
A Favorite Pastime: 
Disease and 
Disinformation in the Cold 
War

David M. Durant

East Carolina University

November 16, 2022



Introduction

ÅCharges, counter-charges, allegations and disinformation 
regarding disease and biological warfare were a substantial 
part of the Cold War propaganda and information contest

ÅPrecursor to current disinformation efforts RE: COVID-19 and 
other outbreaks

ÅContributed to spread of medical misinformation



Introduction

ÅPsychological Warfare vs. Active Measures

ÅάCŀƭǎŜ !ƭŀǊƳΥέ YƻǊŜŀƴ ²ŀǊ .² !ƭƭŜƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ

ÅCharges & Countercharges

ÅOperation Denver

ÅPostscript



Psychological Warfare vs. 
Active Measures



Psychological Warfare (USA)

ÅάǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 
possessions, for the purpose of (1) undermining the strength 
of foreign instrumentalities, whether government, 
organizations, or individuals, which are engaged in activities 
ƛƴƛƳƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ όнύ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ 
foreign policy by influencing public opinion abroad in a 
ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦŀǾƻǊŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ 
ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦέ

-άhŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƛǾŜ bƻΦ муκрΦέ Central Intelligence Agency, 
March 29, 1948. 

Source: Foreign Relations of the United States, 1945ς1950, Emergence of the Intelligence Establishment

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1945-50Intel


Psychological Warfare (USA)

Åά5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ 
confidence among other peoples in our strength and 
resolution, and to wage overt psychological warfare calculated 
to encourage mass defections from Soviet allegiance and to 
ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ YǊŜƳƭƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅǎΦέ

ÅάLƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŦŦƛǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳŜƭȅ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōȅ ŎƻǾŜǊǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ƻŦΧΦǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
psychological warfare with a view to fomenting and 
supporting unrest and revolt in selected strategic satellite 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΦέ

-άb{/ суΥ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ hōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ tǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŦƻǊ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΦέ 
National Security Council, April 14, 1950. 
Source: https://irp.fas.org/offdocs/nsc-hst/nsc-68-9.htm

https://irp.fas.org/offdocs/nsc-hst/nsc-68-9.htm


Psychological Warfare (USA)

ÅUsed by US government to influence foreign public opinion 
during the Cold War

ÅEmployed both overt and covert means, including funding 
media outlets, civil society groups, political interference, 
propaganda, information outreach, and forgeries

ÅCovert psychological warfare began to be abandoned by late 
1950s; turn towards primarily open and licit methods of 
influencing foreign opinion



Active Measures (USSR)

ÅUse of propaganda and disinformation to advance USSR 
interests, undermine adversaries

ÅUSA main target during Cold War

ÅtǊƻǾƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎκŦŀƭǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƛǎƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴκάCŀƪŜ ƴŜǿǎέ 
stories/forgeries/

Å Influence target audience (public and decision makers)



Active Measures (USSR)

Åά¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ά!ŎǘƛǾŜ aŜŀǎǳǊŜǎΩ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǳǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦{{w ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
1950s to describe overt and covert techniques for influencing 
events and behaviour in foreign countries. Disinformation ς
the intentional dissemination of false information ςis just one 
ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦέ

Source: Cull, Nicholas J., VasilyGatov, Peter Pomerantsev, Anne Applebaum and Alistair ShawcrossΦ άSoviet Subversion, 
Disinformation and Propaganda: How the West Fought Against it. An Analytic History, with Lessons for the Present: Final Report.έ 
LSE Consulting, October 2017. P. 6

http://www.lse.ac.uk/business-and-consultancy/consulting/consulting-reports/soviet-subversion-disinformation-and-propaganda-how-the-west-fought-against-it


Active Measures (USSR)

ÅSource: http://documentstalk.com/wp/agayants-ivan/

Åά5ŜȊƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘǎƛȅŀέΤ 
Intensified in late 1950s

ÅCentralized in 1959: 
Department D of FMD

ÅBecame Service A in 
1962

ÅάCǊŀǘŜǊƴŀƭέ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 
participated (GDR; CZH; 
Cuba, etc.)

http://documentstalk.com/wp/agayants-ivan/


Active Measures (USSR)

Å350-400 actions per year by 1965

ÅBy 1985, Service A was spending $3-4 billion per year

ÅMuch of the KGB felt they were winning the struggle against 
ǘƘŜ άaŀƛƴ 9ƴŜƳȅέ ǳǇ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ



