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The danger posed by “weapons of mass destruction” (WMD) was the Bush administration’s chief justification for invading Iraq. Speaking in Fort Hood, Texas, on January 3, 2003 the President stated that 
The Iraqi regime has used weapons of mass destruction. They not only had weapons of mass destruction, they used weapons of mass destruction. They used weapons of mass destruction in other countries, they have used weapons of mass destruction on their own people. That’s why I say Iraq is a threat, a real threat.
 

This statement illustrates two important features of the way in which the term WMD was used to make the case and mobilize public support for the Iraq war. 

First, the frequent employment of this concept obscured the distinctions among chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons. The weapon that the Iraqi regime actually used “in other countries” (Iran) or “on their own people” (Iraq’s Kurds) was poison gas, yet the president employed the more abstract term WMD—a term that was as commonly associated with nuclear weapons as with chemical ones. Moreover, the president said that Iraq “had weapons of mass destruction” even as his administration never claimed that Iraq possessed nuclear weapons; the administration did claim that Iraq had biological and chemical weapons, but the president chose to substitute WMD for these more specific names. Because chemical and biological weapons are far less destructive than nuclear weapons, the administration’s frequent declarations that Iraq had, or used, “weapons of mass destruction” rhetorically magnified the Iraqi threat.


The second feature of the rhetoric of WMD illustrated by the president’s Fort Hood speech was its repetitiousness. Beginning with the January 2002 State of the Union address, the president and senior administration officials uttered this term multiple times in most of their public appearances (Gershkoff and Kushner 2005, 531). In a televised prime time speech he gave in Cincinnati on October 7, 2002, President Bush alluded to “weapons of mass destruction” 8 times in 26 minutes (Woodward 2004, 201–02). The Fort Hood speech, though it was shorter, contained as many utterances of this expression. A month later, Secretary of State Colin Powell used the term 17 times in his famous address to the United Nations Security Council. Powell’s speech, 75 percent of which focused on Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction, was watched by millions around the world and it had a tremendous impact on American public opinion. Liberal Washington Post columnist Mary McRory wrote the following day that Powell “persuaded me, and I was as tough as France to convince” (quoted in Woodward 2004, 311; see also Massing 2004; Rix 2006, 94–5). In a poll conducted shortly after the speech, ten percent of respondents indicated that it made them change their minds from opposing U.S. military action in Iraq to favoring it (Gershkoff and Kushner 2005, 530–31).  

As figures 1–3 illustrate, the U.S. press echoed and amplified the administration’s WMD rhetoric.
 Whereas in the 1980s and the early 1990s this term was rarely mentioned by the press, it became a staple of the run-up to the Iraq war. In the twelve months preceding the war, the frequency of its use in the media has increased almost tenfold. Even the acronym WMD has become so ubiquitous that by the time the war broke out many journalists no longer felt compelled to spell it out. The American Dialect Society selected “weapons of mass destruction” as its 2002 “word of the year” (Barber 2003, 29). 
<<< Figures 1, 2 and 3 about here >>>

In the aftermath of the invasion, the CIA’s 1,400 member Iraq Survey Group conducted a 900 million dollar search for Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (Packer 2005, 298; Woodward 418; Associated Press 2006). On January 28, 2004, David Kay, who earlier resigned as head of the Group, told the Senate Armed Services Committee that “we were almost all wrong” about Iraq’s WMD (Woodward 2004, 434; Risen 2006, 122). Eight months later the Survey Group’s final report, submitted to Congress by Kay’s successor Charles Duelfer, basically conveyed the same conclusion (Jehl 2004). The failure to discover weapons of mass destruction in Iraq has generated a heated political debate that shows few signs of abating. Some critics of the Bush administration characterize the WMD fiasco as an unintentional if grave “intelligence failure” while more extreme critics allege that the Bush administration intentionally distorted the truth about Iraq’s WMD. In this paper, we do not attempt to adjudicate this debate but rather to expose its limits. One important issue that receives almost no attention in the debate is the role of language in constructing the truth. Debaters of all stripes basically treat “weapons of mass destruction” as a natural, unproblematic concept and they implicitly presuppose that the truth consists in correspondence between such verbal concepts and a reality external to these concepts. From this perspective, whether the administration, deliberately or inadvertently, distorted the truth about Iraq’s WMD depends on whether the “facts on the ground” in Iraq corresponded to the administration’s statements that Iraq “had weapons of mass destruction.” 

Alas, the current WMD debate sidesteps an important question: how have millions of Americans come to accept as true the claim that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction? Furthermore, how is it that in July 2006, almost two years after the Iraq Survey Group filed its final report, 50 percent of Americans still believed that Iraq had the forbidden arms when U.S. troops invaded in March 2003 (Associated Press 2006; Harris Poll 2006)? To address these questions effectively, we need to suspend the notion that truth is “found” by matching words with facts independent of these words—after all, the vast majority of Americans who regarded the statement that Iraq has WMD as true have never even visited Iraq—and adopt the perspective that truth is an effect of words. This perspective guides us to ask not “did Iraq possess WMD?” but rather “what is WMD anyway”? Is “weapons of mass destruction” not a contestable social construct more than a firm, natural concept? Is “weapons of mass destruction” not a figure of speech whose incantation creates reality as much as it describes it? 

The notion that language constitutes the world rather than describe it, though it remains heterodox in the mainstream of Political Science, has gained wide acceptance in the humanities and some of the other social sciences in recent decades. This “linguistic turn” was inspired by the works of important twentieth century thinkers such as Saussure, Wittgenstein, Rorty, and Derrida (to name but a few), who followed, to one degree or another, the trail blazed by Friedrich Nietzsche. The truth, Nietzsche declared in 1873, is   
A mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms—in short, a sum of human relations which have been enhanced, transposed, and embellished poetically and rhetorically, and which after long use seem firm, canonical and obligatory to a people; truths are illusions about which one has forgotten that this is what they are; metaphors which are worn out and without sensuous power; coins which have lost their picture and now matter only as metal, no longer as coins (Nietzsche 1954, 46–7; emphasis added).

