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On 20 March 1995, Aum Shinrikyo startled the world by launching a nerve gas attack in 
the Tokyo subway. Many felt that terrorists finally crossed a threshold by producing and 
using an apocalyptic weapon, the “poor man’s atomic bomb” as the literature so often 
suggests.1 A second conclusion was that the Aum confirmed a belief widespread among 
students of terrorism that religious groups are particularly attracted to these weapons. 
 The first conclusion, that a threshold has been crossed, runs wildly against the 
facts. No one in the near future is going to see cities destroyed where tens of thousands 
die. Conventional explosives, like those used to create the Nairobi or Oklahoma City 
atrocities, will continue to inflict the overwhelming bulk of the casualties. The plain fact 
is neither chemical nor biological weapons presently are truly weapons of mass 
destruction in the way atomic weapons are; and they are certainly not so in the hands of 
terrorists.2 Misreading the Aum Shinrikyo experience, inter alia, could waste tens of 
billions of dollars.3
 With respect to the second conclusion, we have closed the book too quickly on 
who might be attracted to these weapons. The historical record indicates secular groups 
have sought to use such weapons more often than religious groups. This will likely 
continue into the future too. 
 
DIFFICULTIES IN DISCUSSING THE PROBLEM 
 
Before we turn to the reasoning, it will be useful to explain why this issue is so difficult 
to discuss. First, one cannot say much that is either new or certain about the matter, partly 
because there have been so few incidents, and we know so very little about those events. 
Groups gathered materials and sometimes made threats to use them but they did not 
employ them, and we do not know why.4 Beyond the absence of information, there is a 
second problem. We are dealing with  
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a frightening and very remote possibility, but one which, alas, can neither be 
demonstrated nor disproved. Just as there is no logical way to show religious believers 
they are in error in thinking the world will come to an end, so likewise no way exists to 
demonstrate terrorists will never use apocalyptic weapons. Because of this uncertainty, 
the issue moves out of the academic realm gaining serious and potentially pernicious 
consequences. 
 Elsewhere, I have discussed religious believers who want an apocalypse to occur 
in order to redeem the world.5 Here I want to talk about two other types, those who fear 
the apocalypse or simply see it as an unprecedented catastrophe, and those who exploit 
that anxiety for their own mundane purposes.  Apocalyptic expectations have 
consequences because of certain propensities in human nature. If you want people to pay 
attention to uncertain but dangerous matters, you must exaggerate. The fact was driven 
home to me for about the twentieth time in late July 1998. The Discovery Channel was 
planning a program on terrorists and weapons of mass destruction. The producers 
discussed details with me in several conversations, and I thought the deal for my 
presentation was nailed down. A week later London called asking, “By the way what is 
your general view of the problem?” 
 “A frightening thought,” I said, “but not a serious possibility now.” 
 “Oh dear” came the response, and a pregnant silence ensued. That ended the call, 
and I am still waiting for the baby. 
 Another way to think about our propensity to exaggerate disaster is to ask 
yourself, which position would you as an analyst prefer to be in? Is it better for your 
reputation to predict that grim events will happen and be wrong, or is it better for your 
professional credentials to be optimistic about disaster and equally wrong. All things 
being the same, the consequences of error would be much greater for the optimist and, 
therefore, the prudent analyst will be grim. This fact after all is the logic insurance 
policies are based on, a profitable economic activity. There are other consequences of the 
propensity to prepare for the worst, beyond good business for insurance salesmen. 
Consider a 7 August 1998 front page story in the New York Times that described the 
workings of a panel which recommended the government spend $420 million over five 
years ($51 million in the first year) for vaccines and antibiotics against a possible terrorist 
attack.6 Scientists, business men, and policy makers completed the task in record time 
because they could overwhelm “doubters” and “side-step objections.” The panel made 
bad and costly decisions, and it is necessary to reconsider the whole problem again. 
“Cheaper more effective vaccines” seem likely in the “next few years” and, in any case, 
the facilities to produce the initial vaccines ordered are not available. 
 The major problem in dealing with biological and chemical attacks is that 
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so many different toxins and pathogens can be used, and since a vaccine for one is not 
useful for another, it is economically impossible to stockpiles for all potential agents. The 
story noted also that since there is money to be made, problems were exacerbated by 
those with conflicting interests. No wonder a well-known analyst of terrorist activity, 
Larry Johnson, noted in the US News and World Report,7 that this particular antiterrorism 
anxiety is the “latest gravy train,” one which academics, government bodies, and business 
corporations are all eager to board. It is one thing to buy insurance with your own money; 
it is another to urge insurance with someone else’ money, especially if the insurance 
salesman will make a personal profit on what he sells and that fact is not obvious to the 
purchaser who thinks the advice is impartial. 
 A second psychological disadvantage associated with this issue stems from the 
conflict between serious students of terrorist experiences and those from the physical 
sciences. Physical scientists are more impressed with the dangers because they are more 
clearly aware of the potential of chemical and biological agents and the ability of science 
to increase the powers of those agents. In addition, the authority of physical scientists is 
intimidating, especially to the untrained. 
 Nonetheless, those of us who have been in terrorists studies for a long time are 
likely to be skeptical for the simple reason that we know there have always been 
enormous gaps between the potentiality of a weapon and the abilities and/or will to 
employ it. Terrorists, in particular, operate in contexts of enormous uncertainty and 
anxiety; accidents fatal to the terrorists are plentiful, and to avoid them terrorists seek 
simple weapons that are easy to transport and assemble.8
 
