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Responding to Nuclear War

JOHN HINKSON

We recall the old saying: i f  you want to preserve peace, arm for war. 
' It would be in keeping with the times to alter it: If you want to 

endure life, prepare yourself for death.
Sigmund Freud, 1914

If the radiance of a thousand suns 
Were to burst at once into the sky 
That would be like the splendour of the Mighty One . . .
I am become Death 
The shatterer of worlds.

J. Robert Oppenheimer recalling lines 
from the Bhagavad-Gita after the first 

, . Atomic Explosion
This (atomic) project should not be considered in terms of 
military weapons, but as a new relationship of man to the 
universe.

US Secretary of War (1945) 
Henry Stimson

Towards the end of 1980 Arena sponsored a conference on 
nuclear war. The context of the conference was a new disarma
ment' movement in Europe which had'arisen in response to the 
threat posed by new tensions between the super-powers. In this 
talk I will be drawing on two of the many themes which emerged 
at the conference. The first of these centres around an issue 
raised by E.P. Thompson in New Left Review1 when he argued 
that the ipontinued build-up of nuclear armaments raised questions 
about contemporary society which were by-passed by the received 
versions of marxist theory. Thompson had been led to the con
clusion that the rise of a relatively autonomous armaments sector
* Based on a paper given to the Arena-sponsored conference on Nuclear 
Power and Nuclear War at Malmsbury, December, 1981.
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drawing on the immense power of scientific thought, in associa
tion with techiifocratic organization, required special recognition. 
The notion of “exterminism”. sums up for him, the. central thrust 
of a newly emergent level of civilization. If we are to face the 
deeper dangers of nuclear war, we need an understanding which 
takes in the changed direction in the movement of society; the 
situation is one which calls for a reworking of the categories with 
which we approach the understanding of society.

Absence of an adequate framework for the interpretation of 
nuclear war is one expression of ah inability to react in terms 
which adequately face the overwhelming nature of the catastrophe 
towards which we are being carried; inadequacies of theory are ; 
linked to a more general and diffuse restriction of the field of 
public: sensibility and awareness. The second theme2 concentrates 
upon this field of unresponsiveness or unawareness. The argu
ment is that we all face quite basic difficulties if we are to respond 
to the Bomb; our unawareness is structured by everyday commit- 
ments or patterns of existence into which we are locked in order 
to live in the modem world. Not only our ideologies are air work 
here but the more basic cultural ground out of which ideologies 
are cbhstriicted. Our cultural assumptions tend to preclude an 
effective rejection of the Bomb.? :

Both of these themes rest uneasily against our conventional 
grasp of the social structure of class society. Both imply that the 
nuclear question requires us to go beyond a “mere” understand
ing of institutional politics, of the relations between the . super
powers, and of how our political structures draw from the social

1. Thompson, E. P., “The Logic of Exterminism”, New Left Review 121, 
May-June 1980, pp. 3-32.

2. This Second theme was discussed in a paper given by Geoff Sharp. 
Special acknowledgement is given to him both for. comments on the paper 
and' for laying die general ground of its approach in his earlier published 
and unpublished work.

3. Since this conference Arena has sponsored a series of monthly dis
cussions in Melbourne which have explored these two themes: thfe new 
level of social life and why we find it so difficult to respond to nuclear 
weapons and the threat of nuclear war. The direction of much of the 
discussion was towards an engagement with a level of cultural assumptions 
that are typically lived but not known and which seem to have a critical 
role in relation to both of these themes.lt was argued, for example, that 
when people invoke “hell” or “evil” in relation to nuclear war they are 
reaching out beyond the normal mode of discussion into these cultural 
assumptions in an attempt to say that normal discourse won’t  do. Some 
of our discussions in taking up these themes explored the history of the 
Black Death and how it was represented through art so we could gain 
a senseof the impact of a catastrophe of unprecedented proportions on 
social life and also with the hope that we might gain some insight into 
how to touch people in their present state of insensibility towards the 
meanings of nuclear war.
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contradictions of the class structure. In bther words it is being 
ciairned that nuclear war is qualitatively different to other forms 
of wa^are. And it is. For nuclear war threatens total annihilation, 
the destruction of human society as presently known: and this 
deqiaqds that we grapple with a new development in social pro
cess. For this to happen there must be a development of theory, 
not by resort to theoretical complexity for its own sake, but by 
attempting to comprehend a real change in the nature of social 
life in order to generate a perspective on these emergent condit
ions. Yet one is struck by our silence since August 1945 as. we 
have prepared for the impending cataclysm. Certainly individuals 
haVe Spoken out with horror against the stock-piling of nuclear 
armaments, but in Ho Way have they accounted for the broad 
mass of our population quietly accommodating to a development 
which if allowed to persist wiU devastate our way of life.

To take up this question of qualitative change I am adopting 
an approach which has been advocated in Arena for some time. 
For if we are to argue that a “break” has occurred in the nature 
of social life; social processes must be at work which have been 
obscured or taken-for-granted by more familiar theories of the 
social Structure, processes which for some reason have gained 
increased significance in recent times. The threat of nuclear war 
demands a development of theory able to grapple with this hid
den level of assumptions, the cultural frame of the social structure, 
for at least two reasons. Firstly, while the role of intellectual tech
nique and the most abstract elements of scientific high culture in 
the development of the Bomb are obvious the implications of this 
for life are largely unexplored. It is crucial to understand the way 
in which Western intellectual culture is the carrier of quite distinc
tive features which lock into the social structure so as to promote 
a project to amass nuclear armaments. Yet such an understanding 
is beyond the grasp of social structural theories because they treat 
intellect as given or a thing, concentrating almost exclusively on 
hand the materializations of intellect are distributed along class 
lines. A cultural theory must make intellectual culture problematic. 
Secondly, this broad frame of cultural assumptions, of which intel
lectual culture is but one aspect, is critical if we are. to understand 
how we come to accept the emergence of this society. Intellectual 
culture arises out of and is legitimated by this frame which has 
a logic shared by all of us. And while this broad culture is pre
dominantly lived and not able to be known in anything like the 
way we know about our social structure, we must strain towards 
a limited understanding when our assumptions draw us into Con
tradiction by destroying the “good life” we expect them to pro
mote.

A.
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To put the emphasis, as I am, on a new level of so c ie ty r  one 
which emerges because of a changed relationship between culture** 
and social structure — has general implications which range 
well beyond the nuclear question. A new level of con
tradiction of the utmost generality has emerged in society 
although what this means remains to be explored later 
in this talk. Yet our immediate concern is the nuclear 
threat and it is both .pressing and unprecedented in its 
implications for us. It2” is crucial that a  perspective be 
generated which can sensitively engage with its peculiar character
istics. The initial focus of this talk is upon the hibakusha, the 
devastated people of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. For in the struggle 
to respond to their experience they offer an initial understanding 
of the changed nature of life heralded by the Bomb. Furthermore, 
some recognition of our own attenuated response to their plight, 
our essential silence and structured blindness, makes it possible 
to gain some grasp of how resistance to nuclear war is difficult 
for us.

In starting in this way I hope I am not misunderstood. It is 
not intended that toe hibakusha be placed on toe world stage as 
the latest cultural heroes. Rather, it is hoped that by an exam
ination of their response, and of our response to them, we can 
gain some understanding of toe cultural barriers which prevent 
a significant engagement with the meanings of toe Bomb. Accord
ingly, drawing on the problems thehibakusha faced, the second 
part of toe talk seeks an understanding of the cultural logic which 
locks us all into living with the Bomb.

