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Representing urban areas were students from SL Paul
Minneapolis
Minneapolis
John Marshall
in Rochester, and Children's Theatre School in ln.'u'"''"'IJ<!'ll"
Suburban schools involved were Coon
Hopkins high schools. Rural participants were from Braham-Westview High
Motley High
Moose Lake High
Lincoln
School in Thief River Falls, Worthington
and
High SchooL
o'"''"'"'~'"'r"'' were administered in a
course-English or Social Studies. An individual
(Appendix
to each student, followed
a group questionnaire
For the group discussion, the students were asked
to
in self~sdected
of 4· to 6 people. One member of
each £Yrouo acted as
recorder and discussion leader. The
recorder r~ad the questions, 'lvhich had been designed to elicit
explanation, and elaboration, and wrote down as
much of the commentary as possible.
The group questionnaires were separated by area of residence (urban,
or
and analyzed qualitatively.
The answers to each of the
were scrutinized for recurthemes and ideas.
The
from the individual questionnaires were machine
and frequencies, cross-tabs,
and ttests 'Nere run
~ to the
variables of age, sex, race,
socio-economic status, etc.
The Minnesota Youth Poll method, designed to capture and
preserve the richness and complexity of the adolescent experience, seems patii.cularly weH-suHed to gathering information on
this issue, Rather than asking youth to agree or disagree with our
conceptualizations, this method allows us to try to understand
the threat of nuclear war from the
ofthe adolescent.

Thi.s issue of the JVIinnesota Youth Poll >OA!J'"·JJ.rc;,,
lVlinnesoi:ans l:hink and fed about the threat
studv was underta.kec1 because of the
and
"
be ::JJfected

ho·w children and adolescents are
of nucleat.· annihiladon. Bachman
and his
vvho have been
on
i:his issue since 197 5, report fourfold increase frmn I 97 5 to
1982 in the
of high school. seniors who
about the chances of nuclear war (Mack,
They also
dranBtic increases in those who
with the statement that
''nuclear or
annihHation win
be the fate of
aH mankind
my lifetime.''
found that half Of the
school students !chey om!'"uF•UI">rl
the heightened 11hreat nuclear vvar had affected their plans for

the future and

adolescects in the

Beardslee

Mirmesotans about nudear iss\Ies?
the nuclear threat affects their

consequences of these
®
to

how accurate are the daims that they
because of

d1e nuclear threat?
®

How much truth is there to the
advanced by some
that one of the main reasons that adolescents are tak"'"."'"v', and r•.re sexually active is that most
a profound fear of the ful:ure and a
that

SUPP'UEIV!ENTAl !NFORMATION

vvon'tgrow
about the r!:IJJge of nu~
..,,Jumv,~

10- to 18-year-olds on the
issue of nuclear war for the
feature of the Min"w'.'"''".- Star & Tribune i.s also included as Appendix A. Almost
a third of more than 1,100 essays written on the topic of "What
Do You Wonder About Most?'' focused exclusively on war and
peace issues. The
content is particularly striking because it
was elicited without
stimulus of questions about the nuclear

consequences of a nuclear

Where do
schooli students stmnd on
nationali issues
such as the arms race and American policy toward the Soviet
Union?
e Whatdo
believe are their chances of surviving a nuclear
atlcack?
or despairing are
aboufc
the nudear

Cill

tJ:ueaL
Because the majority of the teenagers
called for more
and education about war
peace, we have prepared a Hst of resource materials and organizations on this
The list is avaHable from the Center for Youth Development and
'"""""u"J", 386 McNeal Hall, University
St.
MN 55108. It is
no means a complete bibliography on nudear
issues, but provides what we hope are multiple viewpoints on
concerns.
inforrn.a~ion

METHOD
800 Minnesota high school students
180 discussion groups from
urban,
and mral schools
in this Youth Poll in
"'IJIIYH.'A'H'<''J.'yJJ'j
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I feel sick
I think about iL If s de~
pressing and sometiP!les
a
less feeling.

One of our major research
was: How does the
threat of nuclear war affect the everyday reality of young people? Are they preoccupied with it? Do
talk about nuclear
war with their friends and family? Does it
thei.r future
plans? Does it influence how they live their lives right now as
teenagers? In other words, how much is the threat of nuclear war
on the minds of young

SAliENCE
When a questionnaire or opinion
is
on the
topic of nuclear war, the likelihood
respondents expressing strong fear and concern is heightened. In order to find out
how salient the issue is when it is not the major hne of questioning, we surveyed approximately 750 high school students across
Minnesota in November and December 1984 to determine the issues with which
were most concerned (Hedin, Hannes, and
Saito, 1985). Two questions in pmticular asked for their opinions about the most serious and
issues facing this
country: ''What three changes would you make in your commucountry, or world to make it
and' 'We have
a newly elected president of the
V•!hat do you
think are the most important issues he needs to deal with right
' Because there were no specific
regarding the
arms race or the threat of nuclear vvar,
seemed an ideal way
to ascertain the strength of youths' concern with this issue.
We found the threat of nuclear war l:o be their
concern. The issues that were named most frequently response to
the question on 'What changes were needed in the community,
country, or world are presented in Table 1,
TI!Jble 1. High Scho•DI St!.u:lents'
Changesl\ieeded tclmpro~;e

RG~comm<!mdtJ1i:lt:DI'IS on
O!' 'lflfllli~id

Issue
-~---·--,.-~~""J~.§J?Q.,n.!?,.~
Reduce threat of nuclear war
48%,
Increase aid !o the needy and poor
27"/o
Provide more services/programs 'for teenagers
22%,
Protect the environment
20"/o
Improve relationships with other countries
19%
Reduce crime
17'%
Improve public education
14%,
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As Table I indicates, the high school respondents from
around Minnesota listed a wide variety of local, national, and international issues, ranging from those that primarily affect Minnesota teenagers to issues that affect young and old around the
world. The wish to reduce the threat of nuclear war was named
almost twice as frequently as the next most important concerns.
This clearly indicates that the nuclear issue is one of the major
worries of Minnesota teenagers.
Similarly, in response to a question about what issue(s) the
president should be dealing with immediately, preventing nuclear war was also the primary concern, cited by 84% of the discussion groups.

A quite different picture is revealed by the other frequently
expressed theme. That theme is one of powerlessness and hopelessness. It seemed futile to them to talk about something so totally beyond their ability to understand and control:
They don't discuss it because they seem to feel totally
hopeless, (there's) nothing we can do to stop it, so why
worry about it?
My friends and I talk about it very seldom and we think it
is a scary thing to think about.
I try to but my friends don't want to talk about it. It's so
depressing it scares them.
We don't really talk about it; actually, we don't even like
to think about it.
No, nuclear war is not exactly a common subject in our
conversations, it's a depressing thought.

DISCUSSING NUCLEAR WAR

Approximately one-fourth of the respondents indicated that
they do talk about the threat of nuclear war with their friends.
Among these the predominant theme was what a nuclear attack
would be like:

One possible indicator of the level of concern which young
people have about an issue is the extent to which they discuss it
with their friends. Some topics, however, are too frightening,
embarrassing, or sensitive to discuss even with friends. Such
topics include fears about death, thoughts of suicide, chemical
dependency problems, sexual problems, and the like. It is possible that the threat of nuclear war is such a topic.
Responses to the question: "Do you and your friends talk
much about the threat of nuclear war?'' indicate that this is one of
those closed issues. Approximately three-fourths of the respondents, regardless of sex or geographic location, answered' 'no.''
This stands in sharp contrast to the previous finding that eliminating nuclear war and weapons is the most important public
policy concern of youth.
How is it possible that youth can be extremely worried about
nuclear war and yet not discuss it much with their friends? The
respondents offered two general explanations. The first was that
teenagers are more concerned with everyday issues such as socializing with and being accepted by their peers than with problems that seem to be far off in the future:

When we talk about it we talk about the destruction,
death, what would happen to us, if it would be like ''The
Day After. "
We talk about how much of a waste it would be to destroy
the world that took so long to be what it is today.
It scares us very much that on command, the whole
world could blow up.
Most feel the world will end in a nuclear war but not in
our lifetime.
Whether or not it would happen, when, where you want
to be at the time of the bombing, how would you like to
die (instantly, radiation, slowly).
What would happen, the effects of it, before, during, after, psychological/spiritual aspects of it. The power trips
involved (our president, etc., the powers that be). What
about the suicide rate upon realization of impending attack? I would go as close as possible to the site to be sure
I die.

No, we don't talk about that (nuclear war), we talk about
cars.
Some, but it's not a major issue like weekend entertainment.
I think youth aren't as concerned with the future as we are
with right now.

The second and third most frequently mentioned ideas
among those who do talk about the possibility of a nuclear attack
deal with the context in which these discussions might occur and
the reasons for the onset of the conversations. In the first group,
most youth reported that such discussions are usually stimulated
by outside sources-teachers, television programs, newspapers, etc. Specific reference was made most often to "The Day
After,' ' a television show depicting the aftermath of a nuclear
attack which had been aired about two to four weeks prior to the
administration of this questionnaire. Typical responses include:

To some degree, these responses are what we might expect
from healthy and optimistic adolescents in any era. For these respondents, it appears that their day-to-day affairs are relatively
untouched by the threat of global nuclear war.

We don't talk about it frequently but discuss it when it is
brought up in school or church.
After the movie, ''The Day After,'' we talked about how
awful it would be to still be alive afterwards and we
would rather die right away.
I think about it, can't help but think about it, it's always
on the news and TV.
The other dominant theme in teenagers' discussions about
nuclear war is that of political ideology; e.g., the best defense
strategy, how much should be spent on defense, and what can be
done to help prevent nuclear war. Among the responses were
several such as these:

They don't discuss it because they seem
to feel totally hopeless, (there's) nothing we can do to stop it, so why worry
about it?
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Treat the earth well.
It was not given to you by your parents.
It was loaned to you by your children.
Kenyan proverb

Courtesy of Ground Zero, Minnesota

My parents don't want to get blown up and I don't either.
Both me and my parents are against it. When our family
watched "The Day After" it really changed our viewpoints. We are totally against nuclear war and if it ever
happens, I wouldn't want to survive.
My parents and I believe that there is no winning a nuclear war and we want an immediate freeze.
We both don't want it to happen and we are all scared.

Yes, we talk about foreign policy and how it could be improved. We talk about protesting.
Yes, we talk about disarmament.
We talk about the fear of Russia. We discuss ideas about
what we could do to stop the threat of nuclear war. Some
of us believe that nuclear weapons should be abolished
and advocate a nuclear freeze. A total disarmament
seems unlikely. Two group members have a pessimistic
outlook and the other three force themselves to believe
that there is hope.

Second, while there is a general feeling that they share similar beliefs, youth feel their parents aren't as concerned about nuclear war because it is unlikely that it will occur during their
lifetime:

SIMILARITY OF PARENT AND ADOLESCENT VIEWS

I get most of my opinions from my parents so they should
be very similar. My parents don't care as much as I do. It
will affect my future more than it will my parents.
Our parents agree with what we feel except not as
strongly because it is more apt to not affect them in their
lifetime.
They tend not to face the reality of nuclear war as much
as some of the younger people.

We also asked the Youth Poll participants whether they and
their parents held similar opinions about nuclear war. Approximately half the respondents said they never discussed nuclear issues with their parents and thus did not know whether their views
were similar to their own or not. This finding further suggests
that this is a closed or "forbidden" topic: even sex is discussed
more extensively by teenagers with their parents. Explanations
for not knowing their parents' opinions about nuclear issues
were brief and to the point:

Approximately 15% of respondents said that their opinions
were unlike those of their parents. In some cases the parents were
"hawks," and they were "doves"; in other cases it is was just
the opposite:

We never discuss it so we don't know if our opinions differ from our parents' opinions.
We never talk to them about it.
The subject never comes up.
We don't talk about it and we don't know what our parents think.

They're stupid pacifists.
My parents and I talk about it but it usually gets pretty
heated. Different views are held.
Really different. My dad is pro-nuclear but I don't have
to listen to him.
Exactly opposite. Very far apart. They are for continued
building (of nuclear arms) where I am in support of reductions.

Approximately 40% reported that they believed or assumed
their opinions were similar to those of their parents. Two major
ideas were expressed by these students. First, all who believed
that their opinions were similar to their parents' clearly expressed an abhorrence of nuclear weapons and fears about their
destructiveness:

TEACHING ABOUT NUCLEAR WAR

We never discuss it so we don't know if
our opinions differ from our parents'
opznzons.

There has been a good deal of debate as to whether and how
schools should educate students about nuclear issues. Some opponents argue that it is such a partisan, ideologically tinged topic
that it is difficult to provide objective information. Others say it
is too frightening. Proponents say it is crucial for young people

5

to be informed so that they can formulate their own ideas on how
the dangers of nuclear annihilation can be avoided.
How do young people themselves react to the idea of using
school time for the study of war, peace, and nuclear issues?
Youth Poll participants were overwhelmingly in favor, with
three of every four students supporting this plan. Males and females were nearly identical in their support, but urban students
were somewhat more likely (87%) to favor this than were rural
(72%) and suburban (70%) participants.
This recommendation would not dramatically change the
current state of affairs, however. Sixty percent of the students
reported that they already had studied about nuclear war in
school. The amount of time devoted to this topic ranged from
having it briefly mentioned (two-fifths of the students) or spending one or two class periods (two-fifths), to a unit on war and
peace (one-fifth). Seniors were more likely than freshmen or
sophomores to have studied this topic in school.

among three viewpoints. The first of these (6%) was concerned
with how the topic would be taught, taking a critical view of
teachers who offered their own personal opinions:
Teachers are biased and two-faced. They only teach
what they want us to hear.
They should let us figure it out for ourselves. Don't have
the teachers force their opinions on us.
It should be taught in a nonbiased way, showing both
sides of the issues.
Teachers should be careful not to color their opinions.
We should be taught facts, not opinions. It should be discussed but not taught.
Another 5% of participants indicated that they wanted information which would contribute to the prevention of war:
If they talked to us, the next generation, we might stop
the nuclear war.
It's good to teach about it because it must be learned in
order to prevent a future war.
We should teach these things in school because if more
people understand it, we might not have war.
People should learn about the dangers so they can do
something about it.
If you're educated about this issue you're more likely to
understand what could happen if we have a nuclear war
and we would have a better understanding of how to prevent it.

