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We are probably destined to look back at the spring 
of 1979 as the time when we discovered that 
nobody was naive about nuclear energy anymore. 

Indeed, there is a fair prospecf that the next pres- 
ident of the United States after Jimmy Carter will 
have to preside over the phasing out of the U.S. 
nuclear power industry. It’s likely to be the most 
delicate and difficult inland affair on that person’s 
agenda; the domestic equivalent of getting uncou- 
pled from Vietnam and every bit as contaminated 
with ideology. This is not an overreaction to the 
recent excitement over Three Mile Island but an 
estimate of the long-range meaning of the facts and 
politics now fully before us. 

Do the presidential candidates recognize the 
enormity of the nuclear issue? If so, what are they 
planning now to do and say about it? Even if nuclear 
energy is only a large issue somewhere on the 
periphery this time around, in 1980, next time it’s 
bound to be dead center. Hadn’t they better be 
prepared? 

Opposition to the entire nuclear power program, 
though long present, has until now been barely visi- 
ble and easy to dismiss as mere nuisance. Even 
counting closet sympathizers, it has never been 
anything but a ragtag minority. Yet now it seems 
destined to grow into an irresistible national con- 
sensus. 

What supports this prediction? Since late last 
year there have been two levels of critical events- 
headline events and idea events. The first were of an 
overt nature: temporary but simultaneous shut- 
downs of five Eastern nuclear plants for safety 
reasons; the release of the immensely successful 
film about a nuclear plant meltdown, The China 
Syndrome; the stunning and costly accident at 
Three Mile Island. Deeply touched by these 
events-each of which reinforced the impact of the 
others-were millions and millions of Americans 
who had seldom given more than half a thought to 
nuclear power plants. 

The idea events were of a different order, and 
their psychological effect was to confirm and docu- 
ment, as it were, whatever was worrisome about the 
headline events. There was the Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission’s virtual repudiation of the once 
trusted Rasmussen study as far too optimistic about 
nuclear plant safety. Then there was the report to 
President Carter by a high-level government study 
committee that considered ways to dispose safely 
of nuclear waste and found this far more difficult 
and costly than had been estimated. The Nugget 
Filewas released by the Union of Concerned Scien- 
tists, containing details on dozens of nuclear plant 
mishaps. Finally, there were reports of accumulating 

evidence that all low-level radiation is dangerous, 
that there may well be no such thing as a safe level 
of exposure. Thousands who read and think a good 
deal about nuclear energy have been moved as 
never before by the, weight and drift of this data. 
Much of the “conventional wisdom” ahout nuclear 
power has simply collapsed. 

We have entered a new era, one in which the 
imagination of the public is beset by massive 
concerns that are not new but are newly potent: 
plant safety, waste disposal, and sheer cost. How do 
they add up? 

What is politically impressive about the nuclear 
plant safety problem is that nothing on the horizon 
seems remotely capable of stopping the growth of 
public doubts. Whether or not the doubts are well 
founded, the pertinent fact is that they are well fed, 
very healthy, and likely to be nourished in the future 
by more events like those cited above. They are not 
the kind of doubts that can be offset by official reas- 
surances from those who have an interest at stake. 
The doubts were sprouting and spreading before we 
entered the. new era this spring; they will grow like 
Topsy now. If reassurances are too insistent, as they 
are prone to be, the public that started to stop 
believing the government about Vietnam will start to 
stop believing the government about nuclear 
energy. 

The second assault on our collective imagination 
comes from radioactive nuclear waste. Three de- 
cades ago at my high school a pale joke circulated: 
The bright student tells his chemistry teacher that 
he has developed a chemical so powerful that it will 
dissolve anything, and the teacher replies, “What 
do you keep it in?” But that is now the story of 
nuclear waste. Put the poison in a box-any box, 
anywhere-and it eats its way out. Either tomorrow 
or sometime in the next several thousand years it 
seeps into its surroundings, which is where we live. 

It takes time, but much less than a thousand 
years, for the full force of the facts to seep into the 
public imagination-the fact that every day we are 
producing tons of poison so lethal, so uncontain- 
able, so long-lasting as nuclear waste. We are 
perceived to be piling up garbage for eternity, with 
no ultimate storage method within our technical 
grasp. We are probably getting caught, a decade 
after Vietnam, in another no-win war, this one scien- 
tific. Just as we can pile up body counts, so we can 
pile up nuclear waste, but both can become morally 
intolerable before the war is won. Many who have 
studied the technical literature now believe that the 
problem of safe, economical, permanent storage of 
nuclear waste is simply insoluble. (As was the prob- 
lem of winning a land war in Asia.) Not just difficult; 
impossible. 

“Insoluble” will probably never be the official 
scientific or government view of the problem. To a 
certain mind-set, or to a certain combination of 
economic and political interests, nothing is ever 
admitted to be scientifically [militarily] impossible. 
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(Indeed, could we even get a well-financed group of 
scientists to conclude that, say, landing a spaceship 
on the sun is impossible? More likely we would get 
an honest account of the difficulties and careful 
recommendations for additional lines of expensive 
research.) 

