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 Introduction: the Cold War as an 
imaginary war    

    Matthew   Grant     and     Benjamin   Ziemann     

  Th e Cold War began as a metaphor.  1   It was an analogy that used tem-
perature to indicate a state of confl ict just short of an actual ‘hot’ war. 
When George Orwell coined the term ‘cold war’ in his article in  Tribune  
on 19 October 1945, he situated the genealogy of this new type of con-
fl ict in the connections between democratisation, empire building and 
weapons technology. Military weapons, Orwell knew, are an instrument 
of power well beyond their actual use on the battlefi eld. And as only a 
limited number of countries might be able to harness the new technol-
ogy of the atomic bomb (Orwell reckoned it might be only three or four, 
which was a fairly accurate prediction, at least for the fi ft een years from 
1945 onwards) it might lead them to ‘a tacit agreement never to use the 
atomic bomb against one another’. Th e socialist writer and critic asked 
how the new empires would operate, being based on the possession of 
atomic bombs; that is, a state that was ‘was at once UNCONQUERABLE 
and in a permanent state of “cold war” with its neighbours’. What was the 
‘world-view, the kind of beliefs, and the social structure’ that might be 
fostered by such an empire? At least one thing seemed to be certain to 
Orwell: the real danger of the atomic bomb might be that of ‘prolonging 
indefi nitely a “peace that is no peace”’.  2   

 Seventy years aft er its publication, Orwell’s short article is still a power-
ful outline of the conceptual questions raised by this new type of confl ict. 
Orwell was the fi rst to understand that the atomic bomb not only ushered 
in the new state of ideology, politics and society in the emerging confl ict 
that he tried to conceptualise in his article, but that it also stood as a power-
ful symbol of that new state. ‘Th e bomb’ quickly became a shorthand term 
for the dangerousness of the ‘Cold War’ – of the horror that would await 
if it turned ‘hot’ – and so itself became a signifi er for a world in which the 
metaphorical play with the temperature of armed confl ict was no longer 
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confi ned to the realm of the military, but emanated from a single weapons’ 
technology and pervaded all aspects of culture, society and politics. ‘Cold 
War’ quickly moved from being a simple metaphor of military tension to 
becoming an indicator of an entire complex system of global ideologies, 
politics and societies. As such, it became an entrenched, though disputed, 
concept. It went, as it were, from being the ‘cold war’ to the Cold War. Yet it 
never lost its metaphorical nature. It stood simultaneously for a ‘sustained 
international confl ict short of “hot” war’, as its very opposite (‘a form of 
peace’), and for the techniques and actions need to ‘fi ght’ it. In short, ‘Cold 
War’ could stand as a metaphor for both war and peace. 

 Nuclear weapons were crucial for these multiple meanings of the Cold 
War: and the ‘bomb’ itself became the central metaphor of the Cold War. 
It was the harbinger of destruction, the symbol of what became a vast arse-
nal of power that seemed to threaten the very existence of humanity. But it 
was also, by its very destructiveness, the guarantor of peace: the way both 
blocs could ‘deter’ aggression, providing peace through strength. Living 
‘under the shadow’ of the bomb signifi ed anxiety and dread, and the 
image of the mushroom cloud became the central icon of the entire Cold 
War, evoking not only the threat of nuclear war but the entire time-frame 
of the Cold War. On a more mundane level, the bomb was also called into 
metaphorical action to stand for any event, new, shocking, or powerful, 
such as when one physician in late 1945 called the new practice of artifi cial 
insemination by donor a development as ‘startling’ as the atomic bomb.  3   

 In this volume, we propose to take the metaphorical character of the 
Cold War seriously and to place how the bomb was used as a symbol for 
nuclear war at the very heart of this confl ict. Understanding the Cold 
War, and the bomb’s place in it, requires an analysis of the complex lin-
guistic inversions and paradoxical rhetorical interventions that allowed it 
to be envisaged in such contrasting ways. Th us, we consider the historical 
relevance of the political, cultural and artistic ramifi cations of nuclear 
weapons as signifi ers for a new type of confl ict in greater detail and in a 
more coherent fashion. We try to encapsulate this understanding of the 
metaphorical qualities of the Cold War in the notion of an imaginary war, 
or, more precisely, a war against the imagination. As an attack against 
the imagination, the nuclear threat forced politicians and ordinary peo-
ple to accept the notion that preparations for nuclear annihilation would 
contribute towards peace, and that the existence of these weapons, and 
the anticipation of large-scale destruction that came with them, were an 
inescapable corollary of security, freedom and future prosperity on both 
sides of the Cold War divide. 



Introduction: the Cold War as an imaginary war

� 3 �

 In a short but important piece that he published shortly aft er the end 
of the bloc confrontation, historian Michael Geyer highlighted three 
aspects of the system of nuclear deterrence that allowed him to qualify 
the Cold War as a sustained attack against the imagination.  4   Th e fi rst 
was the simulation of war games that calculated the potential impact of 
nuclear weapons on diff erent theatres of war and under diff erent strategic 
and operational parameters. As the actual use of nuclear weapons was 
of course avoided at all cost, the only way governments could seek to 
understand the consequences of nuclear war – both on the enemy and 
themselves – was to simulate nuclear war. Such simulations meant that 
the anticipation and imagining of how nuclear weapons might be used 
became itself a key battlefi eld of the Cold War. Proponents of diff erent 
schools of nuclear strategy may have held diff erent opinions on how to 
conduct nuclear war, but their plans and strategies relied on the assump-
tions of what a nuclear war would be like – on how it was simulated and 
imagined. Pacifi st critics and peace researchers likewise tried to under-
stand the consequences of any such strategy on the peoples and socie-
ties that would be aff ected. Implicitly, everyone involved in fi ghting the 
Cold War, nuclear strategists and peace campaigners alike, agreed that 
the key battlefi eld of the Cold War was how nuclear war was simulated 
and imagined. It is wrong to assume, as some analysts have done, that 
the imagination of nuclear war benefi ted only those who sought to foster 
peace. Such forecasts were, to the contrary, also used by those military 
planners who wanted to make a nuclear stand-off  both knowable and 
manageable.  5   Vast sums were expended in attempting to understand 
the ‘reality’ of nuclear war, and the results of such attempts at modelling 
nuclear war greatly infl uenced Cold War Strategy. For example, exercise 
 Abel Archer-83  not only modelled NATO’s potential use of its fi rst-strike 
strategy in the early 1980s, but also raised alarms in Moscow that the 
war game was in fact a cover for a genuine strike.  6   Imagining war in this 
sense not only furthered knowledge of the nuclear ‘reality’, but was in fact 
inseparable from it. 