Should Teach

Among theY outh Poll participants who favor the teaching of
war and peace issues in the schools, the largest number (34% of
total participants) indicated that the information available to
them was limited and that they needed to know more:
We need people who know--,--it's like it doesn't exist.
We're ignored and we're in the dark about it.
I think they should teach about war and peace so people
are more aware of the possibilities.
Yes, I think schools should teach it so that us younger
people know and are informed of what's really going on
in this world.

Another 5% said they deserve to know about this topic and
that learning about it in school is a right:
We deserve to be informed.
Yes, because it's a part of our lives and we have the right
to be informed about it.
Kids have the right to know.
War is a constant threat and we deserve to know about it.
Yes, because we have a right to know about it. We need
to be well-informed. It's our future.

We need people who know-it's like it
doesn't exist. We're ignored and we're
in the dark about it.

Should Not Teach

The 25% of Youth Poll participants who said that war and
peace issues should not be taught in the schools divide into two
large groupings and several very small ones. The largest cluster
(9% of total participants) expressed cynicism, powerlessness,
and even despair. These students believe that teaching about nuclear war is a waste of time because it will not move us toward
solutions:
If they blow us up, they blow us up. There is nothing we
cando.
It's a waste of time.
How could it help if you did talk about it?
They shouldn't teach it in schools because nobody really
cares.
We're going to be dead in a few years.
It doesn't really matter because we're not the ones that
would get us into a war, so there's nothing we can do
about it.
We can't change things. Even if 400,000,000 of us were
to see Reagan, he'd make a grandiose speech and afterwards forget he ever saw us.

Concern about the consequences of nuclear war was listed as
a primary reason for teaching this topic by 27% of Youth Poll
participants. These students wanted to know what would happen
to them and how they could prepare themselves:
I would rather know what will happen than just let it happen.
If I'm going to get killed, I want to know how.
We should know what war is, how to handle it, and what
can happen after radiation. What's the point of being
around and not being able to cope with all the disease?
We think schools should talk more about war so we can
get an idea of what nuclear war is really all about and
what it can do to us.
The remainder of participants who support the schools'
teaching about this topic (16%) was almost equally divided
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Photo courtesy of the Minneapolis Star and Tribune

ipants. Grades 4-6 was next at 26% and senior high school was
chosen by 18% of the participants. Some 20% of respondents
chose other levels such as "as young as possible," grades K-3,
''when the person wants to learn,'' or ''when a person is mature
enough."
Interestingly, urban participants were far more likely than
rural and suburban youth to choose grades prior to senior high
school. Ninety-five percent of urban participants said that junior
high school or earlier was appropriate, while only 72% of rural
and 64% of suburban youth made the same choice. Half of the
urban respondents favored grades prior to junior high school.
Rural and suburban youth, in comparison, registered fewer than
a third in these younger categories.

The second large grouping (7%) of students who said
schools should not teach about nuclear war indicated that the
topic is too depressing and that teaching it will only frighten students:
It will scare people and all they will do is worry about it
all the time.
No, because it's scary and why worry about it if you
don't have to?
It's just too depressing. Who needs it? I don't want to
know how I'm going to die.
The remaining 9% of participants provided a host of reasons
for not teaching about war and peace issues in the schools. The
most frequent of these was that they ''have enough information
already" or "do not want more information." Others felt that
the topic is "boring" and "stupid," and still others stated that
there are ''places outside the schools'' which are better suited to
education in this area. A few students were against the mandatory teaching of war and peace issues but indicated some support
for elective courses on the subject.

What makes urban youth more favorable to teaching about
nuclear war at an earlier age? We would speculate that the
heightened focus upon risk and danger in the urban landscape
(e.g. , crime, poverty, racial tension, sexual assault and abuse)
produce a need to ''grow up fast"-or what Elkind (1981) calls
the ' 'hurried child" syndrome. It also may be that urban children
and youth tend to be less protected and sheltered by their parents
about the harsher realities of life. Perhaps rural and suburban
youth do not have this same incentive in that the world in which
they live is experienced as somewhat safer and as one conducive
to a slower exposure to such ''adult concerns.''
Generally, respondents believed education regarding nu-

Appropriate Age/Grade Level

We asked Youth Poll participants to identify the appropriate
age or grade level for teaching about nuclear war and to justify
their choice. Junior high school was chosen by 41% of the partie-
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vidual. One participant stated, "There isn't any right age. It
depends upon the maturity of the child.'' Another added, ''It
comes down to maturity.''

clear war should begin as soon as children are able to understand
the concepts and issues. Some 61% of Youth Poll participants
made statements like:
Young people should learn about nuclear war as soon as
they are able to accept and understand the concepts of nuclearwar. The age depends upon the person. It is individual.
About 15 years and up. If you are younger than this you
don't really understand what is happening. And if you're
older and have to vote on something, you'll know what
the best decision is. We don't want someone voting on
nuclear weapons if they don't understand it. Nuclear
weapons and war are too scary.
Beginning of high school because they are old enough to
understand both sides of the issue.
At 12 because they would be able to understand and handle it at this age.
Perhaps at 10 years old because I feel that this is the age at
which they can understand the issue.

DOES STUDYING NUCLEAR WAR MAKE A
DIFFERENCE?
A strong majority of students advocated studying nuclear issues in school, but is there any evidence that it makes a difference in terms of knowledge or attitudes? Based on our data, the
answer is "yes" for knowledge and "not sure" for attitudes. On
the individual questionnaire, students were asked a series of
questions which revealed both their knowledge about and attitudes toward nuclear war (see Appendix B; questions 5 and 6 are
the knowledge items and questions 4 and 8-13 are the attitudinal
items). We defined ''studied'' as exposure to at least one school
session on the topic.
Students who had studied nuclear war were significantly better able to define terms (t-test, P= .007) and identify which nations have nuclear weapons (t-test, P= .05). Overall, however,
the actual number of correct items was relatively low for either
group. Those who studied nuclear war in school were able to list,
on the average, 2.9 of the 8 countries with nuclear weapons;
those who had not studied averaged 2.5 correct. (The countries
which currently have nuclear weapons are the United States, the
Soviet Union, France, Britain, China, India, Israel, and South
Africa.) Those who studied nuclear war in school defined 2.8 of
the 8 terms correctly, while those who had not defined 2 of the 8
correctly.
In terms of attitudes, those who had studied about nuclear
war were slightly more optimistic about the chances of avoiding
nuclear annihilation and war than were those who had not. Those
who had studied were significantly more likely to disagree with
the statement "Nuclear annihilation will probably be the fate of
all mankind within my lifetime," than those who had not (t-test,
P= .025).
There was a trend (t-test, P = .08) for those who had studied
the topic to be less likely to agree with the following statement:
''My guess is that this country will be caught up in a major world
war in the next 10 years." Those who had not studied leaned
more toward "mostly agreeing" with the statement.
Other attitude measures showed no difference between the
two groups, however. Both groups tended to "mostly agree"
with the idea that ''the human race has come through tough times
before and will do so again.'' Also, there were no differences between the two groups on the statement supporting a nuclear
freeze (both groups tended to be neutral) and on the statement
supporting an increase in our nuclear arsenal (both groups disagreed). Thus, the differences on attitude between the two
groups are not so consistent as are those on knowledge.
Students were also asked whether they had studied about nuclear war at their church or synagogue. Twenty percent said they
had. We cannot surmise from these data how frequently religious institutions teach about this because it is not clear what percentage of the students attended religious services. It's possible
that only 20% of the sample are regular attenders, and all of them
had some content on nuclear war. It is equally possible that a
much larger percentage attend services, but that only a minority
of churches and synagogues offer such instruction. Nevertheless, we can again draw some conclusions about the effect of
studying about nuclear war on knowledge and attitudes.
Similar to the findings about studying the issue in school,

The next most frequent response, made by 18% of participants, assumes a protective attitude toward younger children.
These youth are concerned that children not be needless} y frightened:
When they're old enough to understand possibilities but
not so they get really scared.
It depends upon the age. The child shouldn't be scared.
Junior high to high school. If younger, fear would overcome logic.
Not really young. Kids in elementary school would just
get scared. There's nothing they can do anyway.
Little kids might get too scared after learning about such
drastic things. I think they should teach it at about 13
years.
Seventh-eighth grade. If you tell them too young, they'll
be too scared and think they'll die.
Somewhat less frequent (10%) is the more sophisticated argument that the timing should be linked to the student's capacity
for forming opinions about the world and being aware of world
circumstances:
Fifteen, because they're starting then to get independence and pay more attention to world affairs.
Junior high school is the age they should learn because,
at that age, young people are aware of what's going on in
the world.
Thirteen or 14. This is when you start learning about
world issues.
The "need to know" was cited by 8% of participants as a
reason for age/grade selection:
If they are old enough to ask the questions, they should
receive truthful answers.
I think they should teach about it at a very early age because it is a very real part of our lives.
Kids of the age of 11 should start learning about nuclear
war so if the time comes they'll know what to do. At that
age they start wondering or worrying about it.
About 3% of the respondents felt that the appropriate age/
grade level can best be decided by the maturity of a given indi-
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Figure 1. Responses to the question: "How does the
threat of nuclear war affect your everyday life?"

those who studied it in a religious context had significantly more
correct answers on the two knowledge items (t-test, P = .01)
than those who had not studied about the nuclear issue in church
or synagogue. They averaged 3 of 8 correct on both knowledge
items, indicating they were slightly more knowledgeable than
those who had studied it in school. Those who had studied this
issue in church or synagogue were significantly more likely to be
in favor of the nuclear freeze (t-test, P= .05), to disagree with
the idea that having more nuclear warheads would make war less
likely (t-test, P = .05), and to believe that we would not be
caught up in a major war in the next decade (t-test, P = .04). On
the other attitudinal items, there was no difference between the
two groups.
There was another factor which correlated with youths'
knowledge of and attitudes about nuclear war more powerfully
than studying it in either school or church-their own or their
families' involvement in the issue. Those who were actually trying to influence governmental policy had significantly more correct answers on the knowledge questions (4 of 8 correct on both
items) than those who studied it in school or in a religious context
(t-test, P = .0001). They were more likely to support the nuclear
freeze than any other group; they disagreed more with the idea
that if the United States had more nuclear warheads, war would
be less likely; they were most opposed to the idea that the proliferation of nuclear weapons among other countries would decrease the likelihood of war, and they were the most optimistic
about the chances for our country avoiding war in the next
decade.
These findings indicate that studying about these issues and,
even better, having some personal or family involvement in trying to influence government policy has a positive impact on
knowledge about nuclear war. At the same time, the data also
indicate that the students do not know a great deal about nuclear
issues and that their recommendation that more time be devoted
to this subject in school seems congruent with their current level
of knowledge.
Studying about nuclear war does not have a consistent effect
on attitudes, however. This should be a positive sign for those
who fear that teaching this topic would indoctrinate students to a
particular viewpoint. It appears that while students gain more
factual knowledge from studying in school or church, their attitudes do not move in any consistent pattern. The exception is that
those who have personal or family involvement show a more
consistent pattern of attitudes, tending to be more liberal in their
orientation about issues like the nuclear freeze and the arms
buildup, and more optimistic about being able to avoid nuclear
war and annihilation.

Not at All
Affected

Sporadically
Affected

Somewhat
Affected

Actively
Avoids
Topic

Highly
Affected

63%

5%

10%

13%

9%

Most respondents (63%) stated that the threat of nuclear war
had no effect on their everyday life. An additional 5% reported
being slightly more affected and stated that they thought about
nuclear war only when they were reminded by external sources;
e.g., media, school, church. These findings are consistent with
those of the recent nationwide polls conducted among college
students by U.S. News & World Report (Maloney, 1984).
Three-fourths of their respondents indicated that although they
were concerned about nuclear war, their lifestyles and work
habits were unchanged. These respondents emphasized the importance of "living one day at a time" and focusing more on
positive events than on the possibility of horrors yet to come.
While most Youth Poll respondents did not elaborate beyond
tersely stating that they were not affected on a daily basis, a few
offered more in-depth responses:

You can't sit around and wait for the
bomb to drop. You have to go on and live
your life.

The threat of nuclear war doesn't really affect our lives.
We don't talk or even think about it.
It is a thought for some but you can't live your life in the
future.
When it's brought up it makes you live for today.
It doesn't really affect me at all but if you think about it
it's scary.
You can't sit around and wait for the bomb to drop. You
have to go on and live your life.
I usually don't think about it unless I'm doing this survey. Then it depresses me. I'm talking real low.

IMPACT ON DAILY LIFE
One of our key questions in this study was how and to what
degree young people are affected on a day-to-day basis by the
possibility of nuclear war. The responses to the question, ''How
does the threat of nuclear war affect your everyday life?''
provide some beginning insights.
The responses can best be understood if we view them as lying along a continuum ranging from being not at all affected by
the possibility of nuclear war to being highly affected. Figure 1
illustrates how respondents were distributed along this continuum.

