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Voices from Chernobyl 
The Oral History of a Nuclear 
Disaster 
by Svetlana Alexievich 
  
ABOUT THE BOOK 
Upon naming Svetlana Alexievich the 2015 Nobel Laureate in 
Literature, the selection committee praised “her polyphonic writings, a 
monument to suffering and courage in our time.” The first nonfiction 
writer chosen for the prize in decades, Alexievich is a journalist who 
expands our understanding of humanity by exploring the darkest 
corners of the Soviet diaspora. In Voices from Chernobyl, Alexievich 
draws on Russia’s oral narrative tradition, using interviews with a range 
of “Chernobylites” to create an unflinching chronicle of the world’s 
worst nuclear disaster. 

One by one, Alexievich introduces the men, women, and children 
whose lives were forever altered on April 26, 1986, the day systems 
began to fail at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Station. She imbues 
chilling new meaning to the word “liquidator,” the title given to the human cleaners who shoveled, hauled, and 
buried radioactive waste because robot cleaners malfunctioned after “their wiring was destroyed by the radiation” 
(“Soldiers’ Chorus,” p. 51). Instead of protective gear, this ad hoc body of volunteers and conscripts was given 
extra rations of vodka and a sense that “manly men were going off to do this important thing” (“Soldiers’ Chorus,” 
p. 40). 

The widow of one liquidator recalls how the men who bore the brunt of the initial cleanup died within fourteen 
days. After the woman witnesses her husband’s agonizing death, a nurse asks, “What did you expect? He got 1,600 
roentgen [of radiation]. Four hundred is a lethal dose” (“Prologue: A Solitary Human Voice,” p. 17). Two months 
later, the widow gives birth to an infant daughter who dies within hours. In tending to her husband, she had 
unintentionally irradiated their unborn child. 

In the immediate aftermath of the explosion, the Soviet government minimized the danger while radioactive 
particles blanketed the region. Residents were told that evacuation and panic were unnecessary, and even 
unpatriotic. Shortly after the meltdown, “we all dressed up our kids and took them to the May Day demonstration. . 
. . We thought it was our duty” (“Monologue About Expensive Salami,” p. 183). 
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Alexievich rarely intrudes on the stories shared by her interview subjects, allowing their collective voices to merge 
into a tragic chorus. A former nuclear scientist speaks of his lost faith in atomic energy, a cameraman shooting 
footage in Chernobyl after the meltdown talks about the day his sense of smell disappeared, a relocated woman 
shares how her son was shunned at his new school because he “glowed,” and an ethnic Russian family from 
Tajikistan reflects upon the genocide that drove them to resettle the evacuated countryside surrounding the still 
unstable reactor. 

A controversial figure in her homeland, Alexievich is openly critical of Belarussian President Alexander 
Lukashenko’s twenty-year dictatorship as well as Russian intervention in the Ukraine, and her books unflinchingly 
portray the harshness of life in the post-Soviet world. Yet, despite the politics entrenched in her work, Alexievich is 
concerned primarily with the human experience, and Voices from Chernobyl is a vivid mosaic of life, love, and 
death beneath the shadow of the unimaginable. In the words of one survivor, “It happened ten years ago, and it 
happens to me again every day” (“Monologue About What Can Be Talked About with the Living and the Dead,” p. 
31). 

 Svetlana Alexievich was born in the Ukrainian town of Stanislaviv in the former Soviet Union to a Belarussian 
father and a Ukrainian mother. Initially a reporter, she writes in Russian and is the first Belarusian and fourteenth 
woman to win the Nobel Prize for literature. Voices from Chernobyl was first published in 1997 and was translated 
into English in 2005, when it won the National Book Critics Circle Award for nonfiction. She left Belarus after 
being persecuted by President Alexander Lukashenko and then lived in Paris, Gothenburg, and Berlin. In 2011, she 
returned to Minsk, where she lives. 

 

QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION  

1. Nikolai Kalugin, one of Svetlana Alexievich’s interview subjects, explains, “You’re a normal person! 
And then one day you’re turned into a Chernobyl person, an animal that everyone’s interested in, and 
that no one knows anything about. . . . The very word “Chernobyl” is like a signal” (p. 31). Compare 
what the name “Chernobyl” has come to mean in the United States to what it means in the former 
Soviet Union. 
 

2. What prompted the Soviet government’s decision to conscript volunteers and not-so-willing individuals 
to “clean up” Chernobyl? What light do their actions shed on the government’s relationship to its 
citizens? 
 

3. One of the men in “Soldiers’ Chorus” recounts, “We’d ask each other: is this what our life is like? It 
was the first time we saw it from the outside. The very first time” (p. 36). Do we see our lives with more 
clarity when they’re under threat?  
 

4. Except for the introductory titles and the chapter titled, “In Place of an Epilogue,” Alexievich provides 
virtually no words of her own, instead allowing each individual to share his or her own story. Were you 
conscious of Alexievich’s presence within the narrative? How does her approach shape the story she 
tells? 
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5. After they were evacuated, many Chernobylites chose to return to their homes, fully aware that the 

radiation released by the meltdown will linger for millennia. Discuss what motivated their decisions. Do 
the same social forces that informed their returns exist in the United States? 
 

6. Of the many powerful images Alexievich shares, which resonate with you most? Why? 
 

7. Following her Nobel Prize win, Alexievich released a statement in which she said, “I’m searching life 
for observations, nuances, details. Because my interest in life is not the event as such, not war as such, 
not Chernobyl as such, not suicide as such. What I am interested in is what happens to the human being, 
what happens to it in our time.” How does an event like Chernobyl increase or diminish our common 
humanity? 
 

8. In the only anonymous interview, “Monologue by a Defender of the Soviet Government,” Alexievich is 
told, “You only write down what you want to hear” (p. 202). Is this a fair accusation? Does Alexievich 
have a duty to be unbiased? 
 

9. Nikolai Zharkov, the labor studies teacher interviewed in “Monologue About a New Nation,” says, 
“There are ten million Belarussians, and two million of us live on poisoned land” (p. 121). Is the 
Russian and Belarussian governments’ tacit permission for people to repopulate the land around 
Chernobyl tantamount to genocide? 
 

10. In addition to returning Belarussians, ethnic Russians from across Eastern Europe are resettling 
Chernobyl while fleeing persecution in their home countries. Should the Russian government and the 
international community be taking action to address this? If so, how? 
 

11. In “Monologue About Lies and Truths,” Sergei Sobolev, deputy head of the Executive Committee of 
the Shield of Chernobyl Association tells Alexievich, “Someone said to me, or maybe I read it, that the 
problem of Chernobyl presents itself first of all as a problem of self-understanding” (p. 129). Discuss 
what a “problem of self-understanding” might be. 
 

12. Does Alexievich leave out any important “voices” or perspectives? 
 

13. Alexievich has cited Belarussian writer Alex Adamovich as an important influence on her work. What 
other writers does her work evoke? If you did not know that Voices from Chernobyl was a work of 
nonfiction, what elements of the book might lead you to believe that it’s a novel? 
 
 

14. If you could ask one of Alexievich’s interview subjects a question, who and what would it be? 
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15. Have you read any other writings about Chernobyl? If so, how do they compare? If not, does Voices 

from Chernobyl spur you to learn more? 
 

Guide written by Julie Shiroishi 
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