“Weapons of mass destruction” is a metonym—“a figure of speech that involves using one signified to stand for another signified which is . . . closely associated with it in some way, notably the substitution of effect [purported mass destruction] for cause [e.g., nuclear explosion or poisonous chemical reaction]” (Chandler 2002, 233). In this paper, we present a history (or genealogy, as Nietzsche might have called it) of this metonymical concept. Following Nietzsche’s formulation, we analyze “weapons of mass destruction” as a “sum” of past political and social “human relations.” We describe how this figure of speech was coined by the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1937 in the context of the aerial bombing of Spanish and Chinese towns, how it was “transposed” by presidential science advisor Vannevar Bush in 1945, how it was “transposed” again and “enhanced” in UN disarmament negotiations in 1946–48, how it subsequently fell into obscurity, how the U.S. government and media did not use this term when Iraq used gas against Iran and the Kurds in the 1980s, and how the concept experienced a minor revival in the aftermath of Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait. Our account of the history of “weapons of mass destruction” ends on the eve of the election of George W. Bush. We leave for a future paper the task of analyzing how this metonym was “embellished poetically and rhetorically” in 2002–2003 and how its incessant incantation turned it into a truth, that is, into a “worn out” figure of speech or a coin that has “lost [its] picture and now matters only as metal.” 

Are Chemical and Biological Arms Properly Identified with Mass Destruction?   

During the lead-up to the Iraq war, American officials employed the term WMD interchangeably with three types of weaponry: biological, chemical, and nuclear. Although a few commentators questioned the appropriateness of lumping together these three types in a single category (Easterbrook 2002; Hitchens 2002), their voices were drowned out by the media chorus, whose constant repetition of “WMD” made the term appear natural and unproblematic. But there is nothing natural about it. Studies by national security experts demonstrate that biological and especially chemical weapons, terrible though they might be, are not capable of inflicting nearly as many casualties nor anywhere near as much physical damage as their nuclear counterparts. Steve Fetter concluded that chemical warheads are “hundreds or thousands of times less deadly than nuclear weapons” (Fetter 1991, 28; see also Meselson 1991). Similarly, MIT weapons scientists Philip Morrison and Kosta Tsipis (2003) have pointed out that whereas “chemical weapons, unless used in very large quantities, may cause hundreds, but probably not thousands, of deaths,” a single nuclear weapon “can physically destroy an entire city instantaneously, kill hundreds of thousands of people, and leave lingering delayed radioactivity.” They add that “biological and chemical weapons have been called ‘capitalist weapons’ because they kill people, but do not destroy property.” As for the lethality of biological weapons, some simulation-based studies have concluded that a bioweapon attack can kill as many people as a small nuclear weapon (Fetter 1991, 26) but these conclusions are based on worst case scenarios that disregard the ameliorating effects of defenses such as a good public health system. Generally, the range of estimates of the potential damage of biological warfare is extremely wide (Macfarlane 2005).

The case against identifying chemical and biological weapons with “mass destruction” rests on the historical record as much as on simulations and conjectures. Gas was used extensively during World War I but less than 1 percent of the war’s battle deaths were caused by it; soldiers who were gassed on the Western front were 10–12 times more likely to survive than those who were struck by bullets, artillery shells, or shrapnel. Although modern chemical arms such as sarin are more lethal than the mustard gas of the Great War, the 1995 release of sarin by the Aum Shinrikyo cult in the Tokyo subway resulted in only twelve deaths (Easterbrook 2002; Tucker 2006 346). Christopher Hitchens, who in 1991 visited the Kurdish town of Halabja—site of the worst known use of gas, by Saddam Hussein’s army in 1988—questioned the aptness of the label “mass destruction” to describe what he witnessed. “A sustained day of carpet bombing with ‘conventional’ weapons,” he wrote, “would have been more lethal, as well as more annihilating” (Hitchens 2002). Indeed, the expression “weapons of mass destruction” was absent from the U.S. media’s contemporaneous reports on the Halabja tragedy.  


Biological weapons have never been used on a large scale on the battlefield but two accidents that occurred in Soviet bioweapons facilities—an accidental outbreak of a smallpox epidemic in Aralsk in 1971 and a 1979 explosion near Sverdlovsk that released anthrax spores into the air—resulted in 3 and 68 deaths respectively despite very poor public health conditions (Easterbrook 2002). The mysterious anthrax attacks in the United States in 2001 resulted in five deaths and no physical destruction. Thus, the actual damage caused by biological and chemical weapons pales not only in comparison with the enormous destruction inflicted by the two atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki but also in comparison with the extreme lethality of the “conventional” strategic bombing of Tokyo, Hamburg, Dresden and other axis cities during World War II (Overy 1980, chap. 5).   

In sum, nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons “are fundamentally different in terms of lethality, in the area they cover and over time; in the availability of measures that can protect against them” (Morrison and Tsipis, 2003). The metonym presently used to group together these disparate weapon systems is thus less a natural fact than a social construct. We now turn to re-constructing its history.   
The Emergence of “Mass Destruction”, 1915–1945

Although the focus of this paper is on de-naturalizing “weapons of mass destruction” rather than the names of specific weapons for which the metonym has come to stand, it should be briefly noted that the expression “chemical weapons” is not natural either. In the 1899 Hague Peace Conference, the delegates adopted a declaration whereby they agreed “to abstain from the use of projectiles the sole object of which is the diffusion of asphyxiating or deleterious gases”—the word “chemical” was absent from the declaration, as well as from the 1925 “Geneva Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use of Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases, and of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare” (Price 1997, 15, 91).
 During World War I, the New York Times published scores of reports alluding to “poisonous gas” or “asphyxiating gas” and only one report that mentioned the term “chemical weapons.”
 Thus, although it is now common to refer to the widespread use of “chemical weapons” on Europe’s battlefields during the Great War, this expression was almost never used at the time of the war itself.