The Hibakusha and Cultural Despair

The feeling that one should avoid any discussion of the suffer
ing of the people of Hiroshima is compelling. In part this derives 
from the realization that these people, who have become known 
as the hibakusha, have experienced an unprecedented catastrophe; 
the more we strain towards an understanding of how appalling 
that day and toe subsequent months and years have been for 
“those who have seen hell”, toe more appropriate it seems for 
us to resort to a respectful silence. Any other response seems to 
smack of a ghoulish pre-occupation with human degradation;

The logic of this response is rooted in what we experience as 
elemental human respect; it is a silence which we all comprehend 
intuitively not unlike the silence which overwhelms us when told 
of. toe mass deaths associated with natural disasters such as earth
quakes. But our familiarity with this respectful silence deflects
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from an understanding that our silence about Hiroshima also de
rives, from other quite basic problems. We axe also silent because 
we do not know how to speak in relation to an event which rea
ches beyond all common sense and conventional political categor
ies. We need a new language if we are to engage sensitively with 
the meanings of the Bomb.

In one sense this unconventional source of silence can be seen 
at work in the way the hibakusha have been treated. For to isolate 
them as a kind of untouchable caste, as has happened in Japan, 
is to act on principles which go well beyond respectful silence. 
Silence in the face of what is socially created yet inexplicable is 
closer to the mark, a silence which has been handled socially; a 
new social category was created, the hibakusha, which serves to 
normalize the rest of the social structure by the exclusion of those 
Who, by virtue of their experience and their continuing existence, 
contradict normalization.

The response of the Japanese people to the existence of the 
hibakusha represents one way of “handling” what is in another 
sense not able to be handled. The visible existence of the hiba
kusha necessitated exclusion if everyday life and the social struc
ture generally were to be normalized. The invisibility of these 
people for the wider world community allowed a different re
sponse. For us the hibakusha are unknown, a forgotten people. 
The Japanese created a social category and isolated them; we 
imply they have disappeared or have been assimilated back into 
normality. Neither of these responses really face what has hap
pened; they normalize by suppression rather than enlarging the 
understanding of life, language and meaning through engagement 
and thereby reflect a deep difficulty of coping with the meanings 
of the hibakusha’s experience. On the face of it the Japanese re
sponse is the more cruel, an act apparently without pity; yet soc
ially it confronts us with the realization that the meanings of Aug
ust 1945 are still mysterious and that these people cannot be 
assimilated into the wider society until we face the full implicat
ions of the events. The existence of the hibakusha is a living re
minder of our faffure to do just that- Our silence towards them 
indicates that we do not know how to face these questions; we 
do nOt even know what the questions are except intuitively. This 
is a terrible burden for the hibakusha to carry, but the point is 
it is really the burden of the human species. If we do not all begin 
to grapple with the Bomb, not as a thing but as a qualitatively 
■different social product which defies our conventional concepts 
and interpretations, then the social category hibakusha m il sweep 
over us all.
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Yet to say that our response to Hiroshima has been one of 
silence is an overstatement. More accurately, in effect we have 
been silent. We have not been able to generate a language in 
association with a developing practice which engages the mean
ings of Hiroshima. However, the ways ig which we have tenta
tively broken that silence are themselves instructive. In the present 
period where we all face a maximum threat from political leaders 
mesmerized by ossified ideologies, two kinds of arguments against 
the policies they pursue can be found.

The first draws on a more or less conventionalized under
standing of society. It takes various forms. Sometimes writers 
seek to conjure up the horror of nuclear war by describing Hiro
shima in human terms which go some way towards recreating in 
our imagination what the immediacy of that experience was like. 
This has been difficult to do and constantly threatens to degen
erate into a ghoulish catalogue. The best example of this kind of 
writing is Ibuse’s Black Rain4. To the extent it succeeds, it pushes 
against the limits of this type of argument and begins to spill over 
into the second kind. Others seek to convince us by calculating 
how, say, one per cent of present military spending could be re
deployed to solve the problem of starvation in Latin America. Or 
to take a different example, it is shown how nuclear power can
not compete economically with coal if all hidden costs are taken 
into account. Sometimes a more general stance is taken: nuclear 
strategies are tied back to a more or less familiar theory of class 
exploitation and ideological hegemony.

The second kind of argument exhibits more reverence towards 
the experience and meanings it seeks to evoke. In breaking what 
I  have been calling our effective silence it is more halting and 
more undeveloped than the first; it relies on drawing into the 
modern world archaic images from our cultural heritage in Order 
to signify a qualitative break in social life which is screened from 
our awareness by the first line of argument. Thus the argument 
is often formulated in the language of the apocalypse. John Ber
ger’s5 recognition that the modem world lacks a concept of evil 
of any substance is another more recent example. In relation to 
Hiroshima, a number of writers have invoked Dante’s Inferno and 
a general vision of hell in order to capture something of a new 
level of practice unable to be touched by our secular language 
ahd interpretive traditions. In some of our Melbourne discussions

4. Ibuse, Masuji (trans. John Bester), Black Rain, Tokyo, Kodansha, 
1969.

5. New Society, 6th August 1981, pp. 221-223.
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over the past year it has been suggested that the death symbols 
associated with the Black Death, drawing on Christian symbolism, 
could help conjure up the changed situation. In all these examples 
attempts are being made to evoke die necessity of a different 
kind of discussion and interpretation if we are not going to aban
don die hibakusha —  and ourselves — to a passive acceptance 
of an uncomprehended development.

I am not saying that these approaches are mutually exclusive. 
It is simply not possible, for example, to do without some forra 
of rational calculation in social life. Yet I am saying that it is the 
second approach which is crucial for a movement against nuclear 
war. This paper hopes to make what can be only a small contri
bution towards granting such a language. It attempts to take some 
steps in delineating the character of that level of unawareness 
which is being invoked.

In one of die few elaborated pieces of research on the hiba
kusha, Robert Jay Lifton6 identifies two contrasting responses to 
the experience of the bombing: the first is where some form of 
mastery over events is sought in order to ensure an active com- 
itnuity of life; the second refers to a passive resignation in the 
face of the inexplicable. From the standpoint of a movement 
seeking to deepen its understanding of what it means to resist 
nuclear war through a grasp of the experience of the hibakusha, 
a response of resignation would not seem to offer much. So let 
us look;at some examples of what Lifton calls mastery responses. 
In fact there are not many of these.

One example of “mastery” has been attempted by confronting 
the degradation of Hiroshima by personalizing the bombing. The 
clearest case of this is where the action of the pilots who dropped 
the Bomb is focussed on and denounced. Or another variation is 
where the “blame” is broadened out to Japanese militarism and 
the generals; in yet another the focus switches to American soci
ety and concepts of racial victimization are developed. These 
themes were at times wound together in order to project the self 
into conventional, if depressingly narrow, forms of political pro
test. Usually they were accompanied by deeper feelings of pro
found despair.

A second example of “mastery” draws on conventional marx
ism. Lifton comments:

An occasional hibakusha formulated the disaster through what might 
be called imagery of historical intervention -— that is, through a  
version of Marxist ideology in which all large events are seen as 
caused by an inexorable History, and by the class structure it creates. 
The burakumin woman leader, in discussing matters of A-bomb> 
responsibility, disagreed with those who singled out the pilot of the

6. Death in Life, New York, Random House, 1967.
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plane, and blamed instead the “privileged classes” of all countries 
and their concentrations of Capitalist power . . . The Hiroshima 
A-bomb authority took a similar perspective toward hibakushaptob- 
lems: “We must think about feudalistic practices and contradictions 
in present-day Japanese society . . . which combine to oppress 
survivors”.

