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WAR ON TERROR:

' - - , .
Don't panic: it’s safer than you think
The biological terrorist has replaced the nuclear warrior as our worst
bogeyman. Yet the facts don’t bear out our fears, writes Kenan Malik

ivilisation is under threat, runs the mantra. The barbarians

arenot simply at the gate, but insideit, too —terroristswith

bagful sof nuclear material, or deadly toxins, just waitingto
strike. Asthe World Health Organi sation warned us, we have “to
take the risk of biological warfare seriously and recognise that
it might be easier than the use of other forms of potential
terrorist warfare”.

Thewarningshave generated asense of panic among thepublic.
Shops run out of gas masks, there is a stampede to buy nuclear
shelters, and the chatter among parents waiting for their children
at the school gatesisabout how to fend off anthrax or smallpox.

Therehasbeen much talk over the past month about the need for
aproportionate responseto the assault on New York, Washington
and Pittsburgh. A good way to start would be by injecting some
proportion into our understanding of it. Over the past century,
the world has faced two world wars, a cold war, Nazism and the
Holocaust. And it survived. So why do we feel threatened by a
handful of criminal acts, albeit monstrous ones?

The world will never be the same again, isthe constant refrain.
And perhaps it won't — but not because of aterrorist attack in
Manhattan. Rather, if the world is changing, it is because of our
perceptions about what the attack has done to us. The hijacked
planes toreinto the fabric of western societies' confidence and
self-belief. And into that gaping hole has marched awhol e host of
demons. “If aflight full of commuterscan beturnedinto amissile
of war,” observed theNew York Times, “ everythingisdangerous.”
Itisingivingfocustothissenseof dread, tothe

western cultures to biotechnology. Over the past decade, our
unease has grown about technologies such as cloning and the
genetic modification of organisms: they seemto corrupt therela-
tionshi p betweenmanand natureby di ssol vingtheboundari esthat
appear tomaintainorder inthenatural world. Inanagewhensocial
andmoral boundariesappear sofluid, our social anxietiesoftenget
relocated into the natural world, creating apprehension of what
might happen if webegin to tinker with nature.

Thisisoneof thereasonsfor the shift in focusfrom thethreat of
nuclear tothat of biological terrorism. Thisshiftisan expression of
changesnotinterrorist strategy —such groupsno more possesshbio-
logical weapons now than they possessed nuclear warheads a
decade ago — but in cultural anxieties. After the break-up of the
Soviet Union, paliticians and strategists feared that the chaos that
prevailedineastern Europeandthethirdworldwoul dspill overinto
thewest. This gaverise to the image of the fanatic with anuclear
bomb in asuitcase, built with the expertise of unemployed Soviet
physicists. Today, westernval uesandfreedomsappear under threat
as much from theinside as from the outside, asense strengthened
by theknowledgethat the hijackerswerenot stereotypical Islamic
fundamentalists, but western-educated and highly integrated, flu-
entin English and German, and givento vodkabingesat theweek-
end. So now weimaginethat samefanatic, but withabagful of bio-
engineered germs, corrupting society fromwithin.

In reality, however, bioweapons are difficult to produce, and
their effectsare not asdevastating asmany imagine. Take anthrax,
which the United States Defence Department

belief that eventheordinary may behazardous,
that the attacks may have had their most
devastating impact.

Take, for example, theideathat around every
corner might lurk a terrorist armed with a
weapon of mass destruction. It's an idea that
inevitably fostersaclimate of distrust and para-
noia, further atomising society and undermin-
ing possibilities of social action. It facilitates
attacks on civil liberties, from the introduction
of ID cardsto tighter controls on immigration
and asylum-seekers. And it eases the way to
western intervention abroad — think of how
fear of Saddam Hussein's “weapons of mass
destruction” hasbeen manipul atedtohelpmain-
tainsupport for economicsanctionsagainst, and
thecontinued bombing of, thelragi people.

Of all the imagined weaponsin the terrorist
arsenal, biological warfare appears the most
terrifying: asilent, invisible killer, gnawing
away at apopulationfromtheinside, itisaper-
fect metaphor for western vulnerability. Such
fear of bioterrorism has been accentuated by

18 the peculiar relationship of contemporary

BILL GREENWELL

The Cleaner
“ Make surethat you areclean, your
clothesareclean, even your shoes’ —
Last instructionsto the WTC bombers

| have polished my boots.
They are so clean, | can see
how dull my eyes are.

| have polished my eyes.
They are so clean, | can sense
how tense my mouth is.

| have polished my mouth.
It closes cleanly on a transparent
cargo of words.

| have polished my words.
They are so clean, they fill
my heart’s spent ventricles.

| have polished my heart.
My heartis so clean. Itis
in my boots.

describes as 100,000 times more deadly than
the deadliest chemical weapon”. The WHO
estimatesthat using 50kg of dry anthrax against
acity of one million inhabitants would kill
36,000 peopl eand i ncapacitateanother 54,000.
Anthrax is arod-like bacterium that usually
affectsgrazing animal s such ascows, goatsand
deer that ingest bacteria sporesnaturally occur-
ringinthesoil. Inhumans, theillnessisrare, but
can becontracted in threeways: through bacte-
riainfecting awound, through eating infected
meat, or by inhaling sufficient numbers of
anthrax spores. For many years, anthrax was
called “wool-sorter’s disease”, because work-
ersatwool millsweremostatrisk fromnaturally
occurring spores. The danger, however, was
relatively small. A 1960study inaPennsylvania
goat-hair mill showed that workers inhaled
more than 500 spores per eight-hour shift, and
yet there were no cases of illness among the
workers. Indeed, only 18 caseswerereportedin
thewholeof the USbetween 1900 and 1978.
The US Defence Department estimates that
anindividual must inhale between 10,000 and
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50,000 spores for the disease to take hold. This happens only if
huge numbers of spores are dispersed in the air and kept there
(inthe absence of wind, the natural tendency of anthrax sporesis
to drift to the ground). Technically, thisis extremely difficult to
accomplish.