How can we make sense of the fact that the majority of students said nuclear war has no effect on their everyday life while
at the same time asserting that it is the most important public issue facing this country? Perhaps it is similar to the threat of being
in an automobile accident or contacting a fatal disease. While the
possibilities of these tragedies are everpresent, people typically
do not spend much time anticipating or worrying about them.
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Approximately 10% of respondents stated that the threat of
nuclear war affected them "a little bit'' but did not explain their
statements. About 13% indicated that they consciously try to
avoid thinking about the possibility of a nuclear war. Although
these respondents often began by stating that this threat does not
affect their everyday life, as they discussed it further, they realized that they felt powerless, fearful, and sad about the future.
Apparently they do not like to dwell upon these pessimistic
thoughts and therefore try not to think about such possibilities:

The remaining 9% stated that they thought about the threat of
nuclear war very often or every day. These respondents appear
to be the most profoundly disturbed by the threat of nuclear war.
They speak to us of sadness, a sense of helplessness, and bitterness. Some seem unable to think ahead and see a trustworthy future. These are youth who feel unprotected and hopeless:
I think about it every day. It scares me.
You're always on the defense and always wanting to
know what's happening.
It's always there. I have nightmares about it. It makes us
live for the present.
I worry about it a lot.
I, for one, sometimes think about it at night and wonder if
I'm going to wake up in the morning.
Constant depression.
I feel sick when I think about it. It's depressing and
sometimes gives a hopeless feeling.
I think about it every morning. I think, "Is today the
day?''
It affects me and my attitude toward the government we
have now. I feel a hatred for Ronald Reagan.

It doesn't. We're going to end sometime and we have no
control anyway.
Not much. We try not to think about it. We try to push it
out of our minds.
There is nothing you can do-it's out of our control.
When we talk about it, it depresses us. We don't want to
think about it. Pray.
If it's going to happen it will.
It doesn't affect our everyday life. We avoid thinking
about it.
It doesn't affect us. We just wait until signs are showing
up of a nuclear war and then we start to worry. But what
can you do?
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You have an inside worry of being blown up.
Afraid of dying. Nervous.
Sometimes it scares you. Other times you convince yourself it's not going to happen.

and the threat of nuclear war, approximately 15% said that it was
merely an excuse, a "story line" to use with unsuspecting sexual partners or as a justification to give to parents:
It's an excuse, a good excuse, but an excuse. It's convenient.
That's just an excuse. You could also say that you had to
do it because you might get hit by a car tomorrow.
People don't think about dying that much. It's an excuse
to tell mom and dad.

Although most of the respondents who were highly affected
by the possibility of nuclear destruction expressed a deep sense
of pessimism about their future, some felt an urgency to live each
day to its fullest:
I go out and celebrate living, afraid of no tomorrow.
It affects me in a positive way because I appreciate more
what I have. It's in the back of your mind, making you
live day by day. You want to be with the people you want
to be with. I always think about who I want to be with.
Enjoy life while we can.

Approximately 20% of the respondents agreed with the theory, arguing that young people should have as many experiences
as possible, including sex, in light of the threat of nuclear destruction. Although the respondents said they agreed with the
premise, their explanations seem more an affirmation of the idea
that youth should have sex earlier than a direct assertion that earlier sex results from the threat of war:
We think that this is true and we should experience everything while we can. You know you only live once and
you should live it up while you can.
Yes, this is so true. To die without it would be awful.
True, if you're gonna go, you want to go with satisfaction. I want at least one moment of pleasure before I die.
It's true. I think we should have fun, too, just like our
parents.
I agree totally. Who wants to die a virgin?

DOES THE THREAT OF NUCLEAR WAR LEAD TO
EARLIER SEX?
Some researchers who have studied the effects of the threat
of nuclear war on adolescents suggest that an inability to delay
gratification is one of the ways in which their everyday behavior
is influenced (Coles, 1985). Specifically, some have argued that
adolescents engage in more sexual experimentation-and at earlier ages-in reaction to the spectre of nuclear destruction. The
argument goes like this: since teenagers can no longer count on a
predictable future, they will try to experience as much of life as
possible. Studies do show that young people are sexually active
at younger ages than in previous generations, though it is difficult to determine whether this can be explained by the threat of
nuclear war.
Most Youth Poll respondents vehemently disagreed with
this speculation. Approximately 80% of the respondents categorically denied the relationship between earlier sex and nuclear
destruction. While they acknowledged earlier sexual activity,
they argued that it was not the bomb but a host of other reasons:
earlier maturity, changing moral standards, or, most commonly,
simply a desire to be sexual:

EFFECT ON FUTURE PLANS
While the majority of the teenagers polled do not perceive
that the threat of nuclear war has an immediate major impact on
their lives, do they believe it affects their future plans? Specifically, we asked: ''How does the threat of nuclear war affect your
plans for a career, marriage, and having children?"

No Effect
Approximately three-fourths of the respondents said that
their plans for the future were not affected, though the reasons
given for this assertion were quite different. The most frequent
theme (46%) was that one simply had to act as though the future
was predictable and not be immobilized by a distant threat. Similar to the responses about how nuclear war affected their everyday life, these high school students said that they were able to
live and plan their lives as if the possibility for mass nuclear destruction did not exist:

If they're thinking of sex, it'll not be because of fear of
nuclear war, but for other human desires.
There are better reasons for sex than "I'm going to die
next week." Changing morals.
Totally false information. Teenagers have sex because
they want to and not because of any other reason.
No way. Nobody my age, I don't think, has ever had sex
because of the fear of nuclear war.
No, because everyone has their own moral standards.
They're doing it because they want to. They're not doing
it because of the fact that nuclear war might hit.
That is a far-fetched opinion and should not be taken seriously at all. Teenagers have sex from peer pressure or
love--not from world problems.
Teenage sex has been going on a lot longer than nuclear
awareness. If people want to do it, they'll do it. This is a
silly statement.
I think the reason teenagers have sex earlier is because
they think they can handle it. I don't think it has anything
to with nuclear war, but it has to do with living day by
day.

It hasn't affected us at all as far as the ideas of career,
marriage, and kids.
It doesn't. I plan to have a career, find Mr. Right, get
married, and have children. I won't spend the rest of my
life in fear of war.
No. Why hold back for something you're not sure of?
Why plan life around tragedy?
We can't plan every day around the possibility of a nuclear war.
We don't make plans around worldly events and nuclear
war.
One youth, in particular, succinctly expressed the attitude
which the majority of respondents seemed to hold:
It doesn't affect my plans. I want to live-not be afraid of

Among those who saw no relationship between earlier sex

/
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Affects Career and Family Plans

dying. There's a chance you could die of cancer or get hit
by a bus. It is stupid to base plans for the future on where,
when, and how you are going to die.

Approximately 20% of the respondents said that their future
plans were affected by the possibility of a nuclear war. These
youth painted a hopeless, frightening picture of their future. Of
the three realms which might be affected by the threat of nuclear
war--career, marriage, and parenthood-the arena most often
cited was that of having children:

A less frequent theme, expressed by approximately 20% of
those who said their future was not affected, was the idea that
they were powerless to influence the course of world events and
that the best strategy was to "just go on with your life, because
there's nothing else you can do. ' ' This group of students seemed
to be less optimistic about the future, and their fears seemed to be
closer to the surface, but at the same time they denied that their
plans were affected by the possibility of nuclear destruction:

You don't really want to bring kids into the world and
have them killed in a nuclear war.
We might never be able to accomplish what we want to.
I don't want to have kids for fear of what they might have
to go through.
I'd rather die single and not leave behind loved ones.
What's the sense of going to college and everything if
you're going to die anyway when you could spend your
money on other things. Who'd want their kids to go
through that?
As for a career and marriage, it's alright but we all agree
that we don't want to bring children into the world with
the threat of a nuclear war.
I'm concerned that my children won't have a chance.

We've thought about it but we won't let it get in the way
of our future plans. We feel that all we have to do is live
one day at a time.
Not at all. We just plan like nothing's going to happen
and then hope it doesn't.
It doesn't. I just lead my life. If it happens, it happens and
there ain't much you can do about it. Really.
It doesn't affect it. You just have to go on with your life
and see what happens. You can't do anything about it
anyway.
It is tempting, even reasonable, to interpret some of these
statements as examples of the use of defense mechanisms such
as denial, rationalization, or intellectualization, indicating that
youth are not able to deal consciously with the reality of the nuclear threat. We are not completely certain, for example, how to
categorize statements such as: ''You have to keep going on with
your life. Just worry about it when it happens,' ' or "We just plan
like nothing's going to happen and then hope it doesn't," or
"When you're planning a future, you have to put that out of your
mind or you won't have a future.'' Do these statements demonstrate that these teenagers have truly not allowed this threat to affect their future plans or do they indicate a deeper sense of
despair, a sense that the world is so out of control that it is pointless to try to do anything about it? If the latter interpretation is
correct, that a generation of youth is growing up feeling powerless to do anything about the thing they describe as the greatest
threat to their lives, we must be concerned about the impact this
has on their overall development.

It doesn't affect it. You just have to go on
with your life and see what happens.
You can't do anything about it anyway.
A few respondents (5%) felt the question asked them to look too
far into their future. They had not made plans for their future in
terms of a career or family and thus had no opinion as to whether
nuclear war issues had affected them:
Not much. I don't think that far ahead. It is asking people
to look too far into the future.
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I don't understand
we need more
more arms we can
up Russia 10 times.

I
T
A series of
to learn how young
perceive current
policies
our national
security and defense, the arms race, the extent to which nuclear
weapons are critical for national
and attitudes wward
the Soviet Union. They also were
to think about several
broader questions regarding the causes of war and the events that
mighUrigger a nuclear war.

I

ATTITUDES TOWARD THE SOVIET
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Attitudes toward the Soviet Union are a key variable in perview Russia
ceptions ofthe nuclear arms race. Do young
as an "evil empire," or do
see it as a country with a very
different political and economic system, but still inhabited
much like themselves? We asked
to explore
beliefs and
about the Soviets in both the individ~
ual and the group questionnaires.
The students discussed the following question in their
groups: "Some Americans believe the Soviet Union is committed to world domination and will use any means, inducting nuclear war, to achieve this. What's your reaction to this
statement?''
Forty-nine percent of respondents thought this statement
was not true. One-fourth of the students agreed 'vvith this viewpoint, while the other one-fourth thought it was partially tme in
that the Soviet Union sought world domination but 'Jifould not go
so far as to use nuclear weapons to achieve it.
The major reasons given by the half who said the Soviets
were not bent on world domination through any means possible
were l) the Russians knew the risks were too great and that destroying the world would hardly achieve their aims; 2) the Russian people share the same hopes and fears as do Americans and
we need to view them first and foremost as human beings, not
"the enemy"; and 3) if this actually is their
they vvould
have already carried it out:
They are just as scared of nuclear war as we are.
We don't believe this. The Soviets are just as scared as
the U.S., so they're at a stand-still with war. II' s aHa big
threat and that's it.
Wrong, they don't want to die. Our govemment
as
crooked as theirs-at least.
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Lisa Elmes (left) of Princeton, New Jersey, accepts a friendship pen from a Soviet student at the Central Pioneer Palace in Moscow. Photo by Susan
Hartman, courtesy of Connect

I don't think they want to get blown up any more than we
do. After all, we fired the first atomic bomb.
The big problem with Americans is that we are hypocritical. They see the same things in us that we see in them.
We have the idea that the Russians want to make everyone miserable.
We feel that they are trying to spread Communism but
not trying to achieve total domination of the world. They
realize this would be probably an unattainable goal.
They may use it as a threat as we do, but they realize the
outcome of nuclear war.
If they wanted to, they would have already blown us
away.
It is wrong, if they would want to use any means they
would have done it a long time ago. They are just as anxious as us to gain allies.

They (the Soviets) are just as scared of
nuclear war as we are.
lieve this. But at the same time they are also human and
I'm sure that they do not want to see the destruction of the
human race.
No. Although the Soviet Union would like to be dominant, they would not use nuclear war as a means to gain
power. They realize they would lose in a war too.
They are committed to world domination but as of now
they realize they could not live through a nuclear war and
so they would not start one.
They are not stupid enough to blow up the whole world.
After all, what they want is power.
It's the government that wants the war. Not the general
population.

Of the respondents who acknowledged that the Soviets
might be interested in world domination but would not use nuclear weapons, a substantial number emphasized that the Soviet
government must be distinguished from the Soviet people.
While they thought that the government might be war-like and
imperialistic, they did not believe that the majority of the Russian people shared this view:

Another fourth of all respondents took the position that the
Russians are imperialistic and are bent on spreading their brand
of communism throughout the world. The one-fourth who
agreed with the survey statement did not always talk specifically
about whether the Soviets would use nuclear weapons for their
political purposes, but tended to imply that they would. Females

They're committed to world domination but will not go
to war.
This is part of the Communist Manifesto so they do be-
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(33%) were more likely to believe this than were males (22%)
and rural youth (32%) more than urban youth (13%):
While Russia might be afraid of getting into a war, they
still want world power so they will do anything.
I feel the Soviet Union does want to dominate. They
think their government is the best and want everyone else
to have the same kind.
Yes, I believe that the Soviet Union is hungry for power
and would go to any extent to be a dominant country.

A small nuclear war between small countries will start
and the large allied countries will end it all.
A little country will get hold of a bomb and then it would
just be a chain reaction.

On the individual questionnaire, the students were asked
through the following question to describe their attitudes toward
the Soviets: ''There are two strongly opposing views held by
Americans about the Soviets. At one end of the scale (1 below) is
that the Soviet Union is committed to world domination and will
use any means, including nuclear war, to achieve this. At the
other end (10) is that the Soviet Union is as terrified of nuclear
war as we are and would not risk it. Circle on the scale from 1 to
10 where you stand on this issue."
Soviets would use
nuclear war to
achieve world
domination 1 2

3

4

5

6

7

A little country will get hold of a bomb
and then it would just be a chain reaction.

