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Abstract 

After the Chernobyl catastrophe in 1986, many asked the question why Soviet nuclear experts chose the 

RBMK (the “Chernobyl-type reactor”) as a standard design for implementation all over the Soviet Union. 

Implicit in this question were assumptions about the RBMK’s inherent risks: why would anyone select a 

technically flawed reactor, and let insufficiently trained technicians operate it? Often, the Soviet system 

with its tightly integrated economic plans and political program has been blamed, again implying that 

“this could never happen here” (wherever the “here” might be). The Fukushima accident has 

complicated such straight-forward assignments of blame: severe accidents in American designed 

reactors, in a high-tech nation that adheres to democratic, free market principles could not be explained 

away as easily. 

This talk will show that the choice of a reactor design rarely follows strictly technical criteria: designs are 

chosen not because they are the best or most functional ones available. Which design “works” and what 

exactly that means always depends on multiple factors, such as industrial capacity, familiarity with 

operating similar designs, and the clout of different institutes or companies. To explain why some 

technical configurations acquired momentum and eventually succeeded while others faltered we need 

to look beyond individual career ambitions, dysfunctional organizations, and political alliances. Based on 

extensive archival research in Russia and on interviews with veterans of the Soviet nuclear industry, I 

argue that a line of reasoning that in retrospect triumphantly identifies where things went wrong 

obscures the fact that what we consider safe (and, conversely, risky) is not a universal notion. 
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Speaker Bio 
 

Sonja Schmid is an associate professor in the Department of Science and Technology in Society 
at Virginia Tech (National Capital Region). She earned her PhD in Science & Technology Studies 
from Cornell University and was a postdoctoral fellow at the Center for International Security 
and Cooperation at Stanford, and at the James Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies in 

Monterey. Earlier this year, MIT Press published her book, "Producing Power: The Pre-
Chernobyl History of the Soviet Nuclear Industry," which is based on extensive archival research 
in Russia and interviews with nuclear experts. In her current project, which is supported by an 
NSF CAREER award, she investigates the challenges of globalizing nuclear emergency response. 

 

 

 

 


