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This past Memorial Day, a Minneapolis police officer knelt on the throat of a Black man, 

George Floyd, for 8 minutes and 46 seconds. Seventy-five years ago, an American pilot 

dropped an atomic bomb on the civilian population of Hiroshima. Worlds apart in time, space, 

and scale, the two events share three key features. Each was an act of state violence. Each was 

an act carried out against a defenseless opponent. Each was an act of naked racism.  

Each was an act of state violence. Each was an act carried out against a defenseless opponent. 

Each was an act of naked racism. 

The first two features—the role of the state and the impossibility of self-defense—probably 

require little elaboration. Each was an act of state cruelty: in one case, the agents of the state 

acted on home ground and in the other, on foreign ground. Each was carried out against a 

defenseless opponent: George Floyd’s hands were handcuffed behind him; he was not 

resisting arrest or putting the police officers at risk or even verbally challenging them; he used 

his voice merely to plead that he be permitted to breathe, then called out to his dead mother, 

whom he soon joined. Nor could the long line of executed Black Americans who preceded 

George Floyd defend themselves: Breonna Taylor’s work as an emergency medical technician 

entailed, on a daily basis, protecting both herself and her patients, but she could not, fast 

asleep in bed, carry out any self-defense when Louisville police, without warrant, burst 

through her doors after midnight and shot her eight times. 

The now widely shared recognition that police racism within the United States is not just the 

practice of individual officers but is instead systemic entails the recognition that Black 

Americans, in their interactions with the police, have ceased to have the right of self-defense, 

the right that arguably underlies every other right. Persons of color in the United States—

including Native Americans, whose rate of death at the hands of police is the highest of any 

racial group1— cannot defend themselves. Seeing that one is about to be slain, one may try to 

resist (to run, to refuse handcuffing, to flail out with arms or weapon), but that resistance will 

then be retroactively used to justify the slaying that was already underway. One’s only choice 

is to comply or to resist—in other words, to be slain or to be slain.  

The bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki initiated an era in which—for the first time on Earth 

and now continuing for seven and a half decades—humankind collectively and summarily lost 

the right self-defense. 

Self-defense was not an option for any one of the 300,000 civilian inhabitants of the city of 

Hiroshima, nor for any one of the 250,000 civilians in Nagasaki three days later. We know from 

John Hersey’s classic Hiroshima that as day dawned on that August morning, the city was full 

of courageous undertakings meant to increase the town’s collective capacity for self-defense 

against conventional warfare, such as the clearing of fire lanes by hundreds of young school 

girls, many of whom would instantly vanish in the 6,000° C temperature of the initial flash, and 

others of whom, more distant from the center, would retain their lives but lose their 

faces.2 The bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki initiated an era in which—for the first time on 

Earth and now continuing for seven and a half decades—humankind collectively and 

summarily lost the right self-defense. No one on Earth—or almost no one on Earth3—has the 

means to outlive a blast that is four times the heat of the sun or withstand the hurricane winds 

and raging fires that follow. 

 

 

http://www.bostonreview.net/war-security-global-justice/elaine-scarry-racist-foundation-nuclear-architecture#_edn1
http://www.bostonreview.net/war-security-global-justice/elaine-scarry-racist-foundation-nuclear-architecture#_edn2
http://www.bostonreview.net/war-security-global-justice/elaine-scarry-racist-foundation-nuclear-architecture#_edn3


Is it accurate to designate self-defense the right underlying every other right? Freedom of 

speech matters for thousands of reasons, but at its most elementary, it matters because it 

increases one’s chance of defending oneself and by this act, surviving. The same is true of the 

right of free press, the right of free assembly, the right to a fair trial, the right not to be subject 

to warrantless search and seizure: each has a vast array of benefits, but the bottom line is that 

each amplifies the right of self-defense, the right to protect and thereby perpetuate one’s own 

life. Centuries of political philosophers have asked “what kind of political arrangements will 

create a noble and generous people?” Surely such arrangements cannot be ones where a 

handful of men control the means for destroying at will everyone on Earth from whom the 

means of self-defense have been eliminated. 

