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Abstract 
That there are sigruficant deihitional differences between languages is a 
statement of the obvious. It logically follows that definitional ambiguity 
occurs when translating a term from one language to another. “he far- 
reaching implications of this fact, however, are not as widely recognized. One 
word that has been and will continue t o  be sigdicant is “warhead.” This 
analysis (1) examines the different translations and definitions of the word 
“warhead” in English and Russian; (2) discusses the usage of “warhead” in 
the context of arms control; and (3) explores the implications definitional 
differences have for future negotiations. It speciscally utilizes treaty texts, 
as well as the Helsinki agreement text, to construct a contextual use of 
“warhead.” It is concluded that if US policymakers are committed to  
including nuclear explosive devices in START I11 force reductions, negotiators 
must iden* and use a more specific term than warhead or dOer0~10BKa 
(boyegolovka). Also included as an appendix are copies of the signed Helsinki 
agreement in both English and Russian. 



Just What Exactly is a Warhead?: 
An Analysis of RussiadEngiish Translations and Definitions 

Introduction 

An important issue in international arms control negotiations is the 
precise and accurate translation of relevant terms. At most negotiating 
tables, certain words are assigned specific translations and meanings. 
However, outside negotiations, the implications of different translations are 
often overlooked. One word of special sigmficance is “warhead.” Although 
seemingly straightforward, its definition and usage is laden with 
assumptions. While shared assumptions are not consequential, differing 
assumptions can cause sigmficant misunderstanding. The purpose of the 
following analysis is (1) to examine the different translations and dehitions 
of the word “warhead” in English and Russian; (2) t o  discuss the usage of 
“warhead” in the context of arms control; and (3) to examine the implications 
definitional Merences have for future negotiations. 

Definitional Differences 

That there are sigdicant definitional Werences between languages is 
a statement of the obvious. It logically follows that definitional ambiguity 
occurs when translating a term from one language to  another. The far- 
reaching implications of this fact, however, are not as widely recognized. One 
word that has been and wil l  continue to be sigmficant is “warhead.” The 
following paragraphs examine commody used definitions and translations of 
“warhead” and put them into context of a previous arms control negotiation. 
At this point, only the INF treaty is referenced, but START I & I1 may be 
incorporated at  a later date.’ 

Before discussing Russian translations, it is important to  speclfy the 
definition of “warhead” in English in order to establish the US frame of 
reference. Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary defines warhead as “the 
section of a missile containing the explosive, chemical, or  incendiary charge.”2 
Although this can be read as not necessariZy including the explosive package, 

1 In the English version of START I, warheads are considered separate entities from the 
missile itself and distinct also from reentry vehicles. While it is possible to speculate as to 
the implications of the choice of words, it is impossible to draw solid conclusions without the 
Russian copy in hand. 
2 For completeness, a Department of Defense glossary was also consulted. The following 
defrnition does not deviate substantively from Webster’s: “That part of a missile, projectile, 
torpedo, rocket, or other munition which contains either the nuclear or thermonuclear 
system, high explosive system, chemical, or biological agents or inert materials intended to 
inflict damage.” p. 408-409. 
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the assumption that it does is made by both the general public and those 
more closely involved in military and strategic issues. In fact, most in the 
nuclear community would be even more specific in their definition and refer 
only to  the explosive device itself. 

When “warhead” is translated into Russian, the results are much less 
dehitive. “he most common translation is 6 0 e r O n O B K a  (boyegolovka).3 A less 
common and weak translation of 60erOJIOBKa (boyegolovka) is “reentry 
vehicle.”4 A Comparative Lexicon of US-Soviet Military Technical 
Terminology echoes this translation and adds the Soviet5 definition: 
“Literally, the ‘combat head’ of a missile containing a single warhead.”6 It 
adds that 6 o e r o n o ~ ~ a  (boyegolovka) is “an ambiguous word in ballistic missile 
terminology. . . This is similar to the common use of warhead to describe a 
warhead section, which actually contains the warhead($, structural 
elements, and other components.”7 While the meaning of the word is vague, 
it is frequently included in treaty language. 

