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ABSTRACT 
 
Epidemics and Pandemics: What Lessons from History?  
 
While history, of course, is not cyclical, there are surprising similarities in the way 

societies affected by Covid-19 react to stress. These behavioural processes, which 

span the centuries, are a common feature of Humanity. For although the history 

and development of societies are different, the fundamental human reactions 

often seem to be very similar. This is one of the lines of research of social and 

cultural anthropology, which tends to reveal, despite human diversity, a “universal 

humanism” (Lévi-Strauss, 2011). 
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Epidemics and Pandemics: What Lessons from History?1

Philippe Clairay2

:KLOH�KLVWRU\��RI�FRXUVH��LV�QRW�F\FOLFDO��WKHUH�DUH�VXUSULVLQJ�VLPLODULWLHV�LQ�WKH�ZD\�VRFLHWLHV�DරHFWHG�E\�&RYLG����UHDFW�
to stress. These behavioural processes, which span the centuries, are a common feature of Humanity. For although the 
KLVWRU\�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�VRFLHWLHV�DUH�GLරHUHQW��WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�KXPDQ�UHDFWLRQV�RIWHQ�VHHP�WR�EH�YHU\�VLPLODU��
This is one of the lines of research of social and cultural anthropology, which tends to reveal, despite human diversity, 
D�´XQLYHUVDO�KXPDQLVPµ��/pYL�6WUDXVV��������

1. Epidemics and pandemics in human history

ª*UHHQLVK��ZD[\�OLSV��OHDGHQ�H\HOLGV��MHUN\�DQG�VKRUW�EUHDWK��HPEDUUDVVHG�E\�WKH�JDQJOLD��SDFNHG�LQWR�WKH�ERWWRP�RI�
his bunk as if he wanted to close it on himself or as if something from the depths of the earth was calling him without 
UHVSLWH��WKH�FDUHWDNHU�VXරRFDWHG�XQGHU�DQ�LQYLVLEOH�ZHLJKW��7KH�ZRPDQ�FULHG�
- Is there no more hope, Doctor?
- He is dead, Rieux said» (Camus, 1947, p.27).

,QWULQVLFDOO\�OLQNHG�WR�KXPDQ�H[LVWHQFH��YLUXVHV�KDYH�DFFRPSDQLHG�DQG�PDUNHG�WKH�GLරHUHQW�VWDJHV�RI�WKH�GHYHORS-
PHQW�RI�FLYLOL]DWLRQ��7RGD\��FRQIURQWHG�ZLWK�D�QHZ�´HQHP\µ��WR�XVH�WKH�ODQJXDJH�RI�ZDU��RXU�VRFLHWLHV�VHHPHG�RQFH�DJDLQ�
dumbfounded by this challenge before they reacted. This seems to have always been the case. 

It is fascinating to note that over the ages the reactions to an epidemic seem to remain broadly the same. Each time, 
VRFLHW\�PXVW�DGDSW�VR�DV�QRW�WR�GLVDSSHDU��7KH�*UHDW�3ODJXH�WKDW�UDYDJHG�(XURSH�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������WKH�SODJXH�
RI�0DUVHLOOH�LQ�������WKH�6SDQLVK�ÁX�HSLGHPLF�RI������DQG�ÀQDOO\�WKH�OLWWOH�NQRZQ�+RQJ�.RQJ�ÁX�HSLVRGH�RI�������DQG�
RI�FRXUVH�WKH�FXUUHQW�&RYLG����SDQGHPLF�KDYH�LQ�FRPPRQ�WKDW�WKH\�GLVUXSW�WKH�VRFLHWLHV�WKH\�DරHFWHG��EXW�LQ�GLරHUHQW�
ways, sometimes slightly, other times brutally. Of course, it not the point to compare epidemics with each other. But in 

view of what our world is going through, confronted with Covid-19, and 
the reactions of our societies to this virus, and when we observe them 
both locally and globally, it seems that, from the point of view of the so-
ciety confronted with the epidemic, a universal chain of reactions seems 
to be taking shape.

Fig.1. «Triomphe de la Mort» (1503), Rouen, Illumination of a work by Petrarch (1503), les 
maîtres des triomphes, Librairie Royale de Blois, Louis XII collection.

When Christopher Columbus set foot on 12 October 1492 on a land 
he believed to be the Indies, he introduced, and all the colonists who 
followed him, a set of germs, bacteria, and viruses unknown to the indi-
genous populations (Pinkjon-Brown, 2006). The results of this viral and 
bacterial shock were extremely severe in the sixteenth century, with the 
decimation of a large part of the native peoples, in proportions that are 
estimated today at 50 to 60% of the original population for Central Ame-
rica (Moulin, 1991). This simple historical fact seems to have been forgot-
ten for a long time... 