 Th is agreement over the imagination of the battlefi eld was closely 
related to the second aspect: the credibility of nuclear devastation as the 
capstone of deterrence. In its attempt to create such credibility, the blue-
prints for nuclear destruction had to pervade society and culture and to 
win the battle over the hearts and minds of populations in Cold War soci-
eties and convince them that nuclear deterrence worked and was the only 
way to keep the Cold War ‘cold’. As Geyer clearly recognised, this mak-
ing and unmaking of the credibility of nuclear destruction was in itself 
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a rhetorical strategy, and as such it was part and parcel of the use of the 
bomb to stand as metaphor for a new type of warfare: the peace-ensuring 
weapon of total destruction.  7   Ultimately, this led to the third aspect of 
the imaginary war that Geyer identifi ed: the destruction of the autonomy 
of the enemy and of their willpower. Th e Cold War as a metaphorical 
play on the possibility of nuclear destruction was destructive, as it forced 
people to give in to the underpinning logic of deterrence. Only through 
relying on the logic of deterrence could security be obtained. Th is led to 
the anguished attempts to ensure the credibility of the deterrent that typi-
fi ed the politics of both weapons technology and alliance strategy in the 
Cold War. It is reasonable to assume that it was precisely this loss of intel-
lectual autonomy that Orwell meant when he described the core eff ect of 
the Cold War as ‘the reimposition of slavery’.  8   

 Taking the metaphorical quality of the Cold War seriously and 
emphasising the centrality of ‘the bomb’ as a symbol of its unprecedented 
destructive potential enables us to highlight both the discursive nature of 
this particular confl ict and the centrality of that nature to how the confl ict 
was understood and fought. Th e nuclear bombs that were used to destroy 
the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 formed part of a 
conventional war eff ort. Yet, in the decades aft er August 1945, the under-
stood ‘reality’ of nuclear devastation was created through the discursive 
practices that regulated the linguistic and pictorial references to a poten-
tial nuclear catastrophe – in short, it was imagined.  9   While nuclear war 
was a fi ction, the rhetorical usages of this fi ction created the very reality 
of the Cold War as the age of the atomic bomb. Diff erent groups of actors 
made and unmade this reality by using media that allowed them to con-
struct the discursive elements of nuclear deterrence and its purported 
consequences. Th e metaphorical nature of the Cold War, then, and the 
centrality of the bomb within that metaphorical landscape, structured 
the entire framework of the Cold War. 

 In arguing that we need to understand the metaphorical nature of 
the nuclear confl ict within the Cold War, we are not suggesting that the 
Cold War has no concrete meaning. Metaphors do not mean anything 
we want them to mean. Rather, they provide a framework  – a limited 
and, at times, tightly bound one – of acceptable political and social reali-
ties. A key aim of the book is to explore the ways nuclear weapons could 
be imagined during the Cold War, by analysing the historical range and 
implications of key metaphors for nuclear confl ict in detail. As such, the 
emphasis of the volume is placed on the consequences of how the ‘imagi-
nary war’ structured the way in which the Cold War was envisaged and 
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fought, and not just to provide examples of how nuclear weapons were 
imagined within popular culture. Th is distinction, between the structural 
implications of imagining nuclear weapons on the one hand, and the her-
meneutic study of a selection of potentially endless cultural productions 
on the other, is central to the volume. We move beyond a mere descrip-
tion of the ways in which popular media represented the bomb and the 
nuclear age more generally.  10   Such a cataloguing of the diff erent ways in 
which the media portrayed the bomb is a fi rst step towards a more com-
plex analysis of the nuclear threat. Yet it has to be accompanied by two 
additional perspectives that highlight the profound signifi cance of the 
bomb for the Cold War. On the one hand, representations of the nuclear 
threat have to be situated in discourses about national and international 
security and about the role of nuclear deterrence in the post-war world. 
On the other hand, the imaginary war has to be understood as a thresh-
old of expectations, as a fundamental shift  in the ever-changing interplay 
between the ‘space of experience’ and the ‘horizon of expectations’ as the 
two main temporal markers in modern society.  11   

 In much the same way, we do not view the Cold War as an imaginary 
war in the sense that this confrontation was just the result of an elaborate 
propaganda machinery that was employed by governments in the West 
and the East in order to deceive the people in their respective countries.  12   
Th e notion of propaganda is too simplistic to understand the continuing 
presence of, and the emotional investment in, the bomb as a signifi er 
of total annihilation. To be sure, both governments and the military as 
well as anti-nuclear protest movements had their own vested interests in 
circulating their respective views on nuclear armaments, and used any 
means at their disposal to do so. But even while the political aims of key 
actors diff ered, they all shared a common terrain: the assumption that the 
prospect of nuclear war was best elaborated in the form of a simulation 
based on key signifi ers. Any ‘propaganda’ eff ort could use these signifi ers, 
but could not create them. 

 It would also be mistaken to assume that the Cold War was an imagi-
nary war as it had no material reality. Hundreds of Minuteman missile 
silos were tucked away across the Great Plains, thus turning the American 
Midwest into another frontline of the Cold War and demonstrating the 
intersections between grand nuclear strategy and US domestic politics. 
While the silos were by and large invisible to the US public at large, they 
had a continuing presence for the local population that actually mostly 
supported nuclear deterrence.  13   Th e material reality of the imaginary war 
is also visible in the toxic legacy of the many former sites for the production 
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of nuclear weapons that nowadays, aft er they have been decommissioned, 
need long-term solutions for the clean-up of nuclear waste and the pres-
ervation of key hardware structures.  14   Th e Cold War was not an imaginary 
war in the sense that the nuclear threat was immaterial. It was imaginary 
in the sense that formats that are usually described as fi ctitious – from 
dreams and nightmares, fi lms and novels to forecasts and scenarios – had 
an important bearing on the reality of the Cold War as a nuclear confron-
tation. For example, the acute fears of nuclear destruction caused by the 
escalation of the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962 were very real, an intense 
emotional response to the fear of global destruction. Yet these fears were 
by necessity ‘imagined’, and how they were imagined was the result of a 
complex process of cultural construction. When the US Defence Secretary 
Robert McNamara wondered whether he had seen his last sunset during 
the crisis, he was articulating his understanding of nuclear war that was 
based on both technological awareness of the power of nuclear weapons 
and on the ‘scientifi c’ modelling of the results of a nuclear attack on US 
cities conducted by the US Government.  15   

 Th e TV documentary  Th e War Game , produced by the British fi lm 
director Peter Watkins in 1965, can help us to understand how the 
imaginary war operated on diff erent levels. Th e fi lm was commis-
sioned by the BBC and shot on location in various towns in the county 
of Kent. In the form of a mock documentary, it portrayed the eff ects 
of a 1-megaton bomb dropped on the town of Rochester, from the 
initial blast and shockwave and the ensuing fi restorm to the subse-
quent breakdown of societal order, while police and fi re services try 
to dispose of the many corpses and crack down with brutal force on 
rioting people, who scour the debris of the destroyed town for bits 
of food and other usable items. Shortly before the scheduled screen-
ing, the BBC refrained from broadcasting the fi lm, following intensive 
behind-the-scene debates with government offi  cials from the Home 
Offi  ce and the Ministry of Defence that were followed by intensive 
scrutiny of the decision in parliament and in the print media. Th e 
fi lm was subsequently released for screening in cinemas, attracting an 
estimated audience of six million people in the UK alone until it was 
fi nally broadcast on BBC television in 1985. At the political level, the 
story of the  Th e War Game  is one of self-censorship of the BBC for fear 
of endangering its position vis-à-vis the government, with the interest-
ing point that the decision to pull the programme was not taken owing 
to the vivid nature in which the fi lm portrayed the eff ects of a nuclear 
bomb on the bodies and souls of the surviving victims. As historian 
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Tony Shaw has convincingly argued, ‘the central issue’ in the debates 
between the government and the BBC was not ‘that of the immediate 
psychological impact of the fi lm’s horror; rather, it was that of  Th e War 
Game ’s impact on the public’s attitudes to the nuclear deterrent’.  16   

 At this level, the story of  Th e War Game  is one of the liberal Cold 
War consensus that supported the policy of nuclear deterrence in the 
UK as in other Western countries, and of the limited political poten-
tial for a public critique of that consensus as for instance through the 
Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), which used the fi lm in its 
appeal to the public. To understand the more complex ways in which  Th e 
War Game  was part and parcel of the nuclear war as an imaginary war, a 
closer look at the mediated reality that the fi lm presented and at its use 
of the medium TV is needed.  17   As the title of the fi lm already suggests, 
 Th e War Game  is fi rmly situated in the Cold War as a war of simulations 
and scenarios of nuclear warfare. It opens with a map of the UK that pin-
points all those places that are potential targets of Soviet nuclear missiles, 
comparable to the maps that were used by military planners at the time. 
Nuclear war games are also introduced through short fi ctitious interview 
statements by a nuclear strategist with a heavy American accent, clearly 
modelled along the lines of RAND-strategist Herman Kahn, who is also 
represented through an intertitle with the question ‘Would the survivors 
envy the dead?’, from his 1960 book  On Th ermonuclear War . 