CONFLICTS BETWEEN CONVENTIONAL WISDOM AND EXPERIENCE 
 
Since the 1960s, when terrorism re-emerged as a serious concern, there has been an 
unhealthy tendency to exaggerate the importance of technology in explaining the 
phenomena, a tendency which is reflected in our explanations of all violent struggles.9 
Because of that tendency, many have been mystified that terrorists have not been 
interested in the various chemical and biological toxins and pathogens readily available 
since the First World War. The conventional explanation for this restraint, or mystery if 
you like, is that terrorists have been political animals who know full well that these 
weapons would alienate their potential constituencies. 
 However, in recent years the nature of terrorism has changed because religious 
objectives replaced secular or political ends for many groups,10 and many commentators 
are certain religious terrorists will be attracted to chemical and biological weapons as 
moths are to a flame. Why? Because religious terrorists are only interested in serving 
their deities and are oblivious 
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to human constituencies. And there are other reasons too. Religious believers have much 
less concern for their lives in this world; they will accept risks secular terrorists refuse to 
take, and they are, we often read, consumed by the idea of sheer destruction. The 
revelation that Aum Shinrikyo was a religious group seemed definitive proof of this 
connection between religion and chemical and biological weapons, a connection which 
creates a doomsday problem for us all. But a closer look both at the historical record and 
at the Aum experience suggests a more ambiguous picture. 
 
The historical record: States 
Who has used chemical weapons, why, and to what success? Undeniably, the principal 
users have been states; and while there are significant differences between states and 
terrorist groups, there are some generally ignored parallels in their experiences well 
worth pondering. 
 In the twentieth century, chemical weapons were used by both sides in the First 
World War and by Italy against the Ethiopians in the 1930s. More recently, Iraq 
employed them first against Iran, and then against Iraqi Kurds. Egypt’s Nasser employed 
them in Yemen, and Libya under Qaddafi experimented with them in Chad. Perhaps 30 
states today have chemical weapons.11

 States have used chemical weapons, but they did so rarely, a potentially very 
significant fact, and one to which we shall return after considering the military 
circumstances encouraging states to use them. The evidence is that the temptation is 
greatest in situations where a military stalemate has developed, a deadlock which 
desperate belligerents want to break. 
 Ironically, despite the belief that there may be a decisive weapon they do not 
seem to be very effective on the battlefield, especially when appropriate defensive 
measures are available. The weapons have blunted an offensive; but it is very difficult to 
find that tactical advantage being transformed into a decisive strategic one, because in the 
cases familiar to us the original stalemate and/or war of attrition continued.12 This 
pattern, so often repeated in history, occurred again in the best documented recent use of 
chemical weapons during the long Iran-Iraq War. 
 