First, anthrax sporesneed to beconvertedintoapowder. Only the
US and the Soviet Union, both of which expended millions of
dollars on devel oping bioweapons during the cold war, have
refined the means to do this. Iraq was supposed to have a well-
developed anthrax programme. United Nations weapons inspec-
tors, however, discovered anthrax only in liquid form, which,
according to oneexpert, “isalmost assafeascandy”.

Havingturned anthrax into powder, aterrorist would havetofind
away of dispersing itintheair. Again, thisismuch moredifficult
than might be imagined. There was much alarm when the FBI
revealed that some of the hijackersinvolved in the World Trade
Center attacks had previously madeinquiries about crop-dusting
planes. According to BarbaraRosenberg, director of the chemical
and biological weapons programme of the Federation of Ameri-
can Scientists, “acrop duster would be very useful for achemical
and biological attack —if youwantedto attack crops’. Butitwould
not be that useful in attacking humans. To get sporesto lodge
deeply enough in the human lung to cause damage, they must be
extremely small, less than ten micronsin size. Crop dusters are
fitted with much larger dispensersthat target insectsand plants. It
would be possible to modify them, but such modificationswould
requireconsiderableexpertise.“ Youcan'tgodowntothestoreand
buy one off the shelf,” observes Rosenberg.

There are similar problems with another imagined terrorist
favourite—small pox. Smallpoxisavirusthat can causebleedingand
lesionsall over thebody, and it used to devastate large parts of both
thedevel oped and thedevel opingworld. Itishighly contagious, but

asovery fragileand difficult to manipul ate. It isalmost impossible
to obtain: only two laboratories in the world still possess supplies
of live smallpox virus —the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention in Atlanta and the high-security Russian installation in
Novosibirsk. Neither islikely to provide handoutsfor terrorists.

According to the FBI, there has been only one known case of
bioterrorismin the US. It involved the Rajneeshee, membersof a
religious cult, who had established alarge commune in Wasco
County, arural areaeast of Portland, Oregon. The cult decided to
takeover the county by manipulating theresults of local elections
in1984. They planned to bushomel esspeopl eintotheir commune
and register them asvoters, whileat the sametimemake opposing
voterssick by infecting themwith salmonella. Cult memberscon-
taminated food in ten salad barswith salmonella—resultinginthe
infection of 751 people, noneof whomwasserioudyill. Theelec-
tion outcome was unaffected — although two members of the cult
wereeventually convicted for their involvement inthe plot.

The 751 peopleinfected by the Rajneeshee in this plot, more
comic than tragic, are the only known American victims of
bioterrorism. The only other group known to have dabbled with
biological agentsisthe Aum Shinrikyo cult in Japan. In April
1990, the group tried to spread botulism through a car engine's
exhaust; three years later, it attempted to spread anthrax by
using asprayer systemon the roof of abuilding in eastern Tokyo.
Neither incident resulted in a single casualty. In the end, the
group abandoned its plans for biological warfare and turned to
chemical weapons instead. In March 1995, the cult rel eased
sarin, anervetoxin, into the Tokyo subway; $10m wasapparently
spent preparingtheattack. Twelvepeopl ediedinwhat remainsthe
gravest non-military chemical attack ever.

All of whichiswhy, according to
areport on the threat of bioterror-

In the US, ism produced for the Strategic
Forum of the Washington-based
salmonella was Nationa DefenceUniversity, “few
spl‘ead tlll'ﬂllgh terrorists have demonstrated real
interest in bioterrorism and fewer
salad bars b’ still have made an attempt to
a religious cult acquirebiological agents’.

So why does the terrorist with a
suitcase full of plague bugs or
anthrax remain such a potent image? Partly because he speaksto
so many of our contemporary anxieties, fromthedangersof mess-
ingwithnaturetothesenseof thefragility of westernvalues. Atthe
sametime, theimage presents the authoritieswith abogeyman to
trump all bogeymen. Compared to more common figures of
hatred, such asthemugger, the crack dealer or the paedophile, the
facel essterrorist who might yet beyour neighbour isfar moresin-
ister. Likeall bogeymen, itisanimagerooted inreality —youhave
only to look at the Manhattan skyline to recognise that. But it is
aso, likeall bogeymen, amythical creation, theaim of whichisto
make pal atabledraconianandillibera measures—fromthedemo-
lition of civil libertiesat hometo the prosecution of war abroad.

“No passion,” Edmund Burke once wrote, “so effectually robs
themind of al itspowers of acting and reasoning asfear.” Rarely
has this been more true than it istoday. Before fear drives out al
reason, weneed to takeameasured, rational, proportional view of
what actually happened on 11 September.
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