The third link between Memorial Day 2020 and August 6 and 9, 1945 is the racism that made 

each event possible. Racism is a perceptual deformation that results in the judgement that 

people of a given skin color or ethnic derivation are not simply less deserving (of jobs, 

education, money, medical care, trust, responsibility, forgiveness, sympathy) but are, in a 

word, expendable. Lynch them, choke them, burn their faces off; we can do a follow-up study 

later. 

When Americans first learned that the people of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been collectively 

vaporized in less time than it takes for the heart to beat, many cheered. But not all. Black poet 

Langston Hughes at once recognized the moral depravity of executing 100,000 people and 

discerned racism as the phenomenon that had licensed the depravity: “How come we did not 

try them [atomic bombs] on Germany...They just did not want to use them on white 

folks.”4 Although the building of the weapon was completed only after Germany surrendered 

on May 7, 1945, Japan had been designated the target on September 18, 1944, and training for 

the mission had already been initiated in that same month.5 Black journalist George Schuyler 

wrote: “The atom bomb puts the Anglo-Saxons definitely on top where they will remain for 

decades”; the country, in its “racial arrogance,” has “achieved the supreme triumph of being 

able to slaughter whole cities at a time.”6 Still within the first year (and still before John Hersey 

had begun to awaken Americans to the horrible aversiveness of the injuries), novelist and 

anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston denounced the U.S. president as a “butcher” and scorned 

the public’s silent compliance, asking, “Is it that we are so devoted to a ‘good Massa’ that we 

feel we ought not to even protest such crimes?”7 Silence—whether practiced by whites or 

people of color—was, she saw, a cowardly act of moral enslavement to a white supremacist. 

Each of these three passages, and scores of others, are documented in Vincent Intondi’s 

brilliant history, African-Americans Against the Bomb, which chronicles the repudiation by the 

Black community of nuclear arms from the 1940s up through President Obama’s April 5, 2009 

Prague speech: jazz saxophonist Charlie Parker, composer and pianist Duke Ellington, civil 

rights and gay activist Bayard Rustin, poet-novelist James Baldwin, playwright Lorraine 

Hansberry, civil rights leader Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., and sociologist and pan-Africanist 

W.E.B. Du Bois are among those who spoke out decisively and often. During these same 

decades, many white people also spoke out against the moral depravity of nuclear weapons, 

some even suffering terrible costs similar to those suffered by, for example, Du Bois, who 

because of his ardent denunciation of the American nuclear arsenal was at various points 

arrested, accused of being an unregistered foreign agent, denied a passport, and eventually 

prompted to expatriate to Ghana.8 But Black Americans, in addition to educating all who would 

hear about the moral depravity of the inflicted injuries, have also sought tirelessly to educate 
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the country about the racial scaffolding that provides the gantry on which the missiles are 

launched.  

Some readers will recognize as self-evident the U.S. addiction to white racial supremacy that 

was at work in the flattening of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and that today supports the country’s 

prodigious nuclear arsenal. 

Some readers will recognize as self-evident the U.S. addiction to white racial supremacy that 

was at work in the flattening of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and that today supports the country’s 

prodigious nuclear arsenal, currently undergoing a 1.2 trillion dollar renewal.9 But other 

readers—even some who perceive the moral turpitude of nuclear weapons and who work 

tirelessly for their dismantlement—may be reluctant to recognize that racism. After all, we 

know nuclear weapons stand to eliminate all humans on Earth, not those of one or another 

race. Americans and Russians, who together possess more than 93 percent of the world’s 

nuclear arsenal, have long been designated as one another’s major opponent, and Russians 

are often loosely described as racially white (even though they, like the American people, are 

made up of many different ethnic groups). That nuclear war stands a high chance of being 

instigated by accident or by appropriation of the weapons by a hacker or nonstate actor may 

seem to make the conscious and unconscious racial biases of a U.S. president or nuclear 

command chain irrelevant.  

But three lists—the list of geographies where U.S. presidents have contemplated launching a 

first strike, the list of geographies where the United States has tested its bombs, and the list of 

countries that the United States condemns for their aspiration to acquire nuclear weapons—

may, like avenues of insight radiating outward from Hiroshima and Nagasaki, help to make the 

racial underpinnings of the nuclear architecture unmistakable.  