$�FHQWXU\�DQG�D�KDOI�EHIRUH��IURP�WKH�SRUW�RI�&DරD�RQ�WKH�%ODFN�6HD�
DQG�WKURXJKRXW�(XURSH��D�WHUULI\LQJ�HSLGHPLF�VSUHDG��WKH�*UHDW�3ODJXH��
also known as the Black Death. The epidemic killed almost half of the Eu-
URSHDQ�SRSXODWLRQ�LQ�ÀYH�\HDUV��DERXW����PLOOLRQ�SHRSOH��)LJ������

The fragile political balance of the medieval monarchies was totally 
XSVHW��7KH�FULVLV�UHVXOWLQJ�IURP�WKLV�GHPRJUDSKLF�GHÀFLW�KDG�FRQVHTXHQ-
ces for a century and a half, deeply changing power relations between 
peasantry and the great feudal lords: serfdom is thus gradually disappea-

UHG��%DUU\�DQG�*XDOGH���������7KH�PRUDO�DQG�SV\FKRORJLFDO�LPSDFW�RI�WKLV�XQSUHFHGHQWHG�KHDOWK�FULVLV�ZDV�FRQVLGHUDEOH��
Existential anguish gripped the European population, and the invisible forces were called upon... the art of the time was 
LPEXHG�ZLWK�WKH� LGHD�RI�DSRFDO\SVH��)DEUH���������$IWHU�WKH�*UHDW�3ODJXH�WKDW�UDYDJHG�(XURSH��WKH�YDULRXV�IRUPV�RI�
$UW�ÁRXULVKHG��7KH�HSLGHPLF�ZDV�UHSUHVHQWHG�DQG�LWV�PHPRU\�ZDV�WKXV�WUDQVPLWWHG�WKURXJK�WKH�FHQWXULHV��7KLV�LV�WKH�
cathartic function of aesthetic representation. If our societies, after great tragedies such as the First World War, have 
experienced an explosion of artistic creativity, this has not been the case for new epidemics, whose memory has thus 

1 Received: 27/4/2020. Revised: 15/8/2020. Accepted: 23 September 2020.
2 Director - Musées de Villedieu-les-Poêles – Normandy. Associate member of Tempora EA 7468 University of Rennes 2 Haute-Bretagne – France.                 
(clairay.philippe@orange.fr)



14

EHHQ�HURGHG�EHFDXVH�WKH\�DOVR�RFFXUUHG�LQ�D�ZD\�WKDW�ZDV�SUREDEO\�PRUH�XVXDO�DQG�EHWWHU�DFFHSWHG��<HW�WKLV�&RYLG����
pandemic is shocking by its rapid spread and by its violence (real or supposed) in terms of mortality. The memory of 
GLVDVWHUV�LV�YHU\�IUDJLOH��DV�WKLV�FULVLV�UHPLQGV�XV��$QG�WRGD\��RXU�VRFLHWLHV�QR�ORQJHU�VHHP�WR�ÀQG�RXWOHWV�IRU�WKHLU�IHDUV�

Fear, suspicion, distrust seem to be the key words at the beginning of the epidemics. Indeed, it seems that during 
every sanitary crisis, especially when it reaches a pandemic level, a part of the inexplicable that sends us back to our 
uncertainties and fragilities, both societal and personal. Thus, from a certain point of view, these so frightening epide-
PLFV�UDLVH�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�SUREDEOH�DQG�WKH�SURYHQ��WKH�VFLHQWLÀF�DQG�WKH�SKDQWDVPDJRULFDO��7KLV�FDQ�OHDG�WR�YLROHQW�
acts, whether real or symbolic. Above all, this sanitary crisis place Man before death. But nowadays, our societies are 
distrustful from the reassuring answers provided by religious convictions and collective cults that framed and guided 
daily and spiritual life in the past. 

2. Scapegoats and false prophets

-HZLVK�SHRSOH�ZHUH�SDUWLFXODUO\�VWLJPDWL]HG�DOO�RYHU�(XURSH�EHFDXVH�WKH\�ZHUH�KHOG�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKH�*UHDW�3ODJXH�
of 1347-1353, as were all sorcerers, witches and, in general, all the marginalized members of society, who were even 
accused of spreading the disease (Bercé, 1998). This led to mass killings. On 14 February 1349, in Strasbourg (France), 
GXULQJ�WKH�%ODFN�'HDWK�HSLGHPLF��WKH�9DOHQWLQH·V�'D\�0DVVDFUH�WRRN�SODFH��,W�LV�HVWLPDWHG�WKDW������-HZV�ZHUH�EXUQHG�
alive, accused of poisoning wells and thus spreading the plague. And many others were burned at the stake, victims of 
these same unfounded accusations. Out of necessity, the human mind seems to need to designate a culprit, a scape-
goat, and at the same time to develop credible conspiracy theories. It is the infernal cycle of panic rumors that leads to 
a collective psychosis and makes us confuse the probable with the proven. In the early days of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, 
KRPRVH[XDOV�ZHUH�VLQJOHG�RXW��YLUWXDOO\�EDQLVKHG�IURP�VRFLHW\��3DLFKHOHU��4XHPLQ���������EHIRUH�WKH�HSLGHPLF�DරHFWHG�
the whole population indiscriminately.

