Regional Variation in Attitudes
Toward the Peace Movement and
Nuclear Disarmament

by Sharon Froese Nielsen and Patricia Froese

The peace movement has continued to
remain in the public eye for the last sev-
eral years as an outward expression of
people’s concern over nuclear disar-
mament and related issues. Both of us
have been interested and active in the
peace movement and felt that it was im-
portant to examine various aspects of it in
ascholarly fashion. The focus onregional
variation in attitudes toward the peace
movement and nuclear disarmament is
part of a larger study which originally
focussed on gender differences.!

To begin with, we collected question-
naire data at a large university in Toronto.
Nielsen’s move to Cape Breton provided
an opportunity to enlarge the scope of our
investigation. We revised the original
questionnaire and collected data in both
Toronto and Cape Breton during the
spring of 1985.

Questionnaires were distributed, dur-
ing class time, to students in universities
in both regions. The vast majority of stu-
dent respondents were in their first and
second years: 83% of Toronto re-
spondents and 91% of Cape Breton re-
spondents. In total, 433 students com-
pleted questionnaires. Of these, 155 were
from Toronto and 278 were from Cape
Breton. Overall, 242 respondents were
male and 191 were female.

We were interested in examining the
responses to two main pairs of questions:

« Whether or not you think it is suc-
cessful, do you think the peace move-
ment is or is not a good thing? [Re-
sponse categories: yes, no, don’t
know];

» Why do you feel that way? [12 pos-
sible responses were provided with

the last one being “Other” with space
provided to specify];

» Do you agree or disagree with the
following statement: The best way to
prevent nuclear war is for the super
powers to continue their nuclear arms
buildup. [Response categories: agree,
disagree, don’t know];

* Why do you feel that way? [12 pos
sible responses were provided with
the last one being “Other” with space
provided to specify].

We hypothesized that we would find
some differences in attitudes toward the
peace movement and the concept of nu-
clear disarmament depending on region.
We anticipated that the peace movement
wouldreceive relatively less support from
respondents in Cape Breton as compared
to respondents from Toronto. We also
anticipated that the reasons they gave as to
why would also vary by region. More-
over, we anticipated that the more anti-
peace response categories would receive
relatively more support from Cape Breton
respondents than from Toronto respon-
dents. Finally, we felt that the same pat-
tern would be found regarding the issue of
disarmament.

There are a number of reasons why we
felt our findings would emerge in this
way. The sociological literature tends to
suggest that a more conservative attitude
would be prevalent in areas which are
more working class, Roman Catholic,
rural, and isolated. As well, unemploy-
ment is extremely high in Cape Breton
and would likely be seen as a more urgent
problem than a more abstract problem
such as peace and nuclear war. Moreover,

the peace movement itself is much more
visible in Toronto. There are numerous
public demonstrations which are well
covered in the media. At the university
there is also a small, but active and visible
peace group. In contrast, the peace move-
ment is much less visible in Cape Breton.
Some demonstrations are held, but they
do not receive the same proportional
support. Nor is the issue of the peace
movement and nuclear disarmament
covered in the local media as frequently.
And there is no actual on-campus peace
group.

For these reasons, then, we felt it was
reasonable to expect less support of the
peace movement and more support of
nuclear arms proliferation in Cape
Breton. And because of the demographic
differences between the two populations
— especially as there are proportionately
more middle class students at the Toronto
university and proportionately more
working class students at the Cape Breton
university — we expected the two groups
would vary in the reasons they provided
as to why they felt the way they did.

Ourresults were very interesting. Over-
whelmingly, people in both regions found
the peace movement to be a good thing:
86.7% of Cape Breton respondents and
80.1% of Toronto respondents. The re-
spondents were to indicate why they had
evaluated the peace movement as they
had, choosing one of the 12 possible re-
sponse categories. The most popular re-
sponses for the Toronto respondents was
the “other” category (14.9%). The modal
category for Cape Breton respondents
was “The peace movement is our only
chance of preventing nuclear war/arms
buildup” (24.2%); this was by far the most
popular choice of Cape Breton respon-
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dents,

The second pair of questions dealt with
the concept of nuclear arms proliferation.
Respondents were asked if they agreed or
disagreed with the “peace through
strength” statement: The best way to pre-
vent nuclear war is for the superpowers to
continue their nuclear arms buildup.

Again, people in both regions re-
sponded in the same way. The vast ma-
jority of both Cape Breton and Toronto
students disagreed with nuclear arms
proliferation: 81.4% of Cape Breton re-
spondents and 82.3% of Toronto re-
spondents. When asked to indicate why
they felt this way, the most popular re-
sponse was the same for both groups:
“The escalation of the arms buildup in-
creases the possibility of a nuclear acci-
dent” (29.1% of Cape Breton responses,
21.5% of Toronto responses). As well, the
second most frequently chosen response
category was the same for both groups:
“Any possibility of nuclear war is so
horrendous that it must be avoided at all
cost” (Cape Breton: 20.8%; Toronto:
17.7%). Moreover, the least frequently
chosen response — chosen by less than

1% of Cape Breton respondents and by no
Toronto ones — was that “limited nuclear
war is possible and winnable.”

We found these results to be particu-
larly interesting as they did not provide
support for our hypotheses. We had an-
ticipated that there would be general
support for the peace movement and dis-
agreement with the concept of nuclear
arms proliferation in both regions, but that
there would be less support to be found in
Cape Breton compared to Toronto. And
we had expected that the nature of the
support — the belief system informing
the stances taken — would differ by re-
gion.

However, our findings in terms of re-
gion demonstrate a similarity of attitudes
on these two related issues by the two
groups of respondents. The majority of
both groups evaluated the peace move-
ment as a good thing and disagreed with
nuclear arms proliferation. Moreover, the
reasons chosen as to why were also essen-
tially the same.

There are a number of possible expla-
nations for the finding that no real re-
gional variation in attitudes exists. For
one, there may be methodological prob-
lems with the questionnaire itself. We
listed every possible reason, for and
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against, that we could think of. However,
these may have been stated too generally
or we may have inadvertently missed one
or more. However, the questionnaire did
serve to illustrate gender differences in
terms of such attitudes.

It may be that there is no regional vari-
ation on these issues: perhaps the peace
movement has been sufficiently active to
have educated the entire population. Over
the last few years, the media have covered
the various peace talks, demonstrations
and the like. Perhaps this media coverage
has had the effect of raising the conscious-
ness of people everywhere. Certainly the
peace movement has long felt that the
importance of the issue of peace was suf-
ficient to transcend partisan political be-
liefs. It would seem, too, that the impor-
tance of this issue has also transcended
some regional boundaries.

We argue, in an earlier discussion of
gender differences, that tobe effective the
peace movement needs an ideological
stance that encompasses all visions of
peace.? In that case, we felt it important
that the peace movement recognize the
differences in vision as held by men and
women. In the case of region, however, it
would seem that the ideology of the peace
movement is sufficiently broad to cover
the different regional interests.

However, visions of peace do need to
encompass the need for social equality.
Peace without equality between men and
women is surely a travesty. In the same
way, peace that does not include equality
between disparate regions is also surely a
travesty. Peace and nuclear disarmament
are imperative. For them to be effective,
there also must be social equality and an
eradication of disparity between the gen-
ders, between Canadian regions, and be-
tween the over- and under-developed
regions of the world.

!See Patricia Froese and Sharon Froese
Nielsen, “Gender and Attitudes Toward the
Peace Movement and Nuclear Disarmament,”
Atlantis, Vol. 12, No. 1 (Fall 1986), pp. 129-
135.
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