 Yet  Th e War Game  is not only situated in the simulation of nuclear war 
as the actual battlefi eld of the Cold War. Within these parameters, the fi lm 
tackles the credibility of nuclear deterrence head-on as it inverts some of 
the narrative tropes that civil defence fi lms produced by the British gov-
ernment tended to use. Quoting extensively from civil defence manuals 
and from meetings with civil defence planners, and showing how civil 
defence measures unfold and dramatically fail in the wake of the atomic 
blast, the fi lms shows that civil defence will not underpin the national or 
local community amidst an exceptional challenge, but rather lead to an 
anomic situation in which the rule of law collapses, and thus ultimately 
create a police state that would destroy the very liberties that the Cold 
War consensus claimed to defend. Ironically, the depiction of state bru-
tality in post-attack Britain in  Th e War Game  was based on government 
policies that were every bit as imaginary as the rest of the fi lm, as the 
state’s ability to maintain any control, however murderous, was deeply 
doubted within Whitehall.  18   

 In addition, Watkins’ fi lm also operates at a third level of discursive 
intervention  – that of the medium television itself and its capacity to 
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represent and shape reality. At fi rst glance,  Th e War Game  is presented in 
the typical style of BBC news coverage of current aff airs, with a hand-held 
camera that brings the viewer close to the location of the events, and 
short interviews with members of the public that ironically reveal their 
lack of knowledge about the actual eff ects of nuclear weapons. Yet as the 
eff ects of the atomic blast intensify, the fi lm makes it clear that its impact 
cannot be captured through the medium of television. Rather than trying 
to show killing and dying, Watkins relied on lay actors who talk directly 
to the camera about their loss and devastation. Th eir confused ‘stammer-
ing’ can be read as an eyewitness testimony that replaces any attempt at a 
‘realistic’ portrayal of the consequences of nuclear war. Indicative of the 
refusal of Watkins to conform with established ways of framing and rep-
resenting nuclear war is also his portrayal of the nuclear explosion itself. 
Rather than normalising or even aestheticising this moment by showing 
a mushroom cloud, the fi lm itself is ‘blinded’ for a few seconds through 
overexposure, thus showing the insuffi  ciency of the medium for depict-
ing nuclear catastrophe. Seen in a wider frame,  Th e War Game  is thus a 
critical refl ection on television as the archetypical medium of the Cold 
War, a medium that stabilised an omnipresent political reality through a 
verisimilitude of events it could never actually produce.  19   

  Th e War Game  was not simply propaganda, although that was indeed 
the perception of many commentators in the British press, mostly the 
defence correspondents in fact, who took the view that the fi lm was an 
inversion of their own political preferences and thus labelled it ‘crude 
CND propaganda’.  20   It was a genuine attempt to understand the ‘real-
ity’ of nuclear war on Britain, to cut through the mist of government 
lies and propaganda which Watkins thought clouded people’s ability to 
understand the issue. It imagined the breakdown of deterrence as emerg-
ing from the internal logic of the bloc confrontation, and Watkins chose 
to contrast images of the havoc caused by the bomb in Rochester with 
statements from Roman Catholic and Anglican bishops about the legiti-
macy of nuclear deterrence, thus highlighting how the potential reality 
of nuclear war inverted the unspoken assumptions of deterrence.  Th e 
War Game  was successful in puncturing some of the intense secrecy with 
which the UK Government surrounded nuclear issues, but it was no less 
a simulation of the imaginary war than the bland reassurances promoted 
by the pro-deterrent governments of NATO: all shared the assumption 
that the politics of nuclear war rested on how it was imagined and simu-
lated. As mentioned, the fi lm used the language of deterrence and civil 
defence to critique those ideas, to highlight their inherent fl aws and the 
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hypocrisy of government. Yet it relied on the logic of civil defence even 
as that logic was being critiqued, illustrating the fact that Watkins could 
not escape the bounded nature of how nuclear war was understood. He 
could, however, push those boundaries.  Th e War Game  constituted such 
a fundamental shift  in the horizon of expectations, in fact it represented a 
revolution in British Cold War culture as it established the idea of a hor-
rifi c post-nuclear society in which survival might be worse than death.  21   
Th is opened up a new way of imagining nuclear war, and throughout 
the 1970s and 1980s, depictions of a future confl ict gained much of the 
rhetorical force from imagining the horrors of the post-nuclear world.  22   

 Th e imaginary nature of the Cold War was not static. Th e vast num-
bers of attempts to simulate or imagine nuclear confl ict expanded the 
horizons of the imaginary war greatly. Nor did it just magically spring 
into being in 1945. While the bomb as a harbinger of potentially global 
devastation inaugurated a new quality of warfare, important aspects of 
what we call the imaginary war had already emerged during previous 
stages of twentieth-century warfare. Th e underlying theme can be per-
haps described as the trend towards a virtualisation of warfare that had 
emerged since 1914. In a rather loose fashion, the French critic Paul Virilio 
has raised attention to the oft en parallel developments between weapons’ 
technologies and the technology of cinematography during the twentieth 
century. Th e key point that can be borrowed from this analysis is the way 
in which the conduct of war increasingly depended on means of making 
the process of targeting and destruction visible, as the distance between 
the soldiers and their actual targets was rapidly increasing.  23   Th is process 
had moral consequences, not least visible in the behaviour of the military 
aircraft  crews that dropped the bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and 
has been characterised as a ‘Promethean slope’ by the philosopher Günther 
Anders.  24   Yet the other crucial side-eff ect of this process, addressed by 
Virilio, is the increasing need for mediated representations of the bat-
tlefi eld in order to gauge the results of the employments of weapons. In 
that sense, he quite rightly called the First World War the ‘fi rst mediated 
confl ict in history’, as a supply of images through air reconnaissance was 
almost as vital as the supply of ammunition. Th e ‘logistics of perception’ 
thus became the second important battlefi eld of industrial warfare.  25   

 Th is trend was compounded by another trend that was equally 
much exacerbated during the imaginary nuclear war since 1945:  the 
‘crisis of representation’ of the modern battlefi eld. As the distance 
between soldiers and their enemies widened and the battlefi eld was 
largely emptied of actual soldiers, as in the no-man’s-land between 
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the trench systems, it was increasingly diffi  cult, if not impossible to 
visually represent the battlefi eld using a conventional vanishing point 
perspective. Photographers during the Great War and cinematogra-
phers in its aft ermath tried to respond to this problem. One answer 
was the decision by the Australian war photographer Frank Hurley 
to recreate a battlefi eld in Flanders by putting together a montage of 
twelve diff erent photos in the darkroom.  26   In the decades from 1945 
to 1990, military planners, artists and protesters struggled to envisage 
the likely eff ects and consequences of an all-out nuclear war. In these 
endeavours, they still grappled with the consequences of the crisis of 
representations that had commenced in 1914. 

