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For consideration on the occasion of the 75th anniversary of the first sustained nuclear chain reaction


University of Chicago Participation in Human Radiation Experiments

The University of Chicago, along with several other institutions, participated in a number of human radiation experiments after World War II. Many of them are described in Eileen Welsome’s landmark Plutonium Files: America’s Secret Medical Experiments in the Cold War (1999), the 1995 Final Report of the Advisory Committee on Human Radiation Experiments (ACHRE; available online), but one Chicago experiment appears only in a 1986 report of the House of Representatives Subcommittee on Energy Conservation and Power, “American Nuclear Guinea Pigs: Three Decades of Radiation Experiments on U.S. Citizens” (Ed Markey, chair; also available online). This experiment, in which real and simulated Nevada test site fallout was fed to 102 students and staff, took place from 1961 to 1963, is no more reprehensible than other experiments described in the report, but it is distinctive as a case in which an educational institution used its own students and staff as “nuclear calibration devices,” to use the language of the report’s “Summary and Conclusions.” The relevant passage appears on the back of this sheet, together with citation of the scientific paper in which the experiment was reported.

Universities are meant to be sites for the pursuit of knowledge. At times, this will take the form of uncovering chapters in their own histories that have been neglected, willfully or otherwise, as we have begun to see with the probe into the ties of universities and colleges with the institution of slavery. Would it not be fitting for the University of Chicago to initiate an examination of this component of the nuclear age as part of sustained engagement with “nuclear reactions”? What were the criteria, including relationship to government research, for embarking on such experimentation? Who was involved in the decisions? What was the relationship to the “nuclear medicine” program? What might it mean for students and staff to “volunteer” for faculty-led experiments? These issues have present-day pertinence for us.

The Markey Report urged the Department of Energy to “make every practicable effort to identify the persons who served as subjects for the experiments described … to examine the long term histories of subjects for an increased incidence of radiation-associated diseases, and to compensate these human guinea pigs for damages they have suffered.” This was in 1986.




Norma Field, Robert S. Ingersoll Distinguished Service Professor Emerita, University of Chicago

University of Chicago Radiation Experimentation on Students and Staff (1961-63)
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(CATEGORY 11.001, NUMBER 186, PART A
Human ingestion of fullout

Congern about problems from the ingestion of Gllou led 1o stud:
ies using real fallout from the Nevada Test Site; simulated fallout
particles that contained Strontium85, Barium-133, or Cesium-134;
and solutions of Sr-85 and Ce-134. During 1961 to 1963, real and
simulated fallout and solutions of strontium and cesium were fed
t0 102 human subjects. Absorption and retention of the ingested ra-
dioactivity was measured by counting the bodies of subjects. These
experiments were funded by the Atomic Energy Commission and
‘were carried out by the University of Chicago and the Argonne Na-
tional Laboratory. Subjects were university students or members of
the researchers' stafls

Several different fallout or simulated fallout materials were pre-
pared. One set of experiments used microscopic spheres of radioac-
tive strontium, cesium, or barium. A total of 27 volunteers ingested
the spherea. Transit time of the spheres through the gastrointesti-
nal tract was moasured by counting excreted matter. A second set
of experiments used real fallout, obtained from the Nevada Test
Site following land detonation of the nuclear test Small Boy, on
July 14, 1962. Fallout samples were placed in gelatin capsules and
were fed to 10 subjects, In theso and subsequent experimenta, re-
tention of activity was followed by counting subjects’ bodies.

Two types of simulated fallout were aléo prepared. They were
distinguished by the size of microscopic spheres used, which simu-
lated the size of fallout particles close to or far from the site of det-
onation. 21 subjocts were fed simulated local fallout, and 22 simu-
lated distant fallout, Finally, 22 subjects were fed solutions of
strontium or cesium, The amount of radioactive material fed to
subjects in_all experiments renged from 0.4 to 25 microcuries of
‘Strontium-85, or 0.5 to 14 microcurics of Cesium-134. These values
can be compared with the maximum permissible occupational body
burdens of 60 microcuries for Strontium-85, and 30 microcuries for
Cesium-134.

The Department of Energy reported no long term medical follow
up on theso subjects. These cxperiments were reported in a sclentif-
ic paper. G.V. LeRoy et al. Health Physics 12, 449-473, 1966.
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Universie of Chicago Particpation in Human Radiaton.
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