], ¢ 'Tea] Awr paySromino yarey AN
‘pafe1s [ 0s Sunsniy sem [, ‘[ALL T8aU 9AI[ 03 3DJ0YD III[ILd I3 UO OBq
PI[00] UBWOM JUO S ,¢*J0IOLI 93 I JUIPIOIE SNOLISS B 2 I9ASU P[NOM
21313 183 PIES PBY 4373 USYM UIAYI PIASI[eq PBY PUB WIEY WO} Wyl
109101d 031 s11adxa a3 paisnal pey £oy3 ‘Ajsnorasig -aued ay3 ur paoed
PBY SIUSPISaT AUBW JBY3 ISNII SYI PAIaIBYS JUSPIOOE 9y} Ing ‘UONIPUOD
3[qels Ul Sem JOIDBDI AY) pue ‘umop auod pey 3102 Y3 ul sarnjeradws)
‘pareaddesip pey 31qqnq uaZoipAy ay31 usyl Ag ‘IUSPIODE Y3 JO IIEIS uﬁ
12158 sAep aA[ami ‘6 [11dy uo A10S1ApE 3U3 PIYI[ Y3INqUIOY ], JOUIIAOL)

Sy 1€ SeIpog

9 TN 1 suazip)) [p9130]01g PUp SaivuilySIN 1oy

‘uop3oat0iad Jo juade [EIA B SE 1 ISBD
s19130 a1y £107es orjqnd SurreSuepus J03 93€3S 9Y3 PaIOIpUL saSew Swos
:padpa-a[qnop sny3 sem s31qeq pue ‘uaIp[Iyo Sunof ‘sroyrowr Jueldadxs
jo sa8ewr jo uoponpoidar Apeals Y], ¢¢, 'PO[PULY U3q pEY UOHEMIS
11 7eY3 9ourINSseal Suraas ‘pueisropun 3. UpIp L1esd Lay3 £8ojouyoas €
IJA0 UOISNJUOD PUB JUSWLISP[IMI] I3 pue ‘saiqeq Surdired sisyiowr
‘ua1p[ryo SunoL,, usss pey oy ‘wnipels a3 y3noays Supjes  Surureaos
jo Aiqisuodsar oy3 JO JOPUIWAT qIBIS B SBM SIY,, ‘T9IUSD 2y1 Sunmol
191Je pa[[edaI J91E] YSINqUIOY], SY ,¢'IESIYI UONBIPEI 3Y1 O} [qeIaulna
Jsow suazm 250yl Sunosazoad sem 21e3s Y3 1y parjdull 193us)) LysIoH
oys ur no Surdures uaipyd> pue uswom jueudaid jo sydesdoioyd
‘s1s110 Y3 Surmp spuaLyy pue A[IUIe] Yaim paKels s99noead Jo Airrofeur 1sea
a1 ySnoya[y ‘uonsaloxd Jo awayl ays 03 A[nyasmod ssaf ou xjods 31 “¥si
jo swray ays 01 axjods £poq aanonpoida1 ays jo aindy oy J1 Ing “ASrsud
TeapdNU Jo sayels yiy oyl painided saIpoq IsAYI [IALL JO 98D Y3 U]
¢¢'so13ds ay1 Jo uononpordas sy :axels 3 £jdesp Isour sI eym armided
Aay1 asnesaq AJqenSie “ySIT [BIUSWUOIAUD Jussardar 01 pasn usaq U230
aAeYy U2Ip[Iyd Sunod pue SIFYIOW JO SAPOQ YL, “NSII [BIUSWUOIIAUD
jo suondaorad 031 uononpoidar Jo AN[ENIUD 9Y) UL SII| JoMSUE I,