 Iraq employed this weapon only in vital segments of the front and 

only when it saw no other way to check Iranian offensives…. 
(C)hemical weapons…had a negligible impact on the war limited 
to tactical rather than strategic (effects).13

 
 Iraqi gases killed 5,000, but the Iranians suffered 600,000 dead altogether. Gas, 
thus, killed less than 1%.14 By far the deadliest experience with gas occurred during the 
First World war, but still it accounted for only 5% of the casualties and those gassed were 
more 
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than 10-12 times likely to recover than those wounded by traditional weapons.15 These 
facts help us appreciate the supreme irony Amos Fries and Clarence West propose after 
examining the First World War experience, “Instead of being the most horrible form of 
warfare, it is the most human, because it disables far more than it kills, i.e. has a low 
fatality ratio.”16

 It is also worth remembering that Iraq’s use of chemical weapons against Iran was 
a violation of international law but oddly, in a view of present American concerns, Iraq 
was not named as a culprit in United Nations resolutions. Apparently at that time, the 
matter did not seem very important.17 The West developed a different view after the Gulf 
War, and in 1997 Secretary of Defense William Cohen indicated U.S. military superiority 
was so great potential adversaries, unable to compete in conventional arms, may feel 
compelled to use apocalyptic weapons in a struggle against the United States.18

 Why did Saddam Hussein decide not to use gas in the Gulf War? The 
conventional wisdom is that he feared the nuclear response that was threatened. That 
certainly may be correct. But it is also true, and possibly more pertinent, that the 
experiences in the Iranian War could not make him confident that his chemical weapons 
had military value, and the potential significance of this fact is much overlooked.19  
 Consider, too, another fact relevant to the argument. Chemical weapons were used 
more often after the Second World War than during the inter-war period. There are no 
technological improvements to explain this difference but there are some good relevant 
military reasons. After 1945 more wars of attrition were fought; and they have been 
fought largely between Third World armies which generally lack serious offensive 
capabilities. Most can fight only in trenches, and trench warfare is always attrition 
warfare.20

 States have been the principal users of biological weapons too, and although 
available for a much longer period of time than chemical weapons they have probably 
been used less often. The Republic of Venice used biological weapons in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries, as did the English in the French and Indian War (Seven Years 
War). Venice was attracted largely because poison seemed ideal for assassination strikes; 
the illness induced was likely to be considered as a product of natural causes thus making 
Venetian involvement easier to conceal. The English, on the other hand, were interested 
in the potential for large scale destruction when they attempted to spread small-pox 
among the Indian tribes supporting the French. Later, the weapons were used for both 
ends. It is difficult, oddly, to find states using biological weapons for religious purposes, 
and this is true in spite of the fact religious wars are traditionally reputed to be the most 
ferocious. The fact should also be interesting for those concerned with possible use by 
terrorists because it is assumed religious terrorists are  

 53



“naturally” attracted to those weapons.  
 Japan’s military efforts offer the most modern, comprehensive, and interesting 
examples of chemical and biological activities, but we can only discuss the second here.21 
Starting in 1932, Japanese scientists experimented with many different biological 
weapons, and created production facilities with “a potential for creating sufficient 
bacteria to kill the world’s population several times over,” and the experiments on 
prisoners killed some 3,000.22 Japanese records describe some 11 attempts to use the 
weapons spreading “germs of cholera dysentery, typhoid, bubonic plague, anthrax 
disease, and paratyphoid” through water supplies and air drops from the 1930s through 
the end of the war.23

 Considering the reputed potentialities of Japanese materials, they were used very 
infrequently most likely because they did not live up to expectations or were very 
impractical weapons, producing relatively few casualties against armed forces. There 
were also difficulties in controlling diseases generated and the cost could be as great to 
the attacker as to the attacked. In the assault on Chekiang (China 1942), Japanese toxins 
occasioned 10,000 Japanese casualties, including 1,700 deaths. The Japanese program’s 
principal defect, a problem common to all efforts so far, is an ineffective delivery system, 
a usable shell, bomb, or spray.24 Biological and chemical weapons have similar military 
rationales. An adversary believing himself to be a great disadvantage at a crucial moment 
is sorely tempted to consider chemical and biological weapons. The British in western 
Pennsylvania (1754) had few troops and inadequate supplies. The historian Francis 
Parkman noted that 
 
 terror reigned supreme…. The Indian scalping-parties were 

ranging everywhere, laying waste the settlements, destroying the 
harvest and butchering men, women, and children, with ruthless 
fury. 

