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Uranium exposed at Expo 58: the colonial agenda behind the 
peaceful atom
Dennis Pohl

Delft University of Technology, Delft, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
This research focuses on the staged contrast between atomic moder-
nity and colonial backwardness at Expo 58 in Brussels, as a strategic 
promise of the peaceful nuclear, powered by Congolese uranium. I 
analyze the management of nuclear power – ranging from household 
technologies to European (post)colonial infrastructures of uranium 
resources and nuclear power plants – to reveal architecture as a 
geopolitical technology. The article argues that the ‘domestication of 
the atom’ goes hand in hand with the domestication of power, 
exercised through architecture on various levels, affecting the politics 
of visibility, knowledge, and imagination. The article examines Expo 58 
as a case study, where global uranium agents such as the Union 
Minière du Haut-Katanga (UMHK), the US Atomic Energy 
Commission (USAEC), the Belgian Centre d’Études pour les applica-
tions de l’Energie Nucléaire (SKC-CEN), and the European Atomic 
Energy Community (Euratom) met in a setting that constructed both 
a Western scientific gaze and colonial backwardness.

KEYWORDS 
Nuclear; transnational; 
postcolonial; technopolitics; 
Congo; architecture; atoms 
for peace; uranium; Expo 58

‘The atomic age is going to have its first world’s fair’.1

The peaceful use of nuclear power was the primary theme at Expo 58 in Brussels, 
promoted through symbolic modern architecture, household appliances, and scientific 
endeavors, not least by the exposition’s dramatic main pavilion, the Atomium. But the 
fact that this peaceful nuclear energy was steeped in a history of colonial trade networks 
and racist exploitation was entirely obscured in the architectural aesthetics of the World’s 
Fair. Only one evident disjuncture hinted at an encoded conflict that would erupt several 
years later, generating decades of proxy wars over radioactive ores. At the fair, the Congo 
and Congolese people were ‘displayed’ in a ‘primitive’ indigenous village that was 
juxtaposed to the high-tech world powered by Congolese uranium. Unpacking this 
disjuncture of nuclear power gives insight into how global ore and capital networks 
during the era of the Cold War embedded architecture within the technopolitics of 
nuclear energy, serving postcolonial control.

From a domestic to a geopolitical level, architecture played a significant role in 
promoting and securing the peaceful use of nuclear energy, to which the European 
Atomic Energy Community (henceforth, Euratom) was also dedicated. First, within a 
broader geopolitical spectrum, Euratom can be regarded as a ‘cornerstone of [President 
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Eisenhower’s] grand design for a United States of Europe’, his beloved Atoms-for-Peace 
program.2 The extent of the pragmatism of this ‘peaceful’ use is demonstrated by a 1957 
Euratom promotional film: ‘the proof for the atom’s domestication is the steak grilled 
with nuclear-generated electricity’; this ‘peaceful use’ also implies underlying colonial 
networks because it necessitates the geopolitical management of uranium resources.3 

This type of management can be generally described as the governance of (nuclear) 
power in a double sense4: First, as a political power that is exercised along classical lines of 
sovereign, disciplinary, and governmental power regimes through the bodies, habits, and 
souls of a population – biopolitics, in Foucault’s sense5; and second, as the infrastructural 
management of resources, knowledge, and science that develop around power as an 
energy system. The governance of nuclear power therefore has to deal, on the one hand, 
with the application of nuclear power and its cultural and political consequences and, on 
the other, with a wider strategic implementation of infrastructure that ensures the flow of 
atoms into applications. In sum, this means that management ranges from the architec-
tural scale of household technologies to that of uranium resources and nuclear power 
plants – revealing architecture as a governmental apparatus of geopolitical technology. 
This paper argues that the Euratom’s ‘domestication of the atom’ goes hand in hand with 
the domestication of political power that is exercised through architecture on various 
levels and affects the politics of visibility, knowledge, and imagination on a global scale.

World’s Fairs are moments in which international diplomacy, science, and technology 
converge on a global stage. While this has been widely acknowledged as a field of research 
by a growing body of literature, only very recently has the ‘role of the World’s Fairs in the 
Cold War’, to cite the terms of Arthur Molella and Scott Gabriel Knowles, became an 
object of investigation.6 Expo 58, as the first World’s Fair after World War II, has 
subsequently been considered by several scholars as an ideological battlefield between 
the Soviet Union and the United States, especially if one bears in mind that just one year 
prior to Expo 58, the launch of the Sputnik space capsule intensified these political 
tensions between the Soviet Eastern Bloc and the West. Notably, the Soviet pavilion 
emphasized this scientific and technological triumph by hanging replicas of Sputnik I and 
Sputnik II from the ceiling. This has led scholars such as Susan Reid and Lewis 
Siegelbaum to focus, from respectively different perspectives, on the tensions and simila-
rities between Western and Soviet modes of power and display in the beginning of the 
Cold War period.7

Although other scholars have addressed the relevance of displaying the peaceful use of 
nuclear technologies among the global superpowers at Expo 58, these perspectives have 
tended to lead us away from the fact that the Cold War was more than just a bipolar 
ideological battle fought out in exhibition displays.8 The Cold War caused numerous 
violent proxy wars and conflicts elsewhere that also left encoded residues at Expo 58. This 
is not to speak of ‘the West’ or ‘the East’ as unproblematic monolithic cultural and 
political categories with univocal aims, and it is also not to trivialize the political effects 
that the promotion of the ‘peaceful atom’ had on global politics as a symbol for 
reconstruction. Because nuclear energy would play a key role in European postwar 
reconstruction, Expo 58 served larger goals beyond fascinating the public with techno-
logical innovations in order to promote the establishment of Euratom and to accom-
modate the European institutions in Brussels, as has been demonstrated by Stuart Leslie 
and Joris Mercelis.9 Moreover, as Morrison Low has explored, the World’s Fairs of Expo 
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58 and Expo 70 in Osaka played a significant part in selling the message of ‘atoms for 
peace’ to Japan.10 But the ‘peaceful atom’ also found its encoded colonial conditions 
represented at Expo 58 in a way that brought together issues of colonial power, the 
technopolitics of nuclear energy, and the embodiment of futures that can be told through 
symbolic World’s Fair architecture.11

This paper aims to analyze how the displayed disjuncture between the ‘primitive’ 
Congolese village and the high-tech world powered by Congolese uranium performed and 
gave physical expression to an encoded conflict around the Cold War technopolitics of nuclear 
energy. Unraveling the relations between actors, science, and technologies showcased at Expo 
58, it sheds light upon the ways in which late-stage European colonialism in Africa paved the 
way for decades of proxy wars, genocides, and postcolonial control carried out under the 
umbrella of an allegedly bipolar Cold War. This period inscribed obscure colonial trade 
patterns into logistic chains of rare metals that are evidence of the problematic inability of 
postwar Europe to deal with postcolonial ore and labor exploitation, which has persisted into 
the present day. Such an analysis provides an understanding of the contested past of mining 
companies such as Umicore that are still operating in the Congo, and of their efforts to cover 
the tracks of their own colonial history and the role they themselves played in bloody conflicts.