, For both the burakumin woman leader and the Hiroshima A-bomb 
authority these views’ were part of a comprehensive set of images 
which could be applied to virtually every aspect of individual and 
group life, including holocaust. [This expression of mastery provides] 
a vivid sense. of connection with all “mankind”, along With an 
elaborate structure o f . meaning and a lively sense of movement. 
But Very few hibakusha could find in it the philosophical and. experi
ential relevance — particularly the emotional immediacy . —I which 
(an effective cosmology)'required.7 .................  ’ ■ ■

We have good reasons to doubt Lifton’s sympathy for; such a 
mastery response but that should not deflect us from thinking 
about his conclusion. There are compelling reasons why such an 
understanding would not touch the experience of the. hibakusha, 
for it does no more than assimilate this new experience -tt which 
I will argue signifies a qualitative break in social experience — 
to pre-Hiroshima conventionalized understanding. The assump
tion is that this is possible; but we should take great care before 
we ignore what the vast majority of the hibakusha indicates to us, 
intuitively if not conceptually: that such an assimilation is nol 
possible.

There is another form of “mastery” which is important but is 
ignored by Lifton partly because of his exclusive focus on the 
hibakusha. It has already been mentioned how the mass of Japan
ese people have responded to the hibakusha by isolating them 
from normal social life. This is “mastery” for the non-hibakusha. 
Because the people of Hiroshima and Nagasaki do not fit into 
conventional social categories and life must go on, those who do 
not fit are excluded. But what is obvious, yet suppressed, is that 
this is “mastery” by default. It is pseudo-mastery signifying a 
crisis of interpretation. Life goes on in the face of a crisis which 
emerges from the heart of our secular utopias by a pretence that 
there is no problem, but the forms of social life must now be 
pursued with heightened frenzy if deep unease is hot to surface.

In all the instances of “mastery” found in Lifton’s account a 
conventionalized response is evident. There is no example of a 
mastery response which emerges from an engagement with the 
qualitative changes in social fife heralded by the Bomb. The Bomb 
certainly ruptures the world of these people, yet they can give it 
no special significance. Don’t we find here some of the fundamen-

7. Lifton, R. J., op. cit., pp. 385-386, emphasis added. ^
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tal difficulties which face any movement seeking to confront the 
nuclear threat? How should we live after Hiroshima? Essentially,- 
go on as before, but more feverishly and with less thought. In 
one form or another our received interpretations of social life 
screen out all potential awareness of how life has changed. In 
other words all these patterns of what Lifton calls “mastery” are 
really patterns of acceptance and therefore resignation.

If we turn to the other type of response, that which leads 
explicitly in the direction of resignation, paradoxically the situat
ion is quite different: there is a greater willngness to face the 
unprecedented nature of the experience by drawing on images and 
symbols which evoke the need to grapple with something which 
cannot be touched by conventional interpretations of the social 
structure. Certainly this attempt ends in resignation but in a way 
basically different to the “resignation” of the “mastery” response. 
It is this difference which leads to its own pattern of resignation, 
but now this is so because the questions posed are by their nature 
fundamental and we lack any readily accessible language for cop
ing with them. For a movement against nuclear war the difficul
ties faced by this pattern of response are crucial.

Because direct resignation is by far the dominant response 
of the hibakusha there are many examples to draw on. A few 
suffice for the purposes of this talk. Sometimes we have plain sil
ence or the minimal response to questioning about Hiroshima: “It 
was beyond words”. Intuitively a fundamental event is acknow
ledged but cannot be articulated. In trying to evoke what was 
beyond the conventional, the hibakusha refer to events which were 
“so huge in scale” or death which is unlike natural death: “some
thing unprecedented in history — a total annihilation of human 
beings . . . ”

Not surprisingly'religion often provides the framework for the 
attempts of Hie hibakusha to articulate what lies beyond conven
tional understanding. Buddhism was embraced in this way:

About what has happened, well, it can’t be helped and it is best 
not to think about it too much . . . My faith is the basis of my 
life . . .  And even when I find very wrong things in the world, I 
try to think of Buddha’s teaching — “Do this. Don’t do that”. 
. . . I am the kind of person who has never thought very deeply.- 
But well, when I experienced such a dreadful event . . . and saw 
actual hell in the world . . . since then I have felt that I should 
be more dedicated in my religious worship . . ,8

8. Op. cit., p. 372.
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And Christianity:

Hiroshima was reduced to ashes by the power of human beings, by 
the A-bomb which was dropped. But still I came to believe in God’s 
power — to believe that the world was made by God . . . and I 
had a strange feeling of becoming stronger . . . Even though people 
say that we should do this or that, if it is not done by God’s 
power, peace will never come . . .  Even though we build big 
buildings, when the A-bomb is dropped, everything will be in ashes 

. . Well, in the Bible — in the Old Testament — when I  read 
that, I thought that everything in the world is exactly that way — 
so everyone has to have faith.9

Of course these too are conventional responses in their own 
right. But they are embraced partly to facilitate a dignified rejec
tion of the secular world which produced the bombings. Also, and 
more significantly, they provide a realm of apparent meaning in 
a context where “hell” was encountered in the world. In other 
words what is significant in these responses is the insistence on 
images like “hell” to characterize their experience; that is, images 
which indicate the inadequacy of our secular understanding. That 
the hibakusha simultaneously embrace religious frameworks which 
have ways of making hell apparently intelligible is of less signifi
cance. Certainly we can see here some of the reasons why this 
response leads to resignation. But where else■ could they turn to 
grapple with this qualitatively different experience? Is it not in this 
question that we encounter the basic reason for the response of 
resignation? ,

The hibakusha through their life experience know the necessity 
of symbols and imagery which are drawn from, a  realm beyond 
our conceptions of the secular if they are to be able to assimilate 
their experience to a general conception of life. Hence they in
voke hell, death as total annihilation, the world of darkness. Yet 
the truth of this act of human understanding leaves them woven 
into a response of resignation. We must go beyond our conven
tional imagination yet all attempts to do so seem to end in despair. 
Here is the central paradox of our present situation, a paradox
which we must break through or die.

" ■ ‘ ■

In  developing this argument I  have concentrated on the acc
ounts of the experience and the beliefs of theMboJcusha . The situ
ation is essentially the same, if instead we focus on, the response 
of creative intellectuals to Hiroshima. In trying to tell the story 
of the bombing and its aftermath writers have encountered impen
etrable barriers. In short, they have no cultural traditions to draw 
upon in order to re-create the experience within a general frame

9. Ibid., pp. 381-382.

54 Arena, No. 60, 1982



continuous with life. Consequently their literary efforts- degener- 
; ate: into banality. Time and again writers have turned away from 
Hiroshima in despair at ever creatively capturing human emotions 
and symbols in the face of the Bomb. It is as though cultural 
experience has ended; writing easily degenerates into a catalogue 
of horrors. The novel Black Rain, which has been widely acclaim
ed as the best of the Hiroshima literature, does not entirely escape 
this loss of meaning, yet in its contrast between the simple and ' 
humane ways of the hibakusha and the experience of the inexplic
able hell which descended upon them, Hiroshima is powerfully re
created for us. This is partly achieved by simply placing us in  
situations of human degradation which the author does not dwell 
on but leaves the reader to recreate the cultural shock and mental 
torture the hibakusha both experienced and were forced to deny:

