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1
The Radical Geography  

of Nuclear Warfare

What the map cuts up, the story cuts across. 
– Michel de Certeau1

Nuclear warfare is geographically distinct from other forms of warfare. 
It can shrink space and time to cause rapid mass destruction, reducing 
dependence on the operational military geographies and planned 
time accounting for distance and terrain.2 Nuclear warfare is also a 
phenomenon of blurred boundaries. It is everywhere and nowhere, it 
transcends war and peace, it amalgamates war zone and homeland, and 
it merges the real and virtual.3,4

Nuclear warfare is bounded by geography, there are multiple elements 
that make up the assemblages of nuclear war, consisting of many 
different landscapes, geotechnologies, zones, bodies and communities.5 
The processes that surround the nuclear military industrial establish-
ment, from nuclear weapon design to deployment, are inherently 
geographical in nature. The geographies of nuclear warfare include the 
geopolitics of nuclear strategy, and explore the fractured international-
ism of the Global North–South nuclear divide. The geographical nature 
of irregular nuclear warfare and state-sanctioned terrorism is explored; 
as is the significance of geotechnologies, including Geographical Infor-
mation Systems (GIS) and Remote Sensing. The material artefacts of the 
nuclear military industrial complex, from bunkers to bombs, are also 
relevant, as is their relationship to each other according to theories of 
assemblage. Also significant are the places and spaces that have been 
left unmapped or are unmappable due to the culture of secrecy that 
surrounds the military industrial complex. 

Understanding the radical geographies of nuclear warfare should 
begin with the consideration of what is left unmapped. Cartography can 
be an elegant resource for understanding the world but is still limited 
by what is shown or concealed by the map maker. Maps can be sources 
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of epistemic injustice. Maps have been used to deny knowledge, and 
as a tool to disguise the presence of the secret places where nuclear 
weapons were developed. They can be used to hide the traces of things 
that history would rather forget, a fresh green veneer for the jagged 
surfaces of military nuclear accident. They camouflage things that were 
perhaps never mapped to begin with, emerging in a flurry of pollution 
only to subsume into re-wilded nature reserve. Once it has gone, even 
the ground-truthing of satellite imagery may not reveal the traces of 
what came before. The perpetual remapping and remaking of nuclear 
warfare both constitutes and is reliant upon a concerning institutional 
and cultural amnesia. 

The birth of nuclear warfare heralded the coming of the secret city. 
Entire settlements came into being beyond the public domain, hidden 
from and by cartographers in the USA, the UK, France, China and 
the USSR, their sole purpose being the covert advancement of nuclear 
warfare technologies. For example, in 1943 an isolated nuclear defence 
research laboratory was established in Los Alamos, New Mexico. The 
‘Plutopia’ of Los Alamos was so clandestine that initially it didn’t even 
have a name; it was referred to instead as ‘Project Y’.6 The unmapped 
streets of Los Alamos had the dual benefits of providing national 
security by concealment, and of isolating participants from a potentially 
disapproving outside world. The town was not included on any formal 
documentation or postal mail, and the whole area was fenced off and 
surrounded by guards. Academics were intellectually imprisoned by the 
legislation that entwined the nuclear military industrial establishment, 
silenced by Espionage Acts and Military Secrets Acts. For scientists 
during the austere years of the Second World War, this echoes the 
discourse of Yevgeny Zamyatin’s dystopian novel We, ‘Those in paradise 
were given a choice: happiness without freedom, or freedom without 
happiness. There was no third alternative.’7 Los Alamos was designed 
to embody the respectable atmosphere of a campus town environment, 
with careful planning to demilitarise the feel of the place. Picket fences 
and leafy avenues created a sense of normality that encouraged scientists 
and their families to relocate. Excellent health care, good schools, 
churches and leafy parks simultaneously incentivised, suburbanised and 
banalised the work of scientists who were employed to create weapons 
of mass destruction. 