This paper will first explore how the Congo and Congolese people were strategically 
displayed as ‘backward’ and ‘primitive’ in stark contrast to a high-tech modern domes-
ticity powered by Congolese uranium. Second, it will unpack how this strategic display 
served global uranium networks in legitimizing colonial exploitation in order to demon-
strate the allegedly peaceful use of nuclear power inside the Atomium. Third, it will 
analyze how the actors who organized the Atomium exhibitions were intrinsically 
involved in the Congo conflict that followed Expo 58 and have continued to operate in 
the Congo until the present day. This leads conclusively to the question of whether the 
World’s Fair as a practice of visioning could have offered different techno- and geopo-
litical narratives for nuclear power. If we follow the path of the atoms, then we see that the 
consumer products presented at Expo 58 lead to the conditions of large scale energy 
operations, industrial production for diverse actors, and the role of architecture – all of 
which contributed to stabilizing the colonial order.12 Therefore, architecture will be 
considered as the medium and the message for nuclear power.

A final remark on the use of terminologies: when I speak of architecture and nuclear 
technologies, I am not only referring to artifacts in themselves, but always to a strategic 
arrangement of multiple resources (capital, labor, industrial capacity, discourse, etc.) that 
brings an entire technopolitical system into being. This technopolitical system has always 
manifest a discontinuous history, full of contradictions, twists, and turns. It cannot be 
regarded as a distinct object, but rather as a network or interconnected array of interdepen-
dent subsystems, crucially situated in the environment in which they operate.13 However, this 
technopolitical system always has an aesthetic dimension, which is rendered through an 
ideological insistence on representation. Determining whether this ideology is unintended or 
a deliberate choice made by the creators of the artifacts is not the main aim of this investiga-
tion. Rather, this paper aims to connect the built artifacts of building interiors and kitchen 
equipment, World’s Fair pavilions, nuclear research laboratories, powerplants, power grids, 
and uranium mines, that is, architecture in a broader sense, to the ideological notions and 
formations of the power that determines them. In sum, this is a question of the relation 
between ideological representation and the technopolitical formation of power.
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Prologue – Expo 58

From 17 April to 19 October 1958, Brussels hosted Expo 58 on the 200-hectare Heysel 
Plateau, located northwest of the city center. Situated along a grand central axis (Avenue 
Belge and Avenue Congo), starting right behind the Grand Palace’s entrance, the 
futuristic structure of the Atomium served as the centerpiece of the exhibition grounds. 
Immediately next to the Atomium, what was called the Colonial Section was laid out on a 
triangular plot attached to the Tropical Garden.14

Along the central axis, a threefold relationship can be identified among the Electric 
and Hydraulic Energy Pavilion in the Belgian Section, the Atomium in the center, and the 
Colonial Section in the background. While the Electric and Hydraulic Energy Pavilion 
was meant to promote the use of electricity and electrical household equipment, the 

Figure 1. Expo 58 exhibition ground with the Atomium in the center next to the Colonial Section. 
Source: National Archives of Belgium (NAB), Expo 58, F 1760, no. 10564. Reproduced with permission.
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Atomium contained exhibits on the peaceful use of nuclear energy, with the Euratom and 
the Union Minière du Haut-Katanga (UMHK) among the contributors, both of which 
were source agencies for electricity. The Colonial Section covering the countries of 
Congo and Ruanda-Urundi was meant to represent the development of those territories 
during Belgian colonialism, with thematic pavilions on agriculture, mining, and metal-
lurgy, along with the reenacted depiction of everyday life in a Tropical Garden, where a 
group of Congolese people were supposed to simulate life in a mock ‘indigenous village’. 
However, the relation between the promotion of a new Western domesticity in the 
Electric and Hydraulic Energy pavilion, highlighting new electrical household equipment 
and assuming infinite energy resources on the one hand, and the staged backwardness 
and primitiveness of the Colonial Section on the other, can be described as a gap that calls 
into question the geopolitics of nuclear power. How does this gap relate to the view of 
nuclear energy in 1954 as being ‘too cheap to meter’, expressed by Lewis L. Strauss, 
chairman of the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission?15 Or, to follow on the often-discussed 
myth concerning the future of a new energy conversion, one could ask: who actually paid 
the price for this new Western domesticity being promoted at Expo 58?16 Moreover, how 
might the path of the atoms from the Electric and Hydraulic Energy Pavilion, with its 
domestic equipment, to the Atomium, with its agencies of nuclear power, and thence to 
the Colonial Section of the Belgian Congo, reveal insight into a geopolitical situation that 
historian and STS scholar Gabrielle Hecht calls nuclearity?17

What was omitted from Expo 58 displays on the applications of peaceful use of nuclear 
energy were the social, political, economic, and labor conditions under which the 
resources were extracted in the mines of the Congo. Within the visual apparatus of 
Expo 58, the peaceful use of nuclear energy is constituted by the exclusion of the 
discourse on the source conditions of uranium and the invisibility of both the uranium 
workers and their exposure to radiation. What is included instead within the visual 
apparatus is the promotion of a new domesticity in the ‘new’ atomic era, which differ-
entiates itself in opposition to a staged Africanized, exoticized, indigenous life in the 
Colonial Section, perpetuated through the Western gaze.