 
If Fort Pitt was lost, the frontier would be forced back some 200 miles to Lancaster, 
“forfeiting many years of colonization.” Desperation inspired the British to try to create a 
smallpox plague among the Indians.25

 The Japanese initially developed their biological program because they 
anticipated that a much larger Soviet Union would try to expel them from recently 
conquered Manchuria. The major Japanese biological strike (Chekiang) came after the 
Doolittle Raid, the first attack on the Japanese homeland and a very serious psychological 
blow. The Japanese hoped to destroy the area containing Allied airfields. When that 
strike backfired and generated so many self-inflicted casualties, the biological program 
was virtually abandoned. 
 The limited value of effectiveness of chemical or biological weapons in wars  
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of the past, seems the most compelling reason they were not used much, a possibility 
usually ignored, or at least obscured. Discussions of the weapons take their deadlines for 
granted. Most offer two reasons only to explain why attacks are so infrequent, namely the 
intense moral revulsion they arouse and the fact that the states threatened are able to 
retaliate with similar weapons. 
 Technological innovations, like the ballistic missile, could render the issue of 
military ineffectiveness moot. Still, for most countries missiles are very expensive and 
unreliable. General Norman Schwartzkopf says the Scud missile in the Gulf War was the 
military equivalent of a mosquito.26 The fact is that weapons designed solely to inflict 
casualties and not break organization – the object of battle – cannot be decisive as a 
military weapon.27 In any case, the issue of what history can and cannot teach us should 
be joined, and rarely is. 
 
The historical record: Non-state actors 
Now let us look at the experiences of non-state actors, especially those of terrorist groups. 
We will treat chemical and biological attacks together. As noted above, states have not 
used these weapons often, a pattern which is even more striking when we examine 
terrorist groups. According to a Central Intelligence Agency report, 40,000 international 
terror incidents occurred between 1968 and 1980, but only 22 had chemical or biological 
elements. For every two thousand incidents, nearly one chemical and one biological event 
occurred. The casualties are also less per incident.28 Another surprise: by far the 
overwhelming number of attempts are inspired by criminal purposes, and of those which 
served political ends most were political and very few religious.29

 One striking example of a non-state actor was a group of about 150 Jewish 
partisans from Poland. In the aftermath of the Nazi defeat, this group of survivors sought 
to avenge the Holocaust before the Allies decided to prosecute Nazi war criminals. A 
plan to poison the water supplies of 4 German cities, killing some 2 million Germans, 
was frustrated at the last moment by British intervention. Next, an effort to poison the 
bread of nearly 40,000 interned SS men was made; although a thousand were poisoned, 
apparently none died. Attacks ceased when the Allies announced plans to prosecute Nazi 
war criminals.30

 In 1978 the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) began to poison Israeli 
oranges in European markets, injuring 12 and seriously damaging the Israeli economy. 
But then the activity stopped, and we do not know why. There are some claims that in the 
same period the PLO in Lebanon trained the German Red Army Faction (RAF) and 
others to use chemical and biological weapons. Stasi (East German intelligence) 
apparently was also training groups at the same time. The RAF stole a cache of mustard 
gas and promised to poison water supplies; and in November 1980, in an RAF apartment 
in Paris, French police dis- 
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covered a miniature factory where both a botulism culture and notebook with instructions 
about how to spread bacterial disease had been produced.31

 In 1984 a Fatah official threatened chemical attacks against Israel. At the same 
time the Covenant, Sword and Army of the Lord (CSA) a right wing religious terror 
group in Arkansas procured 30 gallons of cyanide. A neo-Nazi group, Order of the Rising 
Sun, produced 80 pounds of typhoid bacillus. Rajneeshee, a Hindu religious group in 
Oregon, poisoned 750 but none died. It still is unclear why the RAF, Palestinians, and 
neo-Nazi groups never used the materials they had and/or threatened to use. Were they 
restrained by moral, political, or organizational concerns? We do not know, and a number 
of the instances have not been seriously examined.32 Beyond the activities we know 
happened, there is an unknown, indeed unknowable, number of others who for some 
reason or another aborted their plans. 
 
