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The history of pandem cs, going back to the first docunented event, the Bubonic

Pl ague, fascinates historians. W Anericans have a pretty short attention span, in
accord with our short history as a country (short when we conpare ours with China\222s,
for exanple). W have revisited the strange history of the Spanish Flu pandem c that
followed Wrld War |, a deadly plague that killed mllions of people worldw de, yet
vani shed in nenory alnost imrediately afterwards. W have paid nuch nore attention to
that pandemic today than we did in its original aftermath when nodern society opted
for amesia, quickly forgetting its horrors.

Humani ty has experienced periodic plagues fromthe beginning of "civilization," when
the devel opnent of agriculture led to settled conmunities that quickly evolved into
cities, city-states, and then kingdons and enpires. Mst pandenics were initiated by
ani mal and bird di seases that junped over to human beings. Wth herding, the contact
bet ween human beings and farned creatures nmade this inevitable, something we know
today but did not in our species earlier years.

In antiquity, plagues were thought to be punishnents of angry gods, punishnments that
could only be ended by sacrifices of food, aninmals, or in extremty, hapless human
bei ngs. Sacrificing what was dearest to the comunity nost often neant children, girl
children. The sacrifice of children perneated Greek myths (the Trojan War), Jew sh
Bi bl ical stories (Abraham and Jacob), and Christianity (God\222s very son hinself).

We now know better (at |east nost of us do). W know about di seases, vaccinations,
and sanitation to mtigate even new plagues that cone into our midst. W know that

di seases do not respect national boundaries. They travel with all the mllions of
travel ers who traverse the globe daily. That is why an epidem ¢ becones a pandenic, a
gl obal event. W are in this together

We are approaching the end of our own time\222s nost deadly plague, and it is time to
| ook ahead to see what followed former great pandemcs in history. How did they
change the worl d?

The Buboni c Pl ague wi ped out al mobst half the world\222s popul ation in successive waves
from Chi na across Eurasia and ending at the Atlantic Coast of Europe. The only areas
spared were sub-Saharan Africa and the as yet isolated Wstern Hem sphere. This bit

of history explains one terrible thing that foll owed the plague: a shortage of

sl aves, which was until then recruited fromthe Slavic popul ations (Sl av neans

sl ave), and the beautiful wonmen from anong them fromthe voraci ous Muslimslave

market to serve harens.

Wth the deaths of so many slaves fromthe Caucasus and Slavic tribes, the plague
survivors had to | ook el sewhere for enforced | abor, and sub-Saharan Africa became the
market. Black tribal chiefs thenselves eagerly engaged in selling their own slaves to
the Portuguese. Unlike white slaves, these coul dn\222t run and hi de.

The death toll of the Bubonic Plague was nmpst devastating to the | owest classes, the
peasants and servants. In Europe, the systemthat had repl aced Ronan sl avery when
Christianity prevailed was serfdom a system of binding peasants to the | and,

puni shing running away as treason to the | andowner. Fear of this punishnment vani shed
when the obvi ous | abor shortage that foll owed the plague becanme a real opportunity
for enterprising runaways to rise up the |adder fromserf |abor to artisans,
tradesnen, and merchants. The former virtual caste system becanme a flexible class
system i nst ead.

The afternath of every epidenm c and pandenmic | ead to new know edge: the begi nni ngs of
cl ean water and sewage di sposal systens. The Scientific Revolution | aunched by
West ern Europe was a bi product of the plagues that swept through, one after another

Vacci nations were introduced that put an end to small pox, a perennial plague. Cties
were redesigned to clean themup. Hygiene greatly enhanced |ife expectancy, and its
sci ence was incorporated into our food and drug industries. There is no doubt that
terrible as the Covid-19 pandenic was, we were better prepared as hunman beings to
mtigate and survive it.

Next week, | will explore the sorts of options for change open to us fromthe | essons
we | earned from Covid-19. It nay have changed us forever.
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