Soviets would not
risk nuclear war
to achieve their
goals
8 9 10

Secondly, there was a general fear that a technological malfunction of radar or computers, a misfiring of a missile, etc., will
trigger a nuclear incident:

The results from the individual questionnaire are quite similar to the group responses. Forty-six percent of all respondents
chose 7-10 on the scale above, indicating that they believed that
the Soviets would not risk nuclear war to achieve their political
ends. On the group questionnaire, 49% of the groups took this
position. Twenty-four percent of the responses on the individual
questionnaire ranged from 1 to 4, indicating that they believed
that the Soviets would use nuclear weapons to achieve world
domination. This was precisely the same percentage of students
who took this position in the group discussions.
The mean score for all respondents on this item was 6.02. As
in the group responses, males were less likely than females to
think the Soviets would risk nuclear war (6.23 and 5.83, respectively).

One of the machines will break down and send off
weapons.
What if one of the computers that detects the missiles
fouls up and they send off their missiles because they
thought we sent one off?
Something stupid like a false alert or somebody shooting
down an airplane for no reason.
Hostile relations between the United States and Russia was
cited as the third most likely cause of a nuclear war:
Each country (U.S. and USSR) feels they have to back
the allies and can't look bad by backing down.
It could be triggered by pressure. If they think one country does something to offend the other, it could trigger
the war.
Communists trying to take over.
An assassination of a political leader.

WHAT COULD TRIGGER A NUCLEAR WAR?
Since the majority of students did not believe that the Soviet
Union was likely to use nuclear weapons to further their political
aim on a first-strike basis, we wondered what other events they
thought might trigger a nuclear war. The responses indicate that
they perceive a situation in which irrational, dangerous people
and malfunctioning computers hold the fate of the world in their
hands. The theme that has appeared so often, that youth see
events related to nuclear issues as out of control and not subject
to rational planning and understanding, is dominant in this discussion too.
The majority of respondents fear that an incident involving a
small third world country will trigger a nuclear war. Some feel
that an insane or fanatical leader of one of these smaller nations
will be the first to use nuclear weapons on one of the major powers; others believe that a war between two small countries will
develop into a major war between the allies of the small countries:

CAUSES OF WAR
Participants were asked a related but broader question:
"What do you think are the main causes of war?" The answers
were stated in personal rather than sociological or political
terms. Almost all the respondents identified either negative personality traits on the part of leaders and some of their followers
or a ' 'lack of communication'' among nations as the key causes.
Almost no one offered a broad social or historical analysis, locating the root causes of war in economic inequalities, ideological differences, nationalism, or inexorable forces in history.
Rather they argued more in the tradition of the medievalists, who
stated that violence and warfare were the fruits of original sin, or
modem thinkers such as Will and Ariel Durant, who said that the
''causes of war are the same as the causes of competition among
individuals: acquisitiveness, pugnacity and pride ... '' (Durant,
1968). In a strikingly similar vein, the students identified a series
of character flaws such as greed, a yearning for power, selfishness, and pride as the key factors causing wars:

Third World countries getting mad and sending off their
missiles or having a small war escalate into a big one.
Small countries are going to start it with the big countries
backing them.
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Being selfish about your own country and never thinking
about other people.
Everyone has to be Number One and the best.
Fear of not having power. And greed.
Countries want to be better, to dominate over other countries. If they can take something that they want, they
will.
The human race is a near-sighted, self-centered group of
people who only look out for Number One and don't care
about the other person.
Hunger, power, and disagreements between countrieshatred and prejudice.

support the current administration's position on significant increases in defense spending while those who say we are doing a
poor job believe that we have too many nuclear weapons and that
we should slow down the arms buildup.
Some 25% of the Youth Poll participants did elaborate on
their views about the arms race. More than 7 5% of this more expressive group was critical of our current policies of increased
spending and arms buildup. Only 8% advocated the building of
more weapons.
The most frequent assessment of our arms policy was that we
have far too many weapons and that we should reduce the
amount of money spent on our nuclear arsenal. Sixty percent of
the groups that gave more than a "good, bad, or indifferent" response to the arms race took this position:

The second most frequently cited cause of war was lack of
effectual, interpersonal communication among world leaders. It
appears that young people have accepted a key tenet of humanistic psychology, that most conflicts between people are really "a
problem in communication,'' and have applied this to the level
of global conflict. Apparently youth believe that ifleaders could
put aside their narrow, self-centered attitudes and communicate
honestly and openly with each other, international problems
could be resolved.

We think they're overdoing it. They are making more to
prevent war and that makes no sense.
We have way too many. What good will they do? We can
already blow up the world a few times.
We think that Reagan doesn't care about the people's
wishes and is building up weapons too much. A country
only needs enough weapons to blow them up once and be
done with it before they wreck the whole world.
They are building too much. We should reduce the
amount of the buildup. We don't need to be even with the
Russians. But both countries should compromise the situation. I don't understand why we need more and more
arms if we can already blow Russia up 10 times.
The government is fighting the people and not helping.
The only reasons we have bombs is because of major
businesses that want to make a lot of money.

Trivial misunderstandings that can be worked out at first
are blown out of proportion and become worse. These
things lead to war.
No one listens to each other.
Not making enough of an effort to make peace and not
communicating with other countries.
Stupidity and lack of communication.

The other criticism of our current policy was that we had not
put enough effort into peace and arms limitation talks. About
20% of the youths who took this position advocated more negotiations and discussions with the Russians:
If you want good communications, someone has to make
the first move.
We should all come together as one big group and talk
about it. We've been doing a really lousy job as far as
talking to the USSR about reducing arms.
I thinkwe'redoing terrible, butit's too late now. Our negotiations are not working.

THE ARMS RACE
A major policy debate has been raging in this country about
the impact of the Reagan administration's commitment to increasing defense spending and building new nuclear weapons
systems on our prospects for peace. This, according to participants in another Youth Poll (Hedin, Hannes, and Saito, 1985),
was the single most important issue in the 1984 presidential campaign. We explored where young Minnesotans stand on this issue through the following question: ''How well do you think this
country is dealing with the arms build up and the threat of nuclear
war?''
The respondents answered this question in two ways, either
by giving a qualitative assessment without much explanation, or
by commenting on the quantity and quality of our nuclear arsenal. Most (75%) of the respondents offered little beyond saying
that our arms policy was good, bad, or that they didn't know or
care. The groups were divided equally (37% each) between
those who thought our government was dealing well and those
who thought we were dealing poorly with the arms buildup and
the threat of nuclear war. Twelve percent of the participants
characterized the government's approach as fair or mediocre
while 14% said they didn't know or didn't care about the issue.
There were some gender differences on this issue with far more
males (47%) than females (14%) indicating that the United
States was handling the issue well. Urban youth (24%) were
somewhat less likely to support our current position than were
rural (34%) or suburban (32%) groups.
It is difficult to interpret these terse responses, but the data
we have from those who did elaborate on this position suggest
that those who think we are dealing well with the arms race do

The remaining 20% either endorsed our current policy and
said the United States now has an appropriate level of preparedness (12%) or said that we need more or more sophisticated
weapon systems (8% ):
We're doing pretty good. The commies sure won't get
us.
We think that we are doing a good job and if we slow
down we would have to concede to the USSR.
I feel that we are dealing with it OK except that I feel they
should line up the protestors to the arms build-up and
shoot them.
Reagan is doing a great job. It's absurd but it has to be
done. It's dumb to have to spend the money, but it must
be done.
We are doing good because we are out-building the competition.
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sians wouldn't bomb us because they know that we
would bomb them back.
If other countries have them, we need them. But we
wouldn't need them if no one else had them. We need
them to know how to protect ourselves from being attacked or taken over. We need to pose a threat to other
countries.
It's used as a threat, as a security blanket. "I got them
and have them and we could get each other. "
It gives us more power so other countries won't think we
are weak.

NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND NATIONAL SECURITY

The question of the importance of nuclear weapons is a slippery one for Minnesota youth, leaving them tom between wanting protection from foreign powers (especially the USSR) and
not wanting to risk nuclear destruction. Not a single Youth Poll
participant offered support for the use of nuclear weapons as a
first-strike tool. All who felt that nuclear weapons are important
felt this way because of a need to defend themselves from foreign
aggressors or provide a more equitable balance of power among
dominant nations.
More than half (56%) of the Youth Poll participants agreed
that nuclear weapons represent a positive contribution to national security. The remainder felt either that nuclear weapons
are unimportant or that they are important but still undesirable.

Negative/Undesirable

Among the 44% of Youth Poll participants who felt that nuclear weapons are undesirable or not conducive to national security, the largest grouping (20%) felt that nuclear weapons are too
dangerous, that they cause insecurity, or that they actually contribute to the possibility of war:

Important/Positive

In a pattern similar to that on the question on the arms race,
males and rural and suburban youth were most "hawkish" in
their support of a nuclear arsenal for national security. In general, support for this position came from those who felt a need to
contain other powers, to deter attack, to counterattack, to pose a
threat, to achieve a balance of power, or in some way to protect
themselves. To the question, "How important do you feel nuclear weapons are for our national security and why?" participants in this category responded:

Nuclear weapons are not important to our national security because they only promote war.
No. If we have nuclear weapons, we're just going to kill
everything.
We don't need any nuclear weapons because once a missile is launched we'll all die anyway.
We are much more likely to get in a war if we have nuclear weapons than if we don't.
No, we don't feel very secure, even with all the
weapons.

Very, very important because Russia would attack if
they had no fear of being destroyed themselves. No other
country would be able to stand up to the Soviet Union.
We need them as long as other countries have them.
There would be a lot of wars if we never had them.

Another 13% argued that there are already enough or too
many nuclear weapons, that the government should reduce or
stop making them, or that other alternatives should be explored:

The people who felt it was important said that the Rus-
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Yes, because we are the ones who will have to suffer.
Yes, because it's our future and we should make our own
decisions.
Yes, we're the future. Wehavetofight. Wehavetogrow
up with it. We have more of a life to lead because we're
still young.
We believe if anyone influences the government it
should be us because we are the next generation and we
will be the greatest sufferers of war.

We have to have them, but why so many? What's the
sense of having enough to blow the world up 30 times?
It's important to have a few but not to keep building up.
We shouldn't have as many as we do.
I think we should have more groups promoting peace instead of making more nuclear weapons.
Nuclear weapons are not that important. There are other
ways of fighting without killing everyone.
They shouldn't be as important as people make them. If
they're trying to prevent war, then why are they making
more?

A much smaller number (8%) of participants emphasized
their right and responsibility to influence government policy:
We are the next generation so we have the right to try to
influence.
Yes, because we have the right to express our opinions,
too.
We all say yes because we are all a part of this country
and we should be involved as much as others are.
Everyone in this country should concern themselves
with the issues of the day. Nuclear weapons are everyone's responsibility.

The remaining participants (11%) who felt that nuclear
weapons were ineffective or undesirable cited "stupidity" and
"wastefulness" as reasons:
Not important at all. It's just money buying Reagan's
weekend fun.
It's stupid to even have started making nuclear weapons
in the first place.
They don't help us at all. All this is a big game of
chicken. Congress is taking money from us and using it
to make weapons that won't do us any good. The only
thing it will do is cause a major destruction. The earth
will end up like the moon-no life.
We feel it's a waste of time and money because if the
other shoots at us first, then there would be no sense in
shooting back. We would die anyway.

One participant argued that youth should try to influence
government policy "because we're smarter than adults." Another stated, "Sometimes I think that we know more about
weapons than adults do-they're so caught up in politics it's disgusting."

INFLUENCING GOVERNMENT POLICY
Do young people think they should try to influence government policy regarding nuclear weapons? Do they think that their
opinions on nuclear weapons can influence decisionmaking by
government officials? What avenues of expression and action do
Minnesota youth perceive for themselves? In view of the results
of a more recent Youth Poll which named nuclear war as the primary public policy concern of Minnesota youth, we hypothesized that students would agree that they should try to influence
government policy regarding nuclear weapons. However, we
also recognized that the traditional forms of debate on this topic
(voting, legislative and judicial action, demonstrations, etc.) favor adult participants. As a result, we were less certain how
youth would view their potential for influence.

We believe if anyone influences the government it should be us because we are
the next generation and we will be the
greatest sufferers of war.

Cannot Influence

While more than half of the Youth Poll participants thought
they should try to influence government policy, the remainder
said they should not. What is striking about those holding this
view is their deep cynicism. These youth perceive that the government does not value their opinions and that their involvement
will have little or no effect:

Should Influence

Slightly more than half of the participants felt that they
should try to influence government policy on nuclear weapons.
The key reason given was that since they are the next generation,
they are entitled to a voice in concerns which impinge directly
upon their futures. Some associated nuclear weapons with an uncertain future or ''paying the price'' in terms of having to fight or
suffer:

No, because they wouldn't listen anyway because they
think we are inferior.
The government probably wouldn't listen. They just
think we're a bunch of stupid kids.
They don't seem to care what our opinions are. The people who are involved have lived all their lives and we're
just getting started.
No. There is no way the government would or could listen to us. We're just a bunch of rebel trouble-makers to
them and we don't have the money to be heard like politicians.

Yes, it is our age group that is going to have to live
through it if it happens.
Yes, because we are the future generation and we'll be
the ones that will have to worry about it.
Yes, if it's something important to you, you should try to
affect it. We will most likely be the people affected by
the war. Also, we are responsible for future generations.
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One participant put it quite bluntly when he said, "No, because we don't have any power." Another added, "It's hard to
try to influence someone when you don't know what's going
on."

Protest doesn't stop or prove anything.
People who have power are the ones
who make the rules.