Los Alamos did not occur in isolation; this was an international 
phenomenon. In 1958, the Chinese settlement No. 404 Factory of China 
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National Nuclear Corporation was covertly built to refine plutonium 
and produce the components for nuclear weapons. The greatest number 
of secret cities emerged across what was then the USSR.8 Similarly to 
those living in Los Alamos, residents of the USSR secret cities received 
privileges, such as better food, health care and quality of life. However, 
their freedoms were severely restricted. Secret cities have created 
long-term challenges for former Soviet bloc countries due to the con-
sequences of delayed under-urbanisation. This is the way that spatial 
patterns of population change have been shaped by closed cities, creating 
population loss, socio-spatial polarisation, and the re-emergence of 
social-spatial patterns that are attributed to under-urbanisation. This 
reflects the limited economic resources that are available to rural commu-
nities surrounding once-secret cities, despite the abundant opportunities 
provided to city residents.9 It also demonstrates some of the subtler 
sociocultural consequences of nuclear secrecy. It is not yet possible to 
universalise the consequences of opening secret facilities, as this is not 
merely a historic phenomenon. There are still atomic cities that remain 
closed to prying eyes. An estimated 1.5 million people still live in the 
publicly acknowledged ones in Russia, with yet more unknown nuclear 
enclaves potentially hidden from view.10 In the USA, Mercury, Nevada, 
was used for nuclear weapons testing from 1951 to 1992, and remains 
closed to the public to this day.11 Its population has decreased from its 
Cold War heyday, but 500 people still live in Mercury. Only with time, 
and perhaps with the work of some very careful radical spatial analysists, 
will more of the mysteries of secret cities and other hidden nuclear 
spaces be revealed. 

It is not just maps that obfuscate. Military euphemisms have long been 
a tactic for the concealment of inconvenient truths, designed to limit 
our understanding of the global harm caused by the nuclear military 
industrial establishment. Every thermonuclear bomb has a legacy of 
social and environmental harm and could obliterate the lives of thousands 
of people if deployed. However, nuclear weapon possessor states often 
attempt to anaesthetise the impact of this. In their sanitised language, 
arsenals of nuclear weapons are a single ‘nuclear deterrent’ constructed 
from ‘ICBMs’ (intercontinental ballistic missiles) rather than interna-
tional deadly warhead flingers. Whether the purpose of this deterrence 
is to deter unwelcome visitors, or merely other nuclear weapon possessor 
states is not explicitly stated. The five Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) 
designated nuclear weapon possessor states of the USA, UK, France, 
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Russia and China are among the most powerful in the world. They 
possess other equally powerful forms of conventional warfare, such as 
the American MOAB (Mother of All Bombs or Massive Ordinance Air 
Blast, depending on your perspective), which has the killing capacity of a 
nuclear weapon and was deployed in Afghanistan by President Trump in 
2017. Nuclear warfare is somehow made respectable by omission, while 
the production, possession and detonation of nuclear weapons remains 
an abnormally murderous blip in human history. A culture of geopoliti-
cal discussion in abstract rather than concrete terms has meant that the 
Cold War was the first war to begin without a declaration of war and to 
end without a peace treaty. 

Multilateral nuclear disarmament is eminently preferable to the 
current volatile nuclear imperialism and necropolitics of nuclear weapon 
possessor states. It is culturally, socially, economically and environmen-
tally astute to disarm. It would release funds for more purposeful and 
altruistic aims, such as health care and development. It would sever the 
chain of racism, corruption and exploitation – from uranium mining, to 
the development and testing of new nuclear weapons. It is outrageous 
that the slow violence of nuclear warfare is still even considered to be a 
worthy project for our economic capital and our brightest minds. Nuclear 
development wastes such minds by stifling their capacity for critical 
thinking. It wastes them by channelling their purpose and brilliance into 
one function, specifically creating and maintaining the conditions to 
sustain the perfect machine of mass-murder. The nuclear realm is reliant 
upon the anthems, flags, medals and uniforms of the military establish-
ment to maintain its respectability in the public domain. 

This is an era of precarious peace. While the majority of states in the 
nuclear-free Global South have cooperated with the United Nations (UN) 
to ban nuclear warfare, nuclear weapon possessor states are still ignoring 
and boycotting the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons:12 90 
per cent of nuclear weapons are owned by rivals Russia and the USA, 
and there are still enough weapons to end life on this planet. However, 
taking a radical geographical approach to anti-nuclear pacifist action 
can disrupt these power imbalances by revealing the widespread and 
diverse environmental and social injustice of nuclear warfare. It can 
subvert and positively transform the mendacious language, spurious 
maps and models; unreliable histories; and the unacceptable geopolit-
ical, cultural and social ideas that have been perpetuated by purveyors 
of nuclear war. 
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why is radical geography needed?