 Th e impact of the imaginary war was enormous. It fundamentally 
changed the ‘present future’ of those societies involved in fi ghting it dur-
ing the Cold War period – the possible worlds that were envisaged during 
the present of the 1960s – as it threw into doubt the very availability of 
such a future.  27   From the very start of the atomic age, strategists, intel-
lectuals and artists grappled with the idea that the Cold War could lead 
to the end of humanity. Th e way this idea was imagined took a variety 
of forms: activists dramatised the choice been peace and prosperity and 
war and death; strategists elevated the bomb in to the preserver of peace. 
A writer like Tove Jansson, in her children’s book  Comet in Moominland  
(1946), could depict an earth-ending scenario about which the central 
characters, standing for humanity, could do nothing about.  28   Decades 
later, in the 1980s, ways of imagining nuclear war – of fi ghting the imag-
inary war  – had expanded dramatically. Models of nuclear war existed 
that allowed strategists to posit a limited, indeed winnable, nuclear war. 
Likewise, simulations of nuclear war abounded in popular culture depict-
ing the gruesome horrors of radiation sickness and the breakdown of soci-
ety. Th e depictions changed, but their centrality to the Cold War had not. 
Th ey continued to form the bedrock of how the Cold War was fought, and 
how it was, and could be, conceptualised. Th e bomb, and the Cold War, 
continued to be metaphors of enormous power even though their content 
changed. How that content changed, and how it underpinned how the 
Cold War was understood and fought, is the topic of this volume. 

  Recent historiography on the nuclear age 

 Th ere has been an enormous upsurge in scholarly interest in the Cold 
War over the last decade. Perhaps the best example of this is the recent 
three-volume synthesis,  Th e Cambridge History of the Cold War , which 
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comprises a collection of essays seeking to move beyond the traditional 
diplomatic confi nes of the subject in order to view it in the context of 
global political and social change.  29   Although still fi rmly focused on the 
Cold War as an ideological battle between the East and the West, there 
was a keen emphasis on both the role of ideas and concepts such as human 
rights and Eurocommunism, and on structural economic developments 
throughout the second half of the twentieth century, culminating in the 
demand for consumer goods. Th e  Cambridge History  gave due attention 
to the issue of nuclear weapons. Indeed, in his chapter on the contribu-
tion of nuclear weapons to the escalation of the Cold War up until 1962, 
David Holloway writes that ‘nuclear weapons are so central to the history 
of the Cold War that it can be diffi  cult to disentangle the two’.  30   

 Holloway’s essay, and the others in the  Cambridge History  are good 
examples of what we can usually categorise as the fi rst of two histo-
riographical approaches to the nuclear age. Th is discusses the political 
and diplomatic consequences of nuclear weapons, and there is a vast 
literature on this aspect of the nuclear confrontation. We have detailed 
histories of national nuclear strategies and the weapons-building pro-
grammes in the belligerent nations, on nuclear crisis management, and 
the thorny issue of the bomb’s role in starting, escalating, easing or end-
ing the Cold War.  31   Th e best of this research seeks not only to chart what 
happened, but to understand what protagonists thought was happening. 
Campbell Craig and Sergey Radchenko’s recent book, for example, places 
the assumptions of the United States and Soviet Union about both the 
nature of atomic bomb, and the other’s intentions towards it, centre stage 
in their account of the start of the Cold War period.  32   Jacques Hymans’ 
sustained engagement on the history and politics of nuclear prolifera-
tion has sought to uncover the psychological and emotional dimensions 
of political choices to ‘go nuclear’, recognising that the decision to build 
nuclear weapons programmes was as much about the psychological need 
for such programmes within political systems, as it was ‘rational’ choice.  33   
Similarly, Baylis and Stoddart’s new book argues that the political desire 
within the United Kingdom for building, and maintaining, the nation’s 
nuclear deterrent was fi rmly rooted in ideas of British national identity 
in an era of decline.  34   

 In this sense, the historiography of nuclear politics and diplomacy is 
moving in the same direction of work on ideology or Cold War politics 
more generally, which has seen an attempt to pinpoint contemporary 
understandings in order to better analyse policy responses to the devel-
oping Cold War.  35   Th ere has also been sustained work on how nuclear 
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knowledge was formed in US military circles, particularly in terms of 
modelling the consequences of nuclear war on American cities. Th is high-
lights the intense eff orts to ‘understand’ and ‘imagine’ nuclear war on the 
part of the American authorities in order to better develop nuclear and 
civil defence strategies.  36   In general, the histories of nuclear weapons have 
highlighted the processes by which they were produced and deployed. As 
yet, however, there has been relatively little attention paid to the nature 
of nuclear knowledge itself, or to the fact that even when mapping (both 
fi guratively and physically) the power of these weapons and their political 
meaning, politicians, scientists and military planners were engaging in an 
active process of imagination that relied not only on scientifi c and politi-
cal know-how, but also rested on assumptions about the nature of warfare, 
human society and emotions, which have yet to be analysed thoroughly. 

 Th e second broad historiographical approach to the nuclear age con-
fronts the social and cultural implications of nuclear weapons.  37   Th e 
social history of nuclear weapons has been understandably dominated by 
research on peace movements around the globe. Excellent research has 
charted the formation and activities of a range of peace groups,  38   none 
more so than Lawrence Wittner’s astounding three volumes on global dis-
armament movements.  39   In the same way as other pioneering work on the 
bomb’s impact on American society,  40   this work takes the bomb’s existence 
as a starting point and analyses how diff erent groups attempting to infl u-
ence what seemed to them a graspable, concrete political situation. Jeremi 
Suri’s work goes further, arguing that a changed understanding of the 
nuclear confrontation from the mid-1960s directly infl uenced the explo-
sion of political and social dissent that followed.  41   Th is is an immensely 
fruitful way of examining the nuclear politics of the 1960s, and follow-
ing Suri other scholars have sought to embed the ‘nuclear’ aspect of Cold 
War dissent more fi rmly into the context of social and political ideas.  42   
Although such work has provided major new insights into the social and 
political importance of nuclear weapons, it does not investigate fully how 
those dissenters understood or imagined nuclear weapons. 

 Cultural history approaches have diff ered from social history 
approaches, in investigating how knowledge about nuclear weapons is 
created and dispersed throughout national cultures. Oft en this work has 
been marked by their concentration on cultural production – histories 
of Cold War culture rather than cultural histories of the Cold War – and 
research on the depiction of nuclear weapons in fi lms, books and maga-
zines have greatly enhanced our understanding of how nuclear weapons 
have been represented within these types of popular culture.  43   At its very 
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best, the cultural history of nuclear weapons has sought to understand 
how the forms in which nuclear technology have been discussed have 
infl uenced the nature of nuclear knowledge. Th is is particularly true 
of the trailblazing work of scholars such as Paul S. Boyer and Spencer 
Weart.  44   To take one example, Boyer’s analysis of apparently ephemeral 
material culture, such as the free toys given away with breakfast cereals, 
highlighted the centrality of the atomic bomb to domestic culture in the 
United States and showed how it was a source of national pride and tech-
nical wonder as well as destruction. Th e apparently mundane examples 
of ‘nuclear culture’ in the years immediately following 1945 showed a 
society which felt a brief confi dence that they had controlled this new 
technology.  45   To take another example, Weart’s nuanced look at how ‘in 
the imagination, nuclear war oft en meant no future but an empty one’ 
demonstrated the importance of how the bomb was imagined for any 
attempt to chart its history.  46   

 Th e work of Boyer and Weart has been foundational to the study of 
Cold War culture, setting the conceptual terrain a later generation 
of scholars have since explored. Th ey also highlighted the importance 
of nuclear technology, broadly conceived, in determining how nuclear 
weapons were understood. Narratives of civil nuclear energy helped allay 
fears about nuclear weapons from the very beginning of the ‘atomic age’. 
Landmark works on the cultural ramifi cations of nuclear energy have 
been produced recently,  47   particularly Gabrielle Hecht’s  Th e Radiance 
of France , which ties the French civil nuclear programme, which gener-
ates more than three quarters of the nation’s electric energy, to French 
national identity in the post-war period.  48   Jeff  Hughes has criticised 
Weart’s book, and Kirk Willis’ work on early British nuclear culture,  49   
for taking a fi xed understanding of what nuclear culture was, and then 
seeking to chart how this vision of nuclear culture was discussed within 
popular culture. Th is, Hughes argues, is ‘essentialising’ nuclear culture, 
seeing it as an ‘autonomous, homogeneous and transcendent entity’.  50   
Although this criticism has some validity, Weart’s book is still important 
for its sweeping ability to unpick the images of nuclear war that circulated 
within American culture. 

