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Whzt Russian children are thinki

By JOHN E. MACK, M.D.

In July, three American psychla- .

trists, Eric Chivian, Jegh
and 1, traveled to the USSR. to
learn what Soviet children are think-
ing about puclear weapons and nu-
clear war. We had been told in
American news re that the gov-
ernment ' withholds information aberut
nuclear war from Soviet children, We
discovered to our.surprise that Rus-.
sian children were very well inform-
ed about the effects of muclear weap-'
ons and frightened about nuclear war,

lator and, to discover that we could
choose the children we wished to

y Wiletsky#~ Interview without supervision by-
adults in the camps. The children’

were not prepared in advance for our
visit. We were given all of the uned-

‘ited videotapes to take back to the
 United States. No coples were made

by the Saviet television crew that did
the filming, -

By the time they are 8-years-old,
Soviet children have been exposed to

- detalled information about the effects

This stody, the first of its kind,
extends investigation begun in 1978 of
the attitudes of American children
and adolescents on this sub, Per-
mission to interview and film Soviet
children became possible because of
the trust which has developed be-
tween American and Soviet physi-
cians and has led to the creation of
IPPNW — International Physicians
for the Prevention of Nuclear War —
an organization which includes 30
countries and 80,000 physicians
worldwide. Our invitation [rom the
State ‘Ministry of Television and
Radio was arranged by Evgeny
Chazov, the Soviet co-president of
IPPNW.

The psychiatrists visited two
camps, “Gagarin,” near Moscow, and
“Orlyonok” on the Black Sea. We
conducted 50 videotaped interviews of
Soviet girls and boys, ages 10 to 15,
and administered questionnaires to
nearly 300 additional children.

We had concerns before thetrin
about how free of Soviet contrui the*’
rescarch would be. We were pleased
to be allowed to bring our own trans-

sMplerry

of nuclear explosions. Through class-
room lnstruction and the news media
— especially television — they ob-
tained detailed, accurate information

about the effects of blast, fire and

radiation on 1iving things and "the
physical environment. These children
were very aware of how a nucleatr
war might start and of the dangers of
accidents. One boy said, “A computer
makes a mistake and that's 1t.”

Soviet children, if these boys and
girls turn out to be typical, think very
often about the danger of nuclear war

" and talk about it with their parents.

Instruction about bpuclear realities
occurs more sporadically in our
schools, and such subjects are more
likely to be avoided in family discus-
sions.

The Soviet children seemed better
able than American young people to
imagi e es of nuclear
war, which several altributed to the
millions of deaths their country had
suffered in World War I, In which
they personally had lost relatives.
Some of the children expressed their
patoful feelings vividly.

, Soviet civil defense programs. Yet;

A 13-year-old girl said, “We feel a
great dispair.” A 15-year-old boy said,
_"Our existence is hanging on a
thread.” An 11-year-old girl imagines
a bomb falling on her village. “Some-
times at night,” she sald, “I cover
mysel! with the blanket because I'm
a!ra{d." Another 11-year-old girl said,
“If war starts, we might all be with-
out parents” — a frequent fear of
young children in the United States as .
“well. :

We frequently hear of extensive
none of the children interviewed, and
very few of those who completed the
questionnaire thought they and their,
families would survive a nuclear war.
In the minds of these Soviet children
the world after a nuclear war will be
a devastated and polluted wasteland,
with most of the survivors awaiting
death from radlation, sickness, infec-
tion and starvation. As after the
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasakl,
with which they are familiar, radia-
tion effects, they think, would be
passed on “from generation to gener-

ation.” “Even M people lived” 13- :

year-old boy said, the consequences
might last “for thousands and mil-
lions of years and the race won't
survive.” .

In the light of the intensity of fear
the Soviet children expressed, it Is
perhaps surprising that they are
generall}y more hopeful than Ameri-
can children that puclear war can be
prevented. We found this difficult to
explain and suspect that it is the
result of taking part in state-spon-
sored peace activities, such as collect-
ing petitions, writing cards to the

United States and attending meetings,
which creates a general feeling of
working toward a common goal.

Many of our interviewees asked
that we convey. warm messages of
solidarity and friendship to American
children. An 11-year-old girl said,
“Let them not think that the Soviet
people wish them jIl.” A 13-year-old
girl said, “It's very important that ail
the children of the world become
friends.”

What knowledge did we galn from
this preliminary investigation?

We learned that Soviet children,
like American young people, are
frightened about the nuclear threat.
We learned that far from teaching
their young people that nuclear war
can be fought and won, these children
have been taught that there can be no
meaningful survival after a nuclear

war. We learned that it is possible to

build upon trustful personal relation-
ships between American and Soviet
colleagues outside the political sphere
to overcome stereotyping and to
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ng about nuke weapons

It remains to be seen whether the
susplclon, fear and ideological polar-
Ization which have brought the world
to the edge of catastrophe can be
overcome as well by bullding working
relationships of trust in the interna-
tlonal political domain,

Or. John E. Mack, professor of pey-
chiatry al Marvard University and 1977
Pulltzer Prive winner for his blography of
T.E. Lawrence, wss one of two main
investigators of the American Psychistric
Association Task Force siudying the ef-

~ counter the effects of misinf ti

tacts of nuclear war theat on children.