Colonial ‘disorder’ at Expo 58

In this period of decolonization, Belgium was internationally criticized for holding on to 
its colonial ambitions, especially since the exposition’s initiators explicitly dedicated the 
Colonial Section to the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the annexation of the 
Congo.18 Although the Expo 58 organizers discussed this criticism during their prepara-
tions, this had no consequences for the pavilion designs.19 On the contrary, the organi-
zers decided to strategically display colonial backwardness, highlighting African 
dependence to justify Belgian rule, as Matthew Stanard had demonstrated.20 But this 
bizarre inversion of the situation in which the high-tech world was dependent for its 
power on Congolese uranium shows that a encoded conflict underlay this strategic 
display. This conflict also marks an important passage towards a postcolonial world – 
less than two years after the exhibition the Congo would gain its independence.21

Even in the design phase of the Colonial Section, we find significant differences in 
relation to the glossy Atomium, which was the centerpiece of the exhibition and placed in 
immediate proximity. The Atomium was abstract, polished, clean, with clear edges and 
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details, while the Colonial Section was artificially naturalized, mimicking unprocessed 
tropical materials and uneven clay walls. Seen in this light, the architectural setting 
reflects a gap between technologically advanced parts of the World that represent ‘the 
image of the future’22 and the Colonial Section marked by tropical wood materials, 
Africanizing motives, and ‘indigenous’ basketwork.23 This gap was explicitly demanded 
by the Exhibition Commissariat via the design guidelines, which required the Congo 
Section to have a specific Congolese characteristic, avoiding any monumentality or 
modernist architectural style.24 To make this gap more explicit, a Tropical Garden was 
introduced containing exotic plants and an indigenous village, where a group of twenty 
Congolese people would eventually be exposed to the Western gaze in humiliating 
conditions for at least the first three months of the World’s Fair.25 In order to reinforce 
the ‘colonial touch’ in the architecture that was intended by the administration, 
Congolese workers arriving to Belgium were asked to supplement the decoration of 
their huts on the exhibition grounds with their own additional decorations.26 ‘Colonial 
backwardness’ was much more thoroughly implemented by the chief architect, Maurice 
Houyoux-Diongre. For the designs, he hired only architects that had, like himself, already 
realized works in the colony. In a letter to the technical service he stated, ‘the architects of 
this team are well known to me . . . they will help me in my mission to achieve a very 

Figure 2. Presentation of the Congo Section on 15 April 1957, to the Cercle Royal Africain. Source: 
Brussels Royal Library, Expo 58, FS XCIII 65 B. Reproduced with permission.
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interesting and well maintained “Congo Section”’.27 This exoticized colonialist image was 
first implemented through the planning of the seven-acre Colonial Tropical Gardens.28 

For this occasion, unique species of tropical plants and flowers were imported directly 
from the Katanga region in the Congo, where the Belgian UMHK would extract uranium 
for decades.29 According to the landscape architect Rene Pechère, who was in charge of 
the Tropical Gardens, these plants should have a ‘typical negro style’, which he studied 
during an ethnographic and botanic research trip in the Congo.30

As argued by the historian Guy Vanthemsche, the Belgian empire frequently used 
World’s Fairs to present Congolese people in mock ‘indigenous villages’, celebrating 
Belgian colonialism from the late nineteenth century onward. This depiction would be an 
essential element and a strategic choice in the political, diplomatic, and psychological 
mechanisms of the Belgian colonial enterprise that facilitated the building of a new 
Congo, which would continue to be subject to Belgian colonial activities for many 
decades.31 In this way, previous Belgian World’s Fairs were exploited to exhibit an exotic 
and romanticized colonialist image of the Congo, such as in Ghent (1913) and Brussels 
(in 1910, 1935, and 1958).32 Expo 58 articulated, as had other fairs before it, the precise 
nature of contemporary technoscientific achievement – now a nuclear one – against 
which ‘backward’ peoples could be understood as such: colonial backwardness that had 
to be enacted and performed by Congolese people, juxtaposed to Western nuclear 
technology that depended on Congolese uranium.

A few of the workers from the village indigène were sent home after the first week 
because they wouldn’t display the required ‘enthusiasm’.33 Without giving any particular 
reason in the official correspondence documents, apart from noting that their service was 
no longer required, the Congolese workers were sent home around mid-July.34 However, 
as many protests during that period show, the humiliation of the people must have been 

Figure 3. Racial Segregation in the Belgian Congo. Source: René Schoentjes, ‘Considérations générales 
sur l’urbanisme au Congo belge’, Bulletin des Séances 4, no. 2, (1933): 531–572, here 550, Académie Royale 
des Sciences d’Outre-Mer. Reproduced with permission.
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unbearable, both for the workers, as well as for some of the spectators. Only a few sources 
acknowledged this inhumane side of the promoted ‘new humanism’: ‘Congolese parked 
there like livestock and exhibited as curious beasts’.35 Additionally the village indigène 
was fenced off, and the Africans were separated from fair-goers so that they could not be 
approached, but only studied by the Western gaze from a distance. King Baudouin 
reinforced this by greeting the Africans from a distance with a royal ‘geste de la main’, 
passing the village indigène during one of his visits to the Congo Section.36

Aside from that, the organizers were concerned about where the Congolese people 
could be housed, and in response they created a completely separate space for them, the 
Centre d’Acculeil pour Personnel Africain (CAPA), in a part of the unfinished colonial 
museum of Tervuren, fifteen kilometers outside the city center – conforming to a racial 
segregation practiced by Belgian colonial urbanism for decades.37 According to the 
general commissioner of Expo 58, Baron Moens de Ferning, it was ‘evidently out of the 
question to host them in city hotels or in motels near the exhibition ground. Due to their 
rudimentary education, other guests might perceive their behavior as awkward. On the 
other hand, it is certain that some Americans, for example, would not agree to be hosted 
in a hotel or motel with indigenous people’.38 The CAPA was meant to host around 400 
Expo workers together with Congolese tourists visiting Belgium, all people of color.39 By 
excluding the black population from everyday city life during Expo 58, the organization 
practiced a form of urban segregation in Brussels that had already been established in the 

Figure 4. Visitors fenced off from the people of color working in the straw huts. Source: Digital Expo 59 
Archive, Collection of the Department of Architecture & Urban Planning, Ghent University. Reproduced 
with permission.
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Congo, strictly dividing the Cité européenne and the CAPA as a temporary Cité 
indigènes.40

While the other pavilions showed progress and technological advancements, the 
Congo Section with its village indigène, straw huts, and dirt floor41 intentionally repre-
sented backwardness, primitiveness, and otherness, or what Timothy Mitchell would call 
colonial ‘disorder’.42

Nuclear domesticity

Against the backdrop of the Colonial Section, the Western technologically advanced 
lifestyle appeared more modern than ever before, and what could demonstrate the 
peaceful use of radioactivity better than nuclear-powered architecture and household 
equipment. To speak in the words of John Krige, ‘technological achievements, from 
warheads and missiles to RCA’s Whirlpool kitchen became markers of the superiority of 
one system over the other in the “technological Cold War”’.43 Peaceful nuclear energy 
can therefore be regarded as an entire machinery and practice of visioning in which the 
application of nuclear power is promoted for the greater good, but which excludes 
associations with the conditions for its production – and which therefore continues 
colonial legacies.