AUM SHINRIKYO 
 
Given our anticipation of what nerve gas might do, knowledgeable persons should have 
been very surprised that so little damage had occurred. And we should be surprised also 
that other groups have not yet followed suit. A “copy-cat” phenomena usually follows 
apparently novel acts of violence, and that fact led a CIA National Intelligence Estimate 
(1984) to predict although chemical and biological weapons were not yet popular among 
terrorists who were still terrified of them, “one successful incident would significantly 
lower the threshold of restraint.”33

 Looking more closely at the Aum experience, several unique features suggest 
Aum’s attack is not the decisive turning point conventional wisdom has been expecting. 
Aum contained some 20 scientists with graduate degrees, and its laboratories were so 
good that the chief chemist said he left the university because Aum’s facilities were 
better.34 Aum apparently began its efforts in 1990, 5 years before the notorious subway 
attack. Its assets were valued at one billion dollars and it had some 50,000 members 
world-wide. Because Aum was a religious group, Japanese law placed serious obstacles 
on police inquiries even though Aum members had murdered several individuals, 
including members of the group. Finally, with no previous experience of groups 
exploring chemical or biological agents, the police ignored complaints about awful odors 
coming from the main commune. Despite all these advantages, which no terrorist group 
ever had or perhaps ever could have, Aum’s record as a terrorist group was poor. 
 The subway incident captured our attention. But Aum made nine attempts before 
and then two attempts after the major subway incident. Twelve attacks but none 
succeeded, and ultimately Aum itself was crushed. All this suggests that successful 
chemical and biological efforts are much more difficult than conventional wisdom 
suggest, at least 
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now, and that the “poor man’s atomic bomb” remains costly and unreliable. Perhaps 
Aum’s failures will discourage others; if not, prospective users are unlikely to match 
Aum’s efforts, let alone exceed it. 
 There are other pertinent details. In the first eight attempts, Aum tried to use 
biological toxins believed to be more destructive than chemicals. A gas thought to be 
deadly was developed in 1990, and Aum sent three trucks to attack the U.S. installation in 
Yokohama, the naval base at Yokuska, and Narita International Airport. But the three 
trucks caused no damage, and nobody even noticed the incidents because the gas Aum 
developed was not lethal. 
 Aum next attempted to develop an anthrax bomb and released it on two separate 
days, first from a truck and then from a Tokyo sky-scraper. Again, nobody noticed, no 
damage was reported; despite the expectation of its scientists, Aum failed to create a 
deadly weapon. After four such attacks, Aum abandoned biological weapons altogether. It 
turned to chemical weapons, and made two sarin gas assassination attempts. An Aum 
scientist was the only casualty. The lesson drawn was to dilute the gas to protect Aum 
members. Despite the common wisdom that religious believers are indifferent to personal 
safety needs, Aum was very concerned with such details and developed anti-sarin pills as 
well. 
 Prior to the big subway attack, there was a strike against a court building to 
prevent a case against Aum from being heard. Aum hoped to kill three judges but it only 
injured them, as an unexpected wind blew the gas in another direction to kill six and 
injure 600. Aum next tried an aerosol sprayer attack on the subway, on 15 March 1995, 
but the person filling the container became conscience stricken and put water instead of 
sarin gas into it. Five days later the big subway attack came which riveted Japan for 
nearly a year getting more attention than the Kobe earthquake, which preceded it and 
killed approximately 6,000 people. Finally, Aum rushed into both subway attacks before 
the group was read to attack in order to divert the police on its trail. The two initial 
subway attacks were followed by two more subway assaults, one with cyanide, but both 
were aborted. A U.S., Congressional sub-Committee opined that if an undiluted dose was 
used in the 20 March attack, some 10,000 people might have died.35 Perhaps, but Aum 
felt the dilution was necessary to protect its carriers, and like so many terrorist 
organizations it was in flight when it struck, a circumstance where accidents and 
misjudgments are common and a circumstance which provided another reason to dilute 
poison. It is striking, too, that every death was occasioned by direct contact with the 
liquid and none by the gas. 
 It is unlikely that Aum was exceptionally inept. Estimates of Irish Republican 
Army (IRA) casualties produced by accidents, as opposed to those inflicted by security 
forces range, from 40% to 56%, and this happens when 
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Comparatively easy to use explosives are employed over and over again and handled, 
thus, by veterans.36 Remember, too, the IRA has been active longer than any comparable 
group, and therefore, presumably, is efficient.37