A radical geography of nuclear warfare aims to understand the social and 
spatial problems created by nuclear weapons, and to advocate solutions. 
The radical approach is committed to intellectualising, supporting and 
building alternatives to nuclear warfare, and is well-placed to create 
change due to its position between critical theory and activist praxis. 

Radical geography is postcolonial. It is against the ecological imperi-
alism of nuclear weapons; the cultural, social and ecological terrorism of 
colonisation. It is focused upon understanding the alterity of previously 
colonised peoples. For instance, it considers the consequences of nuclear 
weapons to the lives of the people who lived on the Pacific Islands during 
the time of the British, French and American nuclear weapons tests. It 
considers the experience of the subaltern, who may still be subject to 
the heavy-handed hegemony of nuclear imperialism. For example, the 
experiences of historic uranium miners in Africa and North America, 
who have been subjugated and exploited by mine owners. 

It is feminist, acknowledging the significance of ecofeminism, rec-
ognising the power imbalances and linkages between the domination 
of women in patriarchal society and the subjugation of nature by the 
nuclear military industrial complex.13 Patriarchy exemplifies a society 
where men are in control of the principal organs of power. Consider the 
volatile and hostile interactions between President Donald Trump and 
Supreme Leader Kim Jong-un, and if these interactions are politically 
healthy and ethically astute. Men are predominantly the leaders and per-
petuators of our nuclear weapon possessor states. The type of power that 
these leaders engage with is inherently patriarchal and hierarchical, and 
it needs to be dismantled. 

One notable exception to this discourse is UK Conservative Prime 
Minister Theresa May, who has declared that she would deploy nuclear 
weapons and kill hundreds of thousands of people, should the oppor-
tunity arise. She said ‘yes, I would push the nuclear button’.14 May is 
the contemporary of Labour leader and peace award-winner Jeremy 
Corbyn, who has expressed a commitment to nuclear disarmament that 
has been ridiculed as a retro hard-left fantasy by many in the UK. This 
is despite his pledge to increase nuclear-powered submarines instead of 
those armed with nuclear weapons, to support the industry, and despite 
the majority of countries in the world agreeing with his aspirations.15
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Theresa May also follows in the footsteps of Conservative Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher, who did much to support Reagan and Gor-
bachev’s negotiations to end the Cold War and to begin denuclearisation. 
At the 1986 Reykjavik summit, Reagan and Gorbachev came surprisingly 
close to eliminating much of their nuclear arsenals. They also brought 
about the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces Treaty, which banned 
short- and medium-range nuclear missiles, reducing the risk of nuclear 
warfare.16 President Trump now says he plans to withdraw from this 
landmark treaty. So, where did we go wrong? Changing the acceptable 
status of nuclear warfare will challenge the patriarchy, and build space 
for better pacifist, feminist and human-security based approaches to 
politics. Radical geography posits the possibility of resistive action as an 
option for everyone, as a source of pacifist acts of cultural and social 
defiance against nuclear weapons. 

If you do stand for radical geographical action against nuclear war, 
then you are in good company. There is an extensive history of pacifist 
non-violent action against nuclear weapons. The acts of occupation and 
protest are inherently spatial in nature, and often include marginalised 
communities, from the women of Greenham Common, the creators of 
the world’s longest-lasting peace camp, to Albert Einstein and George 
Orwell, the radical intellectuals who decided to take a stand against 
nuclear war. And from the astonishingly brave civil disobedience of 
the Committee of 100 in the 1960s to the smart commentary provided 
by Beatrice Fihn of the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear 
Weapons (ICAN), which has helped to lay the groundwork for an inter-
national UN Nuclear Ban Treaty in 2017. 