We had sighted from some way off the body of a woman who lay 
stretched out dead across the path on top of the embankment. 
Suddenly Yasuko, who Was walking ahead of us, came running back 
with a cry of “Uncle!” “Uncle!” and burst into tears. As I drew 
closer, I saw a baby girl of about three who had opened the corpse’s 
dress at the top and was playing with the breasts. When we came 
up to her, she clutched tight at both breasts and gazed up at us 
With apprehensive; eyes.
What could we possibly do for her? To ask ourselves this was our 
only recourse. I  .stepped gently over the corpse’s legs so as not to 
frighten the little girl . . .  “Come along?!, I  called waving with both 
arms to the others, who were still 'hesitating, “Just step over 
as quietly as possible and come on”. Shigeko and Yasuko stepped 
over the body wid joined me.10

A powerful image is recreated for us when these highly per
sonalized encounters with choices beyond our definitions of what 
it means to be human are interwoven with vivid descriptions of 
general convulsion:

The people in the street by the shrine grounds were all covered over 
their heads and shoulders with something resembling dust or ash. 
There was not one of them who was not bleeding. They bled from 
the head, from the face, from the hands; those who were naked 
bled from the chest, from the back, from the thighs, from any place 
from which it was posable to bleed. One woman, her cheeks so 
swollen that they drooped on either side in heavy pouches, walked 
with her arms stretched out before her, hands drooping forlornly, 
like a ghost. A man without a stitch of clothing on came jogging 
along the road with his body bent forward and his hands between his 
legs, for all the world like someone about to enter the communal 
tub at a public bathhouse. There was a woman in her slip who ran 
wearily along the road groaning as she went. Another carrying a 
baby in her arms, crying, “Water! Water!” and constantly wiping 
at the baby’s eyes between her cries. Its eyes were clogged with 
some substance like ash. A man shouting at the top of ms voice; 
women and children shrieking as they ran; others crying for relief 
from their pain . . .  a man plumped down by the side of the road

10. Ibuse, Masuji, op. cit., p. 107.

Arena, No. 60; 1982 55



with his arms thrust skywards, waving them frantically. An elderly 
woman sitting earnestly praying with her eyes closed,, her hantjs 
pressed together in supplication, beside a  pile of tiles that had slid 
off a roof. A half-naked man who came along at a trot, cannoned 
into her and ran on cursing her foully. A man in white trousers who 
crept along a little at a time on all fours, weeping noisily to himself 
as he w ent. .'.
All these I  saw in less than two hundred yards as I  walked from 
Yokogawa Station along the highway towards Mitaki Park.11

The reader might be tempted to reduce these accounts to , an 
indictment of war in general. The author certainly leaves us to 
draw our own conclusions here yet the presence of an inexplicable 
power which has utterly shattered the simple traditions of a whole 
city unfolds and confronts us in ways which potentially break 
through such a conventionalized understanding. Yet Black Rain 
is also unable to do any more than portray dignified-resignation. 
It is a story of human suffering and muted despair in the face of 
the unknown.

Whether we focus on the hibakusha or on those who have 
sought to re-create and interpret their experience through literary 
and scientific works we encounter the same blockage: the recognit
ion of a unique event leaves us in a void. We can see that Hiro
shima is an event of special significance but what does that mean 
socially? It is the barrier generated by our lack of familiar interp
retive frameworks sensitive to these circumstances that leads 
people to choose an other-wordly religious resignation. The same 
barrier can be found in the interpretative frame employed by Lif- 
ton in his research. As his weaknesses are illustrative of the in
terpretive problems which must be faced by a movement against 
the nuclear solution, it is worth exploring a little how the barrier 
emerges in his work.

Lifton organizes his accounts and arguments around. what on 
the surface seems a simple proposition: that in living our life and 
in experiencing the natural and social world we must have a'cos
mology which allows us to assimilate-partiqular experiences to a 
general life-practice. A cosmology — whether foundecfcon Bud
dhism, Christianity, science or marxism — must be capable of 
interpreting our everyday experience within a symbolic universe, 
which makes sense of the experience, renews our associations with 
other human beings and nature, and generates a sense of life com
mitments in order to confront the future. Without such a cosmol
ogy we lack all dignity and sink into deep despair.

It is this very notion of cosmology as it unfolds in Lifton’s 
work which lies at the heart of his inability to face what I have

11. Ibid., pp. 44-45.
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called a cultural barrier. For while I have argued that our cos
mology or cultbraF frame is absolutely critical in relation to nu
clear questions, Lifton’s way of thinking about cosmologies pre
cludes1 the possibility of his grappling seriously with the issues he 
touches on. For he speaks of cosmologies relatively flippantly as 
though they are little more than cognitive systems of representa
tion necessary for us to make sense of life experience. If only we 
can find the right symbolic system, it is implied; we will be able, 
to establish continuity of experience. This is seen most clearly in 
his work when he refers to the “mastery” and “resignation” types 
of responses described above as comologies.

But neither cosmologies nor cultures are like this. Lifton re
fers to a cosmology as a mere thought construct and this is much 
too intellectualized. Predominantly a cosmology is deeply embed
ded within the person and is not accessible to language or critical 
analysis; it defines our being in the world, its fundamental charac
ter being signified by our resort to rage and frenzy when directly 
threatened. A cosmology is essentially lived, although we often 
represent and recognize elements of it; yet it is the general life- 
frame of a cosmology which is its most important characteristic. 
And it is this which is most difficult to grasp because to do so we 
are forced to somehow stand outside of the frame which consti
tutes us.

This means, for example, that when we refer to science or 
marxism as cosmologies, we can identify two levels of meaning: 
firstly, the more explicit ideological and theoretical level which is 
what is usually being referred to as secular; secondly, the deep 
foundations of these explicit understandings which are largely hid
den from our view and in any full sense will always be. In part, 
however, we can strain towards “knowing” more of these deep 
assumptions by exploring the meanings of ritual and symbol, 
taking these as representations of basic commitments. Usually we 
don’t feel the need. It is Only in exceptional circumstances that 
our deep foundations come into question and when they do, typ
ically they draw the response of silence. At best, if we choose to 
“confront” our cosmological assumptions, we can only do so par
tially and in relation to an identifiable threat.

Thus when Lifton describes the accounts of the hibakusha 
as cosmologies he is confusing a representation of a cosmology 
with the frame itself. This confusion precludes a serious contri
bution to the dilemmas posed by the experience of the hibakusha. 
They indicate to us through their representations, drawing on the 
imagery of hell and darkness, that their experience raises quest-
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ions which go to the root of our existence. Their experience brings
our basic assumptions into question. But how are we to do this? 
How can we generate a language able to lift our hidden frame 
into question to better grasp the meaning of the Bomb while re
specting the fundamental character of a cosmology? The hiba
kusha indicate that we have to but do not know how to. Lifton 
avoids recognizing the need by calling the representations of the 
hibakusha cosmologies. In short, Lifton finishes where he should 
begin. It is with this broad and daunting need in mind that I turn 
to the second part of the talk.