 In an essay I wrote many years ago I tried to explain the paradox of why ancient 
terrorist groups were more destructive and durable than their contemporary counterparts. 
One reason was the simplicity of the weapons which made decisions easier, and accidents 
less likely in situations of great uncertainty. It is pertinent perhaps, too, that of the many 
delivery methods devised by Aum, the most effective was the most primitive, namely 
releasing the gas by using sharpened umbrellas to penetrate the plastic containers. What 
is true for terrorists has some relevance for soldiers too. How else can we explain that 
artillery rounds were responsible for most casualties in the all wars of the last two 
centuries.38

 What does the Aum experience tell us about the difference between religious and 
secular groups? Not as much as some would believe. Certainly, secular groups have been 
attracted to these weapons. The Avengers failed, but genocides may provoke more 
disastrous reactions in the future.39 The PLO and RAF seemed to be on the verge of using 
chemical and biological weapons just because their other weapons failed. 
 There was, however, an interesting unique odyssey in Aum’s development. It did 
not react to a devastating atrocity and did not try other weapons first. It began as a 
political party, and after a humiliating defeat in the 1989 parliamentary elections, it 
immediately began to experiment with biological pathogens as its first weapon. One 
might even say that it was obsessed with pathogens and toxins. If so, why? Most have 
said that such activity is especially attractive to religious elements who have no restraints 
on their destructive appetites. Perhaps, but something else was more crucial. Aum 
worshiped Shiva, the Hindu god whose consort Kali inspired the Thugs, perhaps the most 
deadly terrorist group in history. As stranglers, the Thugs killed without shedding blood 
believing that those who died in this way would go to paradise, a doctrine which made 
killing easier for the killer. This doctrine is found in Aum too. If this is the source of 
Aum’s fascination with gas, then it is not religion per se, but rather the type of religion 
that is most critical here, and presumably in other cases too.40

 
IMPLICATIONS AND CAVEATS 
 
Scholarship 
There are few facts and cases available, and all speculations on apocalyptic weapons are 
on shaky grounds. Still, we can know more. We had to wait until 1998 before we got the 
first good efforts to analyze reported cases from open sources, when Seth Carus and the 
Monterey Institute of International Studies both found various instances with conflicting 
or incomplete evidence.41 Chemical weapon efforts analyzed are largely in the United 
States. Even in cases we know some- 
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thing about, there are gaps particularly with respect to why individual groups have been 
attracted to apocalyptic weapons, and why they decided to abandon materials once 
gathered.  
 Terrorism, furthermore, has a long history stretching back at least to the first 
century, and the weapons employed have varied from period to period. But we have no 
account of how and why new weapons become part of the terrorist arsenal, how quickly 
innovations are transmitted to various groups and what the obstacles to the transmission 
might be. Changes in tactics represent a virgin field for inquiry.42 Finally, we have barely 
begun to scratch the surface on target selection.43

 
Priorities and Money 
Nonetheless, there are good reasons to think terrorists can not produce doomsday 
catastrophes – yet. Aum had extraordinary time, much money, many scientists, and 
wonderful cover. Still, in 12 attempts it only occasioned 13 deaths, including two Aum 
members, while hospitalizing 1,200. Compare this record with a 1984 CIA report which 
said the “clandestine production of chemical and biological weapons for multiple 
casualty attacks raise no greater technical obstacles than does the clandestine production 
of chemical narcotics or heroin.” The statement was repeated on 15 November 1998 by 
Secretary of the Navy William Danzig who went on to say that “a single leased airplane 
disbursing a biological weapon can kill more people than died world-wide in any month 
in World War II.” One wonders who is living in what world?”44

