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Science, politics, history and the intriguing and persistent mysteries of pandemics

We are in the midst of yet another pandemic (Covid-19) related to a new etiological agent, namely the
SARS-COV-2 coronavirus which, despite its high transmissibility, has relatively low pathogenicity. Despite
the turbulence it has been causing in health systems its effects on health can be considered of medium
intensity, when compared with the more lethal effects of other pandemics in the past, or with possible
epidemics in the future. With these characteristics, by the end of August 2020 it had afflicted more than
23 million people and led to the death of more than 800 thousand of those infected. Its effects have had
an impact not only on physical and mental health, but also on the economy and social life in general. The
burden of responsibility has been placed squarely on science to find a solution. Researchers have sought to
comply with these expectations, trying to understand, in real time, the pandemic, its transmission, its effects
and, especially, to seek out and develop solutions. Thus far, an immense output of scientific material has
been generated. Pubmed alone recorded approximately 45,000 published scientific documents, increasing
at a rate of 2,000 per week. Some minor advances have been recorded in the area of medication and this
is indeed a promising area. In terms of prevention, the importance of physical distancing and the use of
masks is clearly acknowledged, and the race for a vaccine has been launched in the hope — albeit without
any degree of certainty — that it will provide the solution for Covid-19.

On another front, most politicians (with some exceptions) are working feverishly to implement the
most effective measure we have so far for controlling the pandemic, namely physical distancing. The best
results are seen among those who manage to mobilize existing capabilities through effective political
leadership. Governments that have efficiently coordinated political action and that use the accumulated
scientific knowledge, appear to have had greater success in containing the epidemic. However, at the same
time, in many nations, neoliberal policies have dragged them into fiscal austerity, with a reduction in public
investments in research and development and in health systems.

Undoubtedly, science has reached a high level of development and has been able to make contributions
to reveal elements of the pandemic. For example, in the last major pandemic, the 1918-19' Spanish Flu,
physical distancing and the use of masks were advocated. However, unlike now, there were no instru-
ments to measure and evaluate the effectiveness of the adoption of same. Nevertheless, in recent years, in
parallel with the development of science and scientific knowledge, there has been a growing movement
of negationism of this acquired knowledge. Undisputed scientific advances, which have had an immense
impact on the health of populations, such as vaccines, are being abandoned, to the point of jeopardizing
the stage of disease control, such as measles! The effectiveness of drugs, which has always been attested by
researchers, after laborious testing, is now surprisingly being refuted by these same negationists, who are
often in important political positions.

All of this has been happening with surprising speed and caused us immense perplexity®. How, in the
early 21st century, can we still be witnessing a devastating pandemic with limited resources to control it?
How can we allow part of the scientific effort to be undermined by an influential convergence of the polit-
ical right wing with scientific negationism? There is no doubt that these and many other issues will be at
the center of scientific and political debates for the coming months, years and possibly decades. However,
for us researchers in the health field, in order to contribute to the basis of our investigations, it is relevant
to higlight some aspects that have been redeemed from the stimulating historiography on pandemics,
epidemics and infectious diseases in general:

1. The decline of infectious diseases, which began in the late 19th century, and the technologies for
their treatment and control developed in the 20th century, motivated the ‘belief” that they would disappear.
However, to a great extent as a consequence of human interventions in the natural and social environment,
they not only re-emerge at the end of the century, but also reinvigorate their pandemic potential’®.



2. There are arguments to the effect that infectious diseases and their epidemic and pandemic mani-
festations have played a role comparable to economic and military determinants in shaping the historical
trajectory of human societies*.

3. Epidemics and pandemics are perceived and responded to in relation to the intellectual context of their
time, but they also shape the social, political and theological thinking prevailing in the subsequent years>.

4. Public health responses to epidemics and pandemics, at each time and place, reflect not only the pre-
vailing theories and knowledge that explain these phenomena, but also reveal the more or less authoritarian
and interventionist character of the State and the political orientations of its leaders®®.

At a time when social inequalities are on the increase’®, in which climate change is accelerating'® and, in
parallel with the expansion of scientific knowledge, the negation of science emerges, strengthened by the
emergence of the far right in the political field"’, our reflections on the pandemic need to be reviewed and
updated, such that the questions, mysteries and perplexities that afflict us and have persisted throughout
the ages can be answered: How do they arise? When will they disappear? When will the next one appear?
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