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The alleged sale of yellowcake to Iraq was one of the leading justifications for war, but 
just four years later, a new market in Uranium futures opened on Wall Street. Is Uranium just 
another commodity, or is it a nuclear material, subject to exceptional political, regulatory, and 
environmental considerations and practices? In Being Nuclear, Hecht examines this shifting 
“nuclearity” of Uranium and the controversies that have surrounded it since the mid-20th century. 

Nuclearity, according to Hecht, is a technopolitical category “distributed among things,” 
rather than an essential quality of certain materials, technologies, or processes, and it is often 
tied to a distinction between natural and technological sources of radiation (italics in the original, 
p. 14). While radiation is often an important element in establishing nuclearity, it takes a great 
deal of “work” for a class of radioactive objects or processes to become nuclear. For a Uranium 
mine to be considered a nuclear workplace, versus an ordinary (if still dangerous) one, it must 
have an infrastructure that can make the effects of radiation exposure visible and meaningful 
and is, thus, heavily dependent on socioeconomic, geographic, and historical contexts. Because 
nuclearity is tied closely to exceptionalism—in terms of security measures, workplace safety 
protocols, or regulations about waste disposal—controversies about Uranium often revolve 
around whether it should be regarded as nuclear or banal. Is it an unnatural fuel with the 
potential to destroy the world, or a just another kind of rock? That depends on who is asked, 
where it is found, and when the question is posed.

Hecht does a masterful job of outlining many of the major controversies surrounding 
Uranium by following the different ways in which nuclearity and banality have been constructed, 
asserted, and contested in Gabon, Madagascar, South Africa, Namibia, and Niger. For example, 
industries and institutions involved in the Uranium trade often argued for its banality—in the 
case of South African Chamber of Mines, even going so far as to claim that one could eat a 
pound of Uranium without falling ill. On the other hand, some critics argued that mines should 
look much more like other nuclear workplaces by, for instance, closely monitoring the exposures 
of mineworkers and, when necessary, rotating them through less radioactive workspaces to 
ensure that they do not receive more than a specified dose. Often the same actors will assert 
exceptionalism in one context, while dismissing it in another. Claims of the transformative, 
modernizing potential of nuclear power, for example, often coexist with claims about the banality  
of the various threats that it poses.

Perhaps most importantly, Hecht is able to point out how the work that goes into creating 
(or avoiding) nuclearity involves politics of inclusion and exclusion. Nuclearity creates a 
“regimes perceptibility” that generates absences and invisibilities with wide-ranging effects. 
Invisibility is often a product of scientific or technological limitations or controversies or limited 
resources. Hecht points out that overburdened and under-resourced medical infrastructures, 
along with the notion that cancer is a “first world” affliction, led to a dearth of data on cancer 
rates in the national population against which the cancer rates of mineworkers, even if collected, 
could be measured. In many cases, however, invisibility was intentionally created or maintained 
by states and corporations seeking to avoid controversy, improve international relations, limit 
liability, or prevent labor unrest. Even where data was collected, invisibility could be easily 
hidden—intentionally or not—in averages that ignored “hot spots” within the micro-geographies 
of the mines and mills. These micro-geographies reflected broader inequalities. In South African 
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mines, for example, neither white nor black miners knew about risks from Radon inhaling Radon 
particles even into the 80’s.  Yet, white miners tended to stand in the cooler “intake” areas of the 
mine’s ventilation system, which meant that they inhaled much less Radon, while black miners 
tended to work in the hotter “return airways,” which led to higher exposures. 

However created, these absences shaped the possibilities for affected communities to 
make claims on the state or mining companies. In Gabon, where because Uranium mining 
continued for decades and relations with French experts and institutions were close, the 
nuclearity of Uranium mining ultimately served as the basis for something approaching (but still 
short of) “biological citizenship.”  Biological citizenship, a concept developed by Adriana Petryna 
(2002), describes situations like post-socialist Ukraine where access to and claims for social 
welfare are based upon biological injuries that can be traced back to the Chernobyl diaster. 
Compared to Gabon, Hecht argues that Malagasy mineworkers remained disconnected from 
the scientific, technical, and social resources that could have allowed them to translate various 
indications of danger into a nuclearity, or biological citizenship, that was politically or medically 
salient, in part because Uranium mining existed for only a short time on the island.

Hecht also puts the work of Michel Callon (1998) on the performativity of economic 
knowledge to good use in tracing the creation and contestation of the Uranium market. Markets, 
here, are not the expression of fundamental economic laws: they are the result of the creation 
and deployment of “market devices,” which are technologies and knowledge practices that allow  
for specific entanglements and disentanglements of commodities, particular forms of rationality, 
and particular modes of sociality. This way of looking at markets and commodities allows Hecht 
to provide a great deal of insight into how nuclearity and banality have been constructed on an 
international scale throughout the later half of the 20th century. In the early days of the “nuclear 
age,” for example, Uranium was thought to be rare, and the United States government believed 
that it could maintain nuclear superiority by controlling the supply of Uranium. Far from being an 
ordinary commodity, contracts for Uranium were arranged on a cost-plus basis: there was no 
“market price” for Uranium, because its role in cold war geopolitics made its exceptional 
nuclearity self-evident. Later, as more deposits were found in various locations around the 
world, the list of states developing nuclear weapons and power expanded, and as post-colonial 
states attempted to take more control over their natural resources, various institutions attempted 
to make Uranium a banal commodity by, among other things, establishing price indices. This 
was no easy matter, however, as it involved including and excluding various types of 
transactions, qualifying what will count as “uranium” for the purposes of the index. There were 
significant struggles, often between former colonial powers and newly independent states, about 
what kinds of sales counted as licit and illicit, how the price of Uranium should be determined, 
and how the Uranium market related to resource sovereignty, among other things.   

While this is the work of an historian, Being Nuclear has an ethnographic “feel,” in part 
because it was based upon a masterful combination of archival and fieldwork. Hecht also draws 
upon the work of anthropologists like Joe Masco, Hugh Gusterson, Adriana Petryna, and Anna 
Tsing. Her exploration of nuclearity and banality will be crucial to understanding the new 
controversies about nuclear power, radioactive wastes, and biological harm in Japan and 
around the world in the aftermath of the Fukushima disaster. Despite the fact that the sheer 
volume of acronyms can get confusing, this text is accessible, including to undergraduates. I 
recommend using excerpts from this text, including the introduction and the chapters 
“Borderlands” and “Nuclear Desert(ion)s,” because they would make a compelling introduction 
to some of the central topics of science and technology studies, environmental (in)justice, and 
the shifting intersections of the economic, the political, and the technological in undergraduate 
courses. 
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