Means of Influence

To the question, "In what ways could young people influence government policy about nuclear weapons?" Youth Poll
participants produced a wide array of responses. In order of frequency, these were:

1. Marches, protests, riots, demonstrations (32%)
Letters to the president and to legislators (23%)
Petitions (11%)
Organizing into groups (10%)
Complaining, generally expressing opinions (15%)
Other (9%)
The surprising feature of these responses is that although
participants tended to see these as viable options, only 2% reported that they have been involved in any such activity. Furthermore, the attitudes which accompanied these responses
were predominately negative and focused upon the belief that little or nothing can be done by youth to sway government policy.
In fact, one in six participants stated flatly that they do not see
any viable options for influencing the government:
Protesting doesn't work now. Why would it work later?
No way possible that we can see.
Protest doesn't stop or prove anything. People who have
power are the ones who make the rules.
We can't. The government is too stubborn.
They couldn't because the government doesn't listen to
kids-much less anyone else.
We can't. Our business law teacher says we are infants
and don't know what we are saying.
You can't. Government doesn't listen to the little people.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
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No, it probably won't do any good. The government
never listens to kids except for this poll.
It's really out of our hands. The politicians have control
and they could care less.
We aren't of age to vote and they wouldn't listen to us
anyway.
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It would be a living hell, people walking
around half living. People slowly deteriorating. People stealing and scavenging around for food.

PERCEPTIONS
ABOUT A
NUCLEAR
ATTACK

The respondents were asked a series of questions on what
they believed would be the consequences of a nuclear attack, the
extent of the destruction, the effectiveness of our civil defense
procedures, and their chances of survival. The responses revealed a sense of profound helplessness and powerlessness. The
students recognized that the awesome destructiveness of these
weapons could cause death on a scale previously unknown and
perhaps even result in the extermination of the human race.

CHANCES OF SURVIVAL
The first question posed was: "Do you think that you would
survive a nuclear attack? Why or why not?" The respondents
were overwhelmingly pessimistic. Seventy percent said they
would not survive while another 10% said they wouldn't want to
survive. Even the 20% who said they could added qualifiers such
as "if I had a bomb shelter" or "depends on how powerful the
bomb was. ' ' Females were more pessimistic about their chances
for survival than were males. Ninety-five percent of the all-female groups said they would not or would not want to survive, in
contrast to 77% of the male groups.
Would Not Survive

The most frequent reason given for why they would not survive a nuclear attack was that the aftereffects-such as radiation,
starvation, and injuries-would lead to eventual death. Many
participants pointed out that even if one survived the initial attack, death was inevitable. The responses reflected a deep despair as well as substantial knowledge about the effects of
nuclear war:
We would not survive a nuclear attack because of the
fallout. No one could escape the radiation and even if
you are in a fallout shelter, you would run out of food and
die.
We know there is no possible way to survive. It may take
us a while to finally die but eventually we all would die.
It would be a living hell, people walking around halfliving. People slowly deteriorating. People stealing and
scavenging around for food.
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We'll be OK. Why would they bomb a cornfield?

Maybe we'd survive for a length oftime. It would be a
living hell hole if we did live. I'd rather be fried out. Nuclear fallout would result in world contamination that
would be impossible to get rid of.

A few groups simply asserted that they had the strength of
will and determination to survive without explaining how that
would be possible:
Two of us say we can make it if we try hard enough.
Yes, I'll survive because I have determination.

The next most frequent explanation for why they would not
survive was that everything would be destroyed immediately.
Some elaborated further and argued that there would be no purpose to living in the face of such total destruction:
Everything will be totalled and there would be nothing
left to live for.
There are so many weapons that the whole world will be
destroyed. There's no chance of survival because of the
massive number of bombs.
Everyone would vaporize or bum.
Why live when there is nothing left?
The world would be totally destroyed and there would be
no chance of starting over again.

The students were then asked whether they would want to
survive a nuclear attack. The vast majority of respondents (77%)
said they did not. Again, females expressed less desire than
males to live after a nuclear war (90% of the females vs. 65% of
the males).

Don't Want to Survive
By far the most frequent reason given for not wanting to survive a nuclear attack was that there would be nothing left to live
for after such total destruction. Nearly half the respondents took
this position:

Almost as frequent was the assertion that their community
was a target area. Teenagers in all parts of the state assumed that
because of the strategic value of their community it would be destroyed immediately. This belief reveals the enormous sense of
danger young people feel, no matter where they live in Minnesota:

No, nothing to live for, no friends, no fertile land, just
holes in the ground and nuclear fallout.
All of us would not want to survive. We don't feel that
there would be anything to live for in a world of hundreds
of millions of people dead, radiation, civilization destroyed.
No, I would rather die instantly than die slowly because
of radiation. I couldn't stand seeing all the death and destruction.
There would be no reason to survive. Watch the movie
"Testament" and you will know what we are talking
about.

We probably wouldn't survive a nuclear attack. We have
too many arms manufacturers around the area. It is a
pretty big target.
I don't think we'd survive because 3M is right around
here.
We are too close to Honeywell and Sperry-Univac.
Because we live near to Grand Forks and they have a major military base there.
I'd get fried. The Mayo Clinic would be a likely target.

In one group, the students debated the issue, first wanting to
live, then changing their minds because they didn't want to suffer. Finally, they agreed that seeing the devastation around them
made death a more appealing option:

Approximately 10% of the groups who said they would not
survive explained that their community was not prepared; i.e.,
they lacked adequate bomb shelters and evacuation plans:

If you could live, why not? Rather get blown away instantly than die from fallout. If there would be a way to
clean up the fallout, then yes. But on the other hand, we
wouldn't want to survive at all because we wouldn't
want to walk around and see all the death around us.

We wouldn't survive because we don't have proper shelter or protection.
There's really no place to go around here. They haven't
built any shelters for us.
No. We're not trained well enough.

The next most frequent explanation was that dying immediately was preferable to suffering through starvation, disfigurement, and other horrors. Among this group, it was assumed that
death would be the inevitable fate of everyone and that getting it
over quickly was the best solution:

Would Survive
Overall, 16% of the groups said they thought they would survive a nuclear attack. Rural respondents were somewhat more
optimistic about their chances. Most of the respondents in this
category made it clear that survival was conditional; e.g., if the
bombs and missiles didn't hit their area directly or they had a
bomb shelter:

No, there would be too much suffering. It would probably be easier to die in the attack. It would be the easier
way out.
No, we want to go with the first bomb, because it would
be better dying instantly than dying slow due to disease
and fallout after a nuclear war.
No. The pain and suffering would be so immense that it
wouldn't be worth being alive.
No, I don't want to live in pain and misery.
The next most frequent explanation for not wanting to survive was that life without one's friends and family was not worth
living. There seemed to be an assumption that very few people
would be alive and that if a person survived s/he would be very
much alone:

Yes, you could survive if you're outside the reach of the
flash of the nuclear warhead.
Yes, you could make it if you could get up to Canada. I
hear that's a place where the air blows in such a way that
fallout would miss you.
If we could make it to our bomb shelters, we would be
OK.
If no bombs fell in neighboring states and you could be in
a nuclear fallout shelter.
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No, I couldn't survive in a world where everyone I loved
was gone. Think of what an experience it would be to live
through it. It's so incomprehensible-which would I
choose, death or the after-effects of nuclear war-not
much of a choice.
If my mom died, then I would have nowhere to go, I
wouldn't know what to do.
No, because there would be no one around. All of your
relatives would probably be dead or dying.
No, no one else would be alive and if they were, we'd all
be so sick it would not be worth living.

Want to Survive
Almost one-fourth of the respondents said they would want
to survive a nuclear attack. More than one-third of the males expressed such a wish. Some of the respondents offered no explanation. A few, probably out of discomfort with thinking about
the unthinkable, explained their position in outrageous or cynical terms, such as "Then I could rob stores," or "I would like to
see bald women." But among those who gave more thoughtful
explanations, three ideas were given almost equal weight. The
first was that it was essential that the human race continue and
they wanted to be part of that crucial process:
Yes, we would do anything to live to tell about it. It
would be educational for any children after the war and
we need to be able to tell them what went wrong.
Yes, we would like to survive a nuclear attack. It is the
duty of mankind to keep on fighting and survive.
Yes, the human's ultimate goal is to survive as long as
possible.
Yes, to find out where the world went wrong and to make
things better for other people to live.
One person says he wants to survive so he can help set up
a new and better system in the world.
Yes, so I could take over the world and then rebuild it.
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I would like to survive so I could see what the world
looks like afterward. I also want to start a new generation.

RESPONSE TO ATTACK
Participants' responses to the question ''What would you do
in the event of a nuclear attack?'' like those regarding whether
they would want to survive, demonstrated hopelessness and despair about living through such an event. Only about 20% would
try to save themselves by seeking shelter or leaving the area. To
the rest, death is inevitable, though how they would face this inevitability varied greatly.

It's so incomprehensible-which would
I choose, death or the after-effects ofnuclear war-not much of a choice.
The second reason offered for wanting to survive was that
survival would be clearly desirable if one was not injured. The
third explanation was more unexpected. About 20% of those
who wished to survive did so to satisfy their curiosity (one might
say morbid curiosity) about viewing the aftermath of a nuclear
war:

Waiting for Death
The most frequent responses were either to make the most of
one's last minutes of life by indulging in hedonistic pleasures
(20%) or to wait fatalistically for the end to come by doing nothing (19%). Another 10% planned to hurry the process of dying
by either committing suicide immediately or driving to the center of the target area. The rest of those who believed death was
inevitable said they would just panic, cry, and be out of control
(9%) or seek out their friends and family (8%).

Yes, if I wasn't damaged by it.
It all depends on the size of the attack. If it was all-out,
forget it. But ifl wasn't real close to the target and wasn't
hurt, then OK. If there was a cure or prevention from fallout, possibly.
Yes, I would like to see some of the destruction. It would
be incredible to just know what it's like, but I still want a
painless death.

Pleasure-Seeking. Twenty percent of all the respondents
recommended having a good time before the inevitable death.
Males were far more likely than females to suggest this plan,
with 37% of males and only 11% of females saying that they
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would party, get drunk, get high, have a good meal, have sex, or
do something they've always wanted to do but were afraid to:

6% said they would try to get as close as possible to the target
area:

Put on my birthday suit and walk down the street and
drink beer and get high.
Do everything I ever wanted to do.
Smoke the biggest joint around.
Party and party.
Do the things you've always wanted to do that you didn't
dare do before and enjoy your last few minutes.
Make love to someone.
I'd grab the nearest girl.
Have sex, watch them come, looting, go find a crowd,
get wasted, get drunk, get laid.
Have my last Domino's pizza.
Have as much fun as you could in 20 minutes.

Go to ground zero.
Drive as quickly as possible to the center of the city so I'd
disintegrate right away.
Sit on the roof of Honeywell! Drive toward Honeywell
so you would be totally burned, not just partially.
Wait and be sure there are really missiles coming-then
take as many sleeping pills as I could get my hands on.
Suicide because you would die right away and you
wouldn't have to suffer.

Some of us would just let ourselves die.
Wouldn't go into shelter either. Isn't
worth it.

We were surprised by these responses, especially in light of
the students' reactions to a related question which asked whether
they thought earlier and more frequent experimentation with sex
was related to the threat of nuclear destruction. They were overwhelmingly convinced that there was no basis for such a theory,
yet their own ideas about how to spend their final time on earth
was almost exactly that-doing forbidden but pleasurable
things.
There also appears to be an assumption among some of the
respondents that there will be a substantial amount of time available to plan and carry out these "forbidden" activities. Perhaps
the explanation for these responses is that they reinforce the very
strong adolescent wish for experimentation and novel experiences. Even in the face of inevitable and almost instantaneous
destruction, many young people still think first about experiencing as much of life as possible.

Panic. Nine percent of all respondents assumed that they
would be part of massive chaos and confusion. They described
how they would freak-out, panic, cry, scream, go crazy, not
know what to do:
We would try to remain calm but we'd probably get
wrapped up in the chaos and craziness.
I don't know. I guess I would scream, cry.
We would panic, be shocked, cry, but we would not
want to live through it. So we don't think we'd really do
anything.

Fatalism. Equally frequent (19%) was the idea that there
was nothing they could do to prevent death so they might just as
well do nothing at all. For these respondents seeking shelter,
running away, or even hurrying their death seemed pointless.
This group seemed to be fatalistic about trying to make any effort
to forestall or hasten the process. Females (30%) were far more
likely to take this position than were males (12% ), in contrast to
the pleasure-seeking response above. Suburban youth were
twice as likely (35%) as were urban (18%) or rural (14%) youth
to do nothing:

Be With Loved Ones. About 8% of all respondents said that
in the event of an attack they would try to find their family and
friends and spend their last hours with them. Females (17%)
were far more like! y to choose this option than were males (2%),
reinforcing the theory that females see relationships as more central to their lives than do males:
I'd want to find my family-die in my family's place.
Get one last look at my boyfriend and then wait to see
what happens.
I'd go to a beautiful place with people I love.
Say all the things you could to the people you love.
We would all get home to be with our families and after
that we would have a big going away party for everyone.

Go stand out in the field and wait for it.
I would do absolutely nothing.
I would just walk outside and die cause I'm not afraid to
die and it isn't worth fighting for my life cause there's
nothing for you in the end.
There's nothing you really can do because a shelter isn't
going to help you much.
We felt we should just give up because there isn't much
you could do as far as survival.
Sit back and wait.
Nothing, you're gonna die anyway.
Some of us would just let ourselves die. Wouldn't go into
shelter either. Isn't worth it.

Contemplation, Prayer. Another 4% would use this time
for thinking and reviewing their lives. Some would pray, some
would contemplate the beauty of the earth, some would recall
their most enjoyable moments:
I'd go to an art museum-a beautiful place and just think
about how all these beautiful things will be destroyed. I
would like to die among this beauty.
I'd want to say my goodbyes.
I'd think of my most beautiful memories and hug my
teddy bear.

