Handout 18:  Nuclear Borderlands, preliminaries
1. Nuclear Borderlands is a perfect example of the harsh light and soft focus that constitutes the anthropological lens. Masco looks hard at what the “bomb” was and is and concludes that the bomb has constructed our contemporary  sensibilities.  (Moreover, as an aside, consider that the bomb produces a hard and very intensive light and its effects spread out throughout the rest of the world.)  

2.  The book focuses on four groups of people most directly affected by New Mexico’s LANL (Los Alamos Nuclear Lab): scientists (of different kinds and over time);  Pueblo Indians;  Nuevoamericanos;  and anti-nuclear activists (although I only had you read about the first two of these groups). He shows that they all in different ways are united by the “uncanny” occupation of a world transformed by the bomb.   Indeed, he argues that all Americans are united by the uncanny occupation of such a world.

3. Some basic ideas/theoretical concepts Masco uses to explore such a world: 
a)  Benedict Anderson’s analysis of nations as “imagined communities”; 

b)  Walter Benjamin’s analysis of the “phantasmagoria” of contemporary life; 

c)  Karl’s Marx’s analysis of the commodity as a “fetish”; 

d)  Marcel Mauss’s analysis of some gifts as “total prestations”;

e)  Sigmund Freud’s analysis of “the uncanny”.    
4.   The Pueblo:  
a) The permanent technoscience presence on the plateau that was invented and reinvented over time caused a loss of land and sacred area.  Federal management of Pueblo lands meant lost title to 18,000 acres and a loss of their subsistence economy.  LANL is foreign to the Pueblo philosophy of man-nature relationships;  their lands are expendable;  they are a sacrifice to another colonialism.
b)  Ironically, the scientists borrow from an imagined Tewa ritual to make high-tech kivas while ignoring local, living Pueblo cultures.  The testing and the buried nuclear waste will be a multi-millenial hazard.  “We are sick and we know it.”
c)  On Operation Redwing:  “Thus, the logics of US national security produced a moment of explicit convergence:  in order to send a message to the Soviet Union (the structural descendent of the “Indian” in the American oppositional imaginary) the genocidal potential of thermonuclear technology was displayed on indigenous territories in the Pacific with devices evoking a claim on ‘Indian-ness.’” (p. 122).