First, then, the geographies where we know U.S. presidents have contemplated first 

strikes. Eisenhower considered using an atomic weapon in the Taiwan Straits in 1954. The 

record of his statements in private meetings shows the presence of race, whether he was at 

any given moment explaining why he might use the weapon or instead why he might abstain 

from its use: “The President said that we must recognize the Quemoy is not our ship. Letters to 

him constantly say what do we care what happens to those yellow people out there.”10 Nixon 

tells us he contemplated ordering a first strike four times during his presidency. Although he 

did not name all four targets, we know one in 1969 was North Korea.11 He contemplated 

striking North Vietnam in 1972.12 Lyndon Johnson contemplated the launch of a nuclear 

weapon against China to prevent China from acquiring a nuclear weapon.13 To this list may be 

added the times when U.S. presidents have threatened a first strike, as when the George H.W. 

Bush administration during the first Gulf War informed Saddam Hussein that if he used 

chemical weapons, nuclear missiles were positioned to strike his country.14 

The U.S. selection of nuclear testing sites indicates a belief that people of color are 

expendable. 

Like the countries U.S. presidents have chosen for a first strike, the U.S. selection of nuclear 

testing sites indicates a belief that people of color are expendable. The painful instance of the 

Marshall Islands is succinctly summarized by the Washington Post’s Dan Zak: “The United 

States tested 67 high-yield nuclear bombs between 1946 and 1958, resettling whole islands of 

Marshallese people, exposing many to radioactive fallout and bequeathing exile and ill health 

to ensuing generations.”15 One of the bombs was 15 megatons. Describing the total impact of 

the 67 tests, Zak reckons, “If their combined explosive power was parceled evenly over that 
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12-year period, it would equal 1.6 Hiroshima-size explosions per day.”16 The picture is not 

more heartening when one turns to tests carried out on U.S. soil. On the arrival this summer of 

the 75th anniversary of the July 16, 1945 Trinity test in New Mexico, observers noted the racial 

distribution: “It should come as no surprise that the downwinders of Trinity were largely 

impoverished agricultural families, mostly Hispanic and Native.”17 As in New Mexico, so in 

Nevada. A study published in the medical journal Risk Analysis concludes, “Native Americans 

residing in a broad region downwind from the Nevada Test Site during the 1950s and 1960s 

received significant radiation exposures from nuclear weapons testing.”18 

The third list is the sequence of countries we have condemned because their leaders and 

scientists have aspired to develop a nuclear weapon. The United States has treated these 

aspirants, in each case, people of color—Iranians, Iraqis, Libyans, North Koreans—as immoral, 

despite our own vast nuclear architecture and despite our 1995 statement at the International 

Court of Justice that our having a nuclear arsenal, threatening to use it, using it, and using it 

first do not violate international covenants such as the UN Convention on the Prevention and 

Punishment of the Crime of Genocide.19 The United States sometimes bases its indignation 

toward nuclear aspirants on the fact that the acquisition of a nuclear weapon by yet another 

country will violate the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT); it righteously announces this violation 

while relentlessly overlooking the fact that it has for 50 years been in violation of that treaty, 

which requires, as one of its major pillars, that existing nuclear states dismantle their own 

arsenals. 

A recent article in The Atlantic reports new neuroscience research suggesting that people 

holding positions of power may suffer brain damage, the incapacitation of mirror neurons that 

ordinarily enable one to comprehend the position of another person or people.20 A country 

that has 6,000 nuclear weapons while savaging North Korea for having fewer than 30; a 

country that has 12 Ohio-class submarines each carrying the equivalent of 4,000 Hiroshima 

blasts while going to war against Iraq on false evidence that it might have material that could 

lead to a single nuclear weapon; a country that can’t be bothered to commemorate August 6 

and August 9 and the hundreds of thousands incinerated on those days, yet clucks and scolds 

about Iranian nuclear projects, imposes sanctions, and unleashes a Stuxnet digital worm that 

subverts Iran’s uranium enrichment plant;21  a country that persuades Libya to dispose of its 

nuclear materials and after it does so, swoops in to help assassinate the country’s leader, 

might well appear to be a country whose governors—and perhaps, too, some in its 

population—no longer have functioning mirror neurons. 