The public, however, is likely to be more im- 
pressed by the fact that the research is simply not 
yielding a satisfactory waste disposal plan. There is, 
admittedly, none in existence today-after twenty 
years of looking. Makeshift solutions (sea dumping, 
shallow burial, etc.) are already less palatable than 
they once were, and, as a result of public apprehen- 
sion, the standards for a permanent solution are 
continually rising. There’s the rub: For reasons both 
technical and political we are today farther from an 
acceptable long-term nuclear waste storage pro- 
gram than we were five years ago. 

So. two kinds of qualms seem fated not only to 
grow but also to nourish each other-for ourselves, 
nuclear plant safety; for our descendants, nuclear 
waste. Sometime soon we may expect that some- 
body up there will drop the other shoe-the third 
one, so to speak. A clutch of economists is probably 
even now grinding away on a fleshed-out report of 
the true costs-in hard cash-of nuclear energy; 
costs that include items like the total mop-up on 
Three Mile Island, the decommissioning and dispo- 
sal of worn-out nuclear plants, research on waste 
disposal, waste storage costs, and on and on. What 
if the cheap energy myth then dissipates like hot 
steam? 

This was the spring of our discontent, when the 
demons in the atoms launched their Tet offensive 
and overwhelmed our innocence. With questions 
about the morality, safety, and cost of nuclear ener- 
gy now irrevocably before us, we enter a decade of 
debate with the strong likelihood that the outcome 
will be a strategic withdrawal from the national 
nuclear jag. It will be the moral equivalent of losing a 
war. True, some journals of opinion still deplore 
opposition to nuclear power as “irrational.” But 
after the spring of ‘79, regardless of whether the 
opposition becomes more or less rational (it is likely 
to change in volume and visibility first, not in quali- 
ty)l it will no longer be prudent to callit irrational. 

Our present national commitment to nuclear en- 
ergy is deeply entrenched. We are now so firmly 
bound to it-economically, bureaucratically, politi- 
cally-that no blast of arguments based only on 
morality, safety, or cost could release us. As Presi- 
dent Carter said in April, “There is no way for us to 
abandon the nuclear supply of energy in our country 
in the foreseeable future.” It was of course the same 
with our Vietnam pacification program; like it, the 
nuclear energy program, if and when it succumbs, 
will yield finally to massive unpopularity. Nuclear 
energy has long had the support of a strong silent 
majority; soon it seems destined to have only a 
strong vocal minority. 

The technical arguments will continue. I have 

stated what I believe to be the political facts. Will 
any serious presidential candidate take the initiative 
to make the safety, morality, and cost of nuclear 
energy an issue, even if it is not (yet) a winning 
issue? 

Ronald Jager, a former professor of philosophy, is 
now a freelance writer and consultant for the 
National Endowment for the Humanities. He lives in 
Washington, New Hampshire. 
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When a Voluntary Agency Saved 

Displaced Persons 

The death of Sir George Rendel of the British 
Foreign Office on May 5, 1979, brought to mind a 
hidden and tragic aspect of U.S. and British policy in 
the wake of World War I I .  At the Yalta Conference, 
and later in the original articles of agreement of the 
United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Adminis- 
tration (UNRRA), citizens of the various nations 
were to be repatriated to their home countries with 
dispatch. The fact that Soviet citizens, or citizens of 
areas under Soviet control-Latvia, Lithuania, Es- 
tonia, Poland, Hungary, Rumania, Czechoslovakia, 
and Yugoslavia-would refuse repatriation was not 
considered. The rights of freedom of choice and of 
asylum were thus excluded from the rights ac- 
corded to people outside their homelands at the 
end of World War II. 

The Soviets were desperately anxious to have 
their own nationals turned over to them at the earli- 
est possible moment. Some of them, prisoners of 
war in camps that were murderously ill-provisioned, 
had accepted induction into German army units. 
Others had been dragooned into slave labor in 
German factories after occuption of their areas by 
Hitler’s armies. Still others were Russian emigres 
who had settled in Yugoslavia and other parts of 
Eastern Europe and had for the most part acquired 
other citizenship. The Soviets wanted them all. 

When the Russians, most of them gathered into 
camps in war-ravaged Austria and Germany, 
showed their reluctance to return to the Soviet 
Union, American and British military men used 
brutality and trickery in a program of forced repatri- 
ation. William Sloane Coffin, Jr., in his memoir, 
Once to Every Man, tells of an “attack” by an Amer- 
ican unit that moved in on two thousand Russians to 
turn them over forcibly to a Soviet division “at the 
ready” with a train of boxcars. The time was Febru- 
ary, 1946. There were three G.1.s to every Russian. 
Their predawn attack resulted in despair and sui- 
cide among the Russians, many of whose families 
had been imprisoned under Stalin’s purges. Two 
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