¢Apoq s.uew a1 J0u pue £poq s, uewom 3yl Ayp ¢4poq
$,19)I0M Y3 30U puE £poq sp[IYyo Y3 Ay ¢SISYI0 J0U PUB SIPO] SWIOS
Aym :8urse yiIom ST 31 OS *PIIBOS I0JOEIX YY) IPISUT S[2AJ] UOHBIPET SB
3000 93 punore Suryrom aram oym ‘ued ay3 Je s190uI3us pue sioesado
(spewr A[SuTIaYMISA0) 9Y3 03 Padu0[aq UOIDUNISIP JBY], "SISLID [JALL Y3
INOYSNO0IY3 SAIPOQ A[qEBIIUJNIA — ISOUI Y3 1O — A[UO Y3 30U 319 FunoL £roa
oy pue jueudaxd ay3 jo sarpoq ays Ing "Aousdrows o sajels Junmp uswr
PaIPOQ-3]qE JA0 USIP[IYD PUE USWOM JO UO1ID3101d Y3 10§ S[[d 383 J1Y32
OUIEAIYD & SUMd9[jar ‘sI9)SESIp UIIPOW JO 93819400 smau ul Ajpusurword
poanSy u21jo 2ABY USIP[IYD PUE SIAYIOUW,, ‘UONIPPE U] ,"9FBIIA0D SMaU
ur 5jo1 JusuTwoId 9I0W B PIWNSSE SNYJ PUE USWI UBYI BITE U3 AJBNOBAD
01 A[oX[I] 210U 319M URIP[IYD PUEB SISYIOW ‘USIp[IYd page-[ooydsaid pue
uswon jueudard premol AI0SIApe SIY paioaalp pey ySIinquioy], asnedsdq
ISNOJAQO ST TOSEBAT Y3 [9A3] SUO 1Y ¢3[0I OIJOqUIAS PIYS191y B Yons Uo el
$21PO( [B39J PUE ‘SaIPO( §,USIP[IYD ‘sarpoq S[eway sanonpoxdar prp Ayp
‘punoidyoeq ay3 ur Surwoo| [snou
-JWO $I2MO] §,J0I0BaI Y3 Yiim ‘Aeme SulAlIp pue SUOSEm UONEIS OIUl
USIP[IYD 113y Burpeoj s1ay3ow pue 55010 Py Y3 4q PAYSI[qEIS SI9IUD
9IBD SSBUI 3Y3 JO U0 “Io3us)) AQysIoH ay3 ul pasnoy A[iresoduwa) uswom
jueudaid fornsodxs uoneipes woiy wayl 193301d 03 310339 PIYsEW B
Ul $90BJ S,USIP[IYD JISY3 JIAO SIOMUB[Q PUEB S[omo31 JuIp[oy sIdyiow

K3ys12407 vysvIDN b9



Natasha Zaretsky

66

accused the government of whitewashing the event, contending that
radiation exposures had been far worse than what officials were
claiming.** But most residents found themselves somewhere in the middle.
Neither wholly dismissive of the radiation threat nor necessarily con-
vinced of a sinister government cover-up, most believed something else:
that no one was really sure of the accident’s long-term health effects.

This uncertainty stemmed from several sources. First, it was a response
to the dormant nature of radiation. Because radiation’s damaging effects
could remain hidden in the body for decades, it was impossible to assess
injury. Local residents thus found themselves confronting an ambiguity
surrounding illness that conjured the experiences of veterans who had
been exposed to chlorine gas during World War II and Agent Orange
during the Vietnam War.*? Residents were caught between two contend-
ing claims — those of Met Ed executives who insisted that no one had been
harmed, and those of nuclear industry critics like Helen Caldicott, who
pointed out that it is the “latency period that allows the industry to say no
one died at Three Mile Island. We don’t expect anyone to have died
yet.”#* Local residents attempted to chart a path between these two
opposing interpretations, an attempt that was captured by the slogan
that appeared on kitschy posters and T-shirts after the crisis: “I Survived
TM], I Think.”#5

This uncertainty also reflected the lack of scientific consensus about
the long-term health effects of low-dose radiation. While some scientists
insisted that low levels of exposure posed little health risk, others were
convinced that there was no safe threshold. As Harvard biologist George
Wald explained at the time, “Every dose of radiation is an overdose. There
is no threshold. A little ... radiation does a little harm, more of it does
more harm.”#¢ Finally, the uncertainty was exacerbated by concerns over
the state’s response to the accident. The governor’s advisory struck some
residents as both inadequate and arbitrary. Why had the governor limited
the order to pregnant women and preschool-aged children within the
five-mile radius? What if you lived within the five-mile radius but had
children who were six, seven, or eight? What if you lived six miles from
the plant, but you were pregnant or had children under the age of five?
Given the changing wind direction, how could the threat of radiation
be contained within a five-mile radius at all? What about women who
learned they were pregnant only after the accident?

Many of these questions centered on fetal health. During the accident,
while officials had been trying to gather credible information about plant
conditions, pregnant women were trying to decide whether to have
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abortions. Local obstetricians later reported that throughout late March
and early April they had been deluged by phone calls from pregnant
women asking whether they should abort their fetuses.*” Although almost
all pregnant women had evacuated the area by Friday afternoon (the
third day of the accident), they feared that their fetuses had been endan-
gered during the early days of the accident, when public officials had not
yet grasped how bad plant conditions were. So pervasive were fears about
fetal health that the American College of Obstetrics and Gynecologists
and the American College of Radiology felt compelled to issue a joint
news release on >?.,: 13 advising women in the TMI area not to terminate
their pregnancies.*®

