prove that the tools of Kuhnian analysis, in
particular the idea of a revolution, may be
applied usefully to produce history of the
sort that goes beyond description in the
logical presentation of ideas, to reveal what
is at the heart of the process of discovery.
Crowe’s second essay, which is last in the
collection, ends with an appropriate sum-
mary: “A revolution is underway in the
historiography of mathematics, a revolution
that is enabling a discipline that dates back
to Eudemus to attain new and unprecedent-
ed levels of insight and interest.”
John McCleary
Department of Mathematics,
Vassar College,
Poughkeepsie, NY 12601

AEC and Critics

Containing the Atom. Nuclear Regulation in a
Changing Environment, 1963-1971. J. SAM-
UEL WALKER. University of California Press,
Berkeley, 1992. xiv, 533 pp., illus. $50.

In the 1970s nuclear reactors became one of
the most controversial technologies in his-
tory, as enormous opposition movements
developed around the globe. The conflict
has differed from earlier controversies over
new technologies, one difference being that
other such technologies have usually been
opposed—as was the case with the ma-
chine-smashing that occurred in the 19th
century—as a threat to jobs, whereas nu-
clear energy was widely defended as creat-

"An ecologist at Oak Ridge National Laboratory
uses a radiation-detecting instrument to mea-
sure radioactivity in the body of a live fish.”
[From Containing the Atom; National Archives])
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“Demonstrators protest against Monticello nuclear plant at headquarters of Northern States Power
in Minneapolis, 1971.” [From Containing the Atom; © 1971 Star Tribune, Minneapolis-St. Paul]

ing them. A small library of books and
articles has been generated in attempts to
understand the battle, and the field of risk
analysis was developed largely to explain
antinuclear sentiments. It is crucial to un-
derstand this conflict, since it raises impor-
tant issues of the role of experts in demo-
cratic countries.

In Containing the Atom J. Samuel Walker
offers a wealth of raw materials for under-
standing the roots in the 1960s of the
controversy that blossomed fully in the
1970s. Intended as a history of the Atomic
Energy Commission from 1963 to 1971 (the
period of Glenn Seaborg’s reign as chair-
man), this beautifully written account pro-
vides more details concerning the civilian
development of nuclear power in the Unit-
ed States during that period than any other
work ever has—or perhaps ever will. As the
official historian of the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission, the AEC’s successor, Walker
had unprecedented access to internal mem-
os and documents (as the 75 pages of notes
demonstrate), a concern with covering all

aspects of nuclear regulation, and the time

to check his facts carefully. Because every
aspect of nuclear development raised regu-
latory issues, his book approximates a gen-
eral history of American nuclear energy
rather than merely a history of the Atomic
Energy Commission.

Walker organizes his book around a se-
ries of issues that regulators faced as they
tried to balance their conflicting roles as
promoters of the new technology and pro-
tectors of public health and safety. Despite
the polite tone of the account, the evidence
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Walker presents is damning. Time after
time, the promotional concerns won out,
owing in some cases to the entreaties of the
nuclear industry, in others to the coercion
of Congress’s powerful Joint Committee on
Atomic Energy, and in others yet to the
preferences of regulators themselves. I was
struck by the number of controversies in
this period, the golden age for American
nuclear energy, the height of “the great
bandwagon market” for reactors in the
United States. Most of Walker’s substan-
tive chapters deal with debates and contro-
versies: over proposals to put nuclear reac-
tors in cities or near earthquake faults, over
reactor safety and the odds for major acci-
dents, over radiation standards and the
effects of low doses of radiation. In many
cases, the AEC and the nuclear industry
treated nuclear critics brutally but learned
from them in adopting new standards.
During the period from 1963 to 1971
nuclear fission seemed to achieve commer-
cial success, with almost 80 reactors ordered
from 1966 to 1968—representing almost
half of all electrical generating capacity
ordered in those three years. Virtually all
the reactors ordered in this period were
vastly larger than any then in operation.
Only the contagious enthusiasm of nuclear
energy’s promoters, and some loss-leading
plants sold by Westinghouse and General
Electric, could persuade utilities to buy a
technology about which so little (including
its costs) was known. So the AEC was
extremely successful in its promotional role.
Unfortunately, expert understanding of nu-
clear plant operations and safety was not



forget it.

keeping pace, a lag that contributed to the
financial disaster of the 1970s as utilities
had to “backfit” safety features.

Containing the Atom, although smoothly
written, is hardly casual reading. But any-
one who has followed one or more of the
issues in the debate over nuclear energy will
find chapters of interest here, as most of the
abiding questions were first asked in the
1960s. What is striking is how few had been
resolved, and how much the technology
and its regulation were still evolving, in
1971. Anyone interested in the interplay of
democracy, technology, and expertise will
be stimulated by these stories.

One of the book’s lessons is that skeptics
have an important role to play in the devel-
opment of risky technologies. Civilian nu-
clear reactors, in an age when fossil-fuel
prices and energy costs were falling, lacked
the urgency of the wartime Manhattan Proj-
ect, but they were nonetheless promoted
with an impatient enthusiasm that dismissed
opponents as ill-informed or malevolent
(communists, for instance, or agents of the
coal industry). The AEC tended to dismiss
not only protestors (who in the 1960s were
often less informed than those of the ’70s)
but journalists who pointed out the lack of
evidence for nuclear energy’s safety and
cheapness (Science, for one, published some
skeptical reportage) and unconvinced scien-
tists (including many who worked within the
AEC’s vast empire). In too many instances
the skeptics proved right.

In the absence of solid evidence about
the effects of a technology, one can only
base predictions on one’s intuitions about
how the world works: about the rapidity of
technological development, about the com-
petence of experts, about the ability of
private corporations to balance profits and
public safety, about the willingness of gov-

Vignettes: Book Promotion

[Oliver] Lodge was an early convert to Maxwell’s electromagnetic theory. He
bought a copy of the Treatise [on Electricity and Magnetism] after hearing it praised
at the 1873 meeting of the British Association [for the Advancement of Science];
the bookseller, he said, grumbled that it was “a product of the over-educated.”
—Bruce J. Hunt, in The Maxwellians (Cornell University Press)

In Philadelphia almost everybody reads “The Voice of the Dolphins,” five stories of
political and social satire by Leo Szilard. (In second printing Simon & Schuster;
paperback $1) on sale in the Harvard Coop. If you do not buy it to-day you will

—Advertising copy written by Szilard, as quoted by William Lanouette in
Genius in the Shadows: A Biography of Leo Szlard,
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the Man Behind the Bomb (Scribner)

emment regulators to oversee those corpo-
rations. Walker tells the story of people
who, albeit with frequent exceptions, had
an unquestioning faith in technology, ex-
perts, electric utilities, and government
regulators. Other voices, of those who
lacked that faith, were systematically ex-
cluded. But it is also the story of the
skeptics’ persistence, so that by 1971,
whether right or wrong, they could no
longer be ignored. There can be no simple
explanation for the emotional controversy
over nuclear energy, but Walker has pro-
vided much valuable raw material for build-
ing a complex one.
James M. Jasper
Department of Sociology,
New York University,
New York, NY 10003
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