$QLPDOV�DUH�DOVR�VFDSHJRDWV��5DWV�DQG�ÁHDV�SURSDJDWH�WKH�3ODJXH��7KH�+�1��LQÁXHQ]D�$�YLUXV�LV�D�PXWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�
VZLQH�ÁX�YLUXV�LQ�KXPDQV��+,9�$,'6�RULJLQDWHV�IURP�WKH�FRQVXPSWLRQ�RI�PRQNH\�PHDW��EXVK�PHDW���DQG�&RYLG����ZRXOG�
KDYH�EHHQ�ÀUVW�WUDQVPLWWHG�E\�HDWLQJ�D�SDQJROLQ���%DWV��UDWV��PRQNH\V�RU�SLJV��DV�SURYHQ�E\�VFLHQWLÀF�VWXGLHV��DUH�VDYDJH�
or domestic reservoirs for viruses of all kind, that can easily be transmitted to human. In short, a whole bestiary at the 
service, rightly or wrongly, of viral propagation. Humanity, by its development, acquires too great a proximity to the wild 
animal world. The human demographic pressure leads it to encroach on the rare still virgin spaces of our planet, with all 
the risks that this can engender from a virologic point of view. 

,Q�DGGLWLRQ� WR� VKRUW�WHUP�KHDOWK�DQG�SROLWLFDO� LVVXHV�� LW� LV� FOHDU� WKDW�HQYLURQPHQWDO� FKDOOHQJHV�� VXFK�DV� WKH�ÀJKW�
DJDLQVW�JOREDO�ZDUPLQJ�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��QHHG�WR�EH�DGGUHVVHG�TXLFNO\��DV�PDQ\�H[SHUWV�QRWH�WKDW�WKHVH�HSLGHPLFV�PD\�ÀQG�
a catalyst for their development in these climatic disturbances, and in the way of life of our societies (transport, urban 
life, etc.).

This kind of pandemic also results in the appearance of false prophets. Indeed, by their very nature, populations 
subjected to the stress of the epidemic will prefer to listen to reassuring and positive words rather than those of the 
authorities, who are either silent or totally vague, which aggravates concerns. Thus on 29 October 1985, in France, three 
renowned professors working in Paris hospitals (Prof. Even, Prof. Venet and Prof. Andrieu) called a press conference to 
announce a cure for the AIDS epidemic, which was wreaking havoc at the time, and which could not be cured. Ciclospo-
rin, a miracle molecule, is said to have cured the sick. A week later, we learn that the therapeutic trial was botched and 
that its conclusions are not serious. Two patients treated with this drug died within a week of the announcement. 

In France, a controversy arose over the treatment of Professor Didier Raoult, leading infectious diseases expert from 
Marseille. The latter claims to have treated and cured Covid-19 patients with a cocktail of hydroxychloroquine (quini-
ne-based treatment) and antibiotics. A very lively polemic then arose, opposing this provincial researcher to the “Parisian 
LQWHOOLJHQWVLDµ�RI�VFLHQWLVWV�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG��$IWHU�GR]HQV�RI�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�3URIHVVRU�5DRXOW��HDFK�IROORZHG�E\�GHQLDOV�IURP�
the French authorities, the French High Council of Public Health recommended on Tuesday, May 26, 2020: «to stop pre-
scribing hydroxychloroquine to Covid-19 patients, even in the most serious cases» (Renault, 2020, p 34). 

3. Rumors and conspiracy theories

'XULQJ�WKH�VHULRXV�HSLGHPLF�RXWEUHDN�RI�6SDQLVK�ÁX�LQ������������'DUPRQ���������WKH�ZLOGHVW�UXPRUV�ZHUH�FLUFXODWLQJ�
DPRQJ�WKH�SXEOLF��WKH�GLVHDVH�KDG�EHHQ�FDXVHG�E\�FDQQHG�IRRG�IURP�6SDLQ�LQWR�ZKLFK�*HUPDQ�DJHQWV�KDG�LQWURGXFHG�
pathogenic bacilli (Lahaie, 2011).

:RUVH�VWLOO��WKH�)UHQFK�DFWUHVV�,VDEHOOH�$GMDQL�ZDV�VDLG�WR�EH�+,9�SRVLWLYH�DQG�HYHQ�GHDG�LQ�-DQXDU\���������ZKLOH�
she was still alive! Even today, the actress is still marked by this irrational rumor. There have been huge and highly im-
probable rumors about HIV/AIDS, including a particularly usual conspiracy theory: that of the creation of the virus for 
JHQRFLGDO�SXUSRVHV��&ORVHU�WR�KRPH��GXULQJ�WKH�LQÁXHQ]D�$��+�1���HSLGHPLF�WKDW�KLW�(XURSH�LQ�������LW�ZDV�WKH�YDFFLQH�
itself that was blamed, accused of being more dangerous than the virus itself, assertions that are often made about the 
various vaccinations. The health authorities were then particularly attacked, and in France we remember the very violent 
charges, often full of sexism, against the former French Minister of Health, Mrs Roselyne Bachelot. Rumor had it that 
there was a conspiracy between World Health Organization experts and pharmaceutical companies (Pinard, 2009).



