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Opinions expressed in this lecture, 
particularly those related to the 

covid-pandemic, do not represent
any official position and are purely

subjective ideas of the lecturer.
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Critical perspective of public health numbers in 
terms of

history of pandemics
and

impact of diarrheal diseases
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Mummy of Pharaoh Ramesses V 
(ca. 1196 to 1145 BCE), showing 
smallpox lesions, e.g., on the 
bridge of his nose
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History of pandemics

(source https://www.visualcapitalist.com/history-of-pandemics-
deadliest/)
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Exercise:
Let’s compare two pandemics: the 
Spanish Flu of 1918 to the ongoing

Covid pandemic
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Spanish Flu 1918 Covid 2019



Target population for Spanish flu and Covid
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Spanish Flu 1918 Covid 2019



Distribution of deaths due to the Covid-
19 by age group (Poland in 2020)
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Distribution of deaths due to the 
Spanish flu of 1918
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• Diarrhea disease is the second leading cause of death in children 
under five years old, and is responsible for killing ove half a million 
children every year. 

• Diarrhea can last several days, and can leave the body without the
water and salts that are necessary for survival. In the past, for most 
people, severe dehydration and fluid loss were the main causes of 
diarrhea deaths. 

• Now, other causes such as septic bacterial infections are likely to 
account for an increasing proportion of all diarrhea-associated deaths. 
Children who are malnourished or have impaired immunity as well as 
people living with HIV are most at risk of life-threatening diarrhoea.
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Introductory text
With great apprehension, the world is now watching the birth of a novel pandemic already causing tremendous
suffering, death, and disruption of normal life. Uncertainty and dread are exacerbated by the belief that what we are
experiencing is new and mysterious. However, deadly pandemics and disease emergences are not new phenomena:
they have been challenging human existence throughout recorded history. Some have killed sizeable percentages of
humanity, but humans have always searched for, and often found, ways of mitigating their deadly effects. We here
review the ancient and modern histories of such diseases, discuss factors associated with their emergences, and
attempt to identify lessons that will help us meet the current challenge.

Historical comparison and comparison with other death causes (for example diarrhea or cholera) is important and
mandatory for correct understanding of this public health issue.

Around 12,000 years ago, small family/clan groups of humans abandoned nomadic hunting and gathering to settle
down in stable locations, cultivating crops and raising domestic animals for food, labor, and clothing (the Neolithic
revolution). For the first time, humans and newly domesticated animals were living together in complicated
ecosystems of villages, towns, cities, and pasturages. Under conditions of intense human-animal proximity and
environmental alterations, enzootic and zoonotic diseases appeared. The agents of measles, smallpox, plague
tuberculosis, and many other pandemic diseases evolved from animal pathogens that switched hosts to become
human infectious agents. As human populations continued to expand, these agents were able to initiate epidemics
and pandemics.

The preserved mummy of Pharaoh Ramesses V clearly shows smallpox lesions, indicating that fatal smallpox
epidemics prevailed more than 3,000 years ago. At some point, smallpox spread pandemically over most of the world,
sparing the Western Hemisphere for millennia, up to the 16th century, when the first known epidemic occurred there
in 1520. Until its eradication was declared in 1980, smallpox killed untold millions over at least 3 millennia.

Heralding the end of Greece’s Golden Age, the explosive “plague of Athens” (430 to 425 BCE) was perhaps the first
recorded pandemic: it spread over much of the world known to the Greeks, including the Mediterranean and northern
Africa.



Suggested discussion 
questions
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1) In terms of Public Health relevance, how could we rank 
the ongoing Covid-Pandemic among other ongoing 
epidemics such as AIDS, Tuberculosis, Cholera, 
Diarrhea?

2) Let’s compare the Spanish flu of 1918 with the ongoing 
Covid Pandemic, differences? Similarities?