For the purposes of the INF treaty, 6 o e r o n o ~ ~ a  (boyegolovka) is 
translated as both “reentry vehicle”8 and “warhead.”g EoeronoBKa 
(boyegolovka) is also used in the Helsinki Agreement in reference to 
“transparency of strategic nuclear warhead inventories,” “destruction of 
strategic nuclear warheads,” and “removing their nuclear warheads” 
(60e rono~~a  - boyegolovka).l* It should be readdy apparent that at the very 
least, 6 o e r o n o ~ ~ a  (boyegolovka) is a term that can be interpreted in various 
ways. 

Another Russian term for “warhead,” and probably the closest to  the 
US English speaker’s default use, is 6oesapxg (boyezaryad). This word is 

3 (1) Oxford RussianlEnglish Dictionary; (2) Callaham’s Russian-English Dictionary of  
Science and Technology; EnglishlRussian Dictionary of Diplomacy; Russian/English 
Military Dictionary. 
4 Both translations are also given in Arms Control: Reference Aid - 1987ZNF Treaty 
Glossary, p. 2. 
5 I identify this as a Soviet dehition because the referenced document was written during 
the Soviet period. The definitions and translations contained in this document should 
remain valid, even during the post-Soviet period. 
6 A Comparative k o n  of US-Soviet Military Technical Terminology, p. 32 
7 A Comparative Lexkon of US-Soviet Military Technical Terminology, p. 32 
8 Arms Control: Reference Aid - 1987 ZNF Treaty Glossary, p. 2. Treaty text: Procedures for 
Elimination at  Elimination Facilities, no. 9 “The Parties agree that all United States and 
Soviet Intermediate-range and shorter-range missiles and their associated reentry vehicles 
shall be eliminated within an agreed overall period of elimination.” 
9 Arms Control: Reference Aid - 1987ZNF Treaty Glossary, p. iii, 2. Treaty text: Art. W, no. 
5 “The maximum number of warheads an existing type of intermediate-range missile or 
short-range missile carries ... ..” 
10 “Joint Statement on Parameters on Future Reductions in Nuclear Forces,” March 21, 1997 
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translated and defined in two different ways: (1) “weapon” (in the sense of 
‘nuclear weapon’) - includes ballistic-missile and cruise-missile warheads, 
gravity bombs (Not to be translated as ‘charge’ in this context)’l; and (2) 
“warhead” - the nuclear, thermonuclear, conventional explosive or other 
charge within the warhead section or reentry vehicle of a missile or rocket.12 
Boesaprrp, (boyezaryad) does not appear in the INF text, but i s  utilized twice in 
the Helsinki Agreement. First, it appears in reference to lowering the 
aggregate levels of “strategic nuclear warheads” (crpaTemecKm me- 
6oe3aprrno~ - strategicheskikh yadernoykh boyezaryadov) to 2,000-2,500 by 
December 31,2007. The second utilization is in reference to promoting the 
“irreversibility of deep reductions including prevention of a rapid increase in 
the number of warheads” 6oesapqq (boyezaryad).13 

As mentioned earlier, agreements are forged during negotiations as to 
the designated translations of certain terms. Dif6culties in translation 
during the INF negotiations required the creation of a new term: xgepHoe 
sapmoe  yc~potimo tyadernoye zaryadnoye ustroistvo), or “nuclear warhead 
device.” This term refers specifically to the internal explosive components of 
the front section of the missile. RaepHoe s a p m o e  y c ~ p o t i c ~ ~ o  (yadernoye 
zaryadnoye ustroistvo) seems to  mimic boesaprzp, (boyezaryad) in meaning. 
However, due to previous agreements, 6oe3apm (boyezaryad) was either 
designated as a term not spe&c enough, or the translation could not be 
reassigned, requiring the use of new term. 

