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The main question about the 1986 Chernobyl nuclear accident, as historian David
Marples puts it, is “how many people did it actually affect through death, illness, or
evacuation?” My book, The Politics of Invisibility: Public Knowledge about Radiation
Health Effects after Chernobyl, suggests that this question might have become
impossible to answer.
My research began in 2003, when somebody asked me about the number of
Chernobyl’s victims. That was when I discovered the 2000 report of the United
Nations Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation, which argued that
the only health effect for the general population was an increase in thyroid cancer in
children. A similar position was reiterated a few years later in a September 2005 joint
press release by the International Atomic Energy Agency, the World Health
Organization, and the United Nations Development Programme. According to that
press release, “fewer than 50 deaths had been directly attributed to radiation from the
disaster, almost all being highly exposed rescue workers.”
Along with the UNSCEAR report, I read Voices from Chernobyl (1999) by Belarusian
journalist Svetlana Alexievich, who collected oral histories about the experience of
Chernobyl in Belarus, the former Soviet Republic that received much of the fallout
from the accident. (Svetlana Alexievich has since been awarded the 2015 Nobel Prize
in Literature). Two quotes in particular struck me; both reflected on radiological
contamination as entirely imperceptible with the unaided senses. Alexievich writes:

Something occurred for which we do not yet have a conceptualization, or analogies or
experience, something to which our vision and hearing, even our vocabulary, is not
adapted. Our entire inner instrument is tuned to see, hear or touch. But none of that is
possible. In order to comprehend this, humanity must go outside its own limits.
A new history of feeling has begun. (1999, 20).
The second quote, from a monologue of an older woman who lived in the heavily
affected area, doubted the reality of the imperceptible contamination:

What’s it like? Have you seen it in the movies? Have you ever seen radiation?
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What colour is it, white? Some say it’s colourless and odourless, others that it’s black.
Like the earth. And if colourless, then it’s like God. God is everywhere, but no one can
see him. They’re just scaring us! […] I don’t think there ever was any Chernobyl, they
just made it up. Tricked people. (1999, 45).
The question of reality of what is happening with radiological contamination is noted
by Ulrich Beck in the context of the immediate aftermath of Chernobyl in Europe.
Beck observes that “nothing has changed for the eyes, nose, mouth, and hands” and
yet “[t]he foundations of life have changed, even if everything appears to have
remained the same” (Beck attributed the success of his Risk Society (1992[1986]) to this
“anthropological shock” after Chernobyl (1995, 65)).
I was puzzled by how we learn about effects of imperceptible hazards when even the
most affected groups, including those who have been living in the affected areas for
decades, cannot rely on their senses, and when health effects are not immediate.
Reading Alexievich alongside various reports on Chernobyl led me to the two
questions in my research: How have we come to know what we know about radiation
health effects after Chernobyl? And, what social mechanisms guarantee that this
knowledge is adequate—that is, socially just? Radiological contamination after
Chernobyl affected millions, and recognition of the people’s past suffering—as well as
prevention of future suffering—is a matter of social justice. This could be illustrated
with another quote from Alexievich’s book, where a boy in a hospital setting counts
children he knew who died:
Yulia, Katya, Vadim, Oxana, Oleg. Now Andrei. ‘We will die and become science,’
Andrei said. ‘We will die and be forgotten,’ Katia thought. ‘We will die,’ Yulia wept. For
me the sky is alive now when I look at it. They are there. (1999, 182).
What social mechanisms guarantee that victims of Chernobyl are not simply
forgotten?
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Zones of Radiation Control for Mushroom Picking in the Belorussian SSR, Sovietskaya
Byelorussiaya, May 21, 1989
My analysis in The Politics of Invisibility was based on the insight that because
radiation is imperceptible, one’s experience of it is always mediated. Our experience of
imperceptible hazards is always necessarily mediated with measuring equipment,
maps, and other ways to visualize it, but also with narratives. How these
representations are produced matters. Different ways of representing “Chernobyl” can
make radiation and its health effects observable and publicly visible, or, on the
contrary, unobservable and, by extension, publicly non-existent.
Based on archival and ethnographic research in Belarus, the book describes the
production of invisibility of Chernobyl’s consequences—that is, representation
practices and institutional or infrastructural conditions that displace radiation and its
health effects as an object of public attention and scientific research, and make them
impossible to observe. As a result, links between radiation exposure and its health
effects are not constructed; the “consequences of Chernobyl” dissolve into individual
health problems of unspecific origins. This production of invisibility can be thought of
as the opposite of the discovery of microbes. (Imperceptible to our senses, germs did
not exist as socially recognized actors prior to Pasteur’s experiments; they had to be
made publicly visible.)
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Making invisible hazards visible is work; it requires significant effort.
Making invisible hazards visible is work; it requires significant effort, including when
they are as massive as post-Chernobyl radiological contamination. At the same time,
this is not a one-way process: imperceptible phenomena can also be made publicly
invisible. To somewhat oversimplify, I demonstrate that the consequences of
Chernobyl in Belarus become unrecognized as a result of redefining the scope and
nature of these consequences, as well as reshaping research and protection practices.

The Politics of Invisibility demonstrates vast historical fluctuations in recognizing the
consequences of Chernobyl in Belarus. Invisibility came in waves; there was a period,
beginning about three years after the accident, when radiological consequences were
made amply visible in Belarus, before gradually disappearing in the late 1990s. I argue
that these waves of in/visibility are a function of power relations. They are shaped by
the historically shifting power imbalances and efforts to reveal or conceal Chernobyl’s
consequences as they were undertaken by various affected populations, scientists,
media, the Belarusian government, and international organizations.
The public disappearance (lack of recognition and articulation) of the consequences of
environmental contamination is not necessarily unique to this Belarusian case. Many
hazards, including those in Western contexts, are continually obfuscated by industries
that produce them, aided by administrative bodies that do not regulate them (Hess
2007, Langston 2011, McGarity and Wagner 2010, Michaels 2008, Murphy 2006,
Oreskes and Conway 2010, Proctor 1995, Proctor and Schiebinger 2008). What stands
out in case of Chernobyl is visibility of radiological contamination in the last years of
the Soviet Union, with corresponding media coverage, the passage of laws, and the
establishment of research institutes.
Sometime after the book came out, I was contacted by a Japanese-American physician
who was concerned about radiation protection efforts and estimating radiation health
effects after Fukushima. She connected with researchers in different countries,
questioning them in what could be described as a quest for objective knowledge. She
was concerned about expert positions that appeared too “alarmist” and
simultaneously worried about “systemic dismissal” of potential radiation health
effects; the truth, she assessed, would have to be “somewhere in the middle.” Thirty
years after Chernobyl and five years after Fukushima, the questions about the truth on
Chernobyl’s consequences—the number of victims, conflicting assessments of
radiation health effects—persist.
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To make any conclusions about Chernobyl’s
consequences, we have to ask about the social
conditions that affect the production of knowledge:
what kinds of research were done (and not done)?
This is the question about conditions for scientific
research, but also about resources and opportunities
available for the affected populations, activists, and
civil organizations. This focus on conditions for
generating evidence reminds us that, as with other
environmental exposures, the lack of evidence does
not necessarily mean the absence of effects.
The Politics of Invisibility: Public Knowledge about
Radiation Health Effects after Chernobyl
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