 More recent work has sought to detail the cultural specifi city of the 
nature and formation of nuclear knowledge in a wide variety of cultures 
other than that of the United States.  51   A recent special issue on ‘British 
Nuclear Culture’ looks at the issue from a number of perspectives, attest-
ing to the heterodox ways nuclear weapons were depicted.  52   An excellent 
essay on reactions to the atomic bomb in China highlights the central 



Matthew Grant and Benjamin Ziemann

� 14 �

way in which the specifi c context of civil war and the building of state 
socialism infl uenced how the new weapon was understood.  53   National 
cultural and historical context is central to understanding the limits and 
infl uence of the imaginary war. Of particular importance is the growth of 
what we can call the really existing history of nuclear weapons, the physi-
cal consequences of the arms race as well as the cultural ones. Joseph 
Masco’s pioneering work on  Nuclear Borderlands  is of central impor-
tance in understanding how the nuclear weapons programme trans-
formed parts of the South-western United States.  54   Kate Brown’s  Plutopia  
examines the impact of civil nuclear disasters in the United States and 
the Soviet Union.  55   A recent special issue of  Urban History  has explored 
the impact of the nuclear stalemate on the urban environment.  56   We also 
have the beginnings of a historiography of the impact of nuclear knowl-
edge on individual subjectivities, such as Frank Biess’ pioneering work 
on the emotional consequences of nuclear armaments on the population 
of West Germany.  57   

 Our volume builds on these approaches, in particular through its cen-
tral focus on the fundamental instability of forms of knowledge about 
nuclear weapons. In putting the thinking of the unthinkable centre stage, 
the present collection emphasises both the bomb as the core element 
of the Cold War, and the key role that attempts really to imagine the 
unthinkable potentials of nuclear destruction had on the political, social 
and cultural realities of the Cold War. We are not suggesting that studies 
that concentrate on political decision-making are misguided or wrong. 
Far from it. We are arguing that such studies could be enhanced by pay-
ing greater attention to the way in which nuclear war was, and could be, 
imagined, and the consequences of that for the wider Cold War. Likewise, 
we are aware of some of the problems with a cultural history approach, 
and have sought to avoid a relativist approach that suggests that all ways 
of imagining nuclear war were equal. We have resisted the urge to detail a 
cavalcade of cultural production, but rather focus on how the imaginary 
war was formulated and fought in popular culture. Above all, we believe 
that the cultural history of the Cold War is vital to understanding every 
part of the confl ict, that the ideas and images associated with the nuclear 
confrontation structured what the Cold War was or could possibly be.  

  Th e scope of this volume 

 By its very nature, the presence of the atomic bomb and its challenge to 
intellectual understanding transcended national borders as well as the 
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Iron Curtain. Ways of imagining the bomb, and the destruction it caused, 
were limited by scientifi c and technological understandings which were 
widely circulated. Th e boundaries of how the bomb could imagined were 
challenged and expanded by artists, intellectuals, defence planners and 
activists in remarkable ways. Our introduction has highlighted the con-
ceptual and symbolic nature of the bomb during the Cold War period. 
Th e  following chapter , by Eva Horn, extends this by highlighting the ‘fi c-
tionality’ of nuclear weapons. Combined, these chapters demonstrate the 
framework within which the bomb could be imagined:  the attempt to 
grapple with an apocalypse that seemed urgent and real, a tangible threat 
to the whole concept of the future, but which also seemed ungraspable 
and unknowable, a ‘blind spot’ which obscured both the future and the 
‘reality’ of the bomb. All those who sought to understand the imaginary 
war had to grapple with this. 

 Yet, despite the capacity of nuclear weapons to infl ict global devas-
tation, distinctive national cultures shaped the ways in which nuclear 
war was modelled and imagined. Th e imaginative framework of nuclear 
war was structured diff erently in very diff erent national contexts, owing 
not least to the potential limits of information exchange.  Chapters 3  to 
 6  of this volume contextualise these national trajectories in a long-term 
perspective for four countries: the Soviet Union, the United States, West 
Germany and the United Kingdom. Th ese nations have been selected to 
provide analyses of how the imaginary war was understood in key Cold 
War belligerent nations. In our four main belligerent nations it is clear 
that the imagination of nuclear war was diverse and deeply embedded 
in national culture, and focusing on these nations in the fi rst instance 
allows us to see this diversity and richness of responses to nuclear weap-
ons, but also to understand the real diff erences and constraints within 
each national culture. 

 Th is is not to suggest that other national contexts are unimportant, and 
indeed it is obvious that much more research is needed to understand 
how the imaginary war structured the experiences of the Cold War in 
nations across the globe. Existing research suggests that Chinese reactions 
towards the atomic bomb were muted in the context of the civil war and 
early Communist period.  58   In France, the issue of nuclear war was more 
closely linked to civil technology than in any other society.  59   Even neu-
tral countries were implied and aff ected, as, for instance, the imaginary 
war decisively shaped Sweden’s position of neutrality.  60   Th e Swiss example 
is particularly striking and informative. Despite being a neutral country, 
Switzerland had some of the highest per capita spending on civil defence 



Matthew Grant and Benjamin Ziemann

� 16 �

during the Cold War and the highest ratio between soldiers relative to the 
population in Europe. Between 1956 and 1971, the Swiss army conducted 
fi ve ‘national defence exercises’. Th ese were large-scale simulations of a 
nuclear attack on the country. Th ey involved an increasingly larger circle 
of participants – including civil authorities – and made substantial eff orts 
to make the scenarios of these rehearsals ever more complex and realis-
tic. Since the mid-1960s, the threat scenarios that underpinned the simu-
lations changed. As the progress of détente made a direct attack by the 
Soviet Union increasingly unlikely, the scenarios also involved domestic 
threats such as left ist terrorism or communist subversion. Th at the imagi-
nary war was also simulated and anticipated in neutral countries suggests 
that the Cold War was more than just a bloc confrontation between the 
two superpowers and their respective allies.  61   Th e Cold War has a much 
wider geography than it is usually assumed with a focus on US foreign and 
military policy, not least because Japan, the only country that had been 
targeted and devastated by nuclear weapons, played a crucial role in the 
scenarios and imaginations of total nuclear destruction. 