A Russian word occasionally translated as “warhead,” and which 
appears frequently in treaty language is ronoBHiLIF gacm (golovnaya chast’). It 
is translated variously as front section, warhead, nose section, reentry 
vehicle,14 post-boost vehicle and front-end (ABM interceptors).l5 A 
Comparative k c o n  dehes  ronomax Pacn (golovnaya chast’) as “the 
forward section of a missile in which its warhead is usually located. . . It may 
contain one or more reentry vehicles as well as systems for guidance and 
detonation.”16 For the purposes of the INF treaty negotiations, ronoBHax g a m  
(golovnaya chast’) is strictly translated as “front section.”l7 Indeed, 
consensus seems to have converged around the “front section” translation. 

11 Arms Control: Reference Aid - Glossary of Arms Control Terms, p. 4. The 
Russian/Enghh Military Dictionary defines boevoj zaryad as (1) warhead and (2) propellant 
charge. 6oe3apm (boyezaryad) is merely a combination of the two words. 
12 A Comparative Lexicon of US-Soviet Military Technical Terminology, p. 47 
1s “Joint Statement on Parameters on Future Reductions in Nuclear Forces,” March 21, 1997 
14 callaham’s Russian-English Dictionary of Science and Technology, p. 774 
15 Arms Control: Reference Aid - 1987 INF Treaty Glossary, p. iv, Arms Control: Reference 
Aid - Glossary of Arms Control Terms, p. 85-86, Lexicon, p. 100 
16 A Comparative &on of US-Soviet Military Technical Terminology, p. 100 
17 Arms Control: Reference Aid - 1987 INF Treaty Glossary, p. iii 
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It should be noted here that there can be si@cant overlap between 
60erOJIOBKa (boyegolovka) and ronoBHiUI Yacn (golovnaya chast’). A 
Comparative Lexicon comments that originally 6oeronos~a (boyegolovka) “was 
synonymous with ronomax pacm (golovnaya chast’), referring to  the payload 
of a ballistic missile. However, as additional damage-producing components 
were included in the payload, these components within the ronomas P a m  
(golovnaya chast’) are also referred to as 60eronos~a (boyegolovka).”ls This 
not only reinforces the ambiguity of “warhead” translations in general, but 
specifically of 60eronos~a (boyegolovka). 

Dismantlement 

Although somewhat separate fiom definitional and translation issues, 
dismantlement options regarding arms control are directly affected by the 
meanings attached to the terms of the treaty. For example, the INF treaty 
protocols indicate that the front section (ronosrrax P a m  -golovnaya chast’) of 
the missile and reentry vehicles (60erono~~a - boyegolovka) were to be 
destroyed, while the nuclear warhead device (mepHoe s a p w o e  ycrpoiicmo - 
yadernoye zaryadnoye ustroistvo) and guidance elements were permitted to 
be removed prior to elimination. Therefore, it can be argued that warheads 
(60erono~~a - boyegolovka) were destroyed, while in fact the explosive 
elements (WepHoe sapx~r~ioe yc~poi imo - yadernoye zaryadnoye ustroistvo) 
were not. 

The precedent set by INF negotiators relates directly to the language 
of the Helsinki Agreement. While the two presidents agreed to “destruction 
of strategic nuclear warheads,” the translation of “warheads” is the Russian 
word (6oerono~~a - boyegolovka), the same as utilized in INF treaty language. 
It is therefore not specified, as should be obvious from the above discussion, 
whether destruction wi l l  include actual nuclear explosive devices or not. 
Unfortunately, this fact might not be clearly recognized. In a Helsinki press 
briefing, National Security Advisor Sandy Berger stated that “for the first 
time the parties will be negotiating on actual warhead destruction as opposed 
to simply systems destruction.”19 While NSA Berger is technically correct in 
stating that warheads are the focus of negotiation, his emphasis on “actual 
warhead destruction” seems to imply inclusion of the nuclear explosive 
device, which is simply not explicit in the agreement language. There are, in 
fact, many Merent  methods of destruction, and as of yet, none have included 
the nuclear explosive device. 

