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In this course we explore the history of the technical development, use, and political and 
cultural interpretation of those weapons conventionally identified as weapons of mass 
destruction, that is, nuclear, biological and chemical weapons.  We explore why these 
particular forms of military destruction have been understood to raise novel problems of 
international law and ethics.  We consider the weapons systems as a global phenomenon 
with global effects, and we interpret them as not only material and technical objects, but 
also as symbolic systems that acquire meaning in a wide range of settings, from 
government reports, to scientific papers, to the films and novels of popular culture.   
 
WMD, as defined here, are entirely the result of scientific research in the industrialized 
world.  Some forms of biological and chemical warfare are very old—bodies infected 
with plague and other diseases were catapulted into besieged cities from about 1300—but 
modern WMD are produced as a result of laboratory research, by persons with formal 
training in the scientific method, and with funding from national military establishments.  
They are  profound intellectual achievements, reflecting the specialized techniques of 
modern science, an enterprise commonly understood to embody all that is most rational 
and most beneficent in human intellectual life.  They have also been interpreted, from 
many different perspectives, as unusually brutal.  It is the fusion of reason and brutality, 
of rationality and violence, as it plays out in the history of weapons of mass destruction, 
that will interest us as we consider these weapons this semester.   
 
For grades:  
 
Participation will constitute 20 percent of your final grade.  You get points just for talking, 
so if you’re not sure what to think then raise questions, articulate what confused you, or 
complain about the arguments made in the readings.  In a seminar, people learn from 
each other and not just from the professor.     
 



All students will write a research paper, 12-15 pages of text, with a 3-5 page bibliography, 
based on original research with primary sources.  Deadlines for each phase of this project 
are noted in the syllabus. Expect to devote about 3-5 hours per week to this independent 
project all semester.  45 percent of final grade.  
 
All students will turn in to every class a one-page assessment/summary of that day’s 
readings, on the days during the semester when readings are assigned, beginning with the 
class on Thursday January 12. If there are several readings, provide a couple of sentences 
about each one, or some comparative comments.  Generally, you are merely showing that 
you read the material.  No more than one page for each class meeting day—do not write a 
page on each reading assigned, but a page on the assigned readings as a group.  25 
percent of final grade.  
 
Each student will lead the discussion of a single reading in the course of the semester.  
Leading a discussion will involve presenting a brief (3-minute) summary of the content 
of the reading, followed by raising a few questions to which other students can respond.  
Generally, expect to be responsible for about 15-20 minutes of class time.  10 percent of 
final grade.  
 
Buy these books, available in many places and on web:  
 
Frayn, Michael. 1998. Copenhagen (a play) London: Methuen (any edition OK).  
 
Ibuse Masuji Black Rain originally 1969.  Translated by John Bester, Tokyo:Kodansha 
International, any edition.   
 
Guillemin, Jeanne 2005 Biological Weapons: From the invention of state-sponsored 
programs to contemporary bioterrorism. New York: Columbia University Press.  
 
Reading packet is at Campus Copy Center, 3907 Walnut, 215 386 6410. Most readings 
are in the reading packet.  
 
Week 1 Frames  
Tuesday January 10 
Introduction: What is a weapon of mass destruction?   
* Eliot Weinberger, 2 January 2006.  “What I heard about Iraq in 2005”  London Review 
of Books, 7-14.  
 
Thursday January 12 
Violence, science, and the state   
* Charles Thorpe. 2004.  Violence and the scientific vocation.  Theory, culture and 
society. 21(3):59-84.   
*Rosalynn Haynes 1994.  From Faust to Strangelove: Representations of the Scientist in 
Western Literature  Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. Pp. 9-22 and 268-294. 
 
Week 2  Frames II      



Tuesday January 17  
Technological choice   
Frayn, Copenhagen  Read entire play (about 60 pp. of dialogue, plus the author’s 
postscript)  
 
Thursday January 19  
The politics of technology   
* Langdon Winner  Do Artifacts have Politics?  1980.  Daedalus.  Winter 109:1, from 
reprinted version in David M. Kaplan, ed. Readings in the Philosophy of Technology. 
Lanham, Boulder, New York, Toronto, Oxford: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 
pp. 289-302 
* Prokosch, Eric 1995.  The Technology of Killing: A military and political history of 
antipersonnel weapons. London and New Jersey: Zed Books.  Pp. 81-125. 
 
Week 3 Chemical Weapons   
Tuesday January 24   
Chemical weapons in world war I  
*  JBS Haldane 1926. Callinicus: A Defense of Chemical Warfare. New York, NY: EP 
Dutton; 1926. 84 pp. Entire text.   
* Time Magazine, 18 May 1925.  “Gasology”   
* Price, Richard M.  1997  The Chemical Weapons Taboo  Ithaca: Cornell pp. 44-69.  
 