Nor was “weapons of mass destruction.” In the New York Times, this term would not appear until late 1945, but the newspaper did print the term’s metonymical component—“mass destruction”—twice during the Great War.
 On June 8, 1915—the first time the Times ever printed the term—it reported on the German reaction to President Wilson’s “Lusitania note,” which demanded that Germany suspend its submarine warfare. The Germans complained that the demand lacked “diplomatic logic. If that were right, Germany would have to allow every English ship, filled to the rail with bombs for the mass destruction of our German soldiers, to sail into every English port, so long as any neutral American finds it to his liking to travel to Europe upon it.” On July 14, 1915 the Times published an excerpt from another German statement, which alleged that France “used choking gas first” and argued that producing smoke clouds which waft slowly toward enemy trenches was a more humane method of warfare than raining shells or hand grenades on these trenches. “Sentiments would revolt,” the statement read, “if a mass destruction were intended [by the use of gas], from which no one could escape.”
 In sum, the term “mass destruction” was almost never used during World War I; on the rare occasions it was used, it was not associated with, and even expressly dissociated from, gas warfare. 

During the decade following the Great War, America’s leading newspapers made no references to “mass destruction.” In the New York Times, the term re-appeared in the 1930s and it was not primarily associated with weapons or warfare. Twelve of the 21 articles
 that alluded to “mass destruction” between 1930 and the outbreak of World War II in September 1939 did not place it in the context of modern international war, including 3 articles referring to mass destruction as an effect of Stalin’s terror, two articles concerned with the mass destruction of fish populations, and two ads depicting a product that causes the mass destruction of insects.


Of the remaining 9 articles that referred to “mass destruction” in the 1930s, two associated it with violent conflict in general, including a report (dated May 21, 1937) that expressed concern for the “millions of Jews facing mass destruction in Germany, Poland and other countries.” One article associated mass destruction with the machine gun, 4 articles associated it with aerial bombing, and 2 articles associated it with poison gas: a report on a “new deadly war gas” developed at MIT “for the mass destruction of enemy armies as well as non-combatant civilian populations” (September 10, 1934) and a report on a speech by British Prime Minister Ramsey MacDonald, in which he decried the international race to build “great means of mass destruction—guns, ships, poison gas” (July 27, 1930). In sum, in the 1930s references to “mass destruction” were still rare, and they did not predominantly pertain to military subjects. To the extent that “mass destruction” was associated with means of warfare, it was variously identified with guns, machine guns, ships, gas, and aerial bombardment.  


It was in the context of the latter that the Archbishop of Canterbury coined the term “weapons of mass destruction.” In his 1937 Christmas day radio broadcast, excerpted by the Times of London on December 28, 1937, the Archbishop voiced    

dismay of the fears, jealousies, and suspicions which have compelled nations, our own among them, to pile up their armament. Who can think at this present time without a sickening of the heart of the appalling slaughter, the suffering, the manifold misery brought by war to Spain and to China? Who can think without horror of what another widespread war would mean, waged as it would be with all the new weapons of mass destruction?

Although the Archbishop did not name the weapons he was referring to, his allusions to Spain and China—where the Nazi and Japanese air forces respectively attacked population centers—suggest that he probably meant to include aerial bombs among the “new weapons of mass destruction.” It should be noted, however, that this was the only time in which the London Times placed “mass destruction” in the context of war in the 1930s. The 5 other articles in which the term appeared between 1929 and 1939 alluded to the “mass destruction” of locust, pests, pigeons, whales, and housing units threatened by a road construction project. 

After the outbreak of World War II, the frequency of “mass destruction” in the American press has increased somewhat, and the term has become more predominantly associated with warfare. In 21 of the 25 New York Times articles in which the expression appeared between September 1939 and September 2, 1945 (the date of Japan’s official surrender), it was associated with the war. Initially, most of these articles did not tie “mass destruction” to specific weapon systems. For example, a news report from January 8, 1942, detailed Soviet charges that the Germans committed “crimes ranging from the stealing of children’s toys through rape to mass murder and mass destruction” while a report dated August 16, 1942, quoted Senator Joshua Lee’s statement that the United States should rely on airpower to defeat the enemy rather than “sending our men to mass destruction against his land defenses.” Once the tide of the war turned in favor of the allies, though, a growing proportion of the references to “mass destruction” came to denote the effects of allied conventional aerial bombing.
 For example, on November 4, 1943, the New York Times reported on an air raid that resulted in the “mass destruction” of a war plane factory in Austria and on September 6, 1944, it described how some 1,800 allied bombers “completed their mass destruction” of transportation and communication facilities in Northern Italy. 

None of the allusions to “mass destruction” during the war associated the term specifically with chemical warfare, perhaps because the warring sides refrained from using poison gas on the battlefield. Nor was there any association suggested between mass destruction and bacteriological warfare even though in 1942 the U.S. press reported allegations that Japan attacked Chinese cities with plague-infected fleas (Guillemin 2005, 76; the allegations proved correct). On the other hand, as soon as the United States dropped the atomic bombs on Japan, commentators and critics of the new weapon identified it with “mass destruction.” On August 9, 1945, the day Nagasaki was bombed, two prominent leaders of the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in America—Bishop Bromley Oxnam, the Council’s president, and John Foster Dulles, chairman of the council’s Commission on a Just and Durable Peace—called for a temporary suspension of atomic bombing in order to give Japan time to consider the terms of surrender offered by the United States. They urged the administration to refrain from acting “immediately to wreak upon our enemies mass destruction such as men have never before imagined,” for the consequence of such a rash action would be that “Atomic weapons will be looked upon as a normal part of the arsenal of war and the stage will be set for the sudden and final destruction of mankind” (New York Times, August 10, 1945). A few days later, 34 clergymen signed an appeal to President Truman to halt the production of atomic bombs and to work with all nations to outlaw not only the newest weapon but war itself, which is the root cause of the development of “the technology of mass destruction” (New York Times, August 20, 1945).   