Active Measures (USSR)

ÅάhǳǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ aƻǎŎƻǿ Ŏŀƭƭ ƛǘ 
ΨŘŜȊƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘǎƛȅŀΦΩ hǳǊ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ 
ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ Ŏŀƭƭ ƛǘ ΨŀŎǘƛǾŜ 
ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎΣΩ ŀƴŘ LΣ ŘŜŀǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ 
Ŏŀƭƭ ƛǘ ΨƳȅ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜ ǇŀǎǘƛƳŜΦΩέ

τCol. Rolf Wagenbreth, Director 
of Department X, East German 
foreign intelligence (HVA/X)

Source: Schoen, Fletcher and Christopher J. Lamb. 
Deception, Disinformation, and Strategic Communications: 
How One Interagency Group Made a Major Difference. 
Washington, D.C.: National Defense University Press, 2012. 
P. 8

Source: Thomas Rid. Active Measures: The Secret History of 
Disinformation and Political Warfare. New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2020. P. 195

http://purl.fdlp.gov/GPO/gpo60199


άCŀƭǎŜ !ƭŀǊƳΥέ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘ 
Allegations of Biological 

Warfare in Korea



False Alarm

ÅDuring the Korean War 
(1950-53), China, North 
Korea, and the USSR 
claimed that the United 
States engaged in 
widespread use of 
biological warfare (BW) 
in North Korea and 
China

ÅThe US denied the 
charges

ά/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ǇƻǎǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ YƻǊŜŀƴ 
War era: ά±ŀŎŎƛƴŀǘŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΣ ǘƻ ŎǊǳǎƘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜǊƳ 
ǿŀǊŦŀǊŜ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ƛƳǇŜǊƛŀƭƛǎƳΗέέ LƳŀƎŜ Ǿƛŀ 
WikipediaFound via Wilson Center Digital 
Archive

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:1950s_Chinese_propaganda_poster_against_American_biowarfare.jpg
https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/collection/250/korean-war-biological-warfare-allegations


False Alarm

ÅUnit 731 Trial: Japanese BW 
unit based in Manchuria 
(1932-45)

ÅGuilty of horrific crimes 
involving BW (experiments 
and use)

ÅUS did not prosecute 
leaders of 731

ÅSoviets prosecuted 12 
members of 731 in 12/1949

ÅSoviets used trial to 
embarrass US and Japan 

Source: https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/ai/feature/unit-731-medical-atrocities-in-wartime-
east-asia/

https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/ai/feature/unit-731-medical-atrocities-in-wartime-east-asia/


False Alarm

ÅActivities of Unit 731 would provide basis of many of the 
Korean War BW accusations

ÅTwo main waves of allegations: 1951, 1952



False Alarm

ÅJune 1950: Korean War begins

ÅOct.-Nov. 1950: China openly intervenes

ÅJan-April 1951: Repeated Chinese references to Unit 731 and 
alleged US BW preparations

ÅMay 8, 1951: North Korean FM claims US forces left smallpox 
behind in 12/1950-1/1951

Å Allegations subsided after a few weeks



False Alarm

ÅFebruary 22, 1952: North Korea and China begin coordinated 
BW accusation campaign

ÅAlleged diseases included anthrax, plague, cholera

ÅUS aircraft accused of dropping disease-bearing insects, 
spiders, and rodents over NK and NE China in hundreds of 
missions

ÅAlleged methods in line with those used by Unit 731



False Alarm

ÅChina and NK produced 
άŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜέ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƴǎŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ 
leaflet bombs

ÅCaptured US airmen publicly 
άŎƻƴŦŜǎǎŜŘέ ǘƻ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ 
BW missions

ÅTwo communist-sponsored 
committees validated the 
Chinese/NK charges

ÅUsed by Mao to mobilize 
Chinese population

ά/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ƻŦ ƛƴŦŜŎǘŜŘ ŦƭŜŀǎ ŀƭƭŜƎŜŘƭȅ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ 
ōȅ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎέ LƳŀƎŜ Ǿƛŀ Wikimedia Commons.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:1952-03_%E6%9C%9D%E9%B2%9C%E6%88%98%E4%BA%89%E7%BE%8E%E5%86%9B%E6%8A%95%E6%94%BE%E5%B8%A6%E6%9C%89%E7%BB%86%E8%8F%8C%E7%9A%84%E8%B7%B3%E8%9A%A4.png