When this soul-destroying asymmetry is pointed out, the United States says, “Yes, but they 

(i.e., those people of color) may use them, while we (i.e., we white people in charge of the 

United States) will not use them,” a manifestly incoherent statement since it is only the United 

States who has used them, and used them twice.22 Extreme alarm incited by picturing nuclear 

weapons in the hands of yet-one-more country rarely kicks in when the United States 

distributes its own weapons to NATO allies, currently Germany, Belgium, Netherlands, Italy 

(Turkey, too, has U.S. nuclear weapons, but many were removed after 2000 and those that 

remain have since 2016 become a source of mounting worry23). Since these four countries are 

traditionally viewed as white-majority peoples, the danger of reckless use is apparently non-

existent; the proliferation of the weapons to these countries does not, in the U.S. view, violate 

the Non-Proliferation Treaty. In a feat of double think that might have startled even George 

Orwell, they calmly acknowledge that in the event of war (when the NATO sharing countries 
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will be called upon to participate in the delivery of those weapons), the Non-Proliferation 

Treaty will cease to be in effect.24 

So we return to the question: What kind of political arrangements will create a noble and 

generous people? What kind of arrangements will restrain a country from egregious mass 

killings in the future? Will enable that country to face responsibility for injuries it has in the 

past inflicted on home ground (on Native Americans and African Americans), and on foreign 

ground (the people of Hiroshima and Nagasaki)? Will help them to dedicate themselves to 

dismantling mis-trained and militarized police teams roving their cities and dismantling the 

nation’s nuclear architecture? These accomplishments are momentous and difficult but surely 

also minimal if we aspire to one day become a great and good people. 

The cruelty daily inflicted on people of color in our own city streets acts as a mental rehearsal 

for carrying out large-scale slayings abroad. It keeps our capacity for cruelty limber; it dulls the 

mind and gives us practice in pronouncing the word “expendable.”  

Langston Hughes voiced the opinion that until racial injustice on home ground in the United 

States ceases, “it is going to be very hard for some Americans not to think the easiest way to 

settle the problems of Asia is simply dropping an atom bomb on colored heads there.”25 While 

his statement was made in 1953, near the eighth anniversary of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

bombings, it remains equally relevant today, as we approach the 75th anniversary: then, as 

now, the safety of the Korean people (among other peoples) was at issue. The cruelty daily 

inflicted on people of color in our own city streets acts as a mental rehearsal for carrying out 

large-scale slayings abroad. It keeps our capacity for cruelty limber; it dulls the mind and gives 

us practice in pronouncing the word “expendable.”  

Langston Hughes might have with equal accuracy noted the reverse. Our cruelty abroad 

hardens our hearts, enabling us to tolerate the spectacle of everyday racial injustice at home. 

Americans, seeing our country boast a vast nuclear architecture that has no other purpose 

than the instant elimination from Earth of large civilian populations—the launch codes day and 

night casually tucked in our president’s pocket—consciously or unconsciously absorb the 

power lesson, suffer the same brain deterioration, and now become dull-witted about 

whether Native American and Black lives any longer even matter.  

A just state is a state that makes its population care to be just. Can a nuclear country inspire its 

population to be just? Doesn’t that very nuclear architecture require its population to lose its 

perceptual acuity? If one keeps one’s eyes on the monumental apparatus moment by 

moment, that will induce incapacitating shame and terror (as happened in the first two 

decades after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, when the horror of the weapons and, simultaneously, 

of racial injustice at home, was day by day on peoples’ minds). Instead, vision has now 

contracted to a narrow band of bearable possibilities that, in its very narrowness, necessitates 

an ethical dumbing down. 

A just state is a state that makes its population care to be just. Can a nuclear country inspire its 

population to be just? 