In this display of new domesticity in the atomic era, not only new electrical devices 
were promoted that render modern life comfortably manageable, but also an entirely new 
notion of the home, based on infinite nuclear energy resources that were ‘too cheap to 
meter’. This article will now examine how these nuclear-powered household technologies 
contributed to the constitution of the historical category of ‘user’44 in more detail, by 
turning to the case study of the ‘Electric House’ at Expo 58. This will allow us to grasp 
how Western domesticity can be understood as a scalable governing technique, through 
its placement of bodies in a new technopolitical relationship with the availability of 
nuclear power.

The Electric House, designed by the Belgian architect Jacques Dupuis and the artist 
Lou Bertot, was exhibited in the Electric and Hydraulic Energy Pavilion to promote the 
use of electricity and electrical household equipment. A circular platform with a diameter 
of sixteen meters positioned in the center of the pavilion contained an organically shaped 
kitchen, a living room, two bedrooms, a bathroom, and a laundry room, all with the 
newest electrical equipment, flowing into one another around a central patio. Electricity 
was applied to the most sophisticated functions, such as the water supply in the bath-
room, a surveillance camera in the children’s bedroom, door-closing devices, etc. The 
kitchen, the centerpiece of the Electric House that occupied a quarter of its floor area, was 
a semi-automated domestic device in itself. Meals could be programmed through inter-
faces in the electric prototype and served directly to the living room. One could prepare 
and eat breakfast without even getting out of bed.45 In short, Western domestic comfort 
resulted from transforming leisure and labor into sociotechnical relations between bodies 
and machines to such an extent that work and home became indistinguishable 
categories.46 By connecting bodies and machines, the idea of the digital ‘smart home’, 
where its inhabitants are understood as data sets, finds here its analog predecessors.

The proposition of peaceful uses of nuclear energy that rendered the Electric House 
possible was not unique in its futurism; it actually had architectural precedents that had 
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proposed how nuclear power would change the way architects would design in the 
future, such as Alison and Peter Smithson’s House of the Future, exhibited at the 1956 
Daily Mail Ideal Home Exhibition in Olympia Hall in London. Excluding the archi-
tectural details, their design is a testimony to the assumptions of infinite nuclear 
energy. According to the Smithsons, their house emerged out of the increasing influ-
ence of advertising on a consumer-oriented form of architecture, where the products of 
industry dominate large areas of domesticity, over which the architect has no control.47 

Although the House of the Future was designed to look twenty-five years ahead of its 
time by implementing the newest available audiovisual and domestic technologies, this 
futuristic approach was criticized by Reyner Banham, who argued that this imagined 
future was in fact already present; for example, the ovens exhibited were already 
standard equipment in the United States by that time.48 Moreover, as Sabine von 
Fischer has pointed out, the architecture incorporated a whole multimedia apparatus 
of speaking and listening devices by creating a soundproof space for acoustic purposes, 
up to the last details of the exterior walls.49 Consequently, the triple-layered composite 
walls of the House of the Future were designed for acoustic purposes, not as thermal 
insulation.

Although assumptions about the infinite availability of energy resources in the Smithsons’ 
House of the Future project are clearly evident, most scholars have ignored these, along with 

Figure 5. The Electric House in the Electric and Hydraulic Pavilion. Source: Digital Expo 58 archive, 
collection of the department of architecture & urban planning, Ghent University, Reproduced with 
permission.
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Figure 6. Alison and Peter Smithson, The house of the future, axonometric of final scheme, between 
1955 and 6 March 1956. Source: DR1995:0037, Canadian Centre for Architecture (CCA). Reproduced 
with permission.
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the role of nuclear power in the Smithsons’ architecture.50 The peaceful use of nuclear energy 
is present in the Smithsons’ own descriptions, for example, when they claim that the 
conservation of food in the house is guaranteed, because ‘all the food is bombarded with 
gamma rays – an atomic byproduct to kill all bacteria’.51 In particular, as they continue, 
‘electric power, drawn from the nearest atomic power station, is used for heating, lighting, air- 
conditioning, water-heating, cooking, house laundry and refrigeration. Heated floors provide 
whatever warmth is required in any area of the house. Air conditioning sees to the mechanical 
extraction of all smells and ensures that dust infiltration is practically non-existent’.52 These 
statements clearly emphasize that in addition to the nonexistence of dust infiltration, a subtle 
awareness of the energy consumption of heated floors without a basement is also ‘practically 
non-existent’, affirming the assumption that energy from nuclear power is available at an 
infinite level.

Consequently, the House of the Future, including its assured comfort and domesticity, was 
entirely based on the assumption that nuclear power would be the driving energy resource of 
the future. Despite the difference in the nature of the scholarly attention that the House of the 
Future has received in comparison to the Electric House, both projects assumed that archi-
tecture would need to facilitate the whole electrodomestic and audiovisual apparatus of 
Western industrial production in order to promote a new lifestyle. Neither the designers, 
nor the scholars or critics reviewing these two projects, were concerned about the proposed 
energy resources, not to mention the conditions under which these resources were to be made 
available. Nuclear energy was not only ‘too cheap to meter’ for proponents, but also in its 
idealized, imagined future conducive to the silencing of all but the most immediate priorities 
of ease and convenience. In keeping with broader majority cultural commitments of the time, 
the colonial and aesthetic implications of the move towards nuclearity in building remained 
remote from these concerns.

The framing of change and modernity among these advocates of architectural nuclearity 
itself encouraged such remoteness: Both projects imagine the future as linear projections. As 
Banham noted of most of the products in the House of the Future, the future is nothing less 
than an extrapolation of circumstances dominating the present condition.53 At Expo 58, such 
extrapolation involved expressing through conceptual and physical means the nuclear home’s 
distance from the indigenous village in the Colonial Section, by rendering the essential 
conditions of nuclear production, and of other resources involved, and technopolitical 
diplomacy invisible. Following the path of the atoms in order to gain an understanding of 
where assumptions about infinite resources originate, the activities of agencies such as 
Euratom and the UMHK that were exhibited in the Atomium may shed light on the strategic 
manner in which nuclearity was made symbolically visible, while hiding its operative origins 
in the background. An analysis of this exhibition can therefore reveal how assumptions about 
nuclear energy were based on geopolitical constellations, along with strategic visibilities within 
a larger historical framework of nuclearity.