15

It is interesting to note that an identical rumor is emerging today about Covid-19. Worse still, the idea that this new 
virus was deliberately created in a Chinese laboratory as a bacteriological weapon has been spread by conspirators and 
has travelled around the world ... The pathogen would have been manufactured in the P-4 laboratory in Wuhan ... This 
famous high-security laboratory does exist, it was opened in 2015 and it allows scientists to handle pathogens classi-
ÀHG���DQG�WKH�PRVW�GDQJHURXV�PLFURRUJDQLVPV�VXFK�DV�WKH�(EROD�YLUXV��+RZHYHU��WKH�&RYLG����EHORQJV�WR�JURXS���DQG�
therefore, in theory, has nothing to do in this type of laboratory which also exists in France. But the rumor is tenacious. 
$OO�WKH�PRUH�VR�VLQFH�WKH�&(2�RI�,16(50��)UHQFK�1DWLRQDO�,QVWLWXWH�RI�+HDOWK�DQG�0HGLFDO�5HVHDUFK���<YHV�/pY\��ZKR�LV�
none other than the husband of former French Health Minister Agnès Buzyn, visited the premises in 2017 with Bernard 
Cazeneuve, French Prime Minister at the time (La Dépêche, 2020).

All kind of survivalists or collapsologists have created numerous explanations for the origin of the virus, and it is 
WKHUHIRUH�VWDJJHULQJ�WR�ÀQG��IURP�RQH�HSLGHPLF�WR�DQRWKHU��WKH�VDPH�FXOSULWV��JRYHUQPHQWV�FRPSURPLVHG�ZLWK�WKH�ELJ�
pharmaceutical groups, foreigners or social groups that are suspect by nature (Chinese, blacks, homosexuals etc...), and 
of course, all kinds of crazy origins! Rumor is a way of distorting the mirror in which we look at ourselves, so that we 
don’t recognize ourselves in it. 

Today, in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic in India, the Muslim minority is publicly accused by the Minister 
RI�+HDOWK�RI�VSUHDGLQJ�WKH�FRURQDYLUXV��ZKLFK�OHDGV�WR�DQ�LQFUHDVH�LQ�YLROHQFH�DQG�EUXWDOLW\��*HWWOHPDQ�HW�DO����������,Q�
France, a wave of racism against people of Asian origin is emerging and, in addition to verbal insults, shop windows are 
being tagged. Similarly, nurses are being attacked by means of posters or letters in their apartment buildings to get them 
to leave their homes (L’Obs, 2020). Their own neighbors are afraid that they will bring the virus back into the residence 
DQG�WKUHDWHQ�WKHP�ZLWK�WKH�ZRUGV��ª*HW�RXW��ZH·UH�JRLQJ�WR�GLH�EHFDXVH�RI�\RX�«��2XHVW�)UDQFH��������

4. Run for your life!

6LPLODUO\��D�IHZ�KRXUV�DIWHU�WKH�DQQRXQFHPHQW��RQ�WKH�HYHQLQJ�RI�0DUFK�����������RI�WKH�JHQHUDO�FRQÀQHPHQW�LQ�)UDQFH�
by the President of the Republic Emmanuel Macron, many (the richest) have left their main residence in the city to go 
to their family holiday resorts. This was the case in all the French seaside tourist areas: the coasts. In the west, no less 
WKDQ������SHRSOH��PRVWO\�IURP�3DULV��DUULYHG�RQ�WKH�LVODQG�RI�%HOOH�ÍOH�HQ�0HU��.ULHI���������D�ODUJH�LVODQG�Rර�WKH�FRDVW�RI�
the department of Morbihan, which is usually much quieter in this season. This led to fears of serious supply problems, 
coupled with an obvious health problem: the fear that in their luggage, these families might bring the virus back to a 
region, Brittany, which had been spared until then. And the reactions of the islanders (Le Télégramme, 2020) were not 
long in coming: a fear invaded the local population and anti-Parisian behaviors were revealed... 

,Q�WKH�XVXDOO\�YHU\�TXLHW�/D�0DQFKH�GHSDUWPHQW��WKH�VDPH�SKHQRPHQRQ�RFFXUUHG�WKLV�WLPH�ZLWK�JUDWLHV�RQ�WKH�
VWUHHW�IXUQLWXUH�RI�D�VPDOO�VHDVLGH�WRZQ�LQ�$JRQ�&RXWDLQYLOOH��ª3DULVLDQV��*HW�DZD\�«��Ouest-France, 2020) which are sadly 
reminiscent of the xenophobic and racist inscriptions of another time.

7KH�VDPH�YLROHQFH�LV�DOVR�H[SUHVVHG�LQ�WKH�VRXWK�RI�)UDQFH��LQ�WKH�*XOI�RI�6DLQW�7URSH]��RQ�D�URDG�OHDGLQJ�WR�5DPD-
WXHOOH��ZKHUH�D�JUDWL�RQ�WKH�URDGZD\�UHDGV�ª3DULVLDQV��ZLOO�\RX�FRXQW�WKH�GHDG�ZLWKLQ����GD\V"«��Var-Matin, 2020). This 
message is just one example that can unfortunately be multiplied. Reactions to epidemics or pandemics therefore seem 
to be invariable (Fig.2.). 

