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Abstract
When reflecting on colonization, physical warfare
and indoctrination are discussed, although the
role of biological warfare is often undermined. The
role of biological warfare in colonization efforts by
the British, Spanish, German, African, and
Japanese is continually debated by historians.
Some historians mention the insignificance of
certain biological warfare methods as being
ineffective at afflicting the desired group, while
other historians attest that the innate cruelty of the
colonizers and the high death count impacted
these power struggles greatly. Although most
biological warfare events occurred as an attack
on another country, there are also instances of
warfare being conducted on a country’s own
people. Despite the majority of attacks having
happened in the 1700s - 1900s, there are many
lessons that can be learnt from these brutal acts
of violence. We hope to evaluate both sides of this
topic through the lens of colonizers in different
countries and different timeframes to uncover the
true role of biological warfare in colonization
efforts.
Introduction
Biological warfare, also known as bioterrorism, is
an intentional release of biological agents (virus,
bacteria) to cause illness or death (U.S. National
Library of Medicine, 2021). From the beginning of
history when the Hittes sent infected rams to their
enemies to modern day with the ‘anthrax letters’
being sent after the 9/11 attacks, this system of
warfare has been crucial to shaping society
(Greub, n.d.). As biological warfare started to

become a strategic method to defeat the enemy,
it also influenced colonial power struggles and
possibly aided colonizers in conquering
vulnerable populations. At certain points, it may
have also helped indigenous peoples overcome
their conquerors. Regardless of the reason, it is
undeniable that although in certain continents
deaths from war have decreased tremendously,
there are also areas where the rate of war has
increased greatly (Figure 1). The following
sections will provide anecdotes, controversy, and
reflections about bioterrorism’s effect on
colonialism specific to each continent.
Europe
One of the most notable mentions of early
biological warfare is the 1346 Siege of Caffa,
when diseased Mongol forces catapulted troops
infected with the Black Plague into the besieged
city. From there, it is suspected to have
transmitted to people near Crimea due to infected
Italians fleeing the area (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, n.d.). This is supported
by the narrative of Gabriele De’ Mussi, who
describes “The dying Tartars, lost interest in the
siege. But they ordered corpses to be placed in
catapults and lobbed into the city in the hope that
the intolerable stench would kill everyone inside.”
(VJ, 1966). Although there are no other sources
that could corroborate this description, his
account seems plausible to numerous historians
after cross referencing art pieces, mortuary
records, and a modern analysis of the situation.
Despite the Mongols enacting biowarfare after
their inevitable loss at the Siege of Caffa, their

efforts would lead to the Black Plague epidemic in
Europe. The consequences would be enormous,
with almost one third of Europe’s population
demolished, and it arguably led to the end of the
Holy Roman Empire (Choi, 2013).
More recently, during World War I, during
Germany’s colonization attempt of Europe, they
sent infected Horses with anthrax or glanders to
the Allies (Roffey, Tegnell, Elgh, et al., 2014).
However, since these actions did not have military
consequences, they are often disregarded as
minor in the war effort. During World War II,
European countries would become involved in
biological warfare research, although many of
these efforts are argued to be minor in the war
effort since they were never enacted. Some
examples are rinderpest, anthrax, botulin, and
Salmonella, which were tested in bombs off the
coast of remote islands. However, it is suspected
by some historians that these findings could have
been pivotal in the war, since most data was
destroyed by the end of the war or not released to
the public (Roffey, Tegnell, Elgh, et al., 2014).
Asia
Asian colonization was categorized by European
and Japanese imperialism, specifically within the
Middle East, the Indian Subcontinent, and
Southeast Asia (Encyclopædia Britannica inc,
n.d.). Since the beginning of European
colonization in East Asia, there have been
unintentional transfers of disease. Most notably, in
China malaria would eventually affect more than
30 million people annually by the mid 1940s (Park,
2011). Due to the devastating effect of malaria on
weakening their people and the country, Hong
Kong created numerous antimalarial efforts and
became one of the first leaders in public health
and disease prevention.
As Japanese imperialism advanced in
World War II, there were increasingly unethical
experiments being performed on the colonized
individuals. For instance, many people from China
were kidnapped and infected with disease, then
dissected to view how said disease affected the
body. These research experiments were used to

help the Japanese develop plague bombs and
aided in their plans to colonize Asia (Nicholas,
1995). These plague bombs were later dropped
on Chinese cities to see how effective they were
at creating pandemics. The unique Japanese
example demonstrates how biological warfare not
only aids colonizers with suppressing vulnerable
groups, but also leads to increased knowledge in
science and inevitably progresses understanding
about the world.
During the Korean War, the United States
was also controversially suspected of dropping
bombs containing fleas over devastated Korean
battlefields to spread plagues ravaging the area
such as typhus (JAMA, 2011). However, these
accounts are opposed by historians who attest
that these diseases were endemic to the area and
that these stories were rumors meant to spread
propaganda against the United States.
Africa
Africa has faced colonization by various countries
over the years including Britain, France, Spain,
and more. However, to most historians the most
shocking instances of biowarfare in the continent
are those done to their own citizens. Although not
officially motivated by colonialism of another
country, it can be argued that the South African
apartheid biowarfare program was an attempt to
colonize and suppress their own people. The
program named Project Coast included “human
experiments, plots of mass murder using
poisoned beer and anthrax, assassinations
attempts through poisoned clothes, tampered
tools and exploding letters” (Chutel, n.d.). The
victims of these projects were South African
residents who spoke out against Apartheid
including Desmond Tutu, who recieved a threat of
an experimented baboon fetus due to his human
rights activism.
The Americas (North America and South
America)
One of the most famous instances of colonialism
is the Spanish and British conquest of the
Americas. There has been a contended debate
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on whether Gen. Jeffrey Amherst infected local
Native Americans with items from a smallpox
hospital (Fenn, 2000). Although the idea is implied
in one of Gen. Amherst’s letters, it is still
uncertain, and the smallpox infected Native
Americans could have arisen from many other
avenues. However, the idea of infecting Native
Americans with infectious disease in the start to
taking over the area was not a new notion. In fact,
one account states, “we gave them two Blankets
and an Handkerchief out of the Small Pox
Hospital. I hope it will have the desired effect”
(Frischknecht, 2003). This cryptic message
suggests that the infection was deliberate and
part of a methodical plan to harm the native
population.
More recently during the 1950s, biological
warfare was tested on United States’ residents to
prevent a possible colonization attempt overseas.
The military sprayed a fog with potentially harmful
microbes into San Francisco to see how a
biological weapon would affect the 800,000resident city (Loria, 2016). One patient died from
S. marcescens as an infection spread to his heart.
Although this instance was meant with positive
intentions to deter possible biowarfare attacks
through knowledge, it provokes scientists and
historians alike to consider the ethics of such
testing on a country’s own citizens.
Conclusion
Biowarfare has been around since the beginning
of humanity, and has continued to become an
important topic of discussion in modern society.
The impact of biowarfare cannot be understated
as it has shaped society, especially with
colonization, whether offensively or in attempts to
deter attacks. These instances emphasize the
importance of more discussions on the ethics of
such actions and the regulations or transparency
governments should maintain with their residents.
Especially with government internet security and
the controversial handling of Covid-19 by
numerous countries at the forefront of the
conversation, these are crucial questions to ask
for the safety of future generations.
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