18 A Comparative Laicon of US-Soviet Military Technical Terminology, p.32 
19 Press Briefing by Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, National Security Advisor Sandy 
Berger, and Deputy Secretary of the Treasury Larry Summers. Helsinki, Finland, March 21, 
1997. 
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Implications 

Definitionally, there are si@cant implications of this discussion for 
the Joint Parameters agreement made in Helsinki. First, according to the 
Russian translation, the two governments indeed agree to decrease the 
aggregate number of warheads (6oesapm - boyezaryad).20 Second, they agree 
that the “prevention of a rapid increase in the number of warheads” (6oesapm 
- boyezaryad) is an example of a method to “promote the irreversibility of 
deep reductions.” Irreversibility implies permanence; therefore, common 
sense would require destruction or dismantlement of nuclear explosive 
devices. At the same time, however, the parameters set here only agree to 
“promote” irreversibility, thereby not demanding it. 

When referencing the destruction and transparency of warheads, the 
Russian translation in the Helsinki Agreement refrains from the specific 
reference to the explosive package and reverts to the more generic 60erono~~a 
(boyegolovka). As such, it is a matter for negotiation how the number of 
warheads (6oesapm - boyezaryad) is decreased -- destruction may not 
necessarily include these parts. While a definitive conclusion can not be 
reached as to the specific meaning the Russian negotiators attached to 
6oerono~~a (boyegolovka), it is definitely s igdkant  that the negotiators 
purposely used a different term when talking about destruction and 
transparency than that used to refer to lowering aggregate levels. It is 
therefore appropriate for Berger to  argue that negotiation wiU focus on 
destruction of “actual warheads,”21 but in order for that destruction to 
physicdy occur, a more specific term than 6oerono~~a (boyegolovka) must be 
used. 

In sum, the negotiators charged with maintaining the parameters set 
by the Helsinki Agreement must discuss decreasing the number of nuclear 
explosive devices possessed by both Russia and the United States. It is not 
required by the agreement language, however, to destroy the explosive 
packages or to be transparent in decreasing them. In fact, if “aggregate” 
refers only to deployed warheads, it may be enough just to take them out of 
service, although this does not promote irreversibility. Negotiators can be 
flexible in the manner in which they set above to decrease numbers. As in 
the INF’ treaty, they may remove the nuclear warhead devices (rqgepHoe 
sapxp~~oe ycrpoiicmo - yadernoye zaryadnoye ustroistvo) and destroy the front 
section (ronoBHax P a m  - golovnaya chast’), induding the reentry vehicles 

20 I t  is not clear whether “aggregate” refers to total numbers of warheads or deployed 
numbers. 
21 Press Briefing by Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, National Security Advisor Sandy 
Berger, and Deputy Secretary of the Treasury Larry Summers. Helsinki, Finland, March 21, 
1997. 
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(60erono~~a - boyegolovka). This would technically fulfiU the requirements of 
the agreement. 

Conclusion 

Within the English language the word “warhead” is somewhat 
ambiguous and laden with assumptions as to its meaning. The Russian is 
even more so, providing a variety of words that all translate as “warhead.” 
This Merence is in no place more apparent than the recent Helsinki 
agreement, where the English translation refers only to “warhead,” while the 
Russian utilizes two separate terms. If US policymakers are committed to 
including nuclear explosive devices in START 111 force reductions, negotiators 
must iden* and use a more specific term than warhead or 6oerono~~a 
(bo yegolovka). 

While translation and dehitional difliculties will always exist and 
provide challenges for negotiators, if the implications of these differences are 
appreciated, greater flexibility can be an unexpected and at times, undesired 
outgrowth. Specifically in reference to the term “warhead,” awareness of 
semantic differences is vital, both by negotiators and the heads of state who 
must ultimately agree to treaty language that preserves the spirit of the 
negotiated agreement. 
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Presidents Cliaton and Yeltsfa underscore that, with the end 
of the Cold W a x ,  major: progress has been achieved w i t h  regard t o  
stxengtheniag stzategic stability and Anclear security. BO- the 
United States aad Russia are significantly reducfng -ear nucLe~u: 
forces, 
missiles, The START 5 Treaty has entered into force, and its 
Fmpl~mmtatioa is ahead of schedule. Bel-, Kazakstaa and 
Ukraine m nuchar-weapon f zee . 
Treaty w a s  indefinitely extended on May 11, 199s and the 
Comprehensive Nuclear Test Baa Treaty was signed by both the 
U n l t e d  States and Russia on September 24 ,  1996. 