 In the Soviet Union, the progressive historical optimism of the 
Bolshevik project curtailed the extent in which anxieties about a nuclear 
apocalypse could be articulated. Nevertheless, an atomic culture gradu-
ally developed also in the Soviet Union, as Miriam Dobson argues in 
her chapter. From the 1950s to the 1980s, the Soviet press released an 
increasing amount of information about the nature and potential conse-
quences of nuclear weapons. But in line with the emotional regime that 
the Bolsheviks tried to instil in the population, any outright expressions 
of nuclear fear remained a taboo. At the margins of Soviet society, how-
ever, it seems religious language allowed some groups and individuals to 
articulate an emotional response to the prospect of nuclear war and to 
express it by using the Biblical rhetoric of the apocalypse. 

 While atomic culture had only a limited presence in the Soviet Union, 
US society since 1945 has to be understood in the light of the pervasive 
nature of the bomb in media, politics and mass culture, as Paul Boyer 
argues in his chapter. In the decades from 1945 to the early twenty-fi rst 
century, the challenge to think the presence of the bomb went through 
three distinctive cycles, each of them prompted by a specifi c cause:  the 
bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the fi rst wave up to the 
mid-1950s, then the heightening of the bloc confrontation in the late 
1950s and early 1960s, and fi nally the problem of nuclear proliferation 
in the third cycle that started in the late 1970s. One characteristic feature 
of US atomic culture that has oft en been noted was that the widespread 
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anxieties about nuclear weapons in these three cycles of engagement 
never translated into sustained political action or into a fundamental 
change in nuclear policy.  62   One crucial factor that shaped this trajectory 
seems to have been the early and substantial presence of the bomb in US 
popular mass culture which played on the claviature of nuclear anxieties, 
while at the same time rendering nuclear weapons as a playful and ulti-
mately perhaps even harmless technical gizmo with a destructive capacity 
that evoked fear and fascination in equal measure. Th us, the ground was 
prepared for the kind of nostalgia in the cultural articulation of nuclear 
weapons that has characterised US mass media in the years since the dis-
solution of the Soviet Union, as the immediate threat of a nuclear confron-
tation between the East and the West had apparently disappeared. 

 In the representations of US popular culture, destruction through 
nuclear weapons oft en appeared to take place at sites that were far away 
from the American homeland, whether in Japanese cities or in remote 
atolls in the South Pacifi c. In a stark contrast, the immediacy of nuclear 
destruction was one of the central features of imagining nuclear war in 
West Germany, as Benjamin Ziemann argues in his chapter. German angst 
was not a strange romantic malady, but was nurtured by a clear sense of 
the geography of the bloc confrontation in Europe. From the 1950s to the 
1980s, both politicians, top-brass offi  cers in the Bundeswehr and peace 
protesters shared the perception that one certain outcome of any nuclear 
confrontation would be the devastation of large swathes of West German 
territory. Already during the 1950s, when West German rearmament trig-
gered a controversy over the possibility to equip the Bundeswehr with 
nuclear weapons, the situation was aggravated by the fact that retalia-
tion would require NATO troops to halt an alleged Soviet off ensive by 
targeting German cities with their own nuclear warheads. During the 
1980s, the Fulda gap – named aft er the most likely place for a conven-
tional Soviet attack into West German territory – emerged as a symbol 
for nuclear destruction that might occur right at the doorstep of ordinary 
German citizens. At the same time, the Fulda gap linked the concerns of 
local citizens and peace activists with the modelling of nuclear war at US 
Army training facilities that were thousands of miles away. Despite spe-
cifi c national trajectories and concerns, the imaginary war linked distant 
communities via the mass media coverage of nuclear strategy. 

 Another peculiarity of West German perceptions of the atomic bomb 
were the ways in which images of nuclear destruction were saturated with 
recollections of the Allied bombing campaign from 1939 to 1945, thus 
making the new scale of devastation comprehensible and tapping into 
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notions of victimhood. Th is peculiarity, however, was not exclusive to the 
Germans, as British discourses on the bomb also tapped into images of 
the Second World War bombing campaign. As Matthew Grant argues in 
his chapter, the physical and imaginative landscape of the Second World 
War helped shape reactions to the atomic bomb. Like West Germany, 
Britain diff ered from the United States in considering itself immediately 
and directly in the fi ring line of potential Soviet aggression. Th e gilded 
memory of nation’s survival of the Blitz of 1940–41 helped to create a con-
fi dence, or rather sanguinity, concerning the capacity of Britain to resist 
and survive an atomic attack which tended to undercut the apocalyptic 
nuclear culture which emerged elsewhere. Th e advent of the hydrogen 
bomb, however, destroyed that confi dence. From 1954 onwards, British 
culture was resolutely pessimistic about the chances of the population – 
and indeed of humanity itself – having any chance of survival in a nuclear 
war. Th is apocalyptic culture was promoted by both nuclear disarmers 
and pro-deterrent cold warriors who were keen to emphasise the power 
of Britain’s own bomb, leading to a cultural inability to imagine, or con-
ceptualise what life aft er a nuclear war would be like. 

 Following these chapters a series of pieces investigate aspects of the 
imaginary war in greater detail, providing rich examples of the complex, 
innovative and contradictory ways in which a variety of individuals and 
groups sought to understand the imaginary war for political, social and 
cultural ends. In virtually all discussions of nuclear weapons in European 
and US intellectual culture during the Cold War, there was a widespread 
but mostly implicit agreement that 8 August 1945, the day when the bomb 
was dropped on Hiroshima, was a deep caesura. Yet, as Jason Dawsey 
argues in his chapter, the German-Jewish philosopher Günther Anders 
acted as a trailblazer for a more complex understanding of 8 August 1945 
as a ‘zero hour’ that required a fundamental rethinking of the basic cat-
egories of the anthropological premises of human existence: time, future 
and the implications of man-made mass death for human civilisation. 
Steeped in the German tradition of dialectical thinking, Anders had a 
keen interest in the inversion of traditional concepts of understanding 
that the bomb had brought about. Most notably, he contemplated the 
implosion of the means–end relationship through an instrument that 
was capable of obliterating the very notion of human purpose at all. 
Anders’ thinking speaks to the core of the Cold War as an imaginary war, 
as he emphasised the challenge of imagining the unimaginable in order 
to arrive at a proper understanding of how the bomb had altered human 
civilisation. 
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 Th inking nuclear war required understanding the perspectives of, and 
consequences for, both perpetrators and victims respectively. Anders 
addressed the complex moral issues emanating from the question of 
human responsibility in a highly mechanised type of warfare in his pub-
lished correspondence with Claude Eatherly, the US Air Force pilot of the 
B-29 that had given the ‘go-ahead’ to the Enola Gay on 8 August 1945. 
Th e fundamentally altered nature of warfare in the wake of the bomb was 
also one of the starting points of a series of encounters between Japanese 
intellectuals and representatives of the hibakusha and US civil rights’ 
activists from the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) 
that took place in Japan in 1966. Th e participants in these encounters were 
shaped by highly diverse experiences:  the deliberately belated attempts 
to explore and address the medical and psychological knock-on eff ects 
of the Hiroshima bomb in a Japanese society that lived under direct US 
occupation until 1952 and subsequently under the nuclear umbrella of 
the Western superpower on the one hand; and the legacy of racial segre-
gation and the presence of violent white supremacism in the Deep South 
on the other hand. Yet, despite these divergent backgrounds, hibakusha 
and SNCC activists such as Ralph Featherstone discovered a common 
ground for their critical intervention into Cold War politics, as Ann 
Sherif argues in her chapter. Th ey tapped into a language of universal 
human rights that allowed them to connect their experiences of violent 
exclusion as eff ects of a shared history of colonialism and imperialism, 
in the Deep South as well as in the Japanese conduct of war until 1945. 
As the hibakusha joined forces with SNCC in their condemnation of the 
US war in Vietnam, they could use their own experiences for a powerful 
statement against the present state of the Cold War in East Asia. During 
these encounters in 1966, the atomic war was not a future possibility that 
could be contemplated in dialectical categories, but had a corporeal pres-
ence in that particular Cold War moment. 