 
After, as we have seen, this 

ÀUVW� UHDFWLRQ� RI� GLVEHOLHI�� D� FRO-
lective anguish will produce ra-
ther stereotyped responses from 
society: a withdrawal and a strong 
tendency to stockpile in order to 
isolate oneself for some, and for 
WKRVH�ZKR�FDQ�ÁHH��RIWHQ�WKH�UL-
chest, the abandonment of one’s 
usual place of residence for other 
regions, or for a family second 
home. This was the case in the 
Middle Ages, in the face of the 
*UHDW� 3ODJXH�� ZKHQ� WKH� ULFKHVW�
were either able to isolate them-
VHOYHV�SURSHUO\�RU�WR�ÁHH��$XGRXLQ�5RX]HDX���������DQG�LW�LV�VWLOO�WKH�FDVH�DW�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�WZHQW\�ÀUVW�FHQWXU\����$W�
this stage, rumors and false information are spreading uncontrollably, to the point of rendering the authorities’ discourse 
LQDXGLEOH��7KLV�PLVWUXVW�FDQ�EH�H[SODLQHG�E\�WKH�H[FHSWLRQDO�UHJLPH�ZKLFK�WKHQ�RSHQV�GXULQJ�&RYLG�����WKH�FRQÀQHPHQW�
of the population becomes the norm, something unthinkable shortly before. The risk from the point of view of the po-
SXODWLRQ�LV�WKDW�RI�D�&KLQHVH�VW\OH�´ORJRFUDF\µ��ZKHUH�SXEOLF�SROLWLFDO�GLVFRXUVH�DOPRVW�QHYHU�FRYHUV�UHDOLW\��,Q�WHUPV�RI�
PLVWUXVW��RQH�FDQ�DOVR�WKLQN�RI�WKH�ÀJXUH�RI�WKH�FRQVSLUDF\�EORJJHU�HPERGLHG�E\�-XGH�/DZ�LQ�WKH�6WHYHQ�6RGHUEHUJ������
ÀOP�&RQWDJLRQ��RQ�D�FUXVDGH�DJDLQVW�WKH�:+2�DFFXVHG�RI�OLHV����2WKHU�IHDUV�DUH�HPHUJLQJ�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��WKRVH�RI�WKH�
IDLOXUH�RI�JRYHUQPHQWV��JOREDOO\�DOO�EODPHG�DQG�GHVFULEHG�DV�LQFRPSHWHQW��'XULQJ�WKH�*UHDW�3ODJXH�D�FHUWDLQ�IUDJLOLW\�
of the French royal institution lends itself to numerous criticisms by its near absence. It was not until the seventeenth 

Fig. 2. Society’s response to the epidemic: schematic steps 
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century that States intervened directly in the management of plague episodes, when they were suitably administered to 
GR�VR��,Q�)UDQFH��DPLG�WKH�&RYLG����FULVLV��DQ�DරDLU�FRQFHUQLQJ�PDVNV�WKDW�ZHUH�QHLWKHU�VWRFNHG�QRU�RUGHUHG�KDG�JUHDW�
repercussions. As during historical epidemics: the population feels betrayed, left to its fate, in short, abandoned. So much 
so that resourcefulness has prevailed, with, in France, the home creation of one’s own masks using fabrics, while waiting 
for the long-awaited delivery of the promised masks.

In times of crisis, false information can lead to a vicious circle that makes society lose its values. And then false ideas 
and misconceptions can lead to violence, whether it is real, psychological, or symbolic.

&RQÀQHPHQW��FRPSXOVRU\�FRQÀQHPHQW��ZKLFK�LV�QRZDGD\V�RI�JUHDW�LQWHUHVW�LQ�WKH�ÀJKW�DJDLQVW�WKH�&RYLG����SDQGH-
PLF��LV�QRW��IDU�IURP�LW��D�QHZ�PHDVXUH��+RPH�FRQÀQHPHQW�LV�PHUHO\�DQ�DGDSWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�TXDUDQWLQH�V\VWHP��ZHOO�NQRZQ�
VLQFH�$QWLTXLW\��,Q�WKH�VDPH�ZD\��WKH�UHPRYDO�RI�LQIHFWLRXV�SHUVRQV�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�$JHV�OD]DUHWWRV�ÀQGV�DQ�HTXLYDOHQW�LQ�
WKH���WK�DQG���WK�FHQWXULHV�VDQDWRULXPV��,W�SURFHHGV�IURP�WKH�VDPH�LGHD��FRQÀQLQJ�DV�VHULRXVO\�DV�SRVVLEOH��(YHU\�EUHDN�
LQ�WKLV�KHUPHWLF�FORVXUH�RI�WKH�VRFLHW\�RU�VRFLDO�JURXS�FRQFHUQHG�FRPSURPLVHV�WKH�HරHFWLYHQHVV�RI�WKH�PHDVXUH��7KXV�
in 1720, Marseilles experienced an extremely severe plague epidemic due to quarantine failure, for commercial reasons, 
D�VKLS�ZKRVH�FDUJR�RI�SUHFLRXV�IDEULFV�FRQWDLQHG�WKH�SDWKRJHQLF�DJHQWV��ÁHDV��ZKLFK��GHVSLWH�VWULFW�PHDVXUHV��UDSLGO\�
spread the epidemic throughout the city. The death toll in Marseille and its region is very heavy, with between 100,000 
DQG���������YLFWLPV�RXW�RI�DQ�HVWLPDWHG�SRSXODWLRQ�RI����������7KH�LQMXQFWLRQV�WR�FRQÀQH�RQHVHOI��UHSHDWHG�DQG�KDP-
PHUHG��VWLOO�VHHP�WR�EH�EHDULQJ�IUXLW�WRGD\������\HDUV�DIWHU�0DUVHLOOHV��ZRXOGQ·W�ZH�ÀQDOO\�EH�DW�WKH�VDPH�SRLQW"�7KH�VDPH�
PHDVXUHV�SURGXFH�WKH�VDPH�HරHFWV��DQG�WKH�VDPH�IDLOXUHV��WKH�VDPH�UDYDJHV��+D\V��������

5. A sanitary war period and its consequences

In European countries since the mid-19th century, administered states have constituted and organized their national and 
LQWHUQDWLRQDO�SXEOLF�KHDOWK�SROLFLHV�E\�WKH�QHHG�WR�UHVSRQG�HරHFWLYHO\�DQG�UDSLGO\�WR�WKH�VSUHDG�RI�HSLGHPLFV��7RGD\��RXU�
VWDWHV�DUH�SXWWLQJ�DOO�WKHLU�ZHLJKW�EHKLQG�ERWK�WKH�ÀJKW�DJDLQVW�&RYLG����DQG�LWV�HFRQRPLF�UHSHUFXVVLRQV��ZKLFK�ZLOO�EH�
major in the months and years following the health war. The primary choices are decisive (Fig. 3).
 
 Peter Daszak, American disease ecologist and president of EcoHealth Alliance, uses an extremely warlike vocabulary 
ZKHQ�UHIHUULQJ�WR�WKH�&RYLG����SDQGHPLF�LQ�D�1HZ�<RUN�7LPHV�LQWHUYLHZ��

«Pandemics are like terrorist at-
tacks: We know roughly where 
they originate and what’s re-
sponsible for them, but we don’t 
know exactly when the next one 
will happen. They need to be 
handled the same way — by 
identifying all possible sources 
and dismantling those befo-
re the next pandemic strikes.» 
(Daszak, 2020)

2QH�PDMRU�TXHVWLRQ�UHPDLQV�XQDQVZHUHG��ZKHQ�GRHV�DQ�HSLGHPLF�HQG"��'HEUp��*RQ]DOH]���������7KH�DQVZHUV�WR�WKLV�
TXHVWLRQ�DUH�GHFLVLYH��)RU�DQRWKHU�WLPH�ZLOO�IROORZ�WKH�FULVLV��WKDW�RI�ZKDW�FRXOG�EH�FDOOHG�WKH�´SRVW�VDQLWDU\�ZDU�SHULRGµ��
,Q�UHDOLW\��QR�RQH�HYHU�NQRZV��XQOLNH�LQ�DQ�DUPHG�FRQÁLFW�ZKHQ�DQ�HSLGHPLF�VWRS��,W�FDQ�DOVR�EH�D�QHZ�VRXUFH�RI�DQ[LHW\��
Recurrence is always possible, and the invisible enemy may still lurk or hide... Here again, the virus is the receptacle of 
many phantasms. Statistics, medicine and science allow this precise and objective analysis of the epidemic, and modern 
surveillance and health monitoring tools will make it possible to know when the epidemic will be extinguished. But 
psychologically, it will probably last longer and leave deep traces. It remains to be seen how our societies can really chan-
JH��GHVSLWH�WKH�UKHWRULF�DQG�SURPLVHV��7KH�&RYLG����FULVLV�DFFHQWXDWHG�SUH�H[LVWLQJ�IUDJLOLWLHV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�PRVW�DරHFWHG�
countries, sometimes with reversed fronts. Indeed, the large cities, the most populated and the most industrialized, in 
VKRUW��WKH�ULFKHVW�ZHUH�DOVR�WKH�PRVW�DරHFWHG��,Q�,WDO\��WKH�EODWDQW�1RUWK�6RXWK�GLYLGH�KDV�RQFH�DJDLQ�EHHQ�UHYHDOHG��
EXW�WKLV�WLPH�LQ�UHYHUVH��WKH�6RXWK�KDV�EHHQ�PXFK�OHVV�DරHFWHG�WKDQ�WKH�1RUWK��ZKLFK�QHYHUWKHOHVV�OHDGV�WKH�FRXQWU\�
economically and politically. In France, the former Paris/Province opposition (Paris and the rest of France) revealed itself 
DJDLQ��EXW�WKLV�WLPH�LW�ZDV�QR�ORQJHU�3DULV��WKH�ULFK�´&LW\�RI�/LJKWµ�WKDW�ZDV�HQYLHG��EXW�WKH�FDOP�DQG�KHDOWK\�SURYLQFH�
ZKHUH�RQH�FRXOG�ÀQG�UHIXJH��7KHVH�LQYHUVLRQV�RI�YDOXHV�DUH�DOVR�IRXQG�LQ�RWKHU�FRXQWULHV��LQ�FRXQWULHV�ZKHUH�VWDWHV�RU�
UHJLRQV�KDYH�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�SROLWLFDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�ZHLJKW�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�FHQWUDO�RU�IHGHUDO�VWDWH��8QLWHG�6WDWHV��6SDLQ��
Italy), a kind of underlying competition between regions or states has emerged. In USA, the federal State has globally 
IDLOHG�WR�FRRUGLQDWH�WKH�ÀJKW�DJDLQVW�WKH�SDQGHPLF��(DFK�6WDWH�PDQDJHG�WKH�UHVSRQVH�WR�SDQGHPLF�VWUHVV�LQ�LWV�RZQ�ZD\�
�SXUFKDVH�RI�PDVNV��K\GURDOFRKROLF�JHO��GLරHUHQW�KHDOWK�SURWHFWLRQ�PHDVXUHV��HWF����7KLV�VLWXDWLRQ�LV�DOVR�PRUH�RU�OHVV�
DJJUDYDWHG�E\�WKH�SUH�H[LVWLQJ�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�KHDOWK�VWUXFWXUHV�WKDW�DUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�VROLFLWHG�RU�RYHU�VROLFLWHG��ODER-
UDWRULHV��KRVSLWDOV��UHWLUHPHQW�KRPHV��DQG��RI�FRXUVH��E\�WKH�FDSDFLW\�RI�WKHLU�VWDර�WR�UHVSRQG�WR�WKLV�DGGLWLRQDO�ZRUNORDG��
In Europe, each country has responded to these problems according to its capacities, and we have been able to measure 
and sometimes discover the variety of health systems, and their greater or lesser resilience. And here again, on the scale 
RI�WKH�(XURSHDQ�FRQWLQHQW��FRPSHWLWLRQ�KDV�HPHUJHG��SDUWLFXODUO\�EHWZHHQ�WKH�GLරHUHQW�FRXQWULHV�RI�WKH�8QLRQ�RQ�WKH�

