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What Russian children are thinking about nuke weapons 
By JOHN E. MACJt, M.D. lat« and, to dl9cover that we could A IS-year-old girl said, "We feel a 

In July, thrN American psychla· · cboole the cblldreo we wished to great dlspalr." A 15-year-old boy said, 
trUU, Er1c Cblvlan, Jer;Jfiy Wlletlky..t- lntenlew without 1upervlslon by· . "Oar existence Is banging on a 
and I, traveled to the U.S.S.R. to adults In the camps. ·The cblldren · thread." An 11-year-old girl lmagln~ 
learn what Soviet children •re think· were not prepared In advance for our a bomb falling on her village. "Some-
Ing about nuclear weapon1 and nu- vlsll We were given all of the uned· Umts at nlgbt," she said, "I cover 
clear war. We bad been told In ·fled 'fldeotapes to take back to the my!elf with the blanket because I'm 
American IM!WI reports that the goY· United States. No copies were made afraid." Another 11-year-old girl said, 
ernment · wtthboldl Information abt'at by the 8oTlet telemloo crew that did "U ~ar starll, we might all be with· 
DUClear war from Soviet chlldreo. We the filmln1. out parents" - a frequent tear of 
discovered to our surprlle that Rua-. . young children In the United States u . 
slan children were very well Inform· By the Ume they are 8-yeara-old, ·well. 
ed about the effecta of nuclear weap- ' SoYlet children haYe been exposed to 
ons and frlgbteoed about nuclear war. · · detailed lnformaUon about the effect.I 

This stOdy, the first ol Its kind, 
erteods Investigation begun In 1978 of 
the attitudes of American children 
and adolewceotJ on this subject. Per· 
mission to Interview and film Soviet 
children became poMlble because of 
the trust which bu developed be­
tween American and Soviet physl· 
cians and has led to the ere a Uon of 
IPPNW - Intel'Nltlonal Physicians 
for the Prevention of Nuclear War -
an organization which Includes 30 
countries and 80,000 physicians 
worldwide. Our lnvltaUon lrom the 
Slate Mlnl•lry of Televl!!lon and 
Radio was arranged by Evgeny 
Charov, the Soviet co-president of 
IPPNW. 

The p•ychlatrl!ts visited two 
camps, "Gagarin,'' near Moscow, and 
''Orlyonok" on lhe Black Sea. We 
conducted 50 videotaped intervlem ol 
Soviet girls and boys, ages 10 to 15, 
and administered qlle9lionnalres to 
nearly 300 addiUona.l children. 

We had concerns before th"'-''"'"­
aboul how free of Soviet control u1e'~ 
research would be. We were pleased 
to be allowed lo bring our own Iran.,-
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of nuclear e:rploelons. Through class­
room IMtructloo and the nem media 
- especially televlllon ..:. they ob­
tained detailed, accurate lnlonnatlon 
about the effects of blast, fire and 
radlaUon on ilvlng thlnp and the 
physical environment. These children 
were very aware of how a nuclear 
war might start and of the dangers of 
accidents. One boy said, "A computer 
makes a mistake and that's It." 

Soviet children, U these boys and 
girls tum out to be typical, think very 
often about the danger of nuclear war 
and talk about ll wllb their parent... 
Instruction about nuclear realities 
occurs more •poradically In our 
11ehool•, and 1111Ch rubjectB are more 
likely to be avoided In family dlscus­
slOllll. 

The Soviet children seemed better 
able than American young people to 
Imagine the consequences of nuclear 
war, which several attributed to the 
millions of deaths their country bad 
suffered In World War II, In which 
they personally bad lost relatives. 
Some or the children expressed their 
painful feelings vividly. 

We frequently bear of extensive 
Soviet civil defeme program1. Yet 1 
none of the children Interviewed, and 
very few of those who completed the 
questionnaire th~oght they and their. 
families would survive a nuclear war. 
In the minds of these Soviet children 
the world Iller a nuclear war will be 
a den11tated and polluted wa•teland, 
with most of the •urvlvoni awalllna 
death from radiation, sickness, lnfec· 
Uon and starvation. All after the 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
with which they are familiar, radia­
tion effecta, they think, would be 
passed on "from generation to sener­
allon." "Even If people lived," 13-
year-old boy said, the con.,equencet1 
might last "for thousands and mil­
lions of yean and the race won't 
survive." 

In the light of lhe lnlen.,lty of fear 
the Soviet children expressed, ll Ill 
perhaps surprising that they are 
generallt more hopeful than Ameri­
can children that nuclear war can be 
prevented. We found this difficult. to 
explain and suspect thal It ill the 
result of taking part In stale-spon­
sored peace activities, such as colle<"l· 
Ing petitions, writing cards lo the 

United States and attending meetings, We learned that 8oTlet children 
which creates a general feeling of like American young people, ar~ 
working toward a common goal. frightened about the nuclear threat. 

Many of our lntenlewees asked We learned that far from teaching 
that we convey. warm messages of their young people that nuclear war 
solidarity and friendship to American can be fought and won, these r.hlldren 
children. An 11-year-old girl said, have been taught that there can be no 
"Let them not think that the Soviet meaningful 1urvlval after • nuclear 
people wlllb them Ill." A 13-year-old war. We learned that ll IJ possible to 
girl said, "II'• very Important that all build upon tl'Ultful penonal relatlon­
the children of the world become 1hlp1 between American and Soviet 
friends." colleagues outllde the political spbeni 

What knowledge did we jtaln from to overcome 1tereotyplng ind to 
tbll preliminary lnvmtlptl\ln? •· roanter the effecll of m!Jlnformatlon. 

It remains to be seen whether the 
1uplclon, fear and Ideological polar­
ization which have broueht the world 
lo the edge of catastrophe can be 
overcome u well by building working 
relatlonsblpt of trust In the lntema­
Uonal political domain. 

Dr. John E. M•ck, profouor of pty· 
chl•lry •I IMtY•rd UnlY•ffllty •nd 1Q11 
Pulltr..- Prite lrinn•r for hi• biography of 
T.E. L•M9tlc•. ..... Otte of two m•ln 
lnV.•l/Q•tort of,,,. llmorlc•• Paychl•lrlc 
llHool•llM r.,,1c Fore• atlld)'lnO th• •f· 
foci• of n11<:IHr ,.., th .. 1 on chlldr•n. 
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