These fears endured in the years after the crisis. In testimonies %m%
provided at public hearings and in private letters to the Kemeny
Commission (appointed by President Jimmy Carter to investigate the
accident), local women expressed dread about the accident’s health con-
sequences for future generations. Some mothers wondered whether their
.children would one day get radiation-induced cancer. A mother of an
eight-year old boy recalled how her son had asked her if he was going
o get cancer and die. “What do I tell him?” she wondered.*’ Another
‘mother had decided to have a second child because she wanted to ensure
that her son would have a living sibling who could serve as a donor if he
“eventually developed cancer from the accident.’® Others focused on the
“accident’s teratogenic effects, fearful that their children had sustained
atent genetic damage that might one day cause them to have “defective”
babies of their own. One woman instructed her daughter to warn whom-
ever she eventually married that she had lived near TMI at the time of the
accident. “Isn’t it terrible,” she asked, “to have to worry about damage
to unborn children from that monstrous plant?”’* Several women told
the commission that the most searing aspect of the accident was the
question that had been posed to them by their daughters in its wake:
“Will 1 still have healthy, normal children someday?”5* The National
Institute of Mental Health interviewed over three hundred mothers who
ived near the plant and found that, despite official reassurances, over
40 per cent of them believed that the accident would cause health pro-
blems in future generations.*?
“These fears about fetal injury harkened back to the radiation scares
of the 1950s. By the mid-1950s, the National Academy of Sciences and
the United Nations Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic
adiation — spurred on by growing public concern over radioactive fallout
from weapons testing — were warning that human embryos were more
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fetus could be seen, it could be saved. As one popular pro-life slogan put
it, “If there were a window on a pregnant woman’s stomach, there would
be no more abortions.”®® Also shaping this discourse was the doctrine
of the Catholic Church, the single largest religious body in the state.
The state’s main Catholic organization adopted the Second Vatican
Council’s 1965 definition of abortion as the functional equivalent of
infanticide. Vatican II contended that human life began at conception,
placing that question at the center of the abortion issue and dispensing
with earlier condemnations of the practice on the grounds that it con-
cealed sexual transgression.®” Throughout Pennsylvania, antiabortion
activists fought to gain a discursive monopoly over a term that appeared
to transcend politics altogether.

How did the abortion fight shape the community’s response to the
accident? Throughout their many letters and testimonies to the Kenieny
Commission, local women made no explicit references to the contempora-
neous political struggle over abortion. Yet they lived in the midst of it:
central Pennsylvania was ground zero of the state’s abortion wars, in part
because activists traveled to Harrisburg to protest on the steps of the
capitol building and to meet with legislators. The three largest religious
denominations in the region all condemned abortion to varying degrees,
and the area’s conservative activists were fighting to make abortion
a centerpiece of the Republican Party’s agenda. At the same time, it
would be wrong to assume that the women who lived near TMI had
a consistent position on abortion, especially if one believes obstetricians’
reports that their offices were deluged with phone calls from pregnant
women who were considering the procedure after the accident. Indeed, the
most direct allusion to an explicitly “pro-life” position during the crisis
came from Governor Thornburgh, who appeared on television on April 6
and spoke directly to evacuees: “It’s not easy for a child-bearing young
woman to pack up her belongings, in a rush of fear, and move to. the
floor of a stadium during the most anxious month of her life. Not all
the comfort in the world can erase that memory from this woman’s
consciousness — nor perhaps even that of her unborn son or daughter,”¢*

The statement advances a concept of fetal personhood through its remark-

able depiction of the unborn as an active subject capable of memory.
What is clear is that local women drew upon the pro-life movement —its
religious inflection, its valorization of motherhood and reproduction, and
its grammar of sanctified human life - in order to condemn the nuclear
industry for endangering public health. As one woman who had been
pregnant at the time of the crisis explained it, “I never carried a picket sign
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in my life, but TMI has become my cause.” She had come to believe that
at the time of the accident, her unborn baby had been imperiled by an
. industry that was reckless and profit-driven. “Growing inside me was
- God’s most precious gift,” she recalled, “while growing outside was an
industry concerned with profits. I'm motivated now by a concern for the
health and safety of others.”%? Her statement evokes what anthropologist
Faye Ginsburg has identified as a central pro-life motif: “the violation of
the boundary of the impregnated womb by male figures representing the
profit motive.”%* Local women insisted that their burgeoning opposition
to nuclear power was an extension of - rather than departure from - their
Christianity. One woman from Lancaster traveled with her family to
‘Washington, DC, in May 1979 to protest nuclear power: “I have two
wonderful children. Jessica is thirteen, and Rick is fifteen. We all marched
together in Washington DC in the antinuclear rally. We are a family who
shares a belief in God. We feel we are taking a Christian stand on the issue
of nuclear power.”®s Another local woman who attended the same march
told the commission that this was her first time participating in a political
protest: “I marched, as a mother for my children’s children; as an
American citizen, because I love America and I would like to see it stop
poisoning the land, air, water, animals, etc., by the whole nuclear power
' cycle; [and] as a Christian, because it is spiritually and morally wrong.”%¢
A dairy farmer testified at a public hearing that several women who lived
‘near the plant had told her that they were afraid to have children after the
accident: “This, to me, is a horrible situation, because I am a woman,
I have four children and I know what it means and how a woman feels to
reproduce. This is the highest achievement and to be denied this achieve-
ment, to me, is a horrendous mno%mnm.:&