 Th inking about nuclear war posed a fundamental challenge also for 
traditional Catholic discourses on war and peace, as Daniel Gerster 
argues in his comparative chapter on responses in the United States and 
West Germany. On both sides of the Atlantic, the early Cold War pointed 
to the strength of a liberal and anti-communist Cold War consensus in 
both churches and to the reaffi  rmation of ‘just war’ theology in the age of 
nuclear war by Pope Pius XII. Yet by the end of the Cold War, consensus 
had shift ed in favour of a nuclear pacifi sm among both US and German 
Catholics. Yet papal letters and theological refl ections were only one way 
in which the Catholic religion’s complex patchwork of symbolic languages 
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and ritual performances allowed to address the pressing issue of nuclear 
war. During the immediate post-war years from 1949 to 1953, a wave of 
Marian apparitions occurred at various places both in the United States 
and in West Germany. As Gerster argues, Marian apparitions as a tradi-
tional form of popular belief thus allowed to express lingering fears of 
an imminent nuclear war among the Catholic laity at the height of Cold 
War tensions during the early 1950s. Such traditional symbolic languages 
could be adapted and utilised to make the unimaginable comprehensible. 
Charged with stark moral dichotomies, they refl ected  – at least in the 
case of the Catholics  – not only the Cold War confrontation, but also 
manifest anxieties about the sweeping secularisation of Western societies 
in the post-war period. 

 Although Catholics could rely on their traditional symbolism, more 
complex ways of imagining and forecasting nuclear war emerged since 
the 1960s. Th ey were underpinned by a development that can be termed 
the ‘scientisation of the social’. Th is somewhat bulky term denotes the 
increasing signifi cance of expertise from the social sciences – in the wid-
est sense, including empirical survey techniques such as opinion polling, 
forms of therapy as well as scientifi c approaches to remedy social ills – to 
identify and tackle a variety of societal problems.  63   Making their expert-
ise heard in the public arena, scientists claimed that they could provide 
more accurate predictions of the immediate and long-term consequences 
of a nuclear war. 

 Chapters by Kemper and Rubinson detail two particular cases of the 
use of scientifi c expertise in modelling nuclear war. Th e case of physicians 
who criticised the nuclear arms race could be seen as a natural extension 
of their obligation to prepare themselves for medical knowledge in cases 
of major emergencies. Yet as Claudia Kemper argues in her chapter on 
the organisation International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear 
War (IPPNW), the public interventions of this group of physicians – ini-
tiated by the Harvard Medical School cardiologist Bernard Lown – were 
embedded in a broader conceptualisation of the nuclear arms race as 
a social ‘disease’. By employing this metaphor, IPPNW could use their 
medical expertise as the springboard for a more substantial critique of 
the social pathology of societies in the East and the West that potentially 
endangered the lives of millions of people. Based on this line of reason-
ing, IPPNW was also able to frame the causes of the arms race in psy-
chological categories and thus to off er an allegedly rational explanation 
for the repressed emotions that were driving the apparent irrationality of 
nuclear armaments. 
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 In their public statements during the 1980s, IPPNW also drew on the 
phenomenon of the ‘nuclear winter’, another prediction about the eff ects 
of nuclear war that was based on scientifi c expertise. In the late 1970s, the 
astronomer-cum-media celebrity Carl Sagan developed the argument that 
nuclear explosions would release such vast amounts of soot and smoke into 
the atmosphere that the sunlight could be blocked and the global atmos-
phere turned into a state of hibernation that would substantially impede or 
even block farming altogether. Th is notion of the ‘nuclear winter’ quickly 
attracted intensive coverage and public debate both in the United States 
and in the Soviet Union, again demonstrating that scientifi c imaginations 
of nuclear war could particularly easily transcend the Iron Curtain. Yet, as 
Paul Rubinson argues in his chapter, there was an inherent tension between 
the academic credentials of the ‘nuclear winter’ hypothesis (which were, 
despite Sagan’s eff orts to simulate a peer-review process, somewhat dubi-
ous at any rate) and his intensive attempts to use his theory for a politi-
cal intervention into the ongoing confl ict over nuclear arms control. In a 
sense, the confl icts over the political use of his argument, which involved 
major nuclear physicists as well as leading US politicians, demonstrate that 
the politicisation of science is a corollary of the scientisation of the social.  64   
Although Sagan’s claims for scientifi c credibility repeatedly fell on deaf 
ears, the popularity of his modelling of the eff ects of nuclear war even con-
tinued aft er the collapse of the Soviet Union had allayed fears of an immi-
nent nuclear stand-off  between the superpowers. Like the talk of a nuclear 
‘disease’ by IPPNW, ‘nuclear winter’ was proof that scientifi c models of 
understanding the potential eff ects of a nuclear war relied on metaphors as 
crucial linguistic devices to construct a societal reality.  65   

 Th e fi nal chapter in the volume demonstrates how fi lm was widely 
employed to depict the destructive consequences of nuclear weapons. As 
Lars Nowak argues, US fi lms engaged diff ering levels of realism in their 
portrayal of nuclear war and used diff erent rhetorical strategies. Fictional 
feature fi lms during the early 1950s oft en relied on metonymic con-
nections and on the use of monsters as metaphors for the bomb. Many 
other fi lms off ered a detachment from catastrophic visions by portraying 
all-out nuclear war as a re-booting of human civilisation that would allow 
a group of survivors to start to rebuild their lives in a rural environment. 
Stanley Kramer’s fi lm version of Nevil Shute’s  On the Beach , released in 
1959, kick started a turn to more critical readings of the causes and eff ects 
of nuclear war. Films that were produced by US civil defence agencies, on 
the other hand, tried to sanitise nuclear war by depicting not the bomb 
itself, but the emotional, panic-fuelled responses of the public as the real 
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danger in the event of nuclear war. Th is rhetorical strategy was shared 
by many of the nuclear test fi lms, documentary footage shot by a US Air 
Force unit from 1946 to 1962. In these fi lms, the realism of the depic-
tion of actual nuclear explosions was further enhanced by the use of real 
artefacts such as conventional weapons and props such as test houses 
or samples of various materials, whose destruction in the blast could be 
documented. In these fi lms, the US military gave nuclear war a corporeal 
existence, and at the same was putting its conviction on the public record 
that fi ghting and surviving nuclear war was perfectly feasible.  

