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 AS A POST-SOVIET MEMORY SPACE

How ideas of progress 
and fear shaped 
a nuclear heritage site

essay

abstract
What Chernobyl means to different people has dramatically 

changed over time. Today, its image mostly invokes fear of ra-

diation, illness, as well as uncertainty. The ruins of the plant are 

regarded as a somewhat unpredictable source of danger that 

needs constant attention and monitoring. This is a remarkable 

historical change from how Chernobyl used to be seen. Before 

1986, the construction of Ukraine’s first major nuclear power plant 

symbolized progress and the hope for a better future. In light of the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine and recent media coverage of nuclear 

energy in this context, Chernobyl has truly become a memory 

space, serving as a place for projections of a multitude of attitudes 

regarding nuclear safety, catastrophe, war, maintenance and 

negligence.
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C
hernobyl was in the news in March 2022 because 
parts of the Russian invasion force captured the plant 
and caused disruptions which, in turn, fueled fears 
of the possibility of another disaster.1 When the Rus-

sians retreated from Chernobyl after the failed first attack on 
Kyiv, it became headline news that Russian soldiers had actually 
built trenches in the heavily contaminated Red Forest, close to 
the plant. Media outlets were concerned about cases of radiation 
sickness in the Russian forces and the renewed spread by wind 
and contaminated dust of radioisotopes.2

When Zaporizhzhia, Europe’s largest nuclear power plant 
was repeatedly attacked and caught up in warfare, this became 
the focus of intense media interest, culminating in a visit by the 
IAEA’s General Secretary’s commission to assess the damage to 
the plant and help prevent any spread of radionuclides into the 
environment and atmosphere.3 The Chernobyl disaster has al-
ready demonstrated what could happen in the event of an explo-
sion of a single reactor of that size. Zaporizhzhya has six of them, 
and if a meltdown were to occur, it would be the first ever major 
nuclear reactor explosion caused by warfare.

Following the consequences of the Russian invasion in 
Ukraine, EU countries see themselves being forced to commit 
to making tough decisions in the energy sector. Russian sources 
of fossil fuels are no longer feasible from a political perspective 

Reactor 4 in the Chernobyl 

Nuclear Power Plant.
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causing politicians to scramble for alternative sources of elec-
tricity and heat. For the German Federal Minister for Economic 
Affairs and Climate Action, Robert Habeck, despite his policies 
originating in the so-called “green” party, one of the apparently 
necessary countermeasures is the extension of the operational 
life of all three remaining nuclear power plants in the country 
until mid-April 2023.4 Merkel’s government had negotiated a 
phase out of nuclear energy until the end of 2022, but Habeck is 
now seeking to change this decision in the face of energy short-
ages in the coming winter.5 This represents a complete U-turn 
from both Habeck’s pre-election position on nuclear energy and 
the previously established and codified paths of decision-mak-
ing. Political ambitions aside, these power plants have reached 
the end of their operational life and are not that easy to keep 
online. The companies Preussen Elektra, EnBW and RWE, which 
operate these plants, even doubt whether it would be technically 
and economically feasible to keep them running.6 While some 
people still support this decision, the ongoing discussions about 
the potential risks once again evoke the ghost of Chernobyl.7 
This is linked to the continuous threat of nuclear warfare from 
Russian President Putin and inevitably places the Chernobyl 
disaster in the minds of people trying to come to terms with the 
potential conflict scenarios and their consequences. Chernobyl 
has become a term that on the one hand describes a roughly de-
fined scale for nuclear disasters enabling comparisons in other 

socio-political contexts. On 
the other hand, it also has be-
come a term that invokes fear 
and is being used in debates 
to influence the discourse 
against nuclear power.

On another note, unre-
lated to the war, the wild 
response to HBO’s miniseries 
Chernobyl and the continu-
ing publication of high-class 
scientific literature has estab-

lished that both scholarly and public interest in the Chernobyl 
disaster has not waned.8 There are many reasons for this. First, 
there are remaining questions that demand answers about the 
disaster and its consequences. Second, these consequences still 
play a profound role in the present for many people, especially 
in Ukraine, Belarus and Russia. Third, the debate on Chernobyl 
is still ongoing because it influences the discourse on a poten-
tial future for nuclear energy in a plethora of countries. One 
example is the controversy surrounding Kate Brown’s Manual 
for Survival, which is an historic account of the health crisis in 
Belarus and Ukraine following the disaster at Chernobyl in 1986.9 
Pro-nuclear activists strongly criticized Brown’s account and 
discredited her for being unscientific and biased, which, in turn, 
provoked a response from her.10

