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The public debate about the consequences of Chernobyl is of particular political relevance because
each interpretation of the event also involves a judgment about the danger of low-level radiation
exposure. Thus, statements about Chernobyl and its aftermath are also claims about what it
should teach us about the nonmilitary use of nuclear energy. Commemorations of Chernobyl,
such as those that occur on its anniversary, are therefore inherently political: the forms of language
and the “facts” used to talk about it are an attempt to influence public perceptions about the risks
connected with this type of electricity production. Furthermore, the narratives created by various
participants in the Chernobyl debate demonstrate how different the perceptions of risk really are.
This essay starts with an overview of the accident and its evaluation. It subsequently examines
different forms of remembering Chernobyl, from both a national and transnational perspective. It
discusses national and transnational carriers of memories such as literature and photography, and
elaborates on the implications of the contesting narratives interpreting Chernobyl in “apocalyptic”
versus “radiophobic” ways. Furthermore, the essay sheds light on the implications of Chernobyl as
a national site of memory in Germany, France, and Belarus. The comparative perspective reveals
the importance of underlying structures such as national (nuclear) politics, elite and expert culture,
environmentalism, and the role of individual agency. These factors condition the emergence of a
specific narrative of the accident within a specific discursive field, and, furthermore, determine the
meaning attributed to “Chernobyl” in a given national context setting. The essay concludes with
some reflections on the future of Chernobyl as a site of memory and the reshaping of the
Chernobyl discourse through Fukushima. 
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