  Some general conclusions 

 In this volume, we argue that fantasies, dreams and nightmares, fi cti-
tious narratives and war games, religious prophecies and apocalyptic 
scenarios, and many other forms of depicting nuclear war were a piv-
otal part of the Cold War as an imaginary war. Th e Cold War was not 
only a confl ict over the possession and potential use of nuclear weapons. 
We would assert that some key elements of the Cold War as a new, and 
in fact unprecedented, type of confl ict can only be fully understood by 
putting the projection of potential outcomes of nuclear war centre stage. 
Diff erent forms of knowing and depicting nuclear war were a crucial bat-
tlefi eld of the Cold War. Th ey were used both by top-brass military and 
by peace activists, by outspoken supporters of nuclear deterrence as well 
as by their sharpest critics. Th e diff erent uses of these forms of knowledge 
infl uenced their form. But ultimately, they were all elements of the same 
terrain, the war over the hegemony in making legitimate assumptions 
about the eff ects of an all-out nuclear war. Moreover, such assumptions 
transformed people’s understanding of themselves, the Cold War, and 
their potential futures. In an essay on the social history of death written 
at the height of the renewed nuclear tensions of the early 1980s, British 
historian David Cannadine argued that ‘for the fi rst time ever in recorded 
history, global, total death has become, since 1945, a very real possibil-
ity. As in the medieval world, death once more not only reigns but rules. 
But this time it is the bomb, not the bacillus, which is his emissary.’ For 
Cannadine, ‘the threat of mass, accidental death’ created an understand-
able link between his current present’s limited future and the closed 
horizon of the medieval past.  66   A historian writing about death in early 
twenty-fi rst-century Western Europe would be less likely to make such a 
link, whereas it was normal in a time when the imaginary war was com-
pressing the very idea of a liveable future. 
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 Based on the evidence and the arguments that are presented in the chap-
ters of this volume, we can draw a few more general conclusions about the 
nature and historical dynamic of the Cold War. First of all, one of the pecu-
liarities of the Cold War was the way in which fi ction had become reality, 
and reality fi ctitious.  67   All modern wars had been accompanied by textual 
and visual representations of the bloodshed on the battlefi elds. Th ese were 
essentially forms of mimesis, attempts to re-present an already existing 
external reality by means of artistic licence. Yet, in the case of an all-out 
nuclear war, this external reality did not yet exist, and hence everyone who 
tried to fi ght the Cold War had to invoke diff erent narratives and tropes of 
fi ction in order to make the reality of nuclear war plausible. In the visual 
arts, for example, art historian Annegret Jürgens-Kirchhoff  has argued, the 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings marked a decisive end to all attempts of 
portraying the destructive eff ects of war through mimesis, through images 
that claimed to be a somewhat realistic copy of the original impression.  68   For 
artists, one possible strategy was to depict the moment of catastrophe indi-
rectly, through a portrayal of the horror on the faces of those who were to 
watch the bomb explode. Th e German artist Karl Hofer used this approach 
in his 1947 painting ‘Atomic Serenade’, in which only fl ashes of lightning 
represented the beam of light produced by a nuclear explosion. Th e Dutch 
artist Constant Nieuwenhuys referred to pictorial elements of primitive art 
in his 1951 painting ‘Scorched Earth I’, which has oft en been interpreted as 
an artistic examination of the meaning of Hiroshima.  69   In the 1960s, British 
artist William Crozier instead attempted to depict catastrophe through ‘a 
series of desolate landscapes of Essex’,  70   creating a series of empty, yet violent 
paintings to convey his anxiety about the nuclear future. 

 In many ways, the cross-over between fi ction and reality that is so 
characteristic of the Cold War is part of a broader trend towards the vir-
tualisation of warfare that had emerged since 1914, basically as a result of 
the First World War’s destruction of the unity of place as one of the key 
frames of enacting traditional wars on a battlefi eld. What the Cold War 
added to this trend, however, was a fundamental disruption of the unity 
of time in the setting of war. Nuclear war was a calculation of the future 
responses to hypothetical potential future actions. As such, it was played 
out as a form of somehow knowledgeable anticipation of the future, an 
anticipation that incorporated elements of science fi ction even when 
this was not the designated genre of refl ecting potential outcomes of the 
use of nuclear weapons. Nowhere was the close interplay between sci-
ence fi ction and the reality of nuclear war planning more obvious than 
in the US strategic defence initiative (SDI), launched in 1983, with its 
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core metaphor of space as the new ‘frontier’, as SDI provoked intensive 
commentary from the science fi ction community and seemed for more 
than one observer to be itself conjured up by a science fi ction writer.  71   Yet 
futuristic metaphors drawn from science fi ction had been an important 
element of Cold War discourse from the beginning. 

 Second, to consider the interconnections between fi ction and ‘real-
ity’ as a key element of the imaginary war forces us to rethink issues of 
periodisation. In recent historiography there is a trend to downplay the 
coherence of the Cold War as a historical period, and to emphasise the 
discrepancies between the early Cold War, the phase of détente from 
the early 1960s to the mid-1970s, and the return of international ten-
sions from 1977 during the ‘second Cold War’.  72   Th is shift  in emphasis 
also refl ects a welcome reluctance to attribute literally all phenomena in 
society and politics from 1945 to 1990 to the Cold War. Against the back-
drop of these historiographical developments, the focus on the imaginary 
war can help to emphasise the fact that the Cold War has primarily to 
be understood as a war, if only one that played out in the metaphorical 
sphere of nuclear scenarios and fantasies.  73   Th e specifi cs of the fear caused 
by the bloc confrontation occurred within a much wider periodisation 
relating to the cultural history of nuclear technology. Nuclear war has 
had an imaginary presence from the very onset of scientifi c discoveries 
in the fi eld of nuclear physics at the end of the nineteenth century,  74   and 
it continued to have one aft er the end of the Cold War. Th e end of the 
bloc confrontation and the subsequent ‘war on terror’ have certainly led 
to fundamental changes in the commemoration of the Hiroshima bomb-
ing in the Western world, most notably in the United States. Indicative 
of this shift  towards a robust defence of US military action in 1945 is not 
only the controversy over the planned exhibition of the Enola Gay at the 
Smithsonian Institute in 1995. Changes in nomenclature are also reveal-
ing, as the shift  from ‘ground zero’ denoting the epicentre of the bomb 
in downtown Hiroshima to implying  – post 9/11  – the site of the for-
mer Twin Towers in Manhattan.  75   Yet while the conditions for the use of 
nuclear weapons in high-level strategy and international politics have cer-
tainly changed since 1990, their lingering presence in the collective imag-
ination and in popular culture has shift ed emphasis but also remained. 
As George Orwell pointed out, the real signifi cance of possessing nuclear 
weapons was not their actual use in a confl ict, but the inversion of politi-
cal languages that they incurred and the discursive power that the bomb 
wielded over nations that possessed and those that did not possess these 
arms. And in that sense, the era of the Cold War has yet to end. 
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 Third, drawing on the themes of this volume there are good rea-
sons to be very sceptical about portraying the Cold War as ‘the long 
peace’, as John Lewis Gaddis did in a seminal article first published in 
1986.  76   From the vantage point of that year, with Gorbachev’s reforms 
in the USSR having led to substantial negotiations between the 
superpowers and to a dramatic reduction in the stockpiles of nuclear 
weapons on the horizon, it was sensible to point out the undoubted 
element of outward stability that the bloc confrontation had brought 
to post-war international politics. With a bipolar international sys-
tem in which two superpowers competed with each other, but also 
defined the rules of engagement, nuclear deterrence was successful 
in restraining any major independent escalation of military conflict, 
at least before the advent of militant Islamic currents in Iran and 
Afghanistan in the late 1970s. Yet such an interpretation from the 
perspective of international relations is bound to miss the extent to 
which the realistic fiction of an impending nuclear war consistently 
permeated society and culture on both sides of the Iron Curtain over 
the decades. In many ways, it is a fundamentally flawed use of politi-
cal terminology to describe the ‘peace that is no peace’  – to quote 
Orwell again – with one of the key concepts that have been used to 
describe a stable political order in European thinking since Greek 
antiquity. To rephrase this argument from a different angle: even if 
the presence of total war during the decades since 1945 – as opposed 
to the global violent turmoil from 1939 to 1945  – was limited to a 
metaphorical state, it was still ‘real’ in the sense that the metaphors 
of nuclear annihilation shaped the social and political reality in all 
belligerent nations.   
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