
D
an

iel S
. G

reen
berg' 

 

A
 M

icrow
ave D

elusion? 
W

ith espionage, m
ysterious rays 

and rum
ors of a cancer epidem

ic as 
th

e p
rin

cip
al in

g
red

ien
ts, th

e lo
n
g
-

running S
oviet irradiation of the U

.S
. 

em
bassy in M

oscow
 has becom

e an in-
fam

ous classic in the folklore of inter-
national dirty tricks. 

N
ow

, at last, w
e're on the verge of 

so
m

e clarity
 b

ein
g
 in

tro
d
u
ced

 in
to

 
th

is p
u
zzlin

g
 situ

atio
n
, th

an
k
s to

 a 
n
early

 co
m

p
leted

, m
assiv

e h
ealth

 
study of all U

.S
. personnel associated 

w
ith

 th
e em

b
assy

 o
v
er th

e p
ast 2

5
 

years. C
onducted by the Johns H

op-
k
in

s S
ch

o
o
l o

f P
u
b
lic H

ealth
, th

e 
study—

now
 in th

e fin
a
l stages of sta-

tistical analysis—
should finally settle 

the troublesom
e question of w

hether 
th

e S
o
v
iets h

av
e b

een
 d

elib
erately

 
sickening the em

bassy staff. 
If th

e resu
lts sh

o
w

 th
at to

 b
e th

e 
case, then w

e're In for a new
 round of 

nasty contention. B
ut if, as m

any spe-
cialists insist, the radiation is low

 level 
an

d
 ap

p
aren

tly
 h

arm
less, th

en
 it's 

w
orth considering how

 a few
 facts and 

a lot of hysterical ignorance have ac-
quired an unjustified im

portance in an 
international relationship that suffers 
from

 all too m
any real problem

s. In 
short, the irradiation saga provides a 
disturbing illustration of how

 the bris-
tling S

oviet-A
m

erican rivalry tends to 

m
agnify points of friction and give 

credence to form
ulations that depict 

the other side as m
onstrous. 

W
hat's know

n about the irradiation 
of the em

bassy is that it persists, but 
there is no certainty as to w

hy or to 
w

hat effect. N
evertheless, there is no 

shortage of allegations concerning dire 
health effects on the em

bassy staff. 
T

hree form
er am

bassadors are said to 
have died of cancer that w

as presum
a-

bly contracted in the line of duty in 
M

oscow
. A

nd tw
o years ago, Z

bigniew
 

B
rzezinski, prior to his W

hite H
ouse ap-

pointm
ent, w

as w
idely quoted.–though 

he now
 denies it—

as saying that the 
M

oscow
 em

bassy cancer rate is "the 
highest in the w

orld." 
T

o add to the m
elodram

atic aspects 
of this peculiar affair, the D

efense D
e-

partm
ent som

e years ago consum
ed 

$
4
.6

 m
illio

n
 in

 research
 aim

ed
 at 

determ
ining w

hether the M
oscow

 m
i-

crow
aves m

ight have a psychologi-
cally disorienting effect on em

bassy 
staff m

em
bers. F

or that put-pose, the 
D

efen
se research

ers em
p
lo

y
ed

 
trained m

onkeys In a project called 
"P

andora," w
hich included a subproj-

ect called
 "P

an
d
o
ra/B

izarre." T
h
e 

m
onkeys w

ent about their surrogate 
d
ip

lo
m

atic d
u
ties w

ith
o
u
t im

p
air- 

m
ent, but w

ith the irradiation contin-
uing, the concern has not lessened. 

T
hough the purpose is unknow

n, re-
peated speculation links the m

icro-
w

aves to Soviet attem
pts to eavesdrop 

on the em
bassy or to efforts to foul up 

the em
bassy's ow

n attem
pts to eaves-

drop on Soviet com
m

unications. H
ow

-
ever, w

ith rare exceptions, the report-
ed levels of radiation have been rela-
tively low

-5 m
icrow

atts per square 
centim

eter of exposed area, w
hich, as 

the S
tate D

epartm
ent points out to 

calm
 em

bassy staff fears, is half of the 
Soviets' ow

n strict exposure standards 
and vastly below

 U
.S. standards. 

In any case, though the S
tate D

e-
p
artm

en
t k

n
ew

 o
f th

e m
icro

w
av

e 
bom

bardm
ent as far back as the early 

1960s, it inexcusably concealed the 
problem

 from
 the em

bassy staff until 
1975, w

hen the levels briefly shot up 
to 18 m

icrow
atts. A

t that point, radia-
tion-absorbing m

etal screens w
ere in-

stalled on the w
indow

s, and the staff 
—

angered and alarm
ed by both the 

problem
 and the D

epartm
ent's decep-

tiveness—
w

as given an explanation of 
the situation. R

um
ors then sprouted 

of an abnorm
al incidence of cancer, 

including a report by a physician w
ho 

said
 th

at th
e in

cid
en

ce o
f b

reast 
cancer w

as 40 percent above norm
al. 

O
m

itted
 fro

m
 th

o
se rep

o
rts w

as 
that fact that m

any of those allegedly 
afflicted by the radiation had w

orked 
in parts of the em

bassy that w
ere un-

to
u
ch

ed
 b

y
 th

e m
icro

w
av

e b
eam

s. 
T

hat doesn't preclude the possibility 
of exposure, but it raises doubts. F

ur-
therm

ore, cancer is not an uncom
m

on 
affliction, and shocked colleagues and 
attending physicians are not w

ell situ-
ated to assess w

hether its incidence in 
a m

ixed and changing group is out of 
line w

ith statistical norm
s. 

T
he Johns H

opkins study, covering 
som

e 6,500 persons is a prodigious ex-
ercise in epidem

iology, given the com
-

plef com
ings and goings of so m

any 
p
eo

p
le o

v
er a q

u
arter o

f a cen
tu

ry
. 

B
ut w

hen the results are in, it should 
be possible at last to apply som

e ra-
tionality to a situation that has long 
been an ugly m

ystery. 
In view

 of the prom
inence that the 

case has acquired in horror stories of 
E

ast-W
est relations, it w

ould be desira-
ble to know

 w
hether the sielm

ess.re-
ports are accurate or are sim

ply an ex-
am

ple of intense political antagonism
 

giving rise to delusionary perceptions. 
A

nd if the latter is the case, It is inter-
esting to speculate on other delusions 
that m

ay appear as realities in S
oviet-

A
m

erican relations. 