In sum, during World War II the trope “mass destruction” came to be increasingly associated with aerial bombing and particularly, after August 6, 1945, with the atomic bomb. Still, it neither became a staple of the media’s foreign policy discourse nor was it inserted into any diplomatic communiqués, treaties, or presidential speeches. 

The “Transposition” and “Enhancement” of “WMD,” 1945

In the aftermath of the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, a debate developed in Washington regarding America’s nuclear policy. Many of the atomic scientists expected the U.S.  nuclear monopoly to be short-lived; they sought to avert a dangerous arms race with the Soviet Union by turning over America’s atomic weapons to an international authority on the condition that future nuclear powers do the same. Their position was in principle supported by Secretary of War James Stimson, Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson, and by Vannevar Bush, director of the Office of Scientific Research and Development. Skeptical of the international control of atomic energy were Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal, Manhattan Project director Major-General Leslie Groves and leading Congressional figures, who deeply distrusted the Soviet Union and sought to maintain America’s nuclear superiority even at the risk of an arms race. President Truman did not firmly commit himself to either position. In an October 3, 1945 message to Congress he endorsed the principle of international control of atomic energy but provided no details on how the principle might be translated into practice. He rejected Stimson’s recommendation for an immediate approach to the Soviet Union and announced that he would begin negotiations with Britain and Canada first (Gaddis 1972, 247–53; Bernstein 1974). 

On November 16, 1945 the American press prominently ran the story of the meeting of President Truman with Prime Ministers Clement Attlee of Britain and W. L. Mackenzie King of Canada, held in Washington the previous day. The New York Times printed the full text of the declaration issued by the conferees while the paper’s columnist Arthur Krock offered a translation of the declaration from diplo-speak into plain English. Krock paraphrased its crux as follows:
We propose that a special commission of the United Nations shall begin at once to plan international means for [controlling atomic energy]. The Commission should proceed in four steps: first, to set up an organization for the international exchange [of scientific information]; second, to devise workable controls that will insure the peaceful use of this information; third, to draw up a protocol by which all nations will agree to eliminate the atomic bomb and other weapons of mass destruction from their armament for all times; and, fourth, to suggest inspection and other safeguards which will really protect the states that comply from those which, if unpoliced, might not (emphasis added). 

Thus, November 16, 1945 was the first day in which the New York Times (and, as far as we can ascertain, the U.S. press) printed the metonym “weapons of mass destruction;” in fact, the Times printed it twice that day, in an editorial as well as in Krock’s column. Notably, this term did not appear in the original text of the Anglo-American-Canadian declaration; it was Krock’s adaptation of the less felicitous phrase “atomic weapons and all other major weapons adaptable to mass destruction” (Gaddis 1972, 271; emphasis added).  

How did the allusion to “other major weapons” crop up in the declaration even though the express purpose of the Washington conference was to coordinate atomic policy alone? The president, as noted above, did not present a detailed program for international control of atomic energy, nor was such a plan being prepared by the State Department even as the conference with Attlee and King was drawing near. When Vannevar Bush, the government’s chief scientific advisor, complained to Secretary of State James Byrnes about this state of affairs in early November, 1945, the Secretary surprised Bush by asking him to formulate a plan. Bush did so hastily and his draft became the American program. Subsequently, Bush was invited to participate in the tripartite conference and, along with Sir John Anderson from Britain and Lester Pearson from Canada, he drafted the declaration signed by the president and the two prime ministers (Gaddis 1972, 270; Bush 1970, 296). According to his autobiography, Bush suggested inserting the words “and other major weapons adaptable to mass destruction” into the text and “Sir John had promptly agreed. We both thought that, while we were attempting to bring reason to bear on one terrible weapon, we might as well include another that could be equally terrible, and which might indeed have become so if the atomic bomb had not taken the center of the stage” (Bush 1970, 297).    

The other “equally terrible” weapon type that Bush had in mind was biological (Bush 1970, 297). Bush helped initiate the U.S. government’s secret wartime research into biological methods of warfare (Guillemin 2006, 53, 58). In October 1944, he and the administration’s other leading science advisor, James Conant, wrote a letter to Secretary of War Stimson in which they “argued that the U.S. government should take the lead in having all information about biological warfare placed under an international organization capable of control and inspection” (Guillemin 2006, 74). Stimson, however, did not seem to give this idea serious consideration or to communicate it to the president. Thus, Bush’s participation in the tripartite conference gave him a golden opportunity to turn his personal concern into official policy. Had the U.S. State Department engaged in a more methodical process of planning for the conference, it is unlikely that Vannevar Bush would have exercised so much influence upon the text or that the words “other major weapons adaptable to mass destruction” would have slipped into it.


The fortuitous slipping of these words by Vannevar Bush into the Truman-Attlee-King declaration constitutes an important milestone in the history of “WMD.” Bush may not have coined the term—that honor belongs to the Archbishop of Canterbury—and in fact he did not even use it. By inserting “other major weapons adaptable to mass destruction” into a major  official document, however, he raised the phrase’s public profile, for a while at least, and made it probable that it would be recycled in future diplomatic negotiations. In Nietzsche’s terms, Bush can be retrospectively seen to have “enhanced” this figure of speech by introducing it into diplomatic discourse and to have “transposed” it from a term that might have become associated exclusively with nuclear weapons into a more open-ended expression. The New York Times, too, may be credited with “transposing” the phrase into the more felicitous trope “weapons of mass destruction.” 


Bush’s enhancement of the term, however, fell short of fixing its meaning. The only thing that would be clear and uncontested from now on is that atomic weapons surely deserved the designation “weapons of mass destruction.” As for the “other major weapons” alluded to by the Truman-Attlee-King statement, their identity would later be debated in the United Nations’ Atomic Energy Commission. In the immediate aftermath of the conference, however, commentators paid no attention to this phrase, save for Marquis Childs of the Washington Post, who found it “particularly significant. It would surely cover the super-bomber,” Childs wrote. “Mass fire raids by B-29s over Tokyo caused as many deaths in an hour or two as the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki” (Washington Post, November 17, 1945). 