Important steps hatre been taken t o  detazget strategic 

The Nuclear NoP-Prolif eration 

IA another: bistorfc step to pronrote international peace and 
security, President Clinton Bnd President Yel ts in  hazeby reaffizm 
their co&+msnt to take further coacrste steps t o  zeduce the 
nuclear danger and strengthen strategic stability and nucfeu 
secwity. 
further reductions in and liatitatioos on strategfc offeasive 
that w i l l  .substantially reduce tbe roies and raks o f  nucleaz 
weapons as we Mve forward into the next century'. Recogairing 
the -tal significance o f  the A8H Treaty fox these 
objectives, the .Presidents have, fn a separate joiat 'statement; 
given i n s t m c t i o w  oa demarcation between ABW systeras and theater: 
missile defense systems, w h i c h  w i l l  allow for depioynraot of 
ef fect ive theater missile defenses and prevent circumention of 
the ARM .Treaty. 

The Pxesidents have reached aa undezstaadhg on 

W i t h  the foregoing fn mtrzd, President a t o n  and Presidant 
Yeltsin have raac&ed the f o l l o w i g  understandings, 

Once START 11 enters into force, the Uaited States and 
Russia w i U  m t e l y  begin negotiations op a STNZT ITS 
agzeement, wUch wiU. include, among other  things, the followinq 
basic components: 

--EstablfsbPaent, by December 31, 2007, o f  lower aggtegate LeOeLS 
of 2,000-2,500 strategic nuclear wazheads.for each of the 
parties 

Measures relating to the transparency of strategic nuclear 
warhead inoentoxies and the destruction of strategic nude= 
warheads and a ~ y  other  j o i n t l y  agreed technical and 
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organizational measues to pxomote the irreversibility of 
deep r-ctions including pcevention of a rapid increase in  
the number of warheads- 

* Resoiving issues related to the goai of =king the current 
S m T  treaties unlimited in  duration. 

0 Placement ia a deactivated status of  all strategic nucleat 
delivery vehicles w h i c h  w i l l  be elfmlnnted under START I1 by 
 kce ember 33, 20038 by removing their nuclear warheads or 
taking other jointly agreed steps. The W t e d  States i s  
pEOVf- assistance through the NUna-Lugaz progrant to 
facilitate eariy deactivation, 

The Presidents have reached an understzlnrlg that the 
deadline fox the ehimi-nation o f  strategic nuclear= delivery 
vehicies under the START 11 Treaty w i l l  be extended to December 
31, 2007. The sides w i l l  agree on specific Language to be 

to be srlhmitted to the United States Senate- 
submitted to the ad8 f O i l O W @  Duma apprOVa1 Of START 11, 

Ia thfs context8 the Presidents upder3core the importance o f  
prorPpt ratification o f  the START If Treaty by the Sta te  Duma of 
the Russian Federation- 

The Presidents &so agreed that frt the context of START I11 
negotiations their experts will expiore, as sepazate issues, 
possfble measures relatag to nuclear long-range sea-launched 
Cruise missiles and tactical nuclear systems, tu indude 
appropriate conf fdence .building and txausparency measures 

Taking at0 account a l l  the UnderstandAagg outlined above, 
axxi recalling their statement of May 10, 1995, the Presidents 
agreed the sides w i l l  aiso consider the issues related to 
transpazency in nuclear materials. 

mR 'IBE ImITm STATES 
OFAHEKZCA? . FOR TEZE RussfAN FEDERATION: 

Helsinkf March 23, 1997 
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