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Abstract 

The project’s principal activities are a virtual exhibit that portrays the contentious debate 

over the proper role of chemical weapons that occurred between the world wars. Far 

from being a foregone conclusion that the United States would never use chemical 

weapons again after the First World War, many advocated for the continued 

development and integration of these weapons of mass destruction into combat. By 

examining both sides of the argument the visitor will hopefully understand these types of 

decisions rarely come down to black and white choices.  The expected results are an 

enhanced understanding of the difficult choices civilian and military leaders must make 

in the name of national security and the responsibility of citizens to influence those 

decisions. 

Walk Through – visitor will begin with the home page.  A short introductory paragraph 

will explain the historical significance and then viewers will enter the site.  The site will 

have two columns in which questions/statements on each side of the debate will be 

listed.  Clicking on the statement/questions will bring the visitor to relating primary 

source(s).  It is my goal to find a document, object/artifact, and audio/video clip for each 

statement/question.  As the viewer goes further down the discovery path, they will gain 

a greater understanding of the debate.  Of course, along the top of the site will be 

categories such as “home, video/audio (with a narrated version of the overall story for 

those who don’t want to read), archives, about, search, resources, etc. (listing still under 

development).  With each statement/question listed, on the opposite column will be the 

competing argument so that visitors have the ability to ponder the opposing view.         

Statement of Innovation 

This project brings together primary source documents, video, and audio material 

relating to the debate over the use of chemical weapons from various archives.  Both 

sides of the debate will be presented in an “exploratory” format by which visitors can 

investigate the arguments made from 1919-1939 instead of being fed a single 

authoritative narrative.      

Statement of Humanities Significance   

The debate that occurred in the United States from 1919 through 1939 over the role of 

chemical weapons in military conflict is an often ignored topic.  The traditional history of 
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the era glosses over this debate and assumes the U.S. government disdained the use 

of chemical weapons in warfare due to the horrific affects of gas on American soldiers in 

the First World War.  This project will present the contentious battle for and against 

chemical weapons in a narrative and investigatory format accessible to the general 

public and of interest to those interested in military history, the history of science, and 

the social and political debates that occurred between the world wars.  The extensive 

archives will be useful to scholars and researchers.             

Narrative 

This digital humanities project is applying for a Level II grant.   

The taboo against the use of chemical weapons in warfare has existed since the end of 

the First World War.  With a few notable exceptions, the extensive use of these 

weapons of mass destruction has never occurred between belligerent nations at war 

since 1918.  Even Adolf Hitler, the Nazi leader of Germany who had no compunction in 

using chemicals to perform mass murder on civilians, initially refused to engage in 

chemical warfare against the Allies.   Revulsion over the use of chemical weapons was 

so widespread that even General John Pershing, commander of the American 

Expeditionary Force in World War I and the man responsible for establishing the first 

gas warfare unit in the American military, gave voice to what has become the 

conventional wisdom regarding chemical warfare when he stated in a 1922 report that, 

“chemical warfare should be abolished among nations, as abhorrent to civilization.  It is 

a cruel, unfair and improper use of science.  It is fraught with the gravest danger to 

noncombatants and demoralizes the better instincts of humanity.”   Yet despite the 

perceived distaste for poison gas the United States did not successfully ratify a treaty to 

ban the use of chemical weapons in warfare until 1975. 

From 1919 to 1939 chemical warfare and chemical weapons were a hot topic in political 

circles and international diplomacy as well as popular culture in the western world.  

Particularly in the United States, Great Britain, France, and Germany, the threat of 

chemical weapons became a prominent subject of international relations.  Between 

1921 and 1932 three international conferences discussed the legitimate use and control 

of chemical weapons in warfare.   

Typical military and diplomatic histories claim that these conferences and the push to 

ban offensive chemical weapons were the inevitable result of widespread repugnance 

against gas warfare caused by the experiences of soldiers in the First World War.  As 

one security expert stated, “the western abhorrence of chemical weapons results from 

our own experience in World War I.”   Yet the interest in chemical weapons during the 

inter-war period was not a one-way street.  Some prominent chemists, politicians, 

journalists, military commanders and even World War I veterans advocated for gas 
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warfare.  Various arguments, such as the relative humaneness of chemical weapons 

versus conventional weapons, the minor amount of deaths that occurred due to gas in 

World War I, the inevitability of their use in future wars, and the inability to enforce 

prohibition against their creation, buoyed vocal opposition to signing any treaties that 

forbid chemical warfare.   