False Alarm

ÅCharges soon echoed by USSR

ÅEmbraced by radical European left and many in Third World

ÅVehemently denied by US and most western scientists

Å Issue gradually faded into obscurity with May 1953 armistice



False Alarm

ÅArchival documents and memoirs from China/USSR revealed 
in 1990s that campaign of BW allegations was fraudulent

ÅSparked by genuine fears, but continued for propaganda 
purposes even after China and NK realized charges were false



False Alarm

άaȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǿŀǎΥ ΧΦ{ŜǾŜǊŜ ǿƛƴǘŜǊΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ 
good season for conducting bacteriological war. When the 
weather is cold the mobility of insects is weakened, and is not 
ŎƻƴŘǳŎƛǾŜ ǘƻ ōŀŎǘŜǊƛŀ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΧΦYƻǊŜŀ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƘŀŘ ŀƴ 
epidemic of lice-borne contagious diseases. All the houses in the 
cities and towns had been burned down, and the common 
people all lived in air-ǊŀƛŘ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊǎΧΦhǳǊ ǇǊŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǊȅ 
investigation still could not prove that the U.S. military carried 
ƻǳǘ ōŀŎǘŜǊƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǿŀǊŦŀǊŜΦέ 

-Wu Zhili, Head of Chinese military medical services in Korea, writing in 1997. 
ά¢ƘŜ .ŀŎǘŜǊƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ²ŀǊ ƻŦ мфрн ƛǎ ŀ CŀƭǎŜ !ƭŀǊƳ.έ 

Source: Wilson Center Digital Archives: http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/123080

http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/123080


False Alarm

Å "The Soviet Government and the Central Committee of the 
CPSU were misled. The spread in the press of information 
about the use by the Americans of bacteriological weapons in 
Korea was based on false information. The accusations against 
ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƛŎǘƛǘƛƻǳǎΦά

-άwŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tǊŜǎƛŘƛǳƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦{{w /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻŦ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊǎ ŀōƻǳǘ [ŜǘǘŜǊǎ 
to the Ambassador of the USSR in the PRC, V.V. Kuznetsov and to the Charge 
ŘΩ!ŦŦŀƛǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ¦{{w ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5twYΣ {ΦtΦ {ǳȊŘŀƭŜǾ.έ aŀȅ нΣ мфроΦ 

Source: Wilson Center Digital Archives: http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/112030

http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/112030


Charges and 
Countercharges



Charges and Countercharges

Gate of Compound 19, Soviet anthrax production facility in Sverdlovsk, now 
Yekaterinburg. Source: J. Guillemin, Anthrax: The Investigation of a Deadly 
Outbreak,  Berkeley: 2001.

ÅMain US allegations 
include:

-April 1979 Sverdlovsk 
anthrax outbreak (true)

-έ¸Ŝƭƭƻǿ wŀƛƴΥέ !ƭƭŜƎŜŘ 
Soviet use of mycotoxin 
BW in SE Asia and 
Afghanistan (likely false)

-General allegations of 
Soviet BW Convention 
violations (true)



Charges and Countercharges

Source: Thomas Rid. Active Measures: The Secret History of Disinformation and 
Political Warfare. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2020. P. 299

ÅSoviet allegations include:

ïDisease outbreaks in 
Soviet bloc nations result 
of US BW
ÅEX: 1981 Dengue Fever in 

Cuba

ïUS-funded biological 
research for nefarious 
BW activity
ÅEX: 1982 Lahore Pakistan 

lab claims

ïBoth sets of claims were 
disinfo



Operation Denver: AIDS, 
the KGB, and the Stasi



Operation Denver

Cartoon published in Pravda, 
October 31, 1986, alleging that 
AIDS was the work of American 
biological warfare researchers. 
Reproduced in: Geissler, Erhard 
and Robert Hunt Sprinkle. 
ά5ƛǎƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ {ǉǳŀǊŜŘΥ ²ŀǎ 
the HIV-from-Fort-Detrick 
aȅǘƘ ŀ {ǘŀǎƛ {ǳŎŎŜǎǎΚέ Politics 
and the Life Sciences: The 
Journal of the Association for 
Politics and the Life Sciences32 
2 (2013): 2-99. P.27. 
DOI:10.2990/32_2_2

ÅDuring the mid-1980s, the 
KGB and its eastern European 
partners mounted a major 
active measures campaign to 
convince the world that AIDS 
was created in a US 
government lab at Ft. Detrick, 
MD