Fig. 3. Epidemics evolution from the primary choices
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HPHUJHQF\�SXUFKDVH�RI�PDVNV�IURP�&KLQD��VKRZLQJ�LQ�WKH�HQG�WKH�ODFN�RI�D�FRRUGLQDWHG�DQG�XQLÀHG�(XURSHDQ�SROLF\��
'XULQJ�WKH�LQÁX[�RI�SDWLHQWV��WKH�QDWLRQDO�SXEOLF�KHDOWK�V\VWHPV�XQGHUZHQW�D�UHDO�FUDVK�WHVW��VKRZLQJ�WKHLU�OLPLWV��WKHLU�
inadequacy often due to a lack of material resources (management of masks and respiratory equipment for example) 
and human resources, because of an accounting management of what is a strategic sector : public health. The depen-
dence of our hospitals and health-care systems on Chinese suppliers of pharmaceutical products (medicines, masks, 
respirators, etc.) is also a very great vulnerability factor highlighted by this pandemic. Finally, relayed on a global scale, 
the attacks of American President Donald Trump against the WHO in April 2020 (Shear, 2020), denouncing its erroneous 
KHDOWK�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�DQG�LWV�LQHරHFWLYH�PDQDJHPHQW�RI�WKH�&RYLG����SDQGHPLF��DGGHG�YDJXHQHVV�WR�IHDU���7KLV�FULVLV�
VKRZV��LQ�D�VRPHWLPHV�FUXHO�ZD\��WKH�OLPLWV�RI�RXU�PHDQV�RI�DFWLRQ�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�D�YLUXV�YHU\�GLරHUHQW�IURP�SUHYLRXV�RQHV��
the reversal of certain established values, and the relativity of the notions of international solidarity and cooperation in 
WKH�ÀHOG�RI�QDWLRQDO�SXEOLF�KHDOWK�SROLFLHV�

*UDSK����2YHUYLHZ�RI�WKH�PDLQ�HSLGHPLFV�DQG�SDQGHPLFV�VLQFH�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�DQG�LQ�(XURSH

Epidemics or pandemics Dates Death toll
*UHDW�3ODJXH���%ODFN�'HDWK��(XURSH� 1347-1353 25.000.000
,WDOLDQ�3ODJXH��*UHDW�3ODJXH�RI�0LODQ� 1629-1631 1.000.000
*UHDW�3ODJXH�RI�/RQGRQ��*UHDW�%ULWDLQ� 1665 75.000/100.000
*UHDW�3ODJXH�RI�0DUVHLOOH��DQG�3URYHQFH��)UDQFH� 1720 100.000/120.000
Cholera (France) 1832 100.000
Spanish Flu (World) 1918-1919 50.000.000
Hong Kong Flu (World) 1968-1969 1.000.000
HIV/AIDS (World) Since 1978 30.000.000
,QÁXHQ]D�$���+�1���:RUOG� 2009 200.000/300.000
Covid-19 (World) 2019-2020 705.000  (August 6, 2020)