Hastening Death. Among those who most clearly indicated
that they would do nothing to save themselves, 10% would take
action to hasten their deaths-4% suggested suicide and about
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Trying to Stay Alive. About 20% of all respondents would
try to stay alive by seeking shelter or leaving the target area. In
light of the survival instinct in humans, this is a remarkable finding. It does demonstrate that few teenagers hold much hope for
their survival in the event of a nuclear attack. Among those who
believe there is a point in trying to survive, seeking shelter by
going underground was the most frequent response, with 17%
recommending this approach:

our civil defense plan was inadequate but implied that it was possible to develop a workable scheme. Another 10% apparently
did not understand what the term "civil defense" meant.
Worthless and Futile

The largest group-40% of all respondents-described our
current civil defense posture as pointless and futile. There
seemed to be an underlying belief that there was no possible defense against total destruction. Males were twice as likely (63%)
as females (33%) to take this point of view. Place of residence
also seemed to have some influence, with urban youth (53%)
more frequently arguing that civil defense would not work than
suburban or rural youth (38% ):

Pack things and go to the nearest bomb shelter, take my
gun with me.
I'd hide in the basement and cover up.
I would go out and get as much food as I could and then
find shelter.
Try to get underground or away from attack or initial impact.
Hide in the cellar and don't come up for nothing!
Head for shelter, get away from it. Take all of the food
with you down in the basement. Go wherever the bomb
isn't.

We feel the plans are weak and that nothing can really be
done to prepare for an attack.
We feel civil defense plans are a joke and could never
work in an actual attack.
Incredibly stupid. Why evacuate people to Northfield?
I think they're useless, because they will not do any
good.
There is no real civil defense to nuclear war.
Pointless, hopeless. All they can do is warn us and then
everybody panics.
They'd put the Constitution in these vaults; the President
in a special place. What good are they without people?
You're supposed to go directly to the post office and file
a change of address. STUPID!!! It's stupid they're not
talking people, and it's not survivable anyway.
Propaganda! There is absolutely nothing that can be
done. Are you going to live in a bomb shelter for the rest
of your life?

Finally, a few people (4%) recommended trying to leave the
area and drive toward a safe place, usually Canada or north of
where they lived. Males were much more likely to suggest this
idea than were females:
Get out the Saab Turbo and take off to the country.
Head north as fast as possible. Get out of the country and
get to Canada.
Try and leave the city. Your chances are better in
Canada.

CIVIL DEFENSE
The responses to the previous question suggest that the participants are either not aware of or lack confidence in our civil
defense strategy. Indeed, our plans for defending the civilian
population against a nuclear attack have been the subject of
much controversy. T. K. Jones, Deputy Secretary of Defense,
has worked out the details for avoiding extermination by suggesting that we "dig a hole, cover it with a couple of doors and
then throw three feet of dirt on top ... If there are enough shovels
to go around, everybody's going to make it." The Federal Emergency Management Agency argues that with adequate civil defense measures, performance in a large-scale, mid-1980s attack
would be on the order of 80% survival of the U.S. population if
the bulk of the risk-area population has been evacuated to host
areas prior to attack and if fallout protection has been developed
and other crisis actions taken.'' Other experts believe there is no
physical defense against nuclear attack (Moyer, 1985). Prominent scientists such as Paul Ehrlich and Carl Sagan have suggested that even if people survive the initial attack, nuclear
winter would descend upon the earth, plunging us into bitter cold
and eliminating agricultural production. This would eventually
lead to the end of human life.
We asked our respondents to react to our current civil defense strategy through the following question: "What do you
think of our plans for civil defense in case of nuclear attack?''
Most frequently (40%), respondents thought American civil
defense plans were ''worthless and futile.'' The other common
response (33%) was that they knew nothing about these plans
and had no idea of whether or not they were adequate. Only 10%
of the students were satisfied with our plans; another 8% thought

We feel civil defense plans are a joke
and could never work in an actual attack.
Uninformed About Plans

Thirty-three percent of all respondents said they had never
heard of our country's plans for civil defense. Some implied that
they were not well enough informed because of inefficiency or
stupidity on the part of the responsible officials. Others simply
expressed puzzlement and seemed genuinely interested in finding out more about our civil defense posture. There was a dramatic gender difference on this issue with females (46%) far
more likely to say that they didn't know anything about our civil
defense plans than were males (5% ):
The government doesn't inform the people that much as
to what's going on.
Nobody knows what these plans are.
I don't think they would work because nobody knows
about them and people would be too scared to follow
other's orders.
What are the plans, no one's told us what to do. If nuclear
war, would I glow at night? One person says that there
are stockpiles of morphine.
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What are the plans, no one's told us what to do. If nuclear
war, would I glow at night? One person says that there
are stockpiles of morphine.
What plans? Should make sure everyone knows what to
do.
Really can't call it that cuz there isn't a plan or at least not
too many people know about it.

The system is not adequate for the job now.
The U.S. government is not prepared for a nuclear war.
We should spend more money on civil defense.
We know about the sirens ringing and taking shelter but
we still don't feel that would be enough if there was a full
attack.
Inadequate. We think we should try to keep up with the
other countries.

Endorse Current Plans

Approximately 10% of the students thought that our plans
for saving the civilian population in the event of an attack were
adequate, though few gave any explanation for this position. It
appears that even those who endorse our civil defense posture
have little information about what it is and why it would work:

Misunderstanding the Concept

Finally, about 10% of the respondents apparently did not understand the concept of civil defense. The most common misconception was that it meant retaliation rather than a plan for
saving lives among our civilian population:

Good plans because we're way out ahead of Russia.
Just as good as any other country's.
I think it's great if it would work.
Well prepared; very good idea.
I think they're as good as they can get.

If we were ever attacked, we would and should attack
back.
OK for revenge.
We should try to fight back. We think they should get the
ones who did it to us.
I think we should do unto others as they do unto you. We
should retaliate if they launch first.
An eye for an eye; this is a medieval attitude, definitely
not right.

Inadequate But Good Idea

Another 8% of the participants appeared to endorse the concept of civil defense against nuclear attack but thought our current state of preparedness was inadequate. They recommended
that more attention and resources be put into civil defense programs:
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We're going to die in World War III.
There's gonna be one more war and
then the whole world will be gone.

THE FUTURE
In both the individual and group questionnaires, the students
were asked how they saw the future in light of the nuclear threat.
Do they see any solution for dealing with it?" Do they foresee a
future for the human race? Will nuclear war happen in their lifetime and how soon?

CAN SOLUTIONS BE FOUND?
Overall, there is no pattern of either overwhelming despair
or great hope about the future. In some cases the students expressed a good deal of confidence on the individual questionnaire that solutions could be found to the current crisis. For
example, when asked to respond to the statement "The human
race has come through tough times before and will do so again,''
57% agreed, 21% disagreed, and 22% were undecided.
In the group discussions, students were asked: "What solutions do you have for dealing with the threat of nuclear war?''
Here again, the majority-about three-fourths of the participants-believe a resolution could be found. By far the most
common answer, given twice as often as any other, was that the
only reasonable answer lies in either freezing or reducing the
number of nuclear weapons:
Get rid of the weapons.
Take all nuclear weapons away from all countries.
We could just disarm them all. Blast them all into space
or into the atmosphere.
The threat will always be there as long as we have
bombs.
Don't make weapons in the first place.
Get some kind of treaty that will be like a peace treaty in
using nuclear weapons. Then find a way to dismantle
them and make a law saying you can't make them anymore.
Send nuclear weapons out in space and fight with guns.
You can destroy all the nuclear weapons and have people
check to see if all countries have destroyed them. Find
some way to have a defense against it. Find a cure for radiation.
Among those who thought a solution was possible, the second most frequent theme was that negotiations and improved relations with the Soviet Union will help prevent a nuclear war:
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Countries should get together to discuss the sources of
their problems.
More negotiations might prevent it but there's no way to
get rid of what we've already made.
I just want them to get this straightened out with the Soviets. Give them what they want.
Talk about the problem.
Get back to the table with the Soviets and talk.
Intermingle people of different nations so they learn to
get along.
Organize talks between humans, not countries or social
leaders.

The human race is doomed. The world is going to be
blown away. Everybody has to take part in the problem,
it won't take care of itself.
It's doomed. Face it, man, we're dead.
We feel our lives will be short and we will end up killing
ourselves.
Some of the statements were pleas, almost prayers, for some
way out of this pervasive danger, from this threat of catastrophe:
There's not too much time left. End times are coming.
We want to keep on living and having a good life, but we
don't want it to be ended before we can have a family or
a job. The future of the human race looks very grim because of nuclear war.
It is going to go on and things are going to keep getting
worse if somebody doesn't do something soon. What
kind of future do we have?

The remaining 25% believe there is no way of preventing nuclear destruction. Underlying this belief is a sense of profound
powerlessness about their or anyone's ability to affect the fate of
humankind. Some were acutely aware that as teenagers they had
nothing to contribute, no avenue for having their voice heard,
and were not sure what they would do if they could be heard:

The other one-third disagreed that the human race might face
extermination. Most of the students who took this position simply expressed a general sense of hope about the vitality and resilience of human beings:

There is no solution for nuclear war.
We can't think of any solutions for dealing with the
threat of nuclear war. There aren't any.
If it's going to happen, it's going to happen. You can't do
anything about it.
Block it out. Don't think about it.
There is not too much that youth can do. If there is going
to be a war, there is going to be a war.
There isn't one-so start digging your grave.
Suicide.
What can we do? We have no control over it.

The outlook is good, if we don't screw up.
We will pull through again like we always do.
We've pulled through tough times before and will pull
through this too. It isn't as bleak as some people think.
Others were more specific in their reasons for why they
thought survival was likely. Some said that no war could occur in
their lifetime; others thought that there would be survivors even
if there was a nuclear war:
I'm not that concerned that our human race will be totally
wiped out by nuclear war.
Some people will survive but it will never be the same.
With all our knowledge, we'd have a good chance to survive.
What accounts for the discrepancy between the more optimistic responses on the individual questionnaire and the far more
hopeless statements in the group discussions? It may be that the
young people want to believe that there will be a future, and their
initial, immediate reaction to the survey question is in that direction. However, when they have a chance to explore it in more
depth and attempt to justify and explain their position to other
members of their group, the complexities and dangers become
more visible. It also may be that the more vocal members of the
groups are the ones who are more fearful or aware of the devastation that nuclear weapons can cause. Thirdly, those who offered
encouraging statements about the future were far more vague
than those who expressed more discouraging ones. It may be that
the recorders were more likely to report the specific and powerful comments made by those who foresaw doom and destruction.

WILL THERE BE NUCLEAR ANNIHILATION?
On the individual questionnaire, about equal numbers of
youth (36%) agreed and disagreed with the statement that ''nuclear annihilation will be the fate of mankind within my lifetime"; the rest (28%) were uncertain. However, in the group
discussions on a similar question, ''In the light of the world situation, how do you feel about the future of the human race?' ' , the
responses were more despairing. Almost two-thirds of the students expressed general pessimism. Many of them felt that a major war will occur and that there will be no survivors. They see
world events moving in dangerous directions, and see little
chance of coming out of that downward spiral:
If we have these nuclear weapons around, there will be
no future for the human race.
We're going to die in World War Ill. There's gonna be
one more war and then the whole world will be gone.
If it happens, the whole world will be destroyed.
It's going downhill. Everybody's itching for a war.
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These findings are based on the opinions of 800 Minnesota
inner city, urban, suburban, and rural high school students given
as responses to an individual questionnaire and in group discussions.

SUMMARY

YOUTH AND THE THREAT OF NUCLEAR WAR
1. In another Youth Poll conducted in the fall of 1984 to determine the public policy issues with which Minnesota youth
were most concerned and in which there were no specific questions regarding nuclear war, eliminating nuclear weapons and
war was the primary concern. This indicates that this issue is
highly salient to young people, and that it is on their minds even
when it is not brought up by external sources.
2. Though they rank nuclear issues as their primary public
concern, more than half the respondents said they never talk
about the threat of nuclear war with their friends. The reasons
given for not discussing it were that they are more concerned
with everyday teen issues such as peer relationships and they feel
it is futile to talk about something so beyond their ability to understand and control. The one-fourth who do talk about it with
their friends most frequently discussed what might happen in a
nuclear attack and policy issues such as defense spending and
how to prevent war.
3. Approximately half said they had never discussed the
topic of nuclear war with their parents, indicating that, for many,
this is a closed or "forbidden" topic even among family members. Forty percent said they assumed their opinions were similar to their parents, while 15% said they and their parents had
opposing views.
4. Three of every four students supported teaching about nuclear issues in school because they believed that the information
currently available to them is limited and they wish to prepare
themselves as best they can. Among the 25% who believed it
should not be taught in school, the largest cluster said it was a
waste of time since there was nothing that could be done to prevent a nuclear war. The most frequently cited age for teaching
war and peace issues was junior high, followed by grades 4-6,
and, finally, senior high school.
5. Sixty percent of the students reported that they had studied
about nuclear war in school. Of these, two-fifths said it had been
briefly mentioned in class, two-fifths spent one or two class periods on it, and one-fifth reported that they had had a unit on war
and peace.
6. The students were asked a series of questions in the individual questionnaire which revealed their knowledge about and
attitudes toward nuclear war. Overall, their knowledge about
nuclear issues is meager, giving credence to their observation
that the information currently available on this topic is insufficient. Those who had studied about nuclear issues in school or in
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church or synagogue did give more correct answers on the
knowledge items but did not have attitudes consistently different
from those who had not. The most powerful factor influencing
knowledge about nuclear war was involvement in this issue; personal or family involvement was significantly correlated with
more correct responses and more critical attitudes of current nuclear policy.
7. The strong majority of students reported that they do not
believe the possibility of nuclear war has an effect on their everyday life. Sixty-three percent said it has no effect at all; and 5%
stated they thought about nuclear issues only when they were reminded by external sources; only 9% said they thought about the
.
threat of nuclear war very often or every day.
8. Eighty percent of the students vehemently disagreed with
the theory that the threat of nuclear war had led to sexual experimentation at earlier ages. While acknowledging that young
teenagers are engaged in sexual activity, they argued that it was
not the bomb but a host of other reasons: earlier maturity, changing moral standards, or simply a desire to be sexual.
9. Approximately three-fourths of the respondents said their
plans for the future in terms of career, marriage, and having children were not affected by the threat of nuclear war. The most frequent theme was that one simply had to act as though the future
was predictable and not be immobilized by a distant threat. The
20% who did think their future plans were affected painted a
hopeless, frightening picture of their future and frequently said
that they would not have children in light of the possibility of nuclear destruction.