The Atomium

All major Belgian nuclear agencies at the time were represented in the Atomium. The 
central symbol of Expo 58 was meant to be not only the architectonic embodiment of the 
peaceful use of atomic energy in the atomic age, but also the monumental model of the 
unit cell of iron crystal magnified 150 billion times. According to its engineer André 

HISTORY AND TECHNOLOGY 183



Waterkeyn, the form of the Atomium was a fundamental contribution to the achieve-
ments in nuclear, electronic sciences.54 But determining the shape of an α-iron (ferrite) 
with nine atoms as a body-centered cubic crystalline structure required X-ray crystal-
lography – a scientific discovery that would not have been possible without radioactive 
ores from the Congolese mines in Katanga. Yet even though tribute was paid in the 
symbolism of the Atomium to the scientific achievements of radiography, the sources of 
this technology remained neglected.

The Atomium as a model of the unit cell of iron crystal was meant to give form to 
something that escapes visibility: radiation. As Waterkeyn wrote, this symbolism 
referred, first, to a narrative of nuclear power, ‘to mark the nuclear age on planet earth 
and promote nuclear energy for the progress of humanity’, and second, to a planetary 
scale: ‘Even if Belgium currently doesn’t possess any great geopolitical importance, the 
Congo is producing and will produce a major part of uranium, as well as the choice by the 
US to situate the construction of a very important reactor (BR3) in Belgium’.55 The 
Atomium can therefore be regarded, on the one hand, as the symbolic architectural 
embodiment over the peaceful use of nuclear energy and, on the other, as a geopolitical 
intervention where geopolitical strategies meet visualization techniques.

Contemporary architecture critics, such as Sybil Moholy-Nagy, criticized the Atomium 
as ‘meaningless as a giant child’s rattle – clumsy, hollow, and pathetically unrelated to the 

Figure 7. André Waterkeyn with the model of the Atomium. Source: National Archives of Belgium 
(NAB), Expo 58, F 1760, no. 9040. Reproduced with permission.
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visible forces that might well be the end of all of us’.56 Although she blamed the Atomium’s 
rendering of peaceful nuclear energy as being interchangeable with its catastrophic military 
past, Moholy-Nagy’s account remained on the level of aesthetics. Using crystallography as a 
leitmotiv for the architecture had also an epistemic significance in postulating a metaphoric 
regularity and stability of scientific endeavors. In this sense it can be argued that the 
crystalline structure of the Atomium not only referred to the previous achievements in 
the science of crystallography, but also to the aim of establishing a stable geopolitical system 
based upon the infinite availability of uranium resources. Inside the Atomium, an exhibi-
tion was dedicated to securing stable geopolitical conditions for the continuous flow of 
uranium. It included space in four of its nine spheres for nuclear exhibits with contribu-
tions from Belgium, Britain, France, Italy, and Germany.

Uranium in the Atomium

The exhibition on the peaceful application of atomic energy hosted inside the Atomium 
was organized by Herman Robiliart, deputy administrator of the UMHK. It consisted of 
displays from the main Belgium uranium agencies at that time: the Association Belge 
pour le Développement Pacifique de l’Energie Atomique, Bell Telephone Manufacturing 
Company, Centre d’Études pour les applications de l’Energie Nucléaire (SCK-CEN),57 

Electronucléaire, Société Générale Metallurgique de Hoboken, Syndicat d’Étude des 
Centrales Atomiques (SYCA), and the UMHK, among others.58 But Robiliart not only 
organized the exhibitors; due to the UMHK, long-term relations in uranium deals 
between the Belgian-Congo and the United States during World War II, Robiliart was 
a key figure in mediating the negotiations about the first nuclear power reactor that 
Belgium received as a manifestation of Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace program. Upon his 
endorsement, the Expo administration initially considered building the Belgian Nuclear 
Reactor 3 (BR3) on the exhibition grounds in order to allow site visits and to power the 
Expo. Even though the plant was eventually realized at the SCK-CEN in the Belgian Mol 
in 1962 for reasons of security, the exhibition inside the Atomium allows us to under-
stand how the display of nuclear power related to the wider technopolitical agenda in 
controlling the flow of uranium from the Congo.

Inside the Atomium, what did remain as part of the exhibition was two nuclear reactor 
models, BR3 and BR2, which became operative in 1961, as a laboratory facility shared 
with Euratom in the Atomic Village between Mol and Geel.

When Robiliart was announced as an organizer of the Groupe Nucleaire exhibition 
section, he considered that it would be ideal to represent the technopolitical values of the 
World’s Fair through a nuclear power plant that could provide the exhibition ground 
with the necessary electric energy of 40,000 KW, while at the same time irrigating the 
Tropical Gardens in the Colonial Section with its leftover cooling water, which was warm 
– symbolically this irrigation seems like a bizarre inversion of the global Western 
dependency on Congolese uranium.59 Apart from that, the plant would be able to 
serve as a full-scale exhibition object for off-site visits.60 The organizers of the fair had 
opted for a nuclear power plant, suitably to celebrate the latest scientific developments, so 
that the planning for the first Belgian nuclear power station started in early 1955, to be 
based at the Van Praet bridge near the Brussels Willebroeck Canal, close to the exhibition 
site.61 Europe’s first pressurized water reactor BR3, with a power supply of 11.5 MW, was 
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supposed to be delivered by the American firm Westinghouse, supported by the U.S. 
government and the SCK-CEN.62 During a visit made by Lewis Strauss, as chairman of 
USAEC in Belgium, Herman Robiliart presented the project to Strauss, arguing that,

[i]t could be the first achievement of President Eisenhower’s plan for peaceful uses of atomic 
energy. This gesture could be of very great political importance and would show to 
Europeans that President Eisenhower’s statement is now a reality. . . . Regarding Belgian 
public opinion, it would show that Belgium had finally received effective help from the 
USAEC according to the present agreement for uranium supply. . . . This would be a 
wonderful attraction for the Fair, since it would be the first industrial reactor on the 
continent. It could even make money if people were allowed to visit it.63

Even though the Eisenhower administration was not fully convinced that nuclear power 
technologies were ready for export, when Eisenhower announced his Atoms for Peace 
proposal in 1953, the Cold War confrontation left little other choice, as Mara Drogan has 
demonstrated.64 Drogan has shown that Belgium was given priority in 1954 by the National 
Security Council to receive the first nuclear power reactor, in order to secure the con-
tentious flow of Belgian uranium to the United States.65 What occasion could serve that 
purpose, of promoting such international exchange, better than Expo 58? Robiliart ensured 
not only the construction of the plant for Expo 58, but also the provision of the necessary 
quantity of uranium from UMHK mines in the Belgian Congo.66

But apparently nuclear energy was ‘too cheap to meter’ only in theory; in practice the 
Expo 58 administration was ‘ready to pay more per kWh out of atomic energy’. 