%XW�+XPDQ�IRUJHWV��7KH�6SDQLVK�ÁX�HSLGHPLF�RI������������ZKLFK�FDXVHG�PRUH�GHDWKV�LQ�(XURSH�WKDQ�WKH�*UHDW�
War itself, has been almost forgotten, because the period was one of mourning and reconstruction (Spinney, 2017). Fifty 
\HDUV�ODWHU��WKH�+RQJ�.RQJ�ÁX��'HQGRRYHQ���������ZKLFK�UDYDJHG�WKH�ZRUOG�LQ�WZR�VXFFHVVLYH�ZDYHV�LQ������DQG�������
FODLPHG�PRUH�WKDQ�D�PLOOLRQ�OLYHV��&RQIXVHG�ZLWK�VHDVRQDO�ÁX��LW�OHDYHV�OLWWOH�WUDFH�LQ�WKH�PHPRULHV��HYHQ�WKRXJK�LW�NLOOHG�
at least 31,000 French people! The more recent H1N1, in 2009, much less serious, already seems very ancient. These 
examples clearly show that our developed societies do not demonstrate a great ability to remember. Bernardino Fantini, 
,WDOLDQ�KLVWRULDQ�RI�VFLHQFH�DQG�PHGLFLQH��3URIHVVRU�(PHULWXV�RI�WKH�+LVWRU\�RI�0HGLFLQH�DW�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�*HQHYD��LQ�WKH�
book published in 2014 under his and Louise Lambrichs’ direction, History of Contemporary Medical Thought, explains:

«The history of epidemics and their impact on the health of populations is marked by two major discontinuities. The 
ÀUVW��DW�WKH�WXUQ�RI�WKH���WK�DQG���WK�FHQWXULHV��ZDV�DW�WKH�RULJLQ�RI�UDWLRQDO�SXEOLF�KHDOWK�SROLFLHV��ZKLFK��WKURXJK�D�
complex, sometimes contradictory, but ultimately successful path, considerably reduced the role of infectious diseases 
LQ�WKH�:HVWHUQ�ZRUOG��ZLWK�D�SURIRXQG�´HSLGHPLRORJLFDO�WUDQVLWLRQµ��7KH�VHFRQG�GLVFRQWLQXLW\�RFFXUUHG�DERXW�WZR�FHQ-
turies later, at the end of the 20th century, with the emergence of dramatic new infectious or communicable diseases, 
which challenged the optimism spread over the previous decades and generated new fears». 
(Fantini, Lambrichs, 2014, p. 291)

6. Conclusion

Human nature seems to need, whatever its degree of civilization, magic and irrationality to explain what is inevitable 
(Ariès, 1977; Moya, 2020). But the inevitable in an epidemic is its spread, and the death of many human beings. These are 
times when society is undergoing trials. At the end of the day, it is always the same question that plagues humanity: the 
LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�FROOHFWLYH�UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�GHDWK��$QG�WR�WKLV��WKH�FXUUHQW�´)DFHERRNUDWLHµ�GRHV�QRW�RරHU�DQ\�DQVZHUV��+L-
VWRULFDO�VFLHQFH�LWVHOI��ZKLFK�KDV�GLFXOW\�H[SODLQLQJ�WKH�SDVW��FRXOG�KDUGO\�SUHGLFW�WKH�IXWXUH��7KXV��WDNLQJ�XS�WKH�FRQFOX-
VLRQV�RI�WKH�)UHQFK�KLVWRULDQ�0DUF�%ORFK�LQ�KLV�IDPRXV�ERRN�7KH�6WUDQJH�'HIHDW��*XLOODXPH�/DFKHQDO��PHGLFDO�KLVWRULDQ��
HYRNHV�WKLV�SDUDGR[�ZKHQ�KH�LV�TXHVWLRQHG�RQ�D�)UHQFK�UDGLR�GXULQJ�WKH�FRQÀQHPHQW��ª([FHVV�RI�KLVWRU\�FDQ�SUHYHQW�XV�
from understanding the present and prevent us from grasping it in what is new» (Lachenal, 2020). Indeed, while com-
mon traits exist, each epidemic or pandemic is unique and it would be a mistake to apply the solutions of the previous 
one to the current epidemic. From this point of view, the Covid-19 demonstrates it in a striking manner: discoveries on 
WKH�IXQFWLRQLQJ�RI�WKH�YLUXV��LWV�GLරXVLRQ�DQG�PRGH�RI�WUDQVPLVVLRQ�DQG�LWV�PRUH�RU�OHVV�ORQJ�WHUP�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RQ�WKH�
health of the people concerned are made progressively, and are often completely new. Finally, the psychological impact 
RI�WKLV�NLQG�RI�SDQGHPLF�FULVLV�LV�H[WUHPHO\�LPSRUWDQW��WKH�FDWKDUWLF�HරHFW�RI�DUW��D�SURIXVLRQ�RI�DUWLVWLF�FUHDWLRQV�RIWHQ�
IROORZV�D�FULVLV�RU�D�FRQÁLFW��ZLOO�SHUKDSV�EH�DEOH�WR�FXUH�RXU�VRFLHWLHV�RI�VRPH�RI�LWV�JUHDWHVW�HYLOV��LWV�IHDUV�DQG�DQ[LHWLHV��
The end of the Covid-19 pandemic crisis, in a few months or a year, then will show if our societies are capable of resi-
lience or not, despite the desire to go back to ‘the way things were’ seems irrepressible. 
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