Beyond Despair: Confronting the Cultural Realm

To this point it has been claimed that if we are to grapple with 
the meanings of Hiroshima and the Bomb we must seek an under
standing which breaks with secular modes of analysis and interp
retation. This assertion, which I intend to try and substantiate a 
little in this section, found an echo in the attempts of many hiba
kusha to give meaning to August 1945 and subsequent events. 
In practice the need for the language of the Apocalypse, of hell- 
fire, of darkness and evil seemed to be affirmed against all our 
secular pre-dispositions. Yet we have seen that in general all 
attempts to go beyond our received categories of understanding 
in turn have become locked into a process of resignation. It is as 
though in transcending the usual boundaries of our imagination 
we have not been able to go beyond an intuitive classification of a 
new mode of experience (and by implication society). Why the 
Bomb should lead into a questioning Of our taken-for-granted 
foundations and how this should be pursued are questions which 
are too difficult to handle. More to the point, they are questions 
which are screened out of awareness by the basic and non-intellec
tual forms which cosmologies take.

In this sense we must resist the temptation to view the hiba
kusha and those who choose normality as oppogitional tendencies. 
Rather, they are two aspects held together by a cultural logic 
which is in crisis. The pursuit of normality affirms the culture; 
the isolation from normality of those who have experienced hell 
in this world defends the culture. Unable to go beyond a passive 
recognition of the unprecedented nature of their experience, the 
hibakusha must be seen as complementing normality and inad
vertent defenders of the cosmological foundations they evoke. If 
their apocalyptic language is to contribute to a practice generated
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out of attempts to understand this culural logic, it must "do more 
than evoke and classify, it must be shown capable of generating 
a new understanding of the distinctive features of developments 
in society which produce otherwise inexplicable experiences such 
as Hiroshima. A re-focussed practice can only emerge if we can 
grasp the cultural logic which culminates in these unprecedented 
events.

To begin such an exploration it seems to me that we need 
to acknowledge three things:

Firstly, while the religious nature of this apocalyptic language 
is undeniable, it would seem mistaken to give that truth too 
much emphasis. Rather, this language evokes a hidden level 
of assumptions from which our secular understanding has been 
drawn. When confronted with what is inexplicable from the 
standpoint of our familiar interpretation of social experience 
we have no choice but to engage this broader frame of assump
tions which we have been “encouraged” to forget, yet with 
the trepidation appropriate to a level fundamental to our 
existence.

Secondly, while cultural themes such as evil, death and dark
ness may help us signify a break in the nature of contempor
ary practice, they are not sufficient to grapple with the logic 
of our culture. Culture is the assumed general frame of our 
life-practice and we need some way of capturing that all-em
bracing generality however limited our effort must be. The 
approach adopted for the remainder of this talk in an attempt 
to characterize our culture is to take these themes as a start
ing point in which they are seen as cultural oppositions 
good-evil; life-death; light-darkness; heaven-hell ■— and seek 
a perspective Which allows us to see them in terms of their 
inter-relationships. At the same time it is important to remem
ber that analysis inevitably leads to a thinning out of the mul
tiplicity and richness of cultural phenomena. We would be 
foolish to believe that the most successful attempt can do any 
more than give some form to What is by nature elusive and 
mysterious.

Thirdly, this exploration of cultural assumptions must be pur
sued in a way which makes a little clearer how culture inter
sects with social structure and how this relationship now gen
erates a practice which defies understanding from the stand
point of our conventional grasp of the social structure and its 
dominant contradictions.
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I will focus initially on the opposition “light-darkness”, and 
work out from there to other aspects of the cultural realm.

To this point I have discussed the Bomb from the standpoint 
of those who had it inflicted upon them, the hibakusha. Their need 
to turn to non-secular traditions in order to speak about their ex
periences is echoed by those engaged in the production of the 
Bomb. Here the religious imagery of “light” was critical for the. 
communication of what happened. Robert Jungk comments:

They all, even those — who constituted the majority. — ordinarily 
without religious faith or even any inclination thereto, recounted their 
experiences in words derived from the linguistic fields of myth and 
theology. General Farrell, for example, states; “The whole country 
was lighted by a searing light with an intensity many times that 
of the midday sun . . . Thirty seconds after the explosion came, first, 
the air blast pressing hard against the people and things, to be 
followed almost immediately by the strong, sustained, awesome roar 
which warned of doomsday and made us feel that we puny things 
were blasphemous to dare tamper with the forces heretofore reserved 
to the Almighty. Words are inadequate tools for the job of acquainting 
those not present With the physical, mental and psychological effect's. 
It had to be witnessed to be realized,”12
And the science writer William Lawrence who wrote exten

sively on the creation of the first atomic bomb drew heavily on 
the imagery of light and the creation of the world:

And just at that instant there arose as if from the bowels of the 
earth a light not of this world, the light of many Suns in one. It was 
a sunrise such as the world had never seen, a great green supersun 
climbing in a fraction of a second to the height of more than 8000 
feet, rising even higher until. it touched the clouds, lighting up earth 
and sky all around with a dazzling luminosity . . .
. . . if the first man could have been present at the moment of 
creation when God said “Let there be light”, he might have seen 
something very similar to what we have seen.
. . . The big' boom came about a hundred seconds after the great 
flash — the first cry of a newborn world . .  I?
This attempt to draw on pur cultural heritage to signify the 

meaning of the Bomb may seem shallow and instShmental. Yet 
the atomic bomb does draw on the kind of processes at work in 
the natural source of light which is definitive of our world, the 
sun; it is neither hardly surprising, nor inauthentic, that the phys
ical explosion should be connected with our usage of the symbols 
of light. Light, creation and life are inextricably interwoven in 
our traditions. It is “natural” therefore to refer to a “newborn 
world”.

On impulse we quickly reject this use of the symbol because 
we know that the atomic explosion carries with it an awful de-

12. Jungk, Robert, Brighter Than a Thousand Suns, Ringwood, Penguin, 
1964, p. 184.
13. Quoted in Litton, R. J„ The Broken Connection, New York, Simon 

and Schuster, 1979, pp. 371-372.
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struction. Yet if we allow that impulse to take hold a crucial un
derstanding is lost. For the traditional relation of light and dark
ness symbolically casts light against darkness. That is, the forces 
of light cast out the, forces of darkness in their typical religious 
usage. Consider how this works in the myth of Beowulf which is 
interpenetrated by Christian symbol. King Hrothgar had decided 
to build a hall which was clearly meant to be a symbol of civiliz
ation to be contrasted with the fen, the world of darkness.. A t last, 
hall “Heorot” was finished. “It stood tall and firm on the edge of 
the misty fen. By day, it towered above men’s heads like a second 
sun, so bright were its walls and roofs. By night, the torchlight 
blazing from its high windows, it was like a huge sentinel, who 
did not sleep.” Yet Heorot was terrorized by the creature of the 
night Grendel, son of Cain. Only Beowulf was able to defeat 
Grendel and his victory could not be attributed to brute strength. 

The creature gave a dreadful squeal as Beowulf touched him. Ten 
strong fingers locked about his hairy wrist. To Grendel, it Was as if 
the sun itself had caught him in its clutch. Made of wickedness as he 
was, the good in this man burned him. The mortal fingers were 
like ten red-hot nails driven into his skin. Grendel had never known 
strength like this . .  .

Beowulf said: “Light holds you, Grendel. Light has you in its power. 
You, who have shunned the sun, meet me, once stung by bees that 
drank the sun. There’s honey in my veins, Grendel, a  liquid sunlight 
that can kill you quite. These fingers that you feel are ten great 
stars. Stars have no fear. 1 do n o t, fear you, Grefhdel. I do not 
fear, therefore I do not fight. I only fix you fast in your own evil, 
so that you cannot turn it out on any other. It is your own evil, 
Grendel, that undoes you. You must die, creature of the night, 
because the light has got you in a last embrace.”14

I have quoted this rather gross usage of Christian symbolism 
because it brings together a number of crucial elements which I 
will develop a little in a moment. The relationship of light and 
darkness is starkly drawn. It is a relationship which permeates 
our cultural assumptions. Let me remind you of the passage from 
Genesis:

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.
And the earth was without form, and void;-and

darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit 
of God moved upon the face of the waters.