Continued Transposition and Enhancement, 1946-1948

In late December 1945, Secretary of State Byrnes conferred in Moscow with the foreign ministers of the Soviet Union and Great Britain. Atomic energy was one of the issues Byrnes placed on the agenda of the “big three.” He asked the Soviets to join the United States, Canada, and Great Britain in calling on the United Nations to establish a commission to plan the international control of atomic energy. Repeating the Truman-Attlee-King formula, Byrnes proposed that the commission’s work would proceed in four stages, including, in stage three, the “elimination from national armaments of atomic weapons and of all other major weapons adaptable to mass destruction.” The meaning of this term did not appear to be debated in the brief discussion that ensued. After foreign Minister Molotov won approval for his demand that the commission be accountable to the Security Council rather than the General Assembly, the Soviets accepted Byrnes’s plan. The phrase “other major weapons adaptable to mass destruction” was thus mentioned in the communiqué issued by the “big three” at the conclusion of the Moscow conference (Bernstein 1974, 1028–29; Gaddis 1972, 279; New York Times, December 27, 1945).

On January 24, 1946, the UN General Assembly passed the resolution drafted in Moscow. Anticipating the favorable UN vote, on January 7, 1946, Byrnes appointed Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson to chair a committee to guide the U.S. representatives to the United Nations Atomic Energy Commission. Acheson’s committee in turn recruited a board of consultants headed by David E. Lilienthal, Chairman of the Tennessee Valley Authority. The Acheson-Lilienthal report, submitted to President Truman on March 21, 1946, recommended the creation of an international Atomic Development Authority which would survey and assume control of all highly concentrated uranium and thorium deposits throughout the world, making them available for peaceful purposes only. Although the Acheson committee’s terms of reference alluded to “the control of atomic energy and other weapons of possible mass destruction,” the Acheson-Lilienthal report focused entirely on atomic energy, making no mention whatsoever of other weapon types. Its single mention of the “horrible power of mass destruction” referred exclusively to atomic energy (Gaddis 1972, 332; Bernstein 1974, 1029–32).


The international control of atomic energy failed to win broad support from the American public and as the 1946 congressional elections were approaching, Republican leaders on Capitol Hill had few incentives to associate themselves with this idea. Byrnes found it easier to sell the Truman-Attlee-King formula to the Soviets than to Congress and in late February 1946, as the Acheson-Lilienthal group was wrapping up its work, Senator Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan received a standing ovation after delivering an anti-Soviet oration on the Senate floor (Gaddis 1972, 257, 295–96). To make the recommendations of the Acheson-Lilienthal report more likely to win Congressional support, the president appointed Bernard Baruch—a 75 year old former financier whose political contributions and penchant for self-promotion earned him the esteem of Congress—as ambassador to the United Nations Atomic Energy Commission. Baruch sought to play an independent role in shaping the American proposal to the Commission, balking at the notion that he would merely serve as a “messenger boy” for the Acheson-Lilienthal plan (Bernstein 1974, 1032–35). 

In the process of formulating his plan, Baruch consulted with the chiefs of the armed services. They all emphasized the benefits of America’s atomic monopoly, especially in light of the rapid demobilization of the nation’s conventional forces, and urged Baruch to resist a premature relinquishment of this monopoly. General Carl Spaatz of the air force wrote to Baruch that “Because of our dependence on the atomic bomb for military strength, any agreements which diminish our capacity of producing and deploying the weapon must follow, and not precede, assured methods of enforcing the agreements for control of raw materials and production of atomic energy on a worldwide basis” (Bernstein 1974, 1035). And the army’s chief of staff, General Dwight Eisenhower, warned Baruch that 

If we enter too hurriedly into an international agreement to abolish all atomic weapons, we may find ourselves in the position of having no restraining means in the world capable of effective action if a greater power violates the agreement. . . . To control atomic weapons, in which field we are pre-eminent, without provision for equally adequate controls of other weapons of mass destruction can seriously endanger national security (Quoted by Bernstein 1974, 1036; emphasis added).

The plan that Bernard Baruch presented to the United Nations Atomic Energy Commission on June 14, 1946 modified the Acheson-Lilienthal proposals in several ways that were consistent with the military chiefs’ desire to basically postpone America’s atomic disarmament to the last possible moment. The Baruch Plan put a greater emphasis on the punishment of violators than the Acheson-Lilienthal report; it envisioned a reduced role for the proposed International Atomic Development Authority, and it insisted that the permanent members of the Security Council would be barred from vetoing sanctions against violators of the plan (Herken 1982, 164). Additionally, Baruch incorporated into his presentation Eisenhower’s recommendation to link U.S. atomic disarmament to controlling “other weapons of mass destruction.” He told the commission that  

before a country is ready to relinquish any winning weapons it must have more than words to reassure it. It must have a guarantee of safety, not only against the offenders in the atomic area but against the illegal users of other weapons—bacteriological, biological, gas—perhaps, why not?—against war itself. . . . If we succeed in finding a suitable way to control atomic weapons, it is reasonable to hope that we may also preclude the use of other weapons adaptable to mass destruction. When a man learns to say ‘A’ he can, if he chooses, learn the rest of the alphabet too (New York Times, June 15, 1946).  