Thursday January 26 
The Geneva Protocol  
* Daniel P. Jones, 1980. "American Chemists and the Geneva Protocol" Isis 71:258, 
p.426-440. 
*  Hearing, 93rd Congress, Second Session, Before the Committee on Foreign Relations.  
10 December 1974, on Ex. J. Protocol for the prohibition of chemical weapons, Ex. Q, 
92-2 Convention on the prohibition of biological weapons and S. Res. 48  relating to a 
comprehensive interpretation of the Geneva Protocol.  Pp. 1-71.    

   
Week 4  
Tuesday January 31  
Chemical weapons after 1918  
* Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. 1971.  The problem of chemical and 
biological warfare: A study of the historical, technical, military, legal and political 
aspects of CBW and possible disarmament measures.  Vol. 1, SIPRI: Stockholm: 
Humanities Press, pp. 162-199.   
* Demetrius Evison, David Hinsley and Paul Rice. 2002.  Chemical weapons. British 
Medical Journal 9 February, 321:332-335.  
   
Thursday February 2  
No readings: One-page research proposal due in class.  Come to class ready to discuss 
a question that you are interested in.  Think about what kinds of sources you might 
consult, where they would be available, how you would use them to answer your research 
question, and why that question is important or interesting.   



 
 
Week 5 Nukes   
Tuesday February 7 
The bomb: Los Alamos  
* Canaday, John. “The Los Alamos Primer” 2000. The Nuclear Muse: Literature, physics 
and the first atomic bomb.  University of Wisconsin Press. 109-137.   
*  Stanley Goldberg. 1992.  Inventing a climate of opinion: Vannevar Bush and the 
decision to build the bomb.  Osiris. 83:429-452.  
 
Thursday February 9  
The decision  
 * J. Samuel Walker. 1996.  The decision to use the bomb: A historiographical update. In 
Michael J. Hogan, ed. Hiroshima in History and Memory Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, pp. 11-37 
* Blackett, P.M.S. 1949.  Fear, war and the bomb.  New York: McGraw Hill.  Pp. 127-
143.  
* Stimson, Henry L. 1947.  The decision to use the atomic bomb. In Kai Bird and 
Lawrence Lifschultz, eds. Hiroshima’s Shadow: Writings on the denial of history and the 
Smithsonian controversy. Stoney Creek Ct: The Pamphleteers Press.  Pp. 197-210 
* Alperovitz, Gar.  2001.  Historians reassess: Did we need to drop the bomb.  pp. 5-21 in 
Bird and Lifschultz, 
 
Week 6  
Ground Zero   
Tuesday February 14  
Ground Zero  
Read the first half or so of Ibuse Masuji’s Black Rain 
 
Thursday February 16  
Ground Zero  
Read the second half or so of Ibuse, Black Rain  
 
Week 7  
Tuesday February 21  
Really mass destruction: The Hydrogen Bomb  
* James G. Herschberg. 1988.  Over my dead body: James B. Conant and the Hydrogen 
Bomb.  In Mendelsohn, E., M. R. Smith and P. Weingart, eds., Science, Technology and 
the Military, Volume XII, 379-430.  
* Peter Galison and Barton Bernstein. 1989.  In any light: Scientists and the decision to 
build the Superbomb, 1952-1954.  Historical Studies in the Physical Sciences.  19:2, 267-
347.  
 
Thursday February 23  



No readings: Turn in a 4-5 page proposal for your final research, with at least five 
possible sources cited, preferably more.  Come to class prepared to discuss your research 
plans with the group.   Make appointments for private meetings next week.  
 
 
Week 8 The nuclear wor ld  
Tuesday February 28  
Investments    
William Burr, Thomas S. Blanton and Stephen I. Schwartz. 1998.  The costs and 
consequences of nuclear secrecy.  In, Schwartz, ed., Atomic Audit: The costs and 
consequences of U.S. Nuclear Weapons since 1940.  433-483.  
Itty Abraham 1998.  The Making of the Indian Atomic Bomb: Science, secrecy and the 
post-colonial state. London: Zed Books, pp. 1-5 and 113-153.  
 
Thursday March 2    
No Class: Every student must meet with the professor sometime today.  I will be holding 
special office hours 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.   During this meeting I will return to you with 
comments the proposal that you turned in the week before.   
 
Week 9  March 3-13 SPRING BREAK  
 
Week 10 Biological weapons  
Tuesday March 14 
* Guillemin, Jeanne 2005.  Biological weapons: From the invention of state-sponsored 
programs to contemporary bioterrorism.  New York: Columbia University Press. Pp. 1-91.  
* Press release, 3 January 1946.  Report to the Secretary of War by Mr. George W. 
Merck, Special Consultant for Biological Warfare.   
 