And God said, Let there be Light; and there was light.
And God saw the light, that it was good: and God 

divided the light from the darkness.

For many this contrast of light and darkness is perhaps all too 
obvious. But the theme of light as an ethical good contrasted with 

. an evil darkness is critical for the argument I want to explore.
14, Nye, Robert (trans.), Beowulf, New York,. Hill and Wang, 1968. 

This translation was specially produced for children though it ft quite 
consistent in the aspects quoted with other more diffuse versions.
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Nor do I want to give the impression that I am only focussing on 
the West and its biblical tradition. It is the cultural traditions of 
“civilization” which are my concern, although their historical de
velopment in the West is of obvious importance if we are to 
understand the Bomb. A simple quotation from an early Indian 
Veda (or the quotation from Bhagavad-Gita at the beginning of 
this talk) illustrate the generality of the phenomena with which 
we are dealing:

Will the Sun rise again? I
Will our old friend the Dawn come back again?
Will the power of Darkness be conquered by the God of Light?15

The possible illustrations of the centrality of light in civilized 
traditions are endless and while it is true that in one sense this 
must be so for all cultures, I will be arguing it gains a special 
emphasis with the rise of civilization.16

Yet if we return to the atomic bomb and consider the relation 
of light and darkness the change is profound. Light no longer 
struggles against darkness; light produces darkness — practically, 
materially. This is one way of saying we now face a cultural con
tradiction. Don’t we find here one reason why we treat the Bomb 
as a thing? Its symbolic meanings shatter our categories. Its prac
tical aesthetics—  “the searing light” — have a strange fascinat
ion for. us even the hibakusha experienced this —  yet this 
aesthetic experience is grotesque and de-humanizing because of 
its effects. To invoke darkness as a way of classifying this world 
is one step; to see the relation between light and darkness in this 
new situation we begin to see the bare contours of what is so 
difficult to face — a contradiction in the culture we have taken 
for granted for at least two thousand years;

If left at this point this argument may appear slight, an appar
ent juggling of idealist concepts. However, this is merely an initial 
statement Of a contradiction which finds expression in a great 
variety of structured human practices.

The New Testament or a myth like Beowulf are expressions 
of lived cultures which embrace both the distinctive working up 
of a field of meaning and a complementary structuring of the 
sensibilities. In their explicit appeal to the understanding, as rep-
15. Quoted in Mason, Peter, The Light Fantastic, Ringwood, Penguin,

1981, p. 9. '
16. Our cultural history on this matter is actually more complex than 

this. I  am thinking especially of the debates discussed by Arthur O. Lovejoy 
in The Great Chain o f  Being, London, Harvard University Press, 1936. 
Lovejoy shows that another tradition in the West resisted the dialectical 
contrast cif , amongst other things, light and darkness. I  don’t believe this 
greatly affects my argument but it is too complex an issue for this paper.
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resentation, they simultaneously allow us to glimpse some of the. 
key elements of lived culture. And in Beowulj we find a fascinat
ion with Hall Heorot which is permeated by images of light. What 
seems to be at work in this myth is a change m the structure of 
human sensibilities Which are expressed through a notion of a 
new civilization, a new relation to the world. Light is, amongst 
other things, a symbol of transcendence. We need only to think 
of the relation of the sun to our world to see some of this mean
ing. Light gets special emphasis in Christian mythology because 
pf the experience of transcendence at the heart of Christian prac
tice. Social life comes to be contrasted with more “brutal” con
straints of a particularized tribal life and hence we find a notion 
of civilization which lifts itself out of the world of darkness. As 
we are lifted out Of earlier modes of social organization we find 
ourselves relatively liberated and uplifted. A new spirit of gener
osity and openness —  of universaltiy — is released. Critically, by 
virtue of this process of differentiation through “transcendence” 
we experience ourselves in a different relation to the world — 
and this is an abstract relation. Our experience of humanity comes 
to be differentiated from our experience of nature. We begin to 
experience ourselves as abstract individuals in the world and light 
is a critical symbol for this emergent relation to the world.

What I am trying to do here is merely evoke some of the dis
tinctive characteristics of our culture, characteristics which are 
given meaning by, and give meaning to, the light-darkness oppo
sition. The universalizing nature of Christianity could as easily be 
illustrated by reference to the New Testament where abstractly 
structured sensibilities are expressed through notions such as “uni
versal brotherhood” and ethics such as “Do unto others”. In these 
sorts of examples our particularized differences are played down, 
our general abstract qualities given practical emphasis. We are 
lifted out, “transcend”, a more concrete form of existence, al
though historically our ability to experience this culture directly 
has been limited by the social structure.

This abstract and universal frame through which we experi
ence the world has many implications and problems which I can
not even touch on here because of the focus of the talk. However 
what must be emphasized is the distinctive form of intellectuality 
to which these sensibilities give birth. For what emerges as a 
looser set of relations in society in general is expressed almost 
purely in the extended relations which form intellectuals. What I 
mean by extended relations can be seen in contrast with our more 
familiar notions of wage labour and capital. For the latter, relat
ions of the social structure are on the one hand competitive re-

Arena, No. 60, 1982 63 .



lations of the market place and, on the other, the solidaristic 
relations of wage labour formed through co-operative relations 
within the work-place. Intellectuals are formed differently in re
lation to media of generalized communication such as the book 
and journal which extend their interchange beyond face to face 
encounters.17 Intellectuals universalize themselves. The abstrac
tion made possible by universalizing relations is a  condition for 
the clarity of vision and the very notion of enlightenment which 
make comparative and analytical judgements possible. Light also 
has meaning in this context; we throw light on questions by bring
ing to bear an intellect which has been able to transcend the con
straints of closure and dogma. Abstract intellect expresses a uni
versalizing practice which is closely interwoven with the symbol 
of light.

Nor is it any longer possible to play down the significance of 
this symbolism of light by emphasizing material concerns. For the 
symbolic and the material worlds now intersect with profound im
plications for our way of life. The study of light, facilitated by ab
stract technique, holds an absolutely central place in our scien
tific tradition from Newton to Einstein and, of course, atomic 
research. Light is the carrier of energy from the sun and science 
has been obsessed with the study of its laws. Peter Mason’s recent 
book on light in the scientific tradition illustrates the argument:

In the earliest civilizations, light was. a God an^ only after many 
centuries of experimenting and controversy was the mystery of its 
nature finally resolved by Einstein. The Light Fantastic is a story of 
the wonder and magic, die science and technology of brilliant inven
tions — of spectacles, X-rays or cameras, of electric lighting, lasers 
or television. Though some were happy accidents, others could only 
come from a deep understanding of the nature of light.

They transformed our whole existence. Cities were lit up at night 
and domestic life gained new dimensions . . . And despite its many 
cruel perversions, including even the threat of nuclear war, the 
science of light has become a major power for human good.18

In these few words we see how our cultural assumptions lock 
us into an acceptance of a trajectory of development which leads 
from the mystical meanings associated with the light of candles in “ 
early Christianity to the development of atomic weaponry in the 
present period. Light is a “power for human good”; by implication 
so is materialization of our study of its laws.