These responses combined a dawning awareness of the nuclear threat
with a heightened cultural anxiety surrounding the disposability of
human bodies. As historian Bethany Mdreton observed, the rise of the
conservative Christian right during the 1970s was haunted by the image of
“yulnerable human life tossed out as refuse.” “Jerry Falwell’s account of
his awakening to an active pro-life position,” Moreton writes, “invokes
a dumpster in Los Angeles overflowing with the dismembered remains of
1,700 fetal bodies and a trash incinerator in Wichita sending up hundreds
more in smoke, like the victims of Auschwitz.” ¢8 This image of vulnerable,
disposable human life had its corollary on the political left, and nowhere
more so than in the antinuclear movement. There, too, the image of
imperiled young life loomed large. Babies and young children served as
paradigmatic radiation victims in the movement’s most widely circulated
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9. On the transformation of the industrial rustbelt, see Judith Stein, Running
Steel, Running America: Race, Economic Decline, and the Decline of
Liberalism (Chapel Hill, NC, 1998); Stein, Pivotal Decade: How the United
States Traded Factories for Finance in the Seventies (New Haven, 2010).
Dauphin County was almost 85 percent white. See US Census of Population
and Housing: 1980 Census Tracts, Harrisburg-Hickory.

Robert Del Tredici, The People of Three Mile Island (San Francisco, 1980), 64.
. Association of Religious Data Archives, http://www.thearda.com
/mapsReports/reports/counties/42043_1980.asp (accessed Mar. 26, 2010).
Transcript of Press Conference, Mar. 28, 1979, 4:30 pm. Statement by
William Scranton, Box 194, Folder One, RT Papers.

See Walker, Three Mile Island, 80-84; See Transcript, Press Conference,
William Scranton, Incident at TMI, Mar. 28, 1979, 4:30 pm, Folder One,
Box 194, RT Papers.

Both of these quotes come from Public Information Task Force Interview of
Reporters, Interviews with Roger Witherspoon and Curtis Wilkie, Box 472,
unnamed folders, RG 220, National Archives II, University of Maryland at
College Park. Hereafter referred to as NA II

Letter from Carlton Walls to Health Resources Planning and Development,
Box 307, unfiled, RG 220, NA IL.

Letter from Thomas Busch to Health Resource Planning and Development,
Box 307, unfiled, RG 220. Song comes from Gary Punch, “TMI Fallout: Trust
in Officials Collapse,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, Apr. 19, 1979.

See Walker, Three Mile Island.

even while retaining their identities as conservatives. In the process, they
questioned a Cold War logic that drew a sharp boundary between power
plants and bombs and punctured the fantasy on which that boundary had
long relied: that in a nuclear world, American civilians would magically be
inoculated against radiological dangers.
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Missile Bases as Concentration Camps .

The Role of National Socialism, the Second World War,
and the Holocaust in the West German Discourse
on Nuclear Armament

Eckart Conze

At the beginning of June 1983, when the controversy about the imple-
mentation of NATO’s Double-Track Decision on nuclear armament was
approaching its climax, the German weekly Der Spiegel interviewed two
eading members of the German Green Party: Otto Schily and Joschka
Fischer, who had been elected to the German Bundestag three months
earlier.”™ At the heart of the interview was the Green Party’s and the
German peace movement’s protest against the deployment of US medium-
-ange nuclear missiles on European — and German - ground. In the inter-
view, the two politicians discussed not only the protest’s legitimacy but
so the legality of various forms of protest including the blockade of
“military facilities. Schily and Fischer referred to Article 20 of the German
Constitution and to the right of resistance it granted to German citizens.
Jonfronted with the argument that the purpose of this constitutional
article was to protect the democratic system and that its meaning could
be understood only against the historical background of Nazism and the
Holocaust, Schily replied, “When Europe is approaching nuclear war, we
re facing a nuclear holocaust. For this reason, nonviolent resistance is
ustified.” And Joschka Fischer added, “We should certainly be careful not
o relativize the singularity of the Nazi crimes against the Jewish people
y .constructing simple analogies. But I find it morally terrifying that
within the systemic logic of modernity [Systemlogik der Moderne] there
s obviously, even after Auschwitz, no taboo against further preparing
or mass annihilation — this time not driven by an ideology of race, but
long the lines of the East-West conflict.”*

« Two weeks after this interview, the German Bundestag debated the
eployment of nuclear weapons. Heiner GeifSler, Minister for Youth,
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