Chernobyl as a memory space
This supports the interpretation by Kalmbach and Uekötter that 
Chernobyl has become a memory space; a place which became 
both a site and a projection space for a catastrophe, for heritage, 
and for images of the future.11 It became a metaphor for nuclear 
fallout, technocratic hubris, and the hope of overcoming its con-
sequences, as well as for its vulnerability to war and terrorism, 
even now after the plant has been shut down for more than 22 
years.12 The collective memory of Ukraine, the region and Eu-
rope has linked Chernobyl to these projections, because of the 
place’s history, ideas of industrial progress, fears of technologi-
cal failures, as well as imaginations of survival, overcoming and 
reclamation.

Today, we only remember parts of the massive initial liqui-
dation process. The Soviets struggled to contain the spread of 
radioisotopes using every tool, material, and personnel they 
could mobilize in a situation that had never occurred before. 
Unfortunately, apart from building the first sarcophagus they 
largely failed, as contamination and redistribution continued to 
happen over time. Man-made radioisotopes remained in many 
unintended locations, such as tree stems, lichen, soil, aquifers, 
animal and human bodies. Gradually it became clear that many 
attempts at containment were doomed to fail due to the nature 
of some isotopes, which will remain toxic for hundreds or even 
thousands of years. The 30-km zone surrounding the devastated 
power plant acts as a reminder for the attempt to keep poten-
tially dangerous — but mostly invisible to the human senses — ra-
diation inside a designated area. This attempt notwithstanding, 
toxic radioisotopes are being recirculated through several path-
ways, unintended from liquidators.

When plants grow, they incorporate radioisotopes into 
their cells. As soon as they die and rot away, these isotopes are 
dispersed again into the soil. Trees form leaves built with hot 
particles and shed them in the fall, causing a redistribution via 
wind and through the earth. Forest fires during the summer lead 
to new contaminated clouds that spread radioactive particles as 
far as the wind can carry them. The vertical migration of radio-
isotopes through the soil sometimes takes decades and leads to 
a slow toxic trickle from the surface to the groundwater which, 
in turn, distributes them across roots, wells, rivulets, streams 
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“TOXIC 
RADIOISOTOPES 

ARE BEING 
RECIRCULATED 

THROUGH 
SEVERAL 

PATHWAYS, 
UNINTENDED 

FROM 
LIQUIDATORS.”

Surface ground deposition of caesium-137 released in the Chernobyl 

accident. Source: UNSCEAR 2000 report
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Inside the Chernobyl  

exclusion zone.
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— and unfortunately also through human pumps into faucets, 
shower heads and basins. 

The Soviets imagined that the struggle against Chernobyl’s 
unleashed radioactivity was a war and used terminology that 
was reminiscent of that used in WW2. This is understandable, 
as the fight to limit the damage of the disaster encountered 
multiple unforeseen obstacles. Even now after all these years, 
Chernobyl challenges us in new ways. A newly occurring circum-
stance is making the trickle of radioisotopes into groundwater 
and waterways more probable for the upcoming decades. One 
of the toxic particles is plutonium-241, with a half-life of 14 years. 
Today it decays more and more into americium-241, with a half-
life of 433 years. While plutonium does not migrate easily and 
usually remains fairly stable locked in the soil, americium seems 
to be more mobile, especially via underground and surface wa-
terways. Americium as an alpha-particle emitter is only danger-
ous if it enters the body via the digestive system or the lungs but, 
if it does, it can have devastating consequences. If contaminated 
water is consumed, americium will lead to long-lasting contami-
nation of the body. Thus, the region potentially faces a new wave 
of irradiation, 36 years after the burning reactor was smothered 
and enclosed with concrete and steel.13

What Chernobyl meant before 1986
If we go back in time, the Chernobyl nuclear power plant also 
had a rich history before the catastrophe unveiled and tarnished 
its reputation for ever. The message portrayed in Soviet docu-
ments and media was that of a beacon of achievement and of 
hope for a better future. What a stark difference! Working at the 
plant was regarded as prestigious and offered a multitude of ben-
efits, such as better living conditions, a fascinating workplace, 
and the rewards of belonging to a scientific and therefore also a 
socialist elite, that is, if you were part of the white-collared per-
sonnel inside the plant. For construction workers it was a more 
down-to-earth experience. Nevertheless, despite the plant’s 
downfall in 1986, the situation was perceived as being generally 
good for many people involved in the construction, mainte-
nance, and operation of the plant.