But to refer to nuclear war as a “perversion” of this cultural 
project is to seriously miss the point. In this attempt to handle
17. See Geoff Sharp and Doug White, “Features of the Intellectually 

Trained”, Arena 15, 1968.
18. Mason, Peter, op. cit., quoted from the back cover.
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unwished-for developments, Mason is echoing a  familiar response 
to such questions. This can be illustrated by reference to Bionow- 
ski’s book The Ascent of Man.19

If we start by looking at the symbolism on the cover of Bro
nowski’s book we find an eerie and all penetrating light which 
forces its way through the clouds of darkness. And the title of 
the book the Ascent of Man, re-affirms the sense of creative up
lift, the “transcendence”, which has been suggested is one aspect 
of the symbolism of light. Civilization, aided by the imaginative 
efforts of scientific intellectuals, is an unfolding of stages of pro
gress which represent the highest achievements of the species. The 
physics which made the Bomb possible sits at the pinnacle of 
these achievements surrounded by images of the transcendent 
imagination:

Immortality and mortality is the contrast on which I  end this essay. 
Physics in the twentieth century is an immortal work. The human 
imaginaion working communally has produced no monuments to 
equal it, not the pyramids, not the Iliad, not the ballads, not the 
cathedrals. The men who made these conceptions one after another 
ate tiie pioneering Heroes of our age.20

We can scorn Bronowski’s judgement but if we do so w i 
engage in a deep level of self-scorn , as well. For the intellectual 
culture which he re-affirms in this judgement, the particular com
plex of cultural values associated with evolutionary development 
of the species and our ascent from the “Dark Ages” through the 
“Enlightenment” to an even “brighter” future, draws from the 
more general culture which has formed us and lies deep within 
us. That is the meaning of a  cultural contradiction; it indicates the 
need for a change at a fundamental level of our being.

So, while the immediate temptation is to merely reject Bro
nowski’s argument, that rejection does not face the nature of the 
contradiction at work. It is one expression of the constraints upon 
imagination when the foundations of categories come into ques
tion.: Bronowski’s solution also avoids facing the contradiction. 
He clings to the image of light straggling against darkness: the 
“tragedy of Hiroshima” is a “betrayal of the human spirit”, a 
product of “dogma which closes the mind”.21 We have to choose 
between evil and scholarship.

Bronowski’s judgement in favour of scholarship is the seem
ingly objective judgement of our intellectual culture which draws

19. Bronowski, I., The Ascent of Man, Boston, Littie Brown and Com
pany, 1973.

20. Ibid., p, 349.



into its particular complex of concerns the broader universalistic 
culture we all live. We assume that all knowledge can be judged 
in this traditional way. The possibility that the flowering of our 
scientific imagination has encountered, by means of abstract tech
nique, a level of knowledge which brings that, imagination into 
contradiction is not envisaged by him. Yet science now probes the 
universal foundations of human and physical nature and makes 
syntheses which reveal powers beyond our imaginative grasp and 
control given our present development of culture. Thus the degree 
of universality in atomic research produces a knowledge which 
allows the reconstitution of the natural and human world in its 
fundamentals. Without a development in culture, a reflexivity 
which allows us to understand how our cosmology comes to have 
contradictory outcomes which threatens our existence, light will 
produce darkness.
. For this reason an ambiguous critique of the unconstrained 
inquiry of intellectuals must be faced. Ambiguous because schol
arship does draw on the best of our culture; critique because it 
is now implicated in the production of evil. Certainly we cap; seek 
to control this process by ignoring the underlying frame which 
produces the contradiction. But what this amounts to is the bur
eaucratic control of intellectuals and society by other intellectuals, 
perhaps illustrated in an embryonic form by some of the debates 
raging around genetic engineering and in-vitro fertilization pro
grammes. And this will give us a society of increasing control, a 
society dominated by cultural managers who will turn intellectual 
technique to the management of crises arising out of this new 
level of contradiction. Or we can turn towards a practice which 
seeks a long-term cultural re-orientation, which faces the contra
dictions with the deep ambiguity they deserve and seeks a differ
ent relation between intellect and practice. We have to choose.

This contradiction is therefore much more than a contradiction 
between symbols. The symbols of light and darkness refer to 
modes of structured relationships which are typically ignored by 
our familiar interpretations of society. And it is at this level which 
is beyond our structured imagination where a new level of con
tradiction emerges. Not only intellect is brought into question but 
the culture in general which gives intellect its character.

The atomic bomb is a product of developments within the 
most advanced sections of Western culture and yet has outcomes 
of unprecedented destruction; the best of our culture comes to 
produce its worst effects. The relation between “good” and “evil” 
becomes uncertain. What is “good” in our culture no longer can
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bdsimply employed to fight' “evil’, for it is also implicated in the 
production of “evil”. This is one practical, rather than merely 
symbolic, meaning of a cultural contradiction. It is for this reason 
that the' argument commonly put that Hiroshima has nothing to do 
with science but is rather a consequence of how technology is 
used misses the point. For the intellectuals of our scientific high 
culture, : through the utilization of abstract technique, have broken 
through to a level of knowledge so universal that the fundamental 
reconstitution of nature, including human nature, is made pos
sible; Such a practical possibility is both unprecedented and be
yond aU conventional cultural control. Abstract high culture has 
broken through the categories with which we frame our lives.

This situation is one where the most abstract of ideas have 
come to be associated with a material practice. This of course 
does not only apply to the Bomb. Abstract universalizing intellect 
has intersected the social structure generally in the twentieth cen
tury; the cultural realm which has largely been taken for granted 
by .the conventional politics of Left and Right, which has consti
tuted the implicit foundations of politics, has now become system
atically locked into commodify production resulting in a funda
mental transformation of all aspects of social life. The ramificat
ions of this break explode in many directions. What I wish to 
explore a little in this final section is the implications of this break 
for pur notions of “life” and “death” and that will require a fur
ther development of the argument.

Earlier it was argued that our lived culture as well as our 
intellectual forms can be characterized by their universalizing re- 
latidhs and an abstract relation to nature. This is closely related 
to the emergence of commodity-producing societies but that is a 
question outside this talk. When we come to the recent period 
where intellectual culture, by virtue of its abilities to produce 
commodities on an historically unprecedented scale, is joined 
practically to the system of production, we have a development of 
abstraction laid on abstraction: an already abstract culture has 
its characteristics intensified many times over. This is what can 
be referred to as the birth of a “new society” although this is not 
to deny important continuities with 19th century society. Culture 
is drawn into a  different relationship with the social strucure and 
reshapes it in basic ways. But what does this mean substantively? 
Two developments will be concentrated on.

. Firstly as abstract knowledge becomes central to production 
a transformation in the occupational structure occurs with an 
increased emphasis on the intellectual component of occupat
ions. Accordingly, there is an explosion of educational institu- 

: tions at all levels in order to facilitate this objective need for
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the intellectually trained. This intensifies universalizing relat
ions, for a generalizing educational process “lifts” people out 
of their parochial contexts — family, community and class —■ 
and draws them into a generalizing medium. They “transcend” 
the closure pf group life.
Secondly, our cultural disposition towards extended relations 
is further intensified by the emergence of “mass media”. On 
the one hand abstract intellect generates a technology capable 
of generalizing communications across whole populations (and 
now the world), on the other this technology is embraced by a 
society committed to commodity circulation. Advertizing facil
itates the circulation of those commodities now being produced 
on a vast scale thanks to the productive possibilities created 
by the scientific penetration of production.
Assuming these two developments and bearing in mind that 

I ’m focussing on the life-death opposition, I want to point out the 
changed conditions of they carry with them. They do affect 
populations differentially in some respects, but it is the general 
change which requires our careful attention. And because it is 
general or universal it is especially difficult for us to see; we have 
no easy contrast.