There are many geographers who have explored the issues surround-
ing nuclear defence with a critical gaze. Notably, a Cold War rally for 
pacifist geographies of nuclear war was undertaken by Pepper and 
Jenkins in 1983, who had answered their own call with The geography of 
peace and war by 1985.17 This anthology included essays by qualitative 
and quantitative human geographers on topics such as teaching peace, 
Soviet pacifist nuclear geographies, and doomsday scenarios. Their work 
has been followed by that of sympathetic ethnographers, geographers 
and social scientists, who have all engaged critically with the issue of 
nuclear defence. It is notable that many of these scholars are women. 
For instance, Kate Brown undertook a deep historic ethnography of two 
communities of nuclear defence workers in the USA and the former 
Soviet Union. Her work in Plutopia: Nuclear families, atomic cities and the 
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great Soviet and American plutonium disasters reveals some of the secrets 
of the cities of Richland and Ozersk, and shows how Cold War attitudes 
have remained pervasive long after the lifting of the Iron Curtain.18 
Stephanie Malin has worked closely with uranium mining communities 
and the nuclear site down-winders of the USA as both an academic and 
a social justice activist. Her work in The price of nuclear power: Uranium 
communities and environmental justice describes the economic precarity 
and exploitation of indigenous and local uranium mining communities, 
exploring their unique battles for recognition and justice. 19 The uranium 
mine features as a space of contestation and occupation by the military 
industrial establishment and state. Another noteworthy accidental radical 
geographer is Kristen Iversen, author of Full body burden: Growing up in 
the nuclear shadow of Rocky Flats.20 Her writing juxtaposes her personal 
experiences with the local culture of nuclear manufacturing, providing 
a very personal and beautifully written retrospective psychogeography 
of Rocky Flats plutonium processing plant. These are just some of my 
personal favourites, there are many others who also apply a critical and 
spatial gaze to their work on the processes of nuclear warfare. 

There are radical geographers who are occupying spaces, undertaking 
protests and using pacifist non-violent action against nuclear war, right 
now. Among them are the British anarchist geographers Kelvin Mason, 
Phil Johnstone and Kye Askins. For these academics, the role of the 
academic is visibly and publicly merged with that of sympathiser and 
of social justice activist. They have undertaken academic activism in 
the spaces that surround the Atomic Weapons Establishment for several 
years, in order to explore the existential ghosts of place and harmful 
activity that surround British nuclear weapon manufacturing.21 In their 
most recent project, entitled ‘Nuclear Refrain’, this dynamic collective 
states that the purpose of their crowd-funded work is to critique the 
UK’s Trident nuclear defence system, and to ‘transgress writing genres 
to disrupt the usual nuclear weapons narratives, seeking to unsettle 
and so expose considerable alternatives’.22 As they disrupt and unsettle 
the entrances of nuclear defence sites, they demonstrate that radical 
geographical action can go beyond pataphysics to provide an effective 
riposte to the latent threat of nuclear weapons. Unlike other major global 
challenges, such as climate change, there is no need to reach for a new 
science of imaginary solutions. Disarmament technologies are already 
demonstrably effective. Disarmament policy has already created a 
nuclear-free Global South. Nuclear warfare is not politically unconscious. 
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A liminal state of nuclear warfare persists, since weapons persist, and 
remain harmful, despite radical progress in international policy. There 
is still a repressive tolerance towards nuclear weapons. This manifests as 
unthinking acceptance of their necessity, despite their obvious capacity 
for harm to both humans and the environment. It includes the vocal 
endorsement of actions that are manifestly aggressive towards humans, 
such as the bombastic rhetoric of President Donald Trump in 2017 
towards the leader, and therefore the people, of the Democratic Republic 
of North Korea. Trump’s warmongering and flawed synecdoche does not 
represent the perspective of most Americans. 

Fresh challenges have recently arisen as aspiring nuclear states, such 
as Iran and North Korea, vie to engage in nuclear proliferation. While 
economic sanctions and international legislation used to be effective 
during the Cold War, they no longer work. The barriers to entry are 
now lower. Most states would have the capacity to harness now-archaic 
nuclear technology, and it is no longer as challenging for aspiring nuclear 
states to develop native programmes. Threatening nuclear war with 
states that attempt to proliferate is uncivilised, undignified and no longer 
enough to prevent proliferation. 

There are currently five nuclear weapon states under the terms of the 
NPT, namely the USA, Russia, France, China and the UK. A further 
three states, India, Pakistan and North Korea, are known to have nuclear 
weapons. Israel is also a possessor of nuclear weapons, but is not yet 
classified as such due to military ambiguity. It is currently estimated by 
the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists that there are 9,220 nuclear weapons 
in the world. This is a notable reduction compared to the number of 
nuclear weapons during the Cold War era, but still 9,220 more than 
we need. To move forward from our current nuclear predicament, we 
need a situated understanding of nuclear warfare in space, place and 
time. We need to develop ways to explore the half-truths that surround 
the nuclear military industrial establishment. We need to establish what 
exactly nuclear weapons are supposed to deter and why. We need to 
create our own peace games, to counter the symbolic and actual violence 
of nuclear war. 