15. More than half thought they should try to influence government policy on nuclear weapons because they are entitled to a
voice in concerns which impinge directly upon their futures.
Those who took the opposing view almost universally perceived
that the government does not value their opinions, so expressing
them would have little or no effect.
16. While respondents listed a wide array of ways to influence government policy from marches to letter writing and petitions, most saw these as viable options for others but not for
themselves. Only 2% of the respondents reported being involved
in any kind of activity to influence government policy on the nuclear issue.

PERCEPTIONS ABOUT A NUCLEAR ATTACK
17. The respondents were overwhelmingly pessimistic
about the likelihood of surviving a nuclear attack. Seventy percent said they would not survive, while about 10% said they
would not want to survive. The most frequent reason given was
that the aftereffects, such as radiation, starvation, or injuries,
would lead to eventual death.
18. When asked whether they would want to survive a nuclear attack, 77% said they would not. Females expressed far
less desire than males to live after a nuclear war. The reasons
given were that there would be nothing left to live for and that
dying immediately was preferable to suffering through starvation, disfigurement, and other horrors.
19. Though 80% believed death would be inevitable if a nuclear attack occurs, they had quite different conceptions about
how to spend their last moments or hours. Only 20% would try to
save themselves by seeking shelter or leaving the area. The rest
would use their last minutes to 1) engage in forbidden activities,
2) fatalistically wait for the end to come by doing nothing, 3)
hurry the process of death by committing suicide or going to the
center of the target area, or 4) seek the comfort of friends and
family.
20. Our country's civil defense plans do not inspire much
confidence in the teenagers questioned in this poll. Forty percent
said they thought civil defense was ''worthless and futile''; 33%
said they knew nothing about these plans and had no idea
whether they were adequate; only 10% thought we were adequately prepared for a nuclear attack.

PERCEPTIONS ABOUT GOVERNMENT POLICY
10. The majority of students do not view the Soviet Union as
an "evil empire" that would use any means, including nuclear
war, to achieve world domination. One-fourth said the Soviets
seek world domination but would not go so far as to use nuclear
weapons. Another one-fourth took the position that the Russians
are bent on spreading their brand of Communism through the
world and would use any means to do so.
11. Students thought the events most likely to trigger a nuclear war were an incident involving a Third World country
which would draw in the superpowers, an insane or fanatical
leader of a smaller nation using the bomb, a technological malfunction of radar or computers, or an escalation of tensions between the Soviet Union and the United States. A key theme was
that the world is out of control and not subject to rational planning and understanding.
12. Participants believed that the main causes of war are either negative personality traits on the part of world leaders or a
lack of communication among nations.
13. Students were divided equally (37% each) between believing that our government is dealing well and dealing poorly
with the arms buildup. The rest characterized the government's
approach as mediocre or didn't know or care about the issue.
Males were far more likely than females to support the current
policy as they perceived it. Those who stated we are dealing well
with the arms race support the current administration's position
on increases in defense and those who said we are doing a poor
job believe that we have too many weapons already.
14. More than half agreed that nuclear weapons are an important part of our national security, while the remainder felt that
they were undesirable, causing insecurity or actually contributing to the possibility of war.

THE FUTURE
21. Overall, there is no clear pattern of either overwhelming
despair or great hope for the future in light of the nuclear threat.
Fifty-seven percent agreed, 21% disagreed, and 22% were undecided about the statement, ''The human race has come through
tough times and will do so again.'' Three-fourths of the participants believed that a resolution could be found to the nuclear
threat. On the other hand, the other one-fourth expressed profound powerlessness about their or anyone's ability to prevent
nuclear destruction.
22. On the individual questionnaire, about equal numbers of
youth (36%) agreed and disagreed with the statement that "nuclear annihilation will be the fate of mankind within my lifetime," and the rest (28%) were uncertain. However, in the
group discussions in response to a similar question, theresponses were more despairing, with two-thirds expressing general pessimism about our capacity to avoid a major nuclear
catastrophe.
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The threat of nuclear war is of deep concern to young Minnesotans. They are agonizingly aware of the seriousness of this
threat, and few believe they could survive a nuclear war--or
would even want to. Yet a strong majority insist that these fears
have little or no bearing on their everyday lives and only a handful report any involvement in attempts to influence nuclear policy.
These disturbing dualisms, between knowing and ignoring,
between wanting desperately for something to be done and feeling powerless to do anything, are what we found most striking
and poignant in these teenagers' comments. Robert Lifton
(1982) has argued that people of all ages are similarly tom with
the most common response being what he terms a ''psychic
numbing," a process by which people block out the reality of the
nuclear threat because they cannot face or comprehend its incredible horror.

CONCLUSIONS
AND
IMPLICATIONS

Is ' 'psychic numbing'' an accurate characterization of thereaction of the Minnesota teenagers polled? To some degree, we
think, but not completely-at least not quite yet. Part of what
they say fits Lifton's characterization almost exactly. Most of
the teenagers seem to believe that a nuclear holocaust is possible, even likely. The vast majority, when pressed, can graphically describe the devastation and horror of a nuclear war. Yet,
they also seldom think about it or talk about it with others. It is as
if they have thought the unthinkable and then pushed their fears
aside in order to go on with their lives.
Yet they do not seem totally numbed, resigned, or willing to
blind themselves to the realities of the nuclear age. A small core
(about 10%), for example, appear to be unwilling (or unable) to
push their fears aside at all. They are the ones who say that they
think about nuclear war almost every day. Their preoccupation
could be a prelude to pathology, to a life of hopelessness and despair. It could also be a prod to creative action, to productive involvement in alleviating this threat to their lives. Much depends
on what assistance and support is available from the rest of society-and, most particularly, from their peers. There are some
hopeful signs.
A majority of Minnesota's teenagers called, for example, for
more information and better education to help them understand
issues of war, peace, and nuclear war and to prepare their generation to cope with them. Some argue that it is their fundamental
right to be fully informed since the issue will likely affect them
even more than it does their elders.
Not only do the majority say they want to know more about
the issue, but they also argue that they should actively try to influence the government's policies on foreign relations and on the
development and use of nuclear weapons. These young people
do not appear to be numbed just yet.
Only a handful of students have actually tried to let government leaders know their views on nuclear war and weapons,
even though they say it is critically important to do so. Fully half
argued that it is pointless to even try to influence government
policy on nuclear issues because the leaders would not listen to
them. Their apathy seems to come less from inability to come to
grips with the possibility of nuclear annihilation than from a profound sense of powerlessness.
A society in which a large proportion of its young citizens
believe that it's futile to try to have a voice in what they consider
to be the most important public issue of the day must re-examine
itself and wonder what democratic decisionmaking can possibly
mean to its young people.
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Appendix A

WONDERING ABOUT NUCLEAR WAR:
ESSAYS FROM THE JOURNAL JUNIORS

been seen, although it was not mentioned directly in any of the
essays.
More significantly, a number of disquieting real life events
occurred during the period in which the essays were written. The
destruction of Korean Airlines Flight 007 on September 1, 1983
was followed by the U. S. troop invasion of Grenada in late October and the October 23 suicide bombings of military installations in Beirut which left 58 French and 241 American dead. All
in all, it was not a year in which any American, young or old,
could deny the potential for world-wide conflict, and with it, the
possibility of nuclear intervention.

In 1983, at the urging of the Center for Youth Development
and Research, the Minneapolis Star and Tribune initiated Journal Juniors, a unique writing program for students in grades 5
through 12. This feature is a weekly essay contest which covers
many subjects and issues on which youth can write with authority from their own experiences and imaginations. The writings
provide fascinating glimpses into the private worlds of children
and adolescents, and through them we have sought insight into
their thinking about nuclear war.
The essay data do have certain limitations; for example, they
cannot be considered a true random sample of student opinion.
However, since the 1,133 essays came from 113 public and 18
private schools from all over the state of Minnesota except the
Iron Range region, we feel that the collection surely is representative of the views of young Minnesotans from urban, suburban,
and rural communities.
Misti Snow Schumacher (1984), who edits Journal Juniors,
noted in her year-end summary of the 31,000 essays submitted
by some 6,000 young Minnesotans in 1983-84: ''While the pain
of personal experience was expressed by many, the anxiety
caused by the possibility of nuclear war was universal. It showed
up practically every week, no matter what the topic." For this
study, one set of essays was selected for review. Published on
November 29, 1983, they were written in response to the question, ''What do you wonder about most? Why?'' Although written spontaneously in response to a completely openended
question, nuclear concerns emerged. The content of the essays is
all the more striking because they were produced without the
stimulus of questions about nuclear issues.
Goldenring and Doctor (1984) noted that television, school,
and newspapers (in that order) were the chief sources of information about nuclear issues for the California youth they queried.
The situation is likely the same among Minnesotans. Several of
the essays reported that films, television, and newspaper accounts were the sources of the writers' concerns. None mentioned classroom discussions.
Two films, "War Games" and "The Day After," were
cited in several of the essays and may have stimulated thoughts
about nuclear war. In the first, released early in 1983 and still
playing at some theaters during the school year, a teenage computer "hacker" managed to bring the United States and the Soviet Union to the brink of mutually assured destruction by
penetrating military communications channels. The second,
televised inNovember 1983, provided a graphic view of the possible consequences of a nuclear explosion for a small city in Kansas. "Testament," another 1983 film that gave a poignant
account of a northern California community's slow surrender to
radiation poisoning following nuclear attack, might also have

WHAT DO YOU WONDER ABOUT MOST?
It is not surprising that when asked about their ''wonderings," many young people expressed concerns about war and
peace issues. The related themes of anxiety about nuclear war,
conventional war, and the possible end of the world form the
most frequent subject matter for the entire set of essays, appearing in 28.2% of them. This figure is consistent with the Youth
Poll finding that nuclear war was the most frequently mentioned
national policy issue and with the Goldenring and Doctor study
( 1984) which found nuclear war to be one of the top three fears of
California adolescents.
The young essayists wrote of many other things as well,
from the somewhat frivolous ("How do they get the 'M' on the
M & M candies?'') to the profound (''I wonder about infinityhow something can never start and never end, but always be
there"). It was their own personal futures which set many of
them to pondering; for others, it was the future of the universe or
the possibilities of new technology in the years ahead (Table 1).
In wondering about war, some ( 16.9%) discussed their fears
about possible nuclear holocaust and its aftermath:

What I wonder about most is what's gonna happen if we
have nuclear war and everybody's dead and there's nothing left on earth? Why do I wonder? Because it's very
scary. Just to think about it gives me the chills. But it's
something we all have to think about because we're all in
this together and we all have to think of a way out of this
danger.
Female, 11, Grade 6, Sunburg
What I wonder about most is when and if we are going to
have a nuclear war. Who will start it? Why? I get sick
thinking about it . . .
Female, 10, Grade 5, Plymouth
What I wonder about I probably share with a lot of people
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Table 1. What Journal Junior Essayists Wondered About
Most*
Su~ect

Nuclear war, conventional war,
the "end of the world"
Personal future (What will I be, do, etc.)
Personal death (When, how will I die; what
will it be like?)
Outer space; the universe; UFOs; life on
other planets
The future of the world; lifestyles in
the future
Human nature, cruelty, weaknesses; unfairness
of life
Death of others; death as an abstract concept

Table 2. Percentage of Essays Concerned with War and
Peace Issues by Grade Level and Gender of Writers

%

Grade Level

28.2
22.6
13.9

Males
Females
Combined

11.7

5-6
%

7-8
%

9-10
%

11-12
%

27.0
19.1
22.4

39.8
36.0
37.5

26.4
32.0
30.1

38.6
26.1
31.0

Combined
N
%
31.2
26.4
28.2

455
678
1133

10.3
5.5

the time. At night when I hear an airplane go over our
house I think a bomb dropped. Then I'm scared the
whole night. Sometimes I cry about it. I think of the people in different countries that don't have food. Will that
be me? I'm so glad that I have a family to love. Some
people don't. I wonder if we'll have a war.
Female, 11, Grade 6

3.9

*All themes were coded; all other subjects had frequencies of
3.8% or below.

who think about it too, war. Yes, the dreaded war. I think
about the unthinkable. I can't stop thinking about it, and
the paper and news aren't a big help either. I wonder if in
a minute we're all going to blow up or somebody' s going
to push the wrong button. I think about other things too,
but mostly about my future as a free person living in a
communist world.
Female, 14, Grade 8, Shoreview
I think that what I wonder about most is nuclear war. It
scares me. I wonder what it's like, waiting, knowing that
a nuclear bomb is coming at our country, ready to wipe
us off the face of the earth.
Once I start to think about such a catastrophic event as
this, it takes me a while to get my mind off the subject.
Male, 15, Grade 10, St. Paul

A smaller number (1.6%) expressed their apprehensions in
terms of the ''end of the world. ''
I wonder about what earth's going to be. Is it going to be
here or not. I also wonder about am I going to be married
or not. I wonder about this stuff because it is very importantto me.
Male, 11, Grade 6, Fridley
I wonder about the end of the world the most. I wonder
about it because if it comes to an end we will all be destroyed and the human race will be gone forever. If it
comes to an end too soon we won't know if there are
other life forms on any other planets or in any other universe. If it does end, what will it be like? Will it be painful or won't it have any pain?
Male, 13, Grade 8, Beardsely

An additional 9. 7% of the writers discussed their fears of
conventional war. Many of them made reference to recent events
in Grenada and Lebanon.

