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Impact of War on 
Moral Values 

in Lebanese Children 

During the Lebanese War, 1975-1976, children were 
heavily exposed to various forms of violence.' Starting with 
the well-known belief that children are greatly influenced 
by example and easily led to imitate older people, the 
IWSAW research group, directed by Dr. Julinda Abu-Nasr, 
decided to undertake a study attempting to determine the 
influence of war, not on children's behavior, 'but on their 
moral judgment or conception of right and wrong. 

The idea was based on Piaget's theory that the moral 
development of the child occurs in stages paralleling the 
development of cognitive stages, depending on the role ot 
adults in the process of the child's socialization. Other 
research, by Bandura and associates, states that aggressive 
behavior is more likely to be imitated than non-aggressive 
behavior, especially if the model is a male. 

Methodology: The sample consisted of 72 children of 
both sexes, whose ages varied between 12 and 14 years, 
selected from 3 different social classes in Beirut and 
suburbs, representing different degrees of exposure to war. 

The instrument for this study was based on Pia get's 
method for studying morality, namely: telling the children 
two stories, one depicting an everyday neutral situation and 
the other, a war situation. The stories dealt with six moral 
issues involving killing, stealing, lying, damaging property, 
cheating and rebelling. The child was asked to judge the 
behavior of the character of the story by confronting him 
or her with the conflict that had to be solved. Responses 
to the stories were classified as moral or immoral; the first 
was characterized by behavior in accordance with 
universally accepted norms, while the second was 

based on a field study and interviews he conducted with 
children, parents and physicians. 

He said that the concepts of war and death vary in the 
child's mind according to age. At the "syncretic" stage, 3-4 
years of age, the concept is hazy. Between 5-8, he links · 
death with a cause like shooting but he does not consider 
it a final end. At the third or "realistic" stage, 9-11, he 
knows that death is a final end, caused by damage t9 the 
vital organs like the head, the heart or the internal parts. 

The psychic effects of war on the children in his study 
differed according to age and the degree of their exposition 
La the war dangers. Briefly enumerated, they were: 
1. Fear and anxiety leading to anorexia, aggressivity, 

enuresis, insomnia, hysterical symptoms, frightful 
dreams. 

2. Sadism and violence. 
Dr. Yacoub recommended the following methods of 

treatment: 

considered as asocial, or moved by a desire for harmfulness 
and revenge. 

Results: The children's responses in general indicated a 
change in their judgments from a neutral to a war situa
tion. Carefl:llly drawn tables, which space does not allow us 
to reproduce, showed clearly that the war situation evoked 
more immoral judgment than the neutral situation. In the 
children's judgment of killing, for example, 37 out of 72 
gave an immoral response in a war situation, while their 
judgment of killing in the neutral situation was moral. A 
reverse trend of change from immoral judgment in the 
neutral situation to moral judgment in the war situation 
was not apparent. 

This pilot study was designed mainly to test the 
instrument which proved to be effective in detecting 
change in moral judgment. The subjects studied seemed to 
tol e rate behavior in the war situations which they did not 
accept in the neutral situation. 

The pattern of change is more pronounced in reactions 
to killing and lying than to the stealing and damaging 
property. The explanation may be sought in the fact that 
the killing and lying stories dealt with situat ions in which 
parents, brothers and sisters were involved, whil e the 
relation between self and others in the other stories was 
remote. 

The implications of these findings must be of great 
concern to educators and programme planners. War models 
which have so deeply influenced children should be 
replaced by models that have moral or universally accepted 
values, presented to them through living models or through 
books, fi I ms and other media. 

1. Developin~ the child's love for life and joy against a 
possible desire for destruction and delinquency. This 
implies the development of his creative talents, his 
artistic capacities, in any of the following: drawing, 
danci ng, musical abil ity, music appreciation, acting, 
sports, nature study, manual work and so on. 

2. Creating mental health centers in all Lebanese districts, 
particularly those that were subjected to attack and 
bombardment. 

3 . Training psychiatrists and mental health experts, capable 
of diagnosing the psychic troubles of children and 
adolescents and giving them the necessary guidance. 

4. Using the mass media, particularly television and radio, 
for the transmission of instructive and entertaining 
programmes, which would succeed in arousing the 
children's interest and developing their mental faculties. 

(1) See AI-Raida No. 3, p . 8. 
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