The Soviet ambassador to the Commission, Andrei Gromyko, countered Baruch’s plan with an alternative plan that included two proposals. The first proposal consisted of a “draft international agreement to forbid the production and use of weapons based upon the use of atomic energy for the purposes of mass destruction.” The draft agreement called for outlawing the production and use of these weapons and, rather than allow the United States to maintain its monopoly until the final stage of the process, it called upon all signatories “to destroy within three months from the entry into force of this agreement all stocks of atomic energy weapons” (New York Times, June 20, 1946). Gromyko’s second proposal called on the Commission to set up two committees—a committee for the exchange of scientific information and a committee whose tasks would include 

1. The preparation of a draft international agreement for the outlawing of weapons based upon the use of atomic energy and forbidding the production and use of such weapons and all similar weapons destined for mass destruction.  
2. The elaboration and creation of methods to forbid the production of weapons based upon the use of atomic energy and to prevent the use of atomic weapons and all other similar weapons of mass destruction (New York Times, June 20, 1946).
Thus, both Baruch and Gromyko repeatedly and unambiguously identified atomic weapons with “mass destruction.” Both of them also alluded to “other” or “similar” weapons of mass destruction, but whereas Baruch associated such “other” weapons with “bacteriological, biological, gas” warfare, Gromyko left this category undefined. Gromyko’s plan, furthermore, exhibited an internal inconsistency with regard to “mass destruction”—whereas his first proposal called for banning the production and use of atomic weapons of mass destruction alone, the second proposal envisioned a committee charged with controlling not only atomic weapons but also (unspecified) “other similar weapons of mass destruction.”      

The American and Soviet positions were hardly reconcilable with each other. Not only did the Soviet insistence on immediate atomic disarmament clash with the American desire to defer it until dependable safeguards were fully established, the Soviets rejected Baruch’s proposal to waive the Security Council’s veto power over matters of atomic energy (Bernstein 1974, 1038). Little progress was made in the negotiations over atomic energy throughout the summer and fall of 1946. By late 1946, the negotiation sessions were getting increasingly acrimonious as the American delegation was becoming focused on securing domestic public support for the Baruch plan more than on reaching an accommodation with the Soviet side (Herken 1982, 189). In one of these sessions, held at the UN’s Political and Security Committee on December 2, 1946, the issue of “other weapons adaptable to mass destruction” finally came to the fore after it had been “ignored” in previous months (New York Times, December 5, 1946). The American delegate, Senator Tom Connaly of Texas, “insisted that any scheme for international control must include such weapons as jet planes, biological warfare, and poison gas, which, he pointed out, were not included in the Russian resolution.” Connaly remarked that “the victims of poison gas or biological germs were just as dead as those killed by the bomb.” The British delegate, Sir Hartley Shawcross, supported Connaly’s view that the scope of international control must be extended to non-atomic weapons. He said that 20 millions people were killed in the last war even before the atomic bombing of Japan. “It is their death,” Shawcross stated, “which makes it essential that we should have general reduction of all armaments and prohibition of the most terrible . . . There is no longer safe ground for being sure that the atom bomb is the most terrible” (New York Times, December 3, 1946).   

The Soviet delegate, Deputy Foreign Minister Andrei Vishinsky, reacted by implying that Connaly’s position was but a maneuver designed to prolong America’s exclusive possession of “the queen of horrors, the atom bomb.” According to the New York Times (December 3, 1946), Vishinsky said that 

his country wanted to have the most important questions, involving the most dangerous weapons, taken up first. He said that naturally the Soviet resolution put the atomic bomb first, because it was not a pistol shot, as several Japanese cities could prove. But he added that Senator Connaly obviously misunderstood the Russians when he said the Soviet proposal spoke only of the atomic bomb. 

Alluding to the 1925 Geneva Protocol, Vishinsky went on to say that “gas and bacteriological warfare had already been prohibited by international agreements . . . He said rockets, jet planes and other weapons of mass destruction were specifically covered” in the United Nations General Assembly resolution of January 24, 1946, which established of the Atomic Energy Commission (in fact, the resolution referred to the elimination of “other weapons adaptable to mass destruction” but did not name specific weapons). Vishinsky also declared that “the Soviet Union was in favor of a general reduction of armaments in all countries, applying to all kinds, types and categories of weapons” (New York Times, December 3, 1946).
 
The discussion of other weapons of mass destruction continued in subsequent days. On December 4, Sir Hartley Shawcross reiterated Britain’s position that the “actual abolition of the atomic bomb must not take place prior to an effective ban on other ‘weapons of mass destruction’ and that the abolition of them all must be effected ‘contemporaneously.’” Thomas Hamilton, who covered the negotiations for the New York Times, commented that Sir Hartley’s proposal may have been attributable to the fact that “Not merely the atomic bomb, bacteriological warfare and long-distance rockets, but other and more fearsome weapons are thought to be on the offing . . . One particularly horrible possibility, it is thought, is that of using long-distance rockets to carry a ton of more of the particularly virulent bombs that scientists are now developing” (New York Times, December 5, 1946). Although Bernard Baruch reacted to the British proposal by reassuring the Atomic Energy Commission that the United States “would leave the question of other weapons to be settled after the menace of the atomic bomb had been removed” (New York Times, December 6, 1946), Baruch’s counterpart in the UN’s Political and Security Committee, Senator Connaly, joined Sir Hartley in demanding that “the actual abolition of the atomic bomb must go ‘hand in hand’ with that of long-range rockets, bacteriological warfare, etc.” Connaly stated that the United States “possess[es] the atomic weapon. . . . When we forego that, we want other nations to forego the use of other weapons of mass destruction—rockets, jet planes, etc.” (New York Times, December 7, 1946).  

Although Soviet Foreign Minister Viacheslav Molotov surprisingly accepted the British proposal to render the abolition of atomic weapons conditional upon the elimination of “other weapons of mass destruction,” the precise scope of this category remained undefined. Furthermore, the “markedly conciliatory attitude” displayed by Molotov was not sufficient to bridge the wide gulf separating the U.S. and Soviet positions on the core questions: whether the great powers will retain their veto power over resolutions pertaining to atomic energy and whether the United States would be allowed to preserve its atomic capability until the machinery of international control has become fully established (New York Times, December 7, 1946). Baruch displayed little flexibility on these issues; he was determined to force a vote on his plan by the end of the year and he rebuffed Soviet attempts to arrange private high-level meetings (Herken 1982, 189). On December 30, 1946, the Atomic Energy Commission adopted the Baruch plan by a 10-0 vote, with the Soviet Union and Poland abstaining. Baruch won public praise for being a tough negotiator; he regarded the vote as a personal victory and resigned his post. For the Baruch Plan, however, the vote portended defeat since the dispute was merely transferred to the Security Council, where the Soviet veto could prevent the adoption of the American plan (Gaddis 1972, 334; Bernstein 1974, 1043–44). 