Figure 8. Model of the nuclear research center SCK-CEN in the Atomium. Source: Digital Expo 58 
archive, collection of the department of architecture & urban planning, Ghent University. Reproduced 
with permission.
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Nevertheless, it turned out to be too expensive to decentralize the exhibition for off-site 
visits in the nearby nuclear power reactor.67 Beyond that, doubts were raised concerning 
the safety of the neighborhood, which hosted the Belgian royal castle that was located 
next to the exhibition site. As an alternative, Expo 58 was powered by the Centrale 
Interbrabant, located five kilometers away from the fair.68

Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace program aimed at greater goals, as he confirmed in an 
interview:

I consider it very wise that the first atomic plant built abroad with our collaboration is being 
realized in Belgium, with whom we have been connected in a deep friendship for years. . . . 
The Belgian aid to our atomic program during and after the war [is] a unique contribution 
to the defense of the free world and to our power as a nation, which is devoted to the 
protection of peace and freedom.69

In particular, the collaboration between the USAEC, the UMHK, and Belgian authorities 
sheds light on the strategic mission behind Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace program. The 
mission goes beyond what the science historian John Krige outlined, namely to disseminate 
scientific knowledge, on the one hand, and establish U.S. companies such as Westinghouse, 
General Electric, etc., on the other, as the only supply instances for constructing nuclear 
power plants on the European market and thus instituting a new form of Western ‘soft 

Figure 9. Resources from the Congo presented in the pavilion for mining. Source: Brussels Royal 
Library, Expo 58, FS XCIII 60 B. Reproduced with permission.
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power’ during the emergence of the Cold War.70 First and foremost, the mission had a 
geopolitical agenda to secure the supply of uranium and therefore the control of colonial 
territories.

This was catalyzed by Robiliart’s own company, the UMHK, which participated in the 
exhibition inside the Atomium by contributing a piece of uranium ore covered by a 
transparent sphere.

The UMHK was a crucial agent in this constellation, considering the political impact this 
company had on science and nuclear power in the twentieth century. First, the company 
had access to the virtually unlimited funds of the Banque de la Société Générale de Belgique. 
Founded in 1906 under the rule of Leopold II, and granted a territory of almost twenty 
square kilometers in the Katanga region of Congo, the mining company was in charge of 
the extraction of uranium and other minerals. By the early 1920s, the company held a quasi- 
monopoly over the uranium market.71 Twenty years later, the UMHK became the main 
supplier of uranium for the Manhattan project and therefore provided the source material 
for the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.72 This uranium was mostly 
refined at Oolen (Société Générale Metallurgique de Hoboken – also present in the 
Atomium exhibition) in Belgium, and from there sold on further, as uranium trioxide 
(UO3) in uranium deals between Belgium, Canada, Great Britain, and the United States.73

Figure 10. UMHK radioactive pitchblende exhibited in the Atomium. Source: Brussels Royal Library, 
Expo 58, FS XCIII 57 B. Reproduced with permission.
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As a prime example of the economic impact that the presence of the UMHK had on the 
Congo: by the end of the 1950s the private electric rail network of UMHK was bigger than 
the Metro network of Paris.74 Beginning in the early 1920s, the company was involved in 
the construction of mines, factories, railroads, and hydroelectric dams, as well as towns for 
the indigenous communities of laboring people (cités indigènes) serving the production 
sites. In order to ensure disciplinary control, cost efficiency, and good hygiene, the UMHK 
constructed workers’ camps, which employed doctors, psychologists, and engineers.75 

Apart from the optimization and rationalization of their working camps in the Katanga 
region, UMHK invested heavily in the construction of research facilities, such as the 
creation of a research center in 1923 at Brussels’ Brugmann Hospital, as well as in the 
provision of radium for scientific research.76 Moreover, in regards to the dissemination of 
scientific research, in the mid-1920s the UMHK was already publishing scientific work on 
the use of radiation in medical care, which included new scientific discoveries over the half- 
life period of isotopes and new medical applications of what was called ‘télécurie- 
thérapie’.77 At this time, the UMHK had already established close ties to Jean Frédéric 
and Irene Joliot-Curie, in order to apply their expertise on radium.78 Because Marie Curie’s 
laboratories in Paris were supplied with radium by the UMHK, radium by the UMHK, in 
the 1920s she herself had been invited to the Union Minière Factory in Oolen, Belgium, 
where the uranium from Katanga was refined.79 In this respect, her scientific discoveries 
depended to a certain extent on the politics of the UMHK and their uranium resources – 
even she mentions nothing of this in her own writings.80

In conclusion, although one can assume that the UMHK was aware of the effects of 
radioactivity in their mines in the Katanga area, nothing concerning uranium resources 
in relation to radiation and labor conditions was exposed at Expo 58. In the UMHK 
yearbook published in 1956, only a short paragraph mentions that ‘special precautions 
were especially studied and strictly applied to protect workers against all [radioactive] 
effects. Thanks to these measures, any effects due to radiations were observed, even if the 
mine had been in operation for several years’.81 This statement should be taken with 
some doubts, as Gabrielle Hecht notes in her book Being Nuclear (on the global uranium 
trade and Africa) that workers of the Shinkolobwe mine in the Congo were omitted from 
the scientific studies on radiation exposure in mining. She adds: ‘not that they’d been 
terribly visible in the first place. The invisibility of their exposure cannot be corrected 
through archival diligence, because the records – assuming they were even kept – do not 
appear in the inventory of the [UMHK] Brussels archives’.82

These workers also disappear from international legislation in the Euratom Treaty dated 
25 March 1957, according to which member states should report within three months on 
‘legislative and administrative provisions for protecting the health of workers and of the 
general public in the territories of Member States from the dangers resulting from ionizing 
radiation’.83 Nothing about the Belgian Congo is mentioned in the proceeding meetings 
and discussions, or in the report that the Belgian state provided to the European 
Commission, although the text meticulously details safety provisions in Belgium mines.84

Making a geopolitical conflict manageable

It can be argued that this conceptual gap between the conditions operating in the Congo 
as the major resource of uranium for Western nuclear power programs; and the Western 
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international community with its strategic intervention programs to ensure energy flows 
for its ‘atomic’ architectures, would lead to decades of genocide, transforming the Congo 
into a battlefield of the Cold War and beyond. It is thus also fruitful to examine the 
postcolonial interdependence between the Euratom agreements with the USAEC in 
relation to major uranium mining and selling actors, such as the UMHK. All of these 
agencies were represented at Expo 58, turning the exhibition not only into a geopolitical 
display, but also a site of intervention and conflict, since major uranium deals and 
international agreements were reached against the backdrop of the visit to the exhibition 
by Patrice Lumumba – who founded the Congolese National Movement (MNC) in 1958 
– and the ultimate cost to him of the activities generated by Expo 58.