Operation Denver

ÅConspiracy theories regarding AIDS were already circulating 
by 1983

ÅJuly 16, 1983: KGB article in Indian newspaper Patriot

ÅSeptember 7, 1985: KGB notifies Bulgarian state of new active 
measures campaign regarding AIDS

ÅOctober 30, 1985: LiteraturnayaDŀȊŜǘŀ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǎ άtŀƴƛŎ ƛƴ 
ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘέ



Operation Denver

ÅΨ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ώŀŎǘƛǾŜϐ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƛƴ 
connection with the appearance in recent years in the USA of 
ŀ ƴŜǿ ŀƴŘ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜΣ ά!ŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ LƳƳǳƴŜ 5ŜŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ 
Syndrome ς!L5{έΧΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘΣ ƭŀǊƎŜ-scale spread to 
other countries, including those in Western Europe. The goal 
of these measures is to create a favorable opinion for us 
abroad that this disease is the result of secret experiments 
with a new type of biological weapon by the secret services of 
ǘƘŜ ¦{! ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tŜƴǘŀƎƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǇǳƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦΩ

τTelegram from KGB to Bulgarian State Security, September 7, 
1985.

Source: Selvage, Douglas and Christopher Nehring. hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ά5ŜƴǾŜǊέΥ YD. ŀƴŘ {ǘŀǎƛ 5ƛǎƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 
regarding AIDS. Sources and Methods Blog, Woodrow Wilson Center, July 22, 2019.

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/operation-denver-kgb-and-stasi-disinformation-regarding-aids


Operation Denver

Dr. Jakob Segal (1911-1995.)Image via Wikipedia: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Jakob_Segal.jpg

ÅAug/Sept 1986: AIDS: Not Out 
of Africa distributed at NAM 
Conference

ÅJakob and Lilli Segal 

ÅEnabled and facilitated by 
HVA/X

ÅHVA/X played major role 
working with KGB and 
Bulgarians

ÅDubbed Operation Denver in 
July 1986

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Jakob_Segal.jpg


Operation Denver

Åά²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƴƪƛƴŘ ŀǊƛǎƛƴƎ 
from the research, production, and use of biological weapons, 
and also in order to strengthen anti-American sentiments in 
the world and to spark domestic political controversies in the 
USA, the GDR side will present you with a scientific study and 
other materials that prove that AIDS originated in the USA, 
ƴƻǘ ƛƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ !L5{ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦{!Ωǎ 
bioweapons researchΦέ

τTelegram from HVA/X to Bulgarian State Security, September 
3, 1986.

Source: Quoted in Selvage, Douglas. hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ά5ŜƴǾŜǊέΥ ¢ƘŜ 9ŀǎǘ DŜǊƳŀƴ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ {ǘŀǘŜ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
KGB's AIDS Disinformation Campaign, 1985ς1986 (Part 1). Journal of Cold War Studies 2019; 21 (4): 71ς123. 
DOI: 10.1162/jcws_a_00907



Operation Denver

ÅOctober 26, 1986: Sunday Express (UK) published AIDS article 
ƭŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ƻƴ {ŜƎŀƭΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ

ÅOctober 31: Izvestiyacartoon

ÅBy end of March 1987, Soviet press produced 12 articles and 
as many radio broadcasts repeating Detrick disinformation

ÅClaims continued to spread through developing world, 
alternative, and even into mainstream western media

ÅMarch 30, 1987: Publicized on CBS Evening News



Operation Denver

ÅUS strongly pushed back against AIDS campaign

ÅOctober 23, 1987: George Shultz confronts Gorbachev

ÅOctober 30: Izvestiyapublishes article by two Soviet scientists 
disputing Detrick thesis

ÅOperation Denver largely discontinued at this point

ÅtŀǊǘƭȅ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōȅ άōŀōȅ ǇŀǊǘǎέ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ



Postscript: The Legacy of Cold 
War Medical Disinformation



Postscript

ÅOperation Denver fostered a legacy of distrust of official 
medical knowledge and authorities still with us today

ÅAIDS conspiracy theories still circulate; gateway for other such 
theories

ÅPost-Soviet Russia continues to pursue active measures, 
including on disease and medical research topics

ÅPushing conspiracy theories regarding Ebola, H1N1, 
COVID/COVID vaccines

ÅTargeting US-funded biolabs in former Soviet states