Chernobyl was Ukraine’s first major nuclear power plant. 
Even more so, it brought a domestic Soviet reactor design to 
the Pripyat Marshes, one of the newest high-tech industrial en-
deavors of the late 1960s. Suddenly a region that had previously 
been characterized by relatively sparse settlements, agriculture, 

fishing, gathering and 
hunting — after all, the Pri-
pyat Marshes are Europe’s 
largest wetland area and 
form an invaluably diverse 
ecosystem — was to be-
come a showpiece of Soviet 
modernity. A perceived 
backward region was to be 
catapulted into the Socialist 
avantgarde or, in a Marxist-
Leninist interpretation, the 

people of the Marshes were 
to be elevated to an advanced 
stage of Socialism through 
the implementation of mod-
ern technology, built by the 
hands of ordinary workers.14 

This grand, and in my 
eyes profoundly ideological, 
task did not come without its 
obstacles. The plant’s leader-
ship had to tackle a multitude 
of problems, starting from 
a lack of sufficient building 
material, the poor quality of 
key equipment, to the ever-
increasing pressure of Gos-
plan’s demand for the rapid 
fulfilment of plans.15 While 
the progress of construction 
was remarkable, wrong deci-
sions were made, and accidents happened. Not least, the partial 
meltdown in reactor one in 1982 marked a significant precursor 
to what was to come in 1986. Nevertheless, business continued 
as usual and it was only in 1986, when the scale of the problem 
got out of hand and the plant’s shortcomings became impossible 
to hide, that the positive connotations towards the power plant 
became negative.

As the catastrophe of Chernobyl unfolded, the mistakes in 
this approach of avoiding the signs had also registered in the 
Soviet government. At a Politburo meeting to discuss the situ-
ation at Chernobyl nuclear power plant in Moscow on July 2, 
1986, USSR Prime Minister Ryzhkov said: “The accident was 
inevitable…. If it hadn’t happened here and now, it would have 
happened somewhere else. We have been heading toward this 
for a long time.”16 Ryzhkov had put his finger on the prevailing 
wound of the Soviet nuclear industry, which materialized in the 
destroyed reactor 4 at the power plant. A change in narrative 
had inevitably occurred.

What Chernobyl represents
The change from a beacon of hope and progress to one that rep-
resented what could go wrong with a nuclear reactor is charac-
teristic of Chernobyl as a memory space. Chernobyl might mean 
different things to different people. Pro-nuclear activists might 
see it as something detrimental to the industry; anti-nuclear 
proponents might see it as a prime example of public argument 
along their lines; former residents might see it as their former 
home and have different kinds of memories; nuclear engineers 
might see it as a spectacular workplace; biologists as an extraor-
dinary 30-km² open laboratory; or the Ukrainian state might 
see it as an area which needs to be reclaimed for agriculture. In 
any case, all these associations are firmly linked to Chernobyl 
as a physical place, which I interpret as a monument of Soviet 
nuclear heritage.

The word Chernobyl as a place has become a household name 
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“THE CHERNOBYL 
NUCLEAR POWER 
PLANT ALSO HAD 

A RICH HISTORY 
BEFORE THE 

CATASTROPHE 
UNVEILED AND 
TARNISHED ITS 

REPUTATION  
FOR EVER.”

”Atoms for Peace and Commu-

nism”, Soviet propaganda poster.
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in everyday discussions. While it represents something slightly 
different for everyone, its common denominators are sufficient 
to keep Chernobyl in the discourse and the collective memory. 
As such, it also means more than the actual power plant, but also 
the 30-km exclusion zone, contamination, fears of fallout, hopes 
for overcoming and healing, and a standing critique of the ideas 
of modernity. The word Chernobyl has transcended its original 
location-bound meaning and has become an interpretative term 
with many personal meanings and is used in discussions that 
are not about the original location of the power plant. In this 
way, the memory space of Chernobyl can be placed next to Hiro-
shima, Fukushima, Bhopal, or the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. 
What will become of this memory space is uncertain, but it is 
certain that it has left its mark on our societies and will persist as 
a projection space of different qualities — both negative and posi-
tive — for the foreseeable time to come. ≈
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