Rendering the Congo as a backward colony at Expo 58 ultimately served the transition 
from colonial occupation to postcolonial control, in which the UMHK gained an even more 
strategic role. In the following years of war, caused by the independence of Congo, protecting 
the uranium mines involved the UMHK in international secret missions and Lumumba’s 
murder. Shortly after the closing of Expo 58, Lumumba represented the MNC at the All- 
African Peoples’ Conference in October 1958. Less than two years later, on 30 June 1960, the 
independence of Congo was announced in the presence of Belgian and Congolese politicians. 
Elections were held, which resulted in Lumumba becoming the prime minister and Kasa- 
Vabu the president. Only eleven days after independence, however, Belgian troops intervened 
in Elisabethville and Luluabourg, leading to the secession of the Katanga region under Moïse 
Tshombe on 11 July 1960, and bringing diplomatic relations between Belgium and the 
Lumumba government three days later to a halt. Tshombe was indirectly supported by the 
Belgian government through the UMHK, which facilitated direct control over the territory of 
Katanga through their privatized infrastructure of railways and bridges.85 This support also 
became evident in a meeting between Belgian Foreign Minister, Pierre Wigny, and U.S. 
Secretary of State, Christian Herter, in which Wigny argued that Belgium had signed a treaty 
of technical assistance for the Katanga area. Wigny mentioned how certain forms of this 
technical assistance could ‘surely bypass the treaty’, even though the Belgian government 
could not openly support Tshombe, who appeared to be a quisling in favor of the Belgian 
interests.86 Lumumba instead was regarded by Wigny as irrational, and thus as a threat to the 
international community. However, the position of the United States would turn out to be 
decisive in resolving this crisis.87 In Wigny’s words: ‘Even if the Eastern states would support 
Lumumba, we would need to find official modes to speak with serious interlocutors like Iléo, 
Bomboko or Mobutu. Lumumba might not be a communist, but surely a genius in destruc-
tion, who serves communist ideas. Therefore it would be necessary to give a solid external 
support in their struggle against Lumumba’. Wigny added: ‘Everybody is against Lumumba, 
but we do not see any way of eliminating him’.88

Even before the Congo declared independence, Lumumba had actively tried to obtain 
support from the United States, in order to set a path for another future for the Congo, in 
which the country could have control over its own resources. In 1959, Lumumba met 
with a group of New York businessmen, to whom he declared that ‘the exploitation of the 
mineral riches of the Congo should be primarily for the profit of our own people and 
other Africans’, by being open ‘to any foreign investors prepared to help us get the fullest 
and most immediate value from mineral resources and energy, so that we may achieve 
full employment, an improved standard of living for our people, and a stable currency for 
our young country. Belgium will no longer have a monopoly in the country’. Denying the 

190 D. POHL



legitimacy of the legal agreements between the United States and Belgium, Lumumba 
continued: ‘From now on we are an independent and sovereign state. Belgium doesn’t 
produce any uranium; it would be to the advantage of both our countries if the Congo 
and the US worked out their own agreements in the future’.89

After being in power for less than six months, Lumumba was assassinated in Katanga on 
17 January 1961, in an international undercover operation backed by Belgium and the 
United States.90 CIA field officer Lawrence Raymond Devlin was appointed ten days after 
the independence of Congo as chief of station. Devlin explained in his memoir, Chief of 
Station, Congo, published in 2007, that the Congo had been ‘on the front line of the struggle 
between the Soviet Union and the United States’.91 After Lumumba had invited Soviet 
representatives along with those of other nations to assist in the Congo, Devlin received an 
urgent telegram from Allan Dulles, head of the CIA, arguing that ‘the removal [of 
Lumumba] must be an urgent and prime objective . . . this should be a high priority of 
our covert action’.92 Towards the end of 1960, Devlin received instructions from a code-
named agent ‘Joe from Paris’, who handed him, ‘several poisons . . . one was concealed in a 
tube of toothpaste. If Lumumba used it, he would appear to die from polio’.93

A Belgian parliamentary committee of inquiry in charge of determining the exact 
circumstances of the assassination of Patrice Lumumba and the possible involvement of 
Belgian politicians came to the conclusion in their 2001 report that Lumumba was 
assassinated on 7 January 1961, in Katanga,

in the presence of Katangan ministers, carried out by Katangan gendarmes or police officers, 
in the presence, though, of a Belgian police commissioner and three Belgian officers who 
were under the authority, leadership and supervision of the Katangan authorities. At no 
time, did the Belgian government protest to the Katangan government against the unlawful 
execution of Lumumba, [as well as the Mobuto opponents] M’polo and Okito, nor did they 
express regret or disapproval in relation to it.94

One of the first persons informed about the death of Lumumba was Arthur Gilson, 
Belgian defense minister under the Eyskens government, later charged with invading the 
Congo on 9 July 1960, resulting in the Congo crisis. Many questions about the intentions 
were left unsolved, even after the inquiry of the parliamentary committee.95

The strategic role of UMHK in this conflict paved the way for its contemporary 
successor not only to continue mining operations in the Congo, but also to control its 
own history. UMHK became a Congolese state company in 1967 under president Mobutu 
under the name Gécomin and changed its name to Umicore in 2001.96 Umicore has 
contractual agreements with the Belgian state archives stating that certain documents 
from the UMHK inventory dating from the period between 1951 to 1961 will be only 
made publicly accessible after 2050.97 After the recent Black Lives Matter struggles forced 
the Belgian government to reconsider its intrinsic relations with colonial history, a special 
parliamentary commission of ten historians and scientists was tasked with examining 
colonial roots of contemporary operating agencies. In the first press statement the team 
published, in October 2020, the commission urged the declassification of four kilometers of 
colonial archives, including those of companies like Société Générale or the UMHK.98
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Nuclear power and counterimaginaries

If Expo 58 can be considered a practice of visioning that mainly served the futures of 
Western supremacy, it raises the question of whether alternative counterimaginaries existed 
at that time that included a different arrangement of architecture, science, and nuclear 
technologies. While Cold War science fiction commonly depicted a binary narrative about 
the use of nuclear material, either through superheroes who have been exposed to radiation 
and rescue humanity from evil antagonists, such as Captain Atom (1960) or Spider-Man 
(1962), or with dystopic, catastrophic, and monstrous mutations posing a sinister threat to 
humanity, such as Godzilla (1954), and Radioactive Man (1963), the only story that over-
came this dichotomy is the Marvel comic Black Panther (1966). Contrary to the other 
stories mentioned above that extrapolated from the Cold War nuclear condition, either in 
the guise of a biotechnological construction that serves humanity for the greater good, or by 
threatening mankind with the evil use of nuclear matter, Black Panther speculated on an 
alternative future. The story took a what-if scenario as a starting point, overcoming the 
binary condition of friend vs. foe, and utopia vs. dystopia, by depicting the African 
Kingdom of Wakanda. Hidden from the Western world, Wakanda was never subject to 
colonial rule, because it had the possibility to develop its own technological advancements 
on the basis of a rare metal resource, vibranium. Wakanda protects its civilization from the 
harmful effects of vibranium and only sells minimal quantities ‘to research laboratories for 
astronomical prices’.99 In this depiction of a nuclear fantasy, an African society profits 
technologically and financially from its own resources.