Concern with the three war-related themes appeared more
frequently in essays written by males (32%) than by females
(26%) (Table 2). This difference in salience was not unexpected
if only because at present, males alone are subject to the military
draft. However, we wondered if this meant that females were
truly less anxious about the possibility of impending doom. Following Gilligan's (1982) work on gender differences in the patterns of expression about moral issues, we wondered if male and
female essayists might be equally concerned about the prospect
of' 'futurelessness,'' but simply expressed their fear ''in different voices.'' Males might be more likely to define their concerns
in terms of international conflict because it represented to them
the ultimate breakdown of rules. Females, on the other hand,
whom Gilligan found to express moral concerns in terms of human relationships, might be disclosing their own anxieties about
the future in terms of the ultimate breakdown of' 'interconnectedness,'' their own deaths or the deaths of loved ones.
To test this possibility, all essays which remained after separating out those containing war themes were re-examined for
themes relating to death. Included were concerns about their
own personal deaths, the deaths of friends or relatives, and discussions of death as an abstract concept. Death was found to be a
theme for 10% ofthe male essayists but for 15% of the female
writers. The distribution of essays containing the war themes or
death themes (Table 3) differed significantly by gender
(p<0.07). But when all "themes of doom" (war and death)
were aggregated, gender differences disappear (Table 3, ''com-

I wonder about the world ahead of us. What will become
of the world? I wonder about lots of things because I'm
still young yet. And I want to know if the world is going
to be taken over by Communists? I wonder about that
most, because there is all of that bombing and shooting
and killing people. It kinda sets your mind to wondering.
It makes you think of horrible things like relatives and
friends getting killed, and another war known as "World
War III." The way the news says it isn't very far from
another war ...
Female, 12, Grade 6, Wheaton
I think about all these things but the thing I wonder about
most is war and our relationship to the Soviet Union. The
adults may not realize that kids today do think of war and
are scared of what is going to happen. At night when my
dad is watching the news and I hear something about
war, I will ask him about it. We end up talking for an
hour, but it helps me to understand it. My dad has been in
war before so he knows it isn't a picnic.
Female, 13, Grade 8, Kensington
... are we going to have war? Am I going to live in a hut?
Will I have my mother and father in the war? Will they
take my brother and sister away? Will I have to be looking for food all the time? That's what I wonder about all
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Table 3. Distribution of War and Death Themes by Gender of
Writer

to be 30 or die when I'm 19, ifl will be married or not, if
there will be a world or not. I wonder if my family will
live for a week or for a year. I wonder if I'm beautiful or
not.
Female, 10, Grade 5, Waconia

Theme

Male
Female
Combined

War

Death

%

%

31.2
26.4
28.2

9.9
14.7
14.7

Combined
%
N

41.1
41.1
41.1

I wonder about my future. Who I'm going to marry. If
there is going to be a war. I also wonder about Russia. Is
Russia that powerful? I wonder about dying. I wonder
how I am going to tum out when I'm grown up. I wonder
about myself. I also wonder about my family too. I wonder about school too.
Female, 11, Grade 6, Minneapolis

455
678
1133

bined" column). The data suggest that it would be a mistake to
conclude that females have a more optimistic outlook on the future bec.ause they do not discuss war as often. The essays point
up that m future youth research dealing with the impact of the
threat of nuclear war, the instruments used must be sensitive
enough to overcome differences in the modes by which anxiety
is expressed.

As the age of the writers increases, the essays become more
sophisticated, but still the fears of war are frequently interspersed with thoughts about marriage, careers, childbearing,
and future success:
I also wonder if I'll have any boys and girls around the
house to come home to, or if I'll just be a mingling single. But a thing I'll really wonder about is if there will be
a nuclear war or any kind of war that will blow the world
up ... My future is going to be rough, since I want to be
very good at my job. I'll have to finish high school, then
go to college, but that won't be for a couple of years.
Whatever my job will be, I would like it to be a good job,
which I would enjoy very much ... I also wonder when
and how I will die. I wonder if it will be quick or not.
Why I want to know these things is that I may be doing
some of these jobs or being a husband. What does the future hold for me, I wonder?
Male, 14, Grade 9, Shakopee
I often wonder about the world. I wonder if we'll have a
nuclear war or not. Sometimes I just go to the middle of
my yard and just lie there and think, ''Why would we
have a war? Why do people have to kill each other? Can't
the world be one big happy family?''
Just think if those bombs did go off. All men and women
that had a dream couldn't fulfill it! And just think of all
the kids who haven't even had a taste of life yet. And if
they did survive what would they have to look forward
to? Nothing! People would be walking around the earth
blinded by the radiation. The earth would be cold and all
burnt up.
What about the next generation? We would be talking
about how beautiful the woods were in the fall, or how
pretty the lake was when the sun was shining on it and
they wouldn't have any idea what we were talking about.
Female, 14, Grade 8,
Menomonie, Wisconsin
Will the day come so.that I can accomplish my dreams
and goals? There are so many problems around the world
today which involve the United States and their dealings
with other countries, that I may never live to see myself
as someone who has achieved her idea of success in life .
For example, could a nuclear war destroy us all before
the teenagers of the 1980s reach their goals?
Female, 16, St. Paul

WAR, DEATH, AND THE FUTURE
It might be said that too much has been made of the discovery
that more young people wondered about their futures, nuclear
war, and their own deaths than any other subjects, and that perhaps these should be seen as the natural concerns of the adolescent. However, there is a much more disturbing aspect of the
essays: the degree to which today's young Minnesotans have so
thoroughly integrated the possiblity of war in writing about the
future. Many of the essays of the younger writers appeared to be
"streams of consciousness," permeated with themes of early
death and destruction:

I dream about the future. I wonder if I will be married or
if I'm going to die. I wonder ifl will have kids and animals and I wonder where I will live. I wonderifl will live
in Minneapolis or somewhere else. I wonder what I'm
going to be, or if I'm going to be anything at all. I wonder
about a lot of things but the most thing [sic] I worry about
is life.
Female, Grade 5, Minneapolis
I wonder about my life and what is going to happen to this
life of mine. When am I going to die? Am I going to die
because of a war? Will I get married or become a nun?
Will I have a kid if I get married? Am I going to become
rich or poor? What is going to become of me?
Female, 12, Grade 6, St. Louis Park
After I have finally made it through high school and am
ready to start a new beginning in college, will my new
life be taken from me by a nuclear war? Will there be a
future for me? These are the questions I often ask myself
. . . I fear for my future. Hopefully, there will be peace
and security soon, so young people in my situation can
o?ce again be enthusiastic about their future and its planrung.
Female, 16, Grade 11, Watkins

Young people wrote about the future in two distinct ways.
were concerned with their own personal futures, others
wtth what was to happen to the world or universe. In either case,
however, many of these "wonderings" were tied to thoughts of
S~me

I wonder how it's going to be in the future because I wonderifl'lllive or die, if I'll have children or not, ifl'lllive
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nuclear war. Nearly a third (32%) of the writers associated war
with their own futures. The figure rose to a startling 74% for
those who tied the future of the world or universe to war and
peace considerations.
If we were to examine only the content of the essays, we
might well be led to the conclusion that a large proportion of our
young people could well be pathologically affected by their fears
of nuclear war-a point that has been made by others looking at
narrative data (Beardslee and Mack, 1982; Lifton, 1982;
Escalona, 1982.) However, it must be remembered that when a
very similar group of Minnesota adolescents was asked directly
through the Youth Poll about this connection, an overwhelming
majority denied that their everyday lives or actual planning for
the future were affected by their concerns. These responses are,
in fact, very much in line with several recent studies which found
not only little evidence of a link between pathology and concern
about nuclear holocaust (Maloney, 1984; Fiske etal., 1983), but

also that most of those with the highest concern scored best on
measures of personal adjustment and self-esteem (Goldenring
and Doctor, 1984; Benson, et al., 1984). However, in each of
the studies there was a small group profoundly disturbed about
the nuclear threat, and whose behavior and outlook were adversely affected. This is an important area for future research. Is
confidence in the future bought at a great price, or is it true that
for the majority, the capacity to push aside thoughts of annihilation is basically a positive process, enabling them to keep their
anxieties at levels that enable them to focus their efforts on areas
of their lives where they feel they can have an impact? Even if
the latter should tum out to be the case, those youth who admit
that the possibility of nuclear holocaust is overwhelming and
disabling to their progress toward a mature future cannot be ignored. This is no less true of nuclear war as "a reasonable concern of reasonable young people.''
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Appendix B

INDIVIDUAL QUESTIONNAIRE
Age,_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _Male._ _ _ _ _ _ __.·emale,_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _.Qrade in School._ _ _ _ _ _ __
Name of Schoo,___ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __.L_,ip Code of your Home_ _ _ _ __
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.

Have you ever studied about nuclear war in school?
Yes
If yes, approximately how much attention was devoted to it in school?
_____ briefly mentione
1 to 2 class periods
Have you ever studied about nuclear war in church or synagogue?

a major unit (more than 3 class periods)
Yes
No

There are two strongly opposing views held by Americans about the Soviets. At one end of the scale (1 below) is that
the Soviet Union is committed to world domination and will use any means, including nuclear war, to achieve this.
Atthe other end (1 0) is thatthe Soviet Union is as terrifed of nuclear war as we are and would not risk it. Circle on the
scale from 1 to 10 where you stand on this issue.
Soviets would use nuclear war
Soviets would not risk nuclear
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
war to achieve their goals
to achieve world domination
Which countries currently have nuclear weapons?_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Define as many of the following terms as you can:
Civil defense_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
ICBM_____________________________
FallouL__ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Mutual Assured Destructio1..__ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Nuclear freeze, _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Kilotol'----------------Nuclear winter_ _ _~----------

Cruise M i s s i l e ' - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 7.

No

Have you or any member of your family ever been involved in any kind of activity to influence the government's
policy about nuclear weapons?
Yes
No
If yes, who in your family was involved and what did they do?_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? Circle how much you agree or disagree.
Mostly Disagree

Neither

Mostly Agree

Agree

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

2

3

4

5

2

3

4

5

2

3

4

5

Disagree

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

The U. S. should begin a
gradual program of disarming whether other
countries do it or not.
If the U.S. had 1000 more
nuclear warheads, nuclear
war would be much less
likely.
If more countries had
nuclear weapons, nuclear
war would be much less
likely.
Nuclear annihilation will
probably be the fate of
all mankind within my
lifetime.
My guess is that this
country will be caught up
in a major world war in
the next 10 years.
The human race has come
through tough times before
and will do so again.

1
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AppendixC

GROUP QUESTIONNAIRE
MINNESOTA YOUTH POLL ON WAR AND PEACE
We would like some information about the members of your discussion group.
Number of students in each grade?
Number of females _ __

9th,__ _

lOth.__ _

11th.__ _

12th'---

Number of males._ __

Name of your school or organization_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Instructions for the recorder
The recorder's job is most important. Without clear, accurate, and complete notes of the group discussion it is hard to
use what you have done. What your group thinks is very important to us. Unless your writing is clear and the record is as
complete as possible, we will not have a good understanding of your opinions.
The recorder's job is to write down as much as possible of what is being said during the group discussion. Don't decide
what would be important for us to know about-tell us as much as you can about what people said--even jokes are important to write down.

(Please read this to your group.)
It is important to remember that in order for your ideas and opinions to be useful, we must be able to read about and
understand what was said during the discussion.
The job of the group members will be to talk to us through the comments that the recorder writes down. Try to make it
easy for the recorder to write down your comments by talking slowly and clearly. But that does not mean that your ideas
need to be well thought out or carefully worded, although that would help. Also, you don't have to agree with each other.
In fact, we are just as interested in disagreements.

Pagel
1. Do you and your friends talk much about the threat of nuclear war? If yes, what do you talk about?
2. There is a lot of debate about whether schools should teach about war and peace and nuclear war. How do you stand on
this issue and why?
3. At what age do you think young people should learn about nuclear war? Why is this the right age?
Page2
1. How important do you feel nuclear weapons are for our national security and why?
2. Some Americans believe the Soviet Union is committed to world domination and will use any means, including nuclear
war, to achieve this. What's your reaction to this statement?
3. To what extent do you and your parents have similar opinions about nuclear issues?
Page3
1. Do you think that you would survive a nuclear attack? Why or why not?
2. Would you want to survive a nuclear attack? Why or why not?
3. What would you do in the event of a nuclear attack?
4. What do you think of our plans for civil defense in case of nuclear attack?
Page4
1. How does the threat of nuclear war affect your everyday life?
2. Some people say thatteenagers are having sex earlier because of the fear of nuclear war (that is, if they don't do it now,
they won't have a chance later). What do you think of this idea?
3. How does the threat of nuclear war affect your plans for a career, marriage, and having children?
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PageS
1. How well do you think this country is dealing with the arms build-up and the threat of nuclear war?
2. What do you think is most likely to trigger a nuclear war?
3. Do you think people your age should try to influence our government's policy regarding nuclear weapons? Why or why
not?
4. In what ways could young people influence government policy about nuclear weapons?

Page6
1. What do you think are the main causes of war?
2. What solutions do you have for dealing with the threat of nuclear war?
3. In light of the world situation, how do you feel about the future of the human race?