After Baruch’s “victory,” disarmament talks continued in the UN for another two years without producing an agreement. A State Department assessment of the talks in August 1947 concluded that “no modification in detail can, under present circumstances, conceivably make the U.S. proposals acceptable to the U.S.S.R.” (Herken 1982, 190). Because these talks were largely fruitless, diplomatic historians devoted relatively little attention to them. From our perspective, however, they are of considerable interest because the delegates continued to wrestle, from time to time, with the meaning and scope of the concept “weapons of mass destruction.” 

In early 1947, the United States and Soviet Union became locked in a debate over the relationship between two resolutions of the United Nations General Assembly: the January 24, 1946 resolution that established the Atomic Energy Commission and charged it with the elimination of “atomic weapons and of all other major weapons adaptable to mass destruction,” and a December 14, 1946 resolution calling for general disarmament. The United States proposed that the Atomic Energy Commission “retain complete jurisdiction over control of all weapons of mass destruction” and that the issue of general disarmament be taken up later by a separate commission (New York Times, February 2, 1947). The Soviets, however, “insisted that the [Security] Council appoint a commission to formulate plans for carrying out the entire disarmament resolution of the General Assembly, which includes the prohibition of atomic weapons and other weapons of mass destruction, as well as a reduction in the numerical strength and matériel of national armed forces” (New York Time, February 1, 1947). In other words, whereas the Soviets sought to fold the talks over weapons of mass destruction into a general disarmament framework, the Americans sought to keep the issue of weapons of mass destruction separate from negotiations over other types of armament.  


As the New York Times pointed out on February 1, 1947, the American position faced a definitional hurdle: a definition of “weapons of mass destruction” was called for in order to clearly demarcate the jurisdiction of the Atomic Energy Commission from that of the disarmament commission. “It is widely understood,” the Times noted, “that apart from atomic bombs, weapons of mass destruction include bacteriological warfare and guided missiles,” but “a more precise definition” is required. The following day, the Times reported that 

The lack of such a definition has come up repeatedly in [U.S. delegate Warren] Austin’s conferences with other Council members. The B-29 plane, used to drop the two atomic bombs on Japan, inflicted much greater loss of life with non-atomic bombs, it was noted. These talks have raised the further question whether carriers and battleships, and perhaps other components of the armed forces of the world, should be considered weapons of mass destruction (New York Times, February 2, 1947).

On February 12, 1947, the Security Council adopted a Russian proposal for “a new commission to study arms reductions but with the American proviso that it should deal only with conventional arms and not with those already being dealt with by the Atomic Energy Commission.” The New York Times explained that “In view of the assignment by the Assembly of all matters dealing with atomic and other major weapons of mass destruction to the Atomic Energy Commission, this second commission could naturally deal only with what the assembly resolution designates as ‘minor’ or conventional weapons of the pre-atomic age” (New York Times, February 13, 1947). The Council, however, defined neither “minor weapons” nor “weapons of mass destruction.” 


In summer 1947, the United States finally submitted to the new Commission on Conventional Armament a proposed definition of weapons of mass destruction: “Any instrument or invention capable of destroying life and property on the scale of a plague, a flood, a famine, or an earthquake.” The American delegate, Franklin A. Lindsey, explained that at present, this definition applied to four types of weapons: the atomic bomb, radioactive materials, and deadly chemicals and biological mixtures. He ruled out the inclusion of airplanes and warships, no matter how large, in the WMD category because they are merely “carriers” of destructive weapons, not “producers” of destruction. Lindsey added that, if future weapon technologies become capable of causing destruction on the scale of the above-mentioned natural disasters, these weapons too should come under the jurisdiction of the Atomic Energy Commission (New York Times, August 21, 1947). 

A few weeks later, the United States pressed for a resolution whereby the Commission on Conventional Armament would exclude from its consideration weapons of mass destruction, including “atomic explosives, radioactive material, lethal chemical and biological weapons and any weapons developed in the future which have characteristics comparable in destructive effect to those of the atomic bomb or other weapons mentioned above.” To justify this definition, the  American delegate again indicated that the destructive power of these weapons is equivalent in effect to famines or earthquakes (New York Times, September 6, 1947). Alas, the usage of natural disasters as a benchmark for mass destruction was as confusing as it was clarifying. The levels of death or destruction associated with famines, floods, or earthquakes vary enormously. Moreover, famines and plagues may kill many people but they destroy no property whereas floods and earthquakes, though they sometimes result in serious destruction of life and property, typically cause little damage. 

In the end, however, this issue mattered little since the Soviets refused to enter a definitional battle. The Soviet Union, as the New York Times explained, opposed the American resolution “on the ground that disarmament involving atomic weapons cannot be divorced from the scrapping of more conventional weapons such as battleships and rifles. If the vote confirms this difference as final, the issue then goes to the Security Council where the Soviet Union can employ its veto power” (New York Times, September 6, 1947). 

In May 1948, 23 months and 220 meetings after its birth, the UN Atomic Energy Commission gave up its attempts. The New York Times aptly described the fundamental dispute that, from the very beginning, cast a pall over the Commission’s deliberations:  
The United States insisted that an international control authority should be established first; then atomic bomb facilities would gradually be turned over to the authority. It also says that no Big Power veto should apply. The Soviet Union has insisted that the first step be destruction of all existing atomic bomb stockpiles; then a control system would be worked out. It also says that the veto should apply (October 3, 1948; emphasis original).  
The Commission on Conventional Armament did not fare better. In late 1948 it was fused with the moribund Atomic Energy Commission into the “United Nations Disarmament Commission”—essentially a debate club which became utterly ineffective when the Soviet Union walked out of it in the aftermath of its 1949 detonation of an atomic bomb (Calvocoressi 1991, 34). The atomic arms race that Stimson, Bush, and the nuclear scientists earlier hoped to avert was now in motion.    