To acknowledge the critique of A.K. Kaiza, Black Panther is not an African story, and 
there are several theories about the origin of this narrative. It could nonetheless be said that 
the story is a commentary on the historical condition of the Congo articulated through 
imagination: what if the Congo had had access to what Lumumba had demanded, namely 
power over the disposal of its own resources?100 If this had been the case, as we might ask 
here, how might the Congo have been represented differently at Expo 58?

Such a counterimagination of the Congo was in fact articulated by some figures of the 
time. We find one example, for instance, in a speech that Malcolm X delivered on 14 
February 1965, in which he argued that under the government of Lumumba, the Congo 
could have been a predecessor for the rule of a pan-African society through access to its 
own resources. Referring to the strategic positioning of Tshombe, Malcolm X claimed 
that ‘this is all a cold-blooded act on the part of your Western powers, namely the 
Western powers here in the United States – interests in the United States, in England, and 
France, and Belgium and so forth. They want the wealth of the Congo, plus its strategic 
geographic position’.101 But Malcolm X was assassinated one week after this speech was 
delivered and his voice remained an isolated one in imagining an alternate future to the 
colonial imagination presented at Expo 58.

Conclusion

Returning today to Expo 58 means considering the household technologies it exhibited, 
its architectural setting, the Atomium, the nuclear power plants of BR2 and BR3, the 
UMHK, the Euratom Treaty, and the indigenous village not as separate entities, but 
rather as interdependent modes of constructing and imagining Western supremacy that 

192 D. POHL



had long-lasting violent political implications. This constellation reveals that governing 
nuclear power was exercised on two interconnected levels: first on the level of power via 
biopolitics over bodies and souls in a population; and second, on an infrastructural level 
via the management of energy systems connected to uranium resources, power plants, 
and nuclear research facilities.

On the biopolitical level, it becomes evident that governing techniques are scalable from 
bodies to geopolitics. Nuclear domesticity is realized through household appliances at Expo 
58, and as an arrangement of materialities on multiple political and administrative registers, 
implies a series of operations that govern bodies. These performed operations foster the 
belief in the peaceful use of nuclear power, on the one hand, and distract from questioning 
the conditions under which nuclear material is produced on the other – that is, from 
interrogating how radiation is rendered insignificant, not merely invisible in a sensory way. 
Apart from that, these household appliances revealed a new form of living that differen-
tiated itself from the staged technological backwardness of the Colonial Section at Expo 58, 
setting up a cultural gap between a Western modern world and a remote primitive one. 
Ultimately, this constructed, discriminating gap, which was used at an urban scale to 
segregate between the Cité européenne and the ville indigènes, legitimated Western inter-
ventions in colonial territories at a geopolitical scale. Especially at the latter scale, the 
peaceful use of nuclear power had simply switched to other forms of violence, proxy wars, 
encoded conflicts and postcolonial control that were less visible to the Western gaze.

On an infrastructural level, the management of resources started at the mines in 
Katanga in the Congo, where the UMHK had created a colonial empire over uranium. 
In the first instance through the construction of mines, factories, railroads, hydroelectric 
dams, and cités indigènes serving the production sites, the company ensured disciplinary 
control and efficient methods in uranium mining. Secondly, through the construction of 
medical and nuclear research facilities, the company ensured that Western scientists 
could develop their knowledge on nuclear science and radiology treatments without 
encountering any juridical problems. A company-owned publishing house contributed 
to the distribution of this knowledge. Thirdly, after the independence of the Congo, this 
infrastructural apparatus served the secession of Katanga, in order to facilitate an 
intervention of Western forces through Moïse Tshombe, and to ensure secure control 
over the uranium resources. This is one of the reasons why the UMHK could be 
transformed under Mobutu into a Congolese state company and continue operating 
today at least in part as Gécomin and Umicore.

On an infrastructural level in Europe, the management of resources continued with 
similar principles. First, the UMHK owned a refinery at Oolen (Société Générale 
Metallurgique de Hoboken), where uranium from the Congo continues to be refined 
many decades after having supplied the Manhattan project. Second, Euratom profited 
from the construction of the Belgian research center for nuclear energy SCK-CEN 
(Centre d’Études pour les applications de l’Energie Nucléaire), where it shared laboratory 
facilities in the nuclear research reactor (BR2), in Geel and Mol from 1960 onward. 
Third, on the basis of this and other research facilities subsequently constructed in Ispra 
(Italy), Karlsruhe (Germany), and Petten (the Netherlands), Euratom and the European 
Joint Research Center (JRC) developed and distributed knowledge on the security and 
efficiency of nuclear power plants among Euratom member states, published in the 
Euratom bulletin from 1962 onward. Fourth, although Euratom was involved with 
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legislation concerning radiation protection even before the independence of the Belgian 
Congo, no discussion can be found in the institutional archives about radiation in the 
uranium mines of Katanga.

Architecture played a key role in the formation of these two layers, both as the 
medium and the message of nuclear power. It was used to construct the facilities and 
to set material evidences for the discourse under which nuclear power is distributed 
among the population, under the assumption that nuclear resources are infinite and 
peaceful. It served a situation of postwar reconstruction in western Europe that was 
architecturally and urbanistically accelerated. It ensured the flow of uranium resources 
on various historical levels and geographical locations. Moreover, as architecture is a 
planning practice that always envisions certain futures, it served the Western gaze, 
through the extrapolation of scientific and geopolitical conditions of the present into a 
future based on Western supremacy.102 Both the House of the Future by the Smithsons 
and the Electric House by Dupuis and Bertot were examples of a Western understanding 
of technology in which the imagination of other possible futures or conceptions of 
technology do not have their place. Consequently, the politics of imagining other futures, 
as for instance in the case of Black Panther, remained simply unconsidered at Expo 58.
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