If the charge of a self-imposed dumbing down seems fanciful, it may be helpful to consider 

recent critiques of the country’s nuclear policy establishment. This establishment has the 

virtue—a virtue practiced by too few in the population—of remaining aware of the country’s 

nuclear arsenal; but it does so by constricting its field of vision. Anthropologist Hugh 

Gusterson, a longtime observer of nuclear scientists and policy communities, in early 2019 
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described in the pages of the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists a large assembly in Washington’s 

Brookings Institute that gathered to hear an all-star, five-person panel address “the Politics of 

New Start and Strategic Modernization.” The five, he reports, delivered five nearly identical 

lectures, only debating “the semantics of whether [the] pairing of nuclear modernization and 

arms control should be characterized as the product of a ‘consensus’ or a ‘coalition.’”26 A 

related critique has been made by French political scientist Benoît Pelopidas, who describes, as 

his title announces, “Nuclear Weapons Scholarship as a Case of Self-Censorship in Security 

Studies.”  Despite the absence of any externally imposed prohibition on free discourse or 

constraints on argument, the community voluntarily contracts the frame of reference to 

bypass all normative considerations and to avoid contemplating the possibility of radical 

reordering of the world, such as by nuclear abolition. Two terms—“non-proliferation” and 

“deterrence”—are relentlessly used as tools to corral the discussion into a narrow perimeter of 

business-as-usual thinking that invalidates as unrealistic any alternative idea, thereby 

eliminating any sense of obligation to the future.27 

The death of George Floyd has brought about, among many other outcomes, a commitment to 

change the nuclear policy arena. In the summer of 2020, a cascade of U.S. foreign policy and 

national security institutions, including the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, signed the statement 

authored by the Women of Color Advancing Peace, Security and Conflict and agreed to carry 

out a host of reforms, such as making sure institutions dedicated to peace and 

security  “diversify our boards of directors and advisory committees,” acknowledge the 

harmful effects of “microagressions” against people of color in the workplace, and “call out 

racism and share the burden of dismantling white supremacy.”28   

The obligation to “call out racism and share the burden of dismantling white supremacy” 

should carry with it the obligation to recognize the racist foundation of the nuclear 

architecture itself. 

While the list of resolutions emphasizes changes in the workplace and governing boards of 

these institutions, it may be that these changes will in turn bring about a recognition of the 

place of racism in the very philosophies of international relations and nuclear weapons. The 

obligation to “call out racism and share the burden of dismantling white supremacy” should 

carry with it the obligation to recognize the racist foundation of the nuclear architecture itself 

(a northern hemisphere blanketed by nuclear states, a southern hemisphere blanketed by 

nuclear weapons-free zone treaties) and to dismantle it, beginning with the two states that 

hold 93 percent of all the weapons.    

Most nights during the summer of 2020, Black Lives Matter vigils take place, not only in cities 

but in small towns across the country. In Arlington, Massachusetts, for example, people stand, 

masked and at safe distances from one another, along the broad main avenue from 6 p.m. to 7 

p.m., while a stream of bicycles and cars signal by waves and horns and thumbs up their 

affirmation of the signs: “Breonna Taylor.” “Raychard Brooks.” “George Floyd.” “Say Their 

Names.” “Not One More.” “No Justice, No Peace.”  In the last 8-minutes and 46 seconds of the 

hour, people drop to one knee and only stand again when the church bells announce the 

closing of the hour. The posture is one inherited from decades of civil rights practice (initiated 

by Martin Luther King, Jr., then made new by Colin Kaepernick and black NFL players); the 

temporal duration is a direct reference to the killing of George Floyd, as though by duplicating 

the kneeling of the policeman we could back up and reverse its intent and its outcome. The 

posture expresses an array of feelings: sorrow at George Floyd’s death, a counterfactual wish 

that it had not happened (let his breathing be restored), shame at not having collectively 
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perceived the scale of the injuries for so long, and a commitment to reinvent a form of policing 

that nourishes and assists, rather than preys upon, our towns and cities. 

Perhaps something like this same gesture could be carried out—in the privacy of one’s home 

or on Main Street or in parks and spaces of public assembly—at 8:15 a.m. on August 6th and 

11:02 a.m. on August 9. Carried out: out of sorrow for those slain and those hideously 

wounded, out of remorse for not having faced the injuries sooner, out of a shared 

commitment to dismantle the nuclear architecture so that we need only commemorate, and 

never again re-enact, what took place on those days. What would be an appropriate duration? 

Perhaps 53 seconds, the time interval between the moment the children of Hiroshima pointed 

to the B-29 in the blue sky and the moment a blinding flash of light melted their eyes and 

erased their world. Or perhaps the 100 seconds that the Bulletin designates as the window of 

time that now separates us from worldwide catastrophe. 

 

Editors' Note: This article was originally published by the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists. 
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