Taking television and advertising as a  starting point we find 
a heightened emphasis on the autonomy of the person. Television 
addresses the individual, even at family viewing time, and draws 
him into the generalized medium of communication. The person 
experiences himself as radically individuated, as liberated from the 
parochial constraints of family and local community. He is vir
tually lifted out of these contexts and hence symbols of transcend
ence and universalization are particularly appropriate. Advertiz
ing is true to this emergent emphasis in the formation of persons. 
For the advertizement also addresses us as individuals and respects 
our autonomy. W e have to choose our commodities; the choice 
is ours to make as free consumers. Of course the adveitizer is 
doing much more than merely informing us of the choice. There 
are simultaneous attempts to lock us into particular choices 
by the use of cultural mechanisms which can’t  be touched on here. 
But here it is being emphasized that the process of “locking in” 
must have a character which preserves our heightened experience 
of autonomy and freedom from constraint. Direct imposition is 
unacceptable at a deep level of our being. ,

In education developments with similar emphases are found! 
I am not meaning that education and advertizing can be equated 
except in the sense that the theme of liberated autonomy marches 
through the institutions. The student comes to.be seen as a unique
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individual with universal developmental needs abstracted from any 
particular context. Teachers find the traditional curriculum offen
sive because it involves: imposition and seek to create open relat
ions, relations of open-ended creative exploration.

The family loses its traditional “life-long” emphasis and gains 
more of the character of a creative exploration of relationships. 
The partners are liberated from the closed form of traditional 
expectations. One could go on. People begin to question why the 
categpries male/female are imposed on them by the “culture’; 
or why heterosexual expectations are considered the dominant 
mode.

• In listing these developments judgements are not being made; 
rather an objective process of transformation we have experienced 
in our life-world is being described, a transformation character
ized by the general creative and liberatory uplift which the person 
in this setting experiences. If our relation to the world was abstract 
before these changes it is doubly so now.

Why is this important for the cultural relation between life and 
death? Firstly, this way of life by virtue of how it structures our ex
perience, closes off from us the concrete imagination and fear of 
death. In one sense this structuring of our experience has a history 
as long as civilization. Of course all cultures distinguish between 
life and death but pre-abstract cultures face death as a fearful yet 
real aspect of life. The transition can be seen clearly in Ancient 
Greece where the new Gods (Apollo, Athena, Aphrodite . . .) of 
reasonableness and “clarity of mind”, the carriers of abstraction 
as a. frame for life, abolish death to Hades, to a nether world dist
ant from our everyday lives, As Walter Otto has put it:

, , , the sphere of the dead has lost its sanctity; the gods belong 
Wholly to life and are by their essence separated from all that is 
death’s. The Olympian deities have nothing to do with the dead; 

, indeed it is expressly said of them that they shudder before the dark 
realm of death.22

The, dead come to be experienced as ghosts, “pale reflections” 
of the role of their forefathers.

At work here is the experience of abstraction. For this object
ive process lifts us out of the elemental constraints of death in 
prospect and hope and projects Us towards a vision of progress 
through the ability of reason to control nature. I am not merely 
talking of the idea of progress or technological reason, but of how 
these notions (with their real accomplishments) are embedded in 
the deepest sensibilities of the person in abstract culture. We ex
perience the “uplift of the human spirit” associated with the vision
22. Otto, Waiter F., The Homeric Gods, London, Thames and Hudson, 

1979, p. 26.
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of transcending, through technical.control, the .constraints. of, nat
ure. And rather than .experience elemental death as impinging.pn 
life, we transcend it. Of course this can only go so far. We “know” 
about death in life. Yet as an experience by and large j t  is relat
ively thin.

If this is the logic of abstract culture then when we come to 
the 20th century developments discussed above, where abstract 
relations are intensified many times over* so too is our distancing 
from death in the striicture of objemive experience. This is another 
way o f stating our cultural crisis. A t a time when, our structured 
ability to imagine and fear the elemental forces of death is minim
ized by the revolution Of abstract technique, that same technique 
maximizes the likelihood of unprecedented mass death. We are 
locked into a circle of cultural suicide. Life  ̂ or the liberatory 
hopes o f the autonomous person, linked through abstract intellect, 
produces death; •’•••

At a time when it appears that increasing numbers of people 
seem to be facing the implications of the threat of mass death 
through nuclear war, not only in Western Europe where the move
ment is. particularly strong but also in other parts of the world 
including Australia, these arguments may seem both inappropriate 
and wrong. However I suggest this is not so for two reasons.,

Firstly, the fear which has increasingly gripped significant sec
tions of the public has grown because US politicians have cast 
aside the language of mutual deterrence and have presented us 
with the stark reality of their intentions. But the rise of a disarm
ament movement out of such fearful knowledge is not sufficient 
to break with our conventional wisdom. And a movement arising 
in these circumstances which does not see the point of grappling 
with its own deep assumptions can only maintain its development 
by effectively calling a moratorium on all developments which 
draw on our culture. For to face the fear of death means we adopt 
an attitude to life which closes off, represses, the liberatory experi
ence offered by our cosmology; objectively this is a stance founded 
on cultural despair. Our culture has nowhere to “go”. For most 
people such “pessimism” is only sustainable over short periods 
for, after all, life must go oh. The call of liberation and the.further 
articulation of our hopes for technical control are irresistible' un- 
less we can break the hold of this cultural logic. Without a per
spective which begins to explore the contours of a cultural re
direction by focussing on this new level of contradiction and seek* 
ing a greater degree of cultural reflexivity, we are locked into a 
form of resistance which amounts to little more than cyclical 
periods of profound! doubt.
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. Secondly, to focus “merely” on nuclear armaments ignores 
how intellectual culture now intersects with the social structure, 
particularly our political institutions. For abstract technique at the 
service of political practice means that a whole complex of possib
ilities emerge, The nuclear strategy is only one of many. There 
have been recent signs of this in US political circles where more 
emphasis has begun to be placed on chemical and bacteriological 
weapons. How are we to react if President Reagan announces an 
historic decision to forgo nuclear weaponry in this context?' It 
would be difficult not to celebrate a great victory for the move
ment but isn’t it clear that it would be a false celebration? And 
does not this become all the more clear if we reflect for a moment 
oh the possibilities of genetic engineering which are increasingly 
available to our political masters? It is the society which has 
emerged as a consequence of the intersection Of abstract intellec
tual technique with material production which we must resist 
and this is a society which faces us with this new level of contra
diction. Only a movement which faces the full generality of such 
a crisis is adequate over the long term.

Heaven, or the transcendental hope of liberation, produce Hell. 
Good produces Evil; Light produces Darkness; Life produces 
Death. These elements of cultural contradiction can serve to frame 
a transitional perspective and programme of action through which 
we may seek to free ourselves from the nuclear and other threats 
now arising from the reversal of enlightenment.

BLACK RAIN

Masuji Ibuse

“Same objects are too big for a r t . . . too far removed 
from the human scale . . . Yet here is a novel which 
turns Hiroshima into a major work of art, utterly unsen- . 
timental, unsparing but not at all sensational . . .  I 
wouldn’t have believed it possible, but the book was 
too strong for me.”

—  C. P. Snow
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