Thursday March 16  
Guillemin, 91-185.  
 
Week 11   
Tuesday March 21 
Harris, Sheldon H.  1994. Factories of Death: Japanese biological warfare 1932-1945 and 
the American cover-up.  London: Routledge. Pp. 160-233.  

 
Thursday March 23  
*Luise White. 2004. Poisoned food, poisoned uniforms, and anthrax: Or, how guerrillas 
die in war.  Osiris 19:220-233 
*Balmer, Brian. 2002.  Killing without the distressing preliminaries: Scientists’ defence 
of the British biological warfare program.  Minerva. 40:57-75 
*Chandre Gould and Peter Folb. 2002.  The role of professionals in the South African 
Chemical and Biological Warfare Program.  Minerva 40:77-91.  
* Jaqueline Simon and Melissa Hersh. 2002.  An educational imperative: The role of 
ethical codes and normative prohibitions in CBW-Applicable research. Minerva 40: 37-
55.  



 
Week 12  
Tuesday March 28  
Marked Landscapes  
Jonathan B. Tucker. September/October 2001. Chemical Weapons: Buried in the 
Backyard Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. Pp. 51-56.  
Laura A. Bruno. 2003. The bequest of the nuclear battlefield: Science, nature and the 
atom during the first decade of the Cold War.  Historical Studies in the Physical and 
Biological Sciences. 33:2, 237-259.  
Tom Vanderbilt.  Survival City. Chapter 2, pp. 69-95.  
 
Thursday March 30  
NO CLASS Professor traveling.  
Work on your research papers.   
 
Week 13   
Tuesday April 4  
WMD and international law  
* Kenyon, Ian, Kersten Gutschmidt and Ottorino Cosivi.  2005.  Legal aspects and 
international assistance related to the deliberate use of chemicals to cause harm.  
Toxicology. 214:249-255.  
*  The Sunshine Project. July 2001 Non-lethal Weapons Research in the U.S.: Calmatives 
and Malodorants” Backgrounder Series #8; and March 2002,  “Non-Lethal Weapons 
Research in the U.S.: Genetically engineered anti-material weapons” Backgrounder 
Series #9; and press release “Pentagon Program Promotes Psychopharmacological 
Warfare.”  Press Release.  
 
Thursday April 6 
* Robert P. Kadlec, Allen P. Zelicoff and Ann M. Vrtis. 2001.  Biological weapons 
control: Prospects and implications for the future.  In Joshua Lederberg, ed. Biological 
Weapons: Limiting the Threat. Cambridge: MIT Press. Pp. 95-11.  
* Pearson, Graham S. and Marie Isabel Chevrier. 2001. An effective prohibition of 
Biological Weapons.  In Joshua Lederberg, ed. Biological Weapons: Limiting the Threat. 
Cambridge: MIT Press. 113-134. 
 
Week 14 Terror ism and WMD  
Tuesday April 11 9/11 
National Commission on the Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States. 2003.  The 9/11 
Commission Report New York: Norton.  Pp. 339-398.  
 
Thursday April 13 Iraq  
* Jean Pascal Zanders, John Hart, Frida Kuhlau and Richard Guthrie. 2003. “Non-
compliance with the Chemical Weapons Convention: Lessons From and for Iraq”  
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute Policy Paper #5,  Appendix I, “Key 
United Nations Security Council Resolutions on Iraq” and Appendix 3, “Non-compliance 
scenarios under the CWC.”  



CNN.com reports about calling off the search for WMDs, January 2005.    
Look at/read/skim the following:  
http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Politics/documents/2002/09/24/dossier.pdf. 
http://www.wmd.gov/report/ 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/infocus/iraq/iraq_strategy_nov2005.html 
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB80/ 
http://www.cia.gov/cia/reports/iraq_wmd_2004/index.html 
Come to class with an answer to the question: What are weapons of mass destruction?   
 
Week 15 Conclusions   
Tuesday April 18  
VT Day: Winning the war on terror?    
* Zilker, Thomas. 2005. Medical management of incidents with chemical warfare agents. 
Toxicology 214:221-231.  
* Garwin, Richard 2001 The Many Threats of Terror New York Review of Books 48:17,  
November 1. pp. 237-256.  
 
Thursday April 20   
Wimps and WMDs.   
* Carol Cohn. 1993 Wars wimps and women: Talking gender and thinking war. In 
Miriam Cooke and Angela Woollacott, eds. Gendering War Talk Princeton: Princeton 
University Press.   227-157.  
 
Final papers, 12-15 pages of text, plus a 3-5 page bibliography, physically (on actual 
paper) due in my mailbox in Logan Hall Suite 303 (to the right as you walk in) by 5 
p.m. Monday Apr il 24.  