Although its deliberations were otherwise fruitless, the Commission on Conventional Armament did reach, a moment before its death, one notable agreement. In August 1948, the Commission passed a resolution stating that “weapons of mass destruction should be defined to include atomic explosive weapons, radioactive material weapons, lethal chemical and biological weapons, and any weapons developed in the future which have characteristics comparable in destructive effects to those of the atomic bomb or other weapons mentioned above” (United Nations 1985, 107; Price 1997, 144).

In recapitulation, in the aftermath of the atomic bombing of Japan in 1945, Vannevar Bush “transposed” the term “mass destruction” by  associating it with “other,” non-atomic weapons and “enhanced” it by slipping the term into the text of the Truman-Attlee-King declaration. But the meaning of “other weapons adaptable to mass destruction” remained contested in the ensuing disarmament negotiations in the United Nations. To the extent that the participants, or commentators, bothered to define it at all, they associated it variously with “bacteriological, biological, gas” (Baruch), “rockets, jet planes” (Vishinsky), “bacteriological warfare and long-distance rockets, [and] . . . particularly virulent bombs” (Thomas Hamilton, New York Times), “long-range rockets, bacteriological warfare, etc” (Sir Hartley Shawcross), “rockets, jet planes, etc.” (Senator Connaly), “bacteriological warfare and guided missiles” (New York Times), “the B-29 plane . . . carriers and battleships, and perhaps other components of the armed forces of the world,” (New York Times), and “any instrument . . .  capable of destroying life and property on the scale of a plague, a flood, a famine, or an earthquake” (Warren Austin). Finally, in August 1948, the Commission on Conventional Armament—in a rare spark of life punctuating its otherwise moribund state—resolved that the WMD category included atomic, radiological, biological, and chemical weapons, as well as future weapons capable of comparable destruction. This resolution constituted a significant “transposition” and (re-) “enhancement” of “weapons of mass destruction” for it made it likely that, should international arms reduction talks be revived in the future, the resulting draft treaties would reproduce this metonym.  

“Weapons of Mass Destruction” from the 1950s to the 1980s
[To be continued]

· The term WMD appeared in various arms control treaties signed in this period, e.g., the Latin American Nuclear Free Zone Treaty (1967), the SALT II treaty (1979), and the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention (1972).

· Although the term may have been part of the jargon of arms control experts, in public discourse in general it sank into oblivion. Its frequency in the American press (which was significant, if hardly high in the late 1940s) declined gradually until by the early 1980s it became virtually nil (see figure 4). 
· To the extent that the term WMD did appear in the media in these years, it was typically associated with nuclear arms and only rarely with chemical or biological arms.

· U.S. officials, or the U.S. media, almost never referred to America’s own arsenal—chemical, biological, or even nuclear weapons—as “weapons of mass destruction.

· Neither U.S. officials nor the U.S. media used “WMD” to describe actual cases in which chemical weapons have been used since World War II: chemical bombing by Egypt in the Yemen in the 1960s; the use of “agent orange” by the United States in Vietnam; and, most significantly, the use of gas by Iraq against Iran and against the Kurds in the 1980s. 
· The term underwent a minor revival in 1990-1991 in the context of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the ensuing first Gulf War. The term was written into the text of the UN resolution passed at the end of the war—the resolution that outlined the weapons inspection regime.

In Lieu of Conclusion (sketch) 

When Nietzsche described in 1873 how figures of speech, “after long use, seem firm, canonical and obligatory to a people,” the era of mass communication, much like the era of mass destruction, was yet to arrive. Not even a perceptive seer such as Nietzsche had anticipated the possibility that the creation of truth might not require “long use;” that the crystallization of truth could be greatly compressed and accelerated via incessant, repetitive incantation in the mass media. This is what happened with WMD in 2002-2003. It’s time that we re-orient our gaze from the question of whether or not it was true that Iraq had WMD in 2003 to the question of how the incessant uttering of “WMD” produced the truth. We hope to explore this question in greater detail as this research project develops. 
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� The texts of this speech and of all other speeches cited below have been posted online by the White House. A list of the speeches we cite, with their specific URLs, is included in this paper’s bibliographic list.   


� The data in all three figures were generated by using the Factiva.com search engine, operated by the Dow Jones Corporation. Factiva.com’s category of “major U.S. news and business publications” (figures 2 and 3) includes some forty newspapers and magazines “covering general news and business news that are considered key publications in their region by virtue of circulation or reputation.”


� The full texts of the Hague and Geneva protocols are posted online by the International Committee of the Red Cross at http://www.icrc.org/ihl.nsf/TOPICS?OpenView#Methods%20and%20Means%


20of%20Warfare.  


� See “4,000,000 Shells are Fired in Four Days at Verdun: Germans are Using Several Kinds of Liquid Fire,” March 6, 1916. The Washington Post similarly alluded to “chemical weapons” once while the Wall Street Journal never used the term during the war.


� In the Washington Post and the Wall Street Journal “mass destruction” did not appear before 1930.


� A list of all the newspaper articles quoted in this paper, ordered chronologically, is provided in the bibliographic section at the end. 


� Throughout this paper, we use “article” as a generic category aggregating news reports, editorials, op-eds, letters to the editor, and advertisements.  


� Overall, of the 21 wartime New York Times articles that associated “mass destruction” with the war, 10 articles related it to aerial bombing, most of civilian targets.  


� The full text of Acheson-Lilienthal report is available at http://www.learnworld.com/ZNW/


LWText.Acheson-Lilienthal.html. 
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Figure 1: Frequency of “Weapons of Mass Destruction” in the Wall Street Journal, 1980-2003 
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