This digital exhibit will show that during the inter-war period the debate over the proper 

use of chemical weapons was contentious and a consensus on the role of chemical 

warfare in future conflicts was rarely achieved.  Judgment against the use of chemical 

weapons, at least in the United States, was far from unanimous.  Opinion ran the gamut 

from those who believed chemical weapons would act as a deterrent thus making future 

warfare less likely, to those who deemed chemical warfare unnecessarily gruesome, 

immoral, and dishonorable.  The controversy over chemical weapons took place in an 

environment sensationalized by military leaders, politicians, chemical industry 

advocates, and the popular media.  More than the actual experience of chemical attacks 

in World War I, it was the sensationalized threat of gas warfare on noncombatants that 

created the momentum against the use of chemical weapons. 

A. Enhancing the humanities through innovation 

Funded through a Level II grant from the National Endowment for the 
Humanities (NEH), Gas, Gas, Gas! The Debate Over Chemical Weapons 
Between the World Wars (http://chemworldwars.omeka.net) will 
commemorate and reinterpret the deliberation that occurred from 1919 to 
1939 over the proper use of weapons of mass destruction in warfare.  The 
exhibition will present the two perspectives present during the time period:  
(1) those that believed any use of chemical weapons was inhumane, and (2) 
those that argued chemical weapons were no more inhumane than the 
increasingly more lethal conventional weapons used during the First World 
War such as more accurate and destructive artillery and the first use of aerial 
bombardment.  

 
This project will present both sides of this debate in an attempt to answer the 
question of what are appropriate responses to hostiles in conventional and 
non-conventional wars.  Visitors will be challenged to examine the limits on 
human reaction to the horrors of warfare and conflict and address the larger 
issue of “what would you do” to protect yourself/family/country in a time of 
conflict.  Should there be limits on how a nation reacts to threats to national 
security and if so, how do we draw those limits? 
 
The start-up activities for this project will be collecting and archiving all 
relevant available primary documents related to the debate over chemical 
warfare from 1919 to 1939.  These documents will be scanned and available 
in an archival section on the projects website.  The digital exhibit will include 
photos, video, and documents showing the role and results of chemical 

http://chemworldwars.omeka.net/
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weapon use in the First World War.  The website will have an option of 
following an individual soldier through the war who is affected, either 
emotionally or physically, by chemical weapons.  Visitors will see the effects 
gas attacks had on the soldier, treatments prescribed at the time, and the 
eventual fate of the soldier. 

In the inter-war period photos, video, and documents pertaining to the various 
arms limitation treaties that occurred will be available to the visitor.  A 
comprehensive narrative and timeline will walk viewers through the events of 
the day.  Numerous arguments from both sides will be presented including 
debates between countries such as the United States, Great Britain, France, 
and Germany.   

An important component of the exhibit will be the inclusion of “popular” 
primary sources from the period such as newspaper and magazine articles 
addressing the chemical warfare debate as well as excerpts from the 
numerous scholarly articles and books published at the time.  Video and 
audio of popular songs, movies, radio programs, and political speeches will 
be available to give visitors a short primer into the social, political, and cultural 
environment of the United States during the time period.   

The ultimate project results will be to challenge popular assumptions of 
“appropriate” responses of a nation in times of conflict.  By addressing the 
argument over the proper use of chemical weapons the exhibit will push 
visitors to reexamine their own beliefs concerning threats to national security, 
be it the use of weapons of mass destruction or the torture of terrorists in an 
attempt to extract intelligence information.  No conclusions will be presented 
for the visitors, just an attempt to address the complicated nature of the 
subject matter.  Scholars, students, and general audiences will find this 
exhibit useful as it entails discussions ranging from general surface-level 
warfare techniques to more complicated issues of psychological responses to 
conflict and public pressure. 

The digital exhibition will use Omeka for hosting.  A tabbed approach to each 
perspective allows learners to move quickly and easily among the opposing 
perspectives, facilitating comparison and enabling the telling of the story from 
two conflicting points of view without losing coherence in the overall narrative.  
A layered approach to the content structure permits storytelling in small, 
understandable, compelling segments, supported by fuller context.   