 Since 1970, 12 chemical and biological attacks have occurred in American, 
producing 1 fatality and 772 injuries, almost all minor.45 Seth Carus’ study of biological 
attacks world-wide contains interesting information. Excluding military efforts, 70 
biological attacks, including 18 terrorist, have occurred since the beginning of the 
twentieth century, occasioning nine deaths and 985 casualties. Forty-five of those attacks 
have occurred in the last decade which indicates great interest now in biological weapons 
however unimpressive the demonstrated capacities to use those weapons are.46 Certainly 
capacities can become better, but so can counter measures. Japanese police now 
investigate religious groups, now anticipate chemical and biological conspiracy 
possibilities, and apparently abandoned traditional propensities to negotiate endlessly.47 
States can supply terrorists with materials. But states have so much to lose by giving such 
power to agents that cannot control, that this is a very remote possibility, and not one that 
has been attempted. 
 The question is how much should one spend for remote possibilities, when other 
perhaps more pressing and certainly more real dangers exist? A program to prepare every 
defense for every possible chemical or biological strike can be very expensive and 
irrelevant. One can stockpile vaccines and anti-biotic treatments for ten toxins 
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only to discover that one we have not prepared for is the one being used. The 1998 attack 
on the U.S. embassy in Nairobi taught us that the government did not have enough 
money to protect all embassies; and it seems that attacks with explosives are not only 
more likely but more deadly too. Before throwing more money at the problem, clear 
priorities should be established for U.S. counter-terrorism policies. 
 
Panic and Confusion 
The absence of clear direction leads to confusion and sometimes panic. In the 1996 
Olympics, everyone was preparing for chemical and biological attacks, and it is 
conceivable this pre-occupation hampered the ability to handle the conventional bomb 
explosion which did occur. The odd, unprofessional behavior of FBI agents in a February 
1998 Nevada press conference announcing the had arrested persons with anthrax – which 
lab tests the next day revealed to be a vaccine – suggests that the agents had panicked. If 
government agents panic when apocalyptic weapons are suspected, how can we expect 
the population to remain calm? Television interviews where public officials describe how 
many people a vial of anthrax will kill terrify, but do they enlighten? Simulated exercises 
in which tens of thousands die do not provide the basis for sound useful policies. Worst 
case scenarios which highlight only potential vulnerabilities are bound to have effects on 
those who wish to terrify and those who can be petrified. In Los Angeles at the time of 
this writing (January 1999) some 20 anthrax threats, costing over $100,000 each, have 
been made in the past two months, a virtual epidemic which could intimidate a public and 
them make it blasé to all reasonable possibilities. One doubts whether this is the “copy-
cat phenomena” anticipated by government authorities. 
 We lack a sense of history, or at least a belief that something can be learned from 
experience. Without that link to experience, our sense of proportion dissipates. This gap 
is a problem which pervades those strange people who think one needs an apocalypse to 
get to paradise and it is evident too among ordinary people who simply see apocalypse as 
hell itself. 
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Terrorism: The Federal Effort (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1991), 57. 
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history of three weapons indicates clearly that they are vastly dissimilar with respect to destructive 
capabilities. I have, therefore, avoided using the term weapons of mass destruction when referring to 
chemical and biological toxins. See John and Karl Mueller’s perceptive and provocative essay, “Sanctions 
of Mass Destruction,” Foreign Affairs 78:3 (May/June 1999): 43-53. The Muellers compare casualties 
inflicted by various weapons and show how the recent reshaping of language cannot be justified by our 
experiences. 
 
3 Two other factors contribute to the anxiety: the knowledge of how insecure the former Soviet Union’s 
chemical and biological weapons are, and difficulties with Saddam Hussein. A third factor could be the 
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8 David Ronfeldt and William Slater’s interesting study of the late nineteenth century Anarchist fixation 
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