
Prometheus's Silence 
 
 

I. The Trap of the Visible 

Prometheus's tragedy does not culminate with the eagle devouring his liver. That image, 

brutal and quotidian, is merely the prologue. The true punishment begins when the stolen 

fire ceases to be flame and becomes something more insidious: a presence that announces 

not its arrival, that negotiates not with the senses, that penetrates without leaving visible 

trace until it is already too late. 

The detonation is theatre. Radiation is the grammar of silence. 

It does not explode: it infiltrates. It destroys not buildings: it rewrites cells. It has not the 

decency to be immediate. It arrives years later, in a medical diagnosis, in an incidence 

statistic, in a pattern that takes decades to become evident. And by then, the responsible 

party has already signed his retirement, the policy has changed administration, and the file 

has been declared classified for reasons of national security. 

 

II. The Sin of Latency 

Here emerges an ethical rupture without precedent in human history: harm that does not 

coincide in time with its cause. 

The arrow wounds when fired. Poison acts within minutes or hours. Even mediaeval plagues 

had the brutality to manifest themselves swiftly. But ionising radiation inaugurates 

something more perverse: a deferred causality, where he who decides does not suffer and he 

who suffers never decided. 

This is not a Greek tragedy. It is a bureaucratic tragedy. 

The scientist who designed the test retired with honours. The military officer who authorised 

the explosion was promoted. The politician who signed the budget won re-election. And 

thirty years later, a girl in Utah develops thyroid cancer without knowing that her illness has 

a technical name in a declassified report: acceptable collateral effect.  



III. Generations Without Consciousness of Origin 

Prometheus's enchainment is not a metaphor for the scientist tortured by his conscience. 

That narrative is too comfortable, too individualistic. The true enchainment is collective, 

biological, inherited. 

There are people who: 

●​ never saw an explosion 

●​ never lived near a military base 

●​ never heard an alarm siren 

and yet carry in their DNA the consequences of a decision taken before they existed. 

It is not historical memory. It is cellular memory. It is not guilt. It is burden. 

A lineage marked by isotopes that were not in Earth's natural periodic table until humans 

decided to manufacture them. Strontium-90 in the bones. Caesium-137 in the soft tissues. 

Iodine-131 accumulating in the thyroids of children who drank contaminated milk because 

no one told them not to, because to tell them would have been to admit that the test was not 

as controlled as promised. 

IV. The Arithmetic of Cynicism 

During the Cold War, radiological exposure standards were not designed to protect the 

population. They were designed to permit the nuclear programme to continue without 

political friction. 

What was "legal" then: 

●​ 5 mSv/year for civilians (today: 1 mSv) 

●​ 50 mSv/year for workers (today: 20 mSv with strict monitoring) 

●​ For children and pregnant women: whatever proved "practical" given the strategic 

situation 

What was accepted in practice: 

●​ Milk contaminated with Iodine-131 in circulation 

●​ Entire populations (Nevada downwinders, Pacific islands) exposed to doses 

comparable to those of industrial workers, without protection, without information, 

without choice 

●​ The "threshold dose" model: below X, nothing happens 

Today we know that model was false. And most uncomfortable: it was already suspected in 

the 1950s. 

Radiological risk is not binary (it kills you or it doesn't). It is probabilistic: each dose, 

however small, increases the probability of mutation, cancer, reproductive failure. There is 

no safe threshold. There are only politically manageable thresholds.  



V. The Statistical Trick 

Here lies the true epistemological crime of the atomic age. 

The phrase that justified decades of negligence was this: "We cannot demonstrate direct 

causality in each individual." 

Correct from the standpoint of formal logic. Irrelevant from the ethical standpoint. 

Because when in a population of 10,000 persons one expects 50 cases of thyroid cancer and 

300 appear, one need not identify which of those 250 additional cases was caused precisely 

by radiation. Causality is no longer individual: it is populational, statistical, undeniable. 

But to admit that would have implied: 

●​ Massive compensations 

●​ International trials 

●​ Cancellation of strategic programmes 

●​ Recognition that entire communities were sacrificed in the name of national security 

So ambiguity was chosen. Not to deny. Simply not to confirm. Classify the data. Delay the 

studies. Wait for the affected to die before the files were declassified. 

 

VI. The Architecture of Invisibility 

What makes the radiological tragedy unique is its design: the most effective harm is that 

which cannot be pointed at with one's finger. 

There were no villains with sinister laughter. There were brilliant technicians, correct graphs, 

decisions taken in air-conditioned rooms. 

There was a logic that said: "If the harm is slow, diffuse, and faceless, it is politically 

manageable." 

And that logic worked for decades because: 

●​ The harm left no immediate corpses 

●​ Causality was deferred 

●​ The affected were populations with little political voice: rural communities, 

indigenous peoples, remote islands, minorities 

●​ The official narrative was seductive: "This was necessary for your freedom" 

Necessary for whom is the question that was almost never formulated.  



VII. Silence as Weapon 

Prometheus was not punished for stealing the fire. He was punished for delivering it without 

manual, without ethics, without limit. But in the modern version of the myth, the 

punishment falls not upon him who stole the fire, but upon those who never asked to receive 

it. 

Prometheus's silence is not absence of noise. It is the absence of answers. It is the classified 

file. It is the report that takes 40 years to be declassified. It is the compensation that arrives 

when the affected have already died. It is the official apology that admits not legal 

responsibility. 

It is, ultimately, the carefully calculated distance between power and consequence. 

 

VIII. That Which Has No Return 

There are fires that, once released, have no Olympus to which to return them. 

The problem is not nuclear energy in itself. It is the structural asymmetry between those who 

decide and those who suffer the consequences of those decisions. It is the fact that the 

gravest harm is not that which destroys cities (that at least generates collective memory, 

monuments, commemorative dates), but that which silently erodes trust in the continuity of 

life. 

When an entire community discovers, decades later, that its cancer rates are abnormally high 

and that this has to do with nuclear tests of which no one informed them, it is not only the 

body that breaks. The basic social contract breaks: the idea that those who govern us will not 

use us as variables in an experiment we cannot abandon. 

 

Epilogue: Modernity Fails Not Through Ignorance 

The most uncomfortable lesson of Prometheus unbound is neither technical nor scientific. It 

is ethical. 

Modernity fails not for want of intelligence. It fails when it normalises invisible harm. When 

it constructs systems so complex that they dilute responsibility. When it converts suffering 

into statistical data. When it substitutes justice with risk management. 

Today, radiological standards are stricter. Today exists the ALARA principle: as low as 

reasonably achievable. Today we know there is no safe dose, only tolerable doses. 

But the question remains, intact, waiting: 



How much silence are we willing to normalise when the harm is slow, when the victims are 

few, when the benefit is strategic, when the responsible party is diffuse? 

Because Prometheus's fire continues burning. Only now it burns without flame, without 

light, without witnesses. And that is precisely the danger. 
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