B. Environmental scan 

There are three main online sources that address the early American use of 
chemical weapons:  officially sanctioned government sites, museums, and 
amateur productions.  Unfortunately most of the sites typically address the 
overall narrative of the First World War with only portions concerning 
chemical weapon use.   
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Excellent sites for general First World War information as well as scholarly 
research and inquiry are the National World War I Museum at Liberty 
Memorial (http://www.theworldwar.org/s/110/new/index_community.aspx), 
and the British Imperial War Museum (http://www.iwm.org.uk/index.php).  In 
addition, an excellent amateur website is Michael Duffy’s First World War 
(www.firstworldwar.com) although Mr. Duffy admits his site is not peer 
reviewed and should not be cited in academic publications.  Disappointingly, 
the Smithsonian Institution’s The Price of Freedom: American’s at War 
(http://americanhistory.si.edu/militaryhistory/) is more celebratory than 
intellectually respectable.  Each of these sites addresses the use of chemical 
weapons mainly as a sidebar to the overall narrative of the war. 

 
C. History and duration of the project 

The use of chemical weapons during the First World War and the debate that 
occurred after the war had many of the same arguments that are being used 
now in the struggle to ensure national security and protect fundamental 
American liberties.  The research behind this project is a paper written by the 
author which will be published in the January 2012 issue of The Federal 
History Journal and presented at the 2012 Society for Military History 
conference.i 
 
This exhibit will run from 2014 thru 2018 during the centennial anniversary of 
the First World War.      
 

D. Work plan 

Phase 1:   

 Collect primary source locations and add to exhibit archives.  The 
archives will be immediately posted on an Omeka platform for 
scholarly research prior to the final completion of the exhibit.  No 
formal announcement will be made but known scholars relevant to the 
field will be emailed and encouraged to use the archive prior to exhibit 
completion.  

 Overall timeline/grand narrative will be written by historians.  Timeline 
will be highlighted in exhibit while overall grand narrative will be broken 
up into manageable pieces for visitors.  Full narrative will be listed in 
the “about” section of exhibit for those interested. 

  
Phase 2:   

 Determination of which incidents will be highlighted for exhibit.  
Historians will write short narrative for each event. 

 Planning of sections of the exhibit, investigatory-type links and 
questions, etc. 

 
Phase 3:   

http://www.theworldwar.org/s/110/new/index_community.aspx
http://www.iwm.org.uk/index.php
http://www.firstworldwar.com/
http://americanhistory.si.edu/militaryhistory/
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 Build exhibit using Omeka. 

 Exhibit will have chronological timeline on bottom of screen. 

 Exhibit will have two main themes of for and against chemical weapon 
use. 

 
Phase 4:   

 Launching of exhibit. 

 Solicit feedback from users as well as in-house evaluation. 
 
The exhibit will end on November 11, 2018, the centennial of the armistice 
that ended the “war to end all wars.”  
 

E. Staff 

Christopher Warren will work as Director of the project.  The project will 
require one full-time curator who will also work as co-exhibit designer with the 
Director.  Staff will include one web developer who will customize Omeka be 
responsible for evaluation of the exhibit, and one part-time graduate student 
responsible for visitor communication.  This is an international collaborative 
project that will involve the British Imperial War Museum in London, England, 
the National World War I Museum at Liberty Memorial in Kansas City, 
Missouri, and the U.S. Army Center of Military History in Washington, D.C. 
 

F. Final product and dissemination 

As describe above, the centennial of the First World War will create interest in 
the digital exhibit.  Outreach concerning the exhibit will be provided by our 
partner organizations and museums through their already existing public 
relations and marketing efforts as well as in their own venues.   

 
At the conclusion of the exhibit, a white paper will be produced addressing the 
successes and failures of the site, lessons learned and how the exhibit added 
to the relevant scholarship.  The white paper will be presented at the annual 
meetings of the National Council on Public History and the Society for Military 
History.    
 

Data Management Plan 
 
The exhibit will be a repository of archival locations for study of the First World War.  
Links will be provided in the archive section of the exhibit for further study.  The exhibit 
itself will not compile a large digital collection of primary sources with the exception of 
what is used in the actual exhibit presentation, i.e. pictures, video, audio, and 
documents will be viewable in the exhibit but if the sources are not directly integral they 
will be linked in the archival section. 
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Any data or collections offered to the exhibition will be sent to the appropriate 
museum/archive for permanent retention.  Determining the proper location for gathered 
data/artifacts will be made by the project administration in consultation with partner 
institutions.   

  



Warren 8 

 

Appendices  

National World War I Museum at Liberty Memorial

 

Imperial War Museum London
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The Price of Freedom – Smithsonian National Museum of American History 
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Army Center of Military History 
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