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WHEN SARS-COV-2, a new corona-
virus, began to spread outside China in 
the early months of 2020, both the news 
media and scientific publications looked 
back to the most lethal pandemic in mod-
ern history. It was called the Spanish 
flu, though it had nothing whatever to 
do with Spain. 

That pandemic began early in 1918, its 
third and final wave was spent only a year 
later, and we will never know the exact 
death toll. Published estimates range 
from about 17 million to 100 million, with 
50 million being perhaps the most likely 
total. If we divide that number by the 
1.8 billion people that were alive in the 

world, we get at a global mortality rate 
of about 2.8 percent. 

What I find strange is that the unfold-
ing COVID-19 event has prompted rela-
tively few references to the three latest 
pandemics, for which we do have good 
numbers. The first event, caused by the 
H2N2 virus, began to spread from China 
in February 1957 and ended in April 1958. 
The second, also beginning in China, 
came in May 1968, when the H3N2 virus 
surfaced; the first wave peaked before 
the year’s end, and in some countries the 
effects persisted until April 1970. Finally, 
there was the H1N1 virus, originating in 
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Mexico and declared to be a pandemic by 
the World Health Organization on 11 June 
2009; it stopped spreading before the 
end of the year.

The best reconstructions estimate that 
excess deaths—those presumably resulting 
from pandemics—ranged from 1.5  million 
to 4 million in the first of these three pan-
demics, from 1.1 million to 4 million in the 
second, and from 150,000 to 575,000 
deaths in the third. The world’s population 
grew throughout these years, and adjust-
ing for that changing number yields excess 
death rates of about 52 per 100,000 from 
1957 to 1958, 30 per 100,000 from 1968 to 
1970, and 2.3 to 5.2 per 100,000 in 2009.

In comparison, the worldwide death 
toll attributable to SARS CoV-2 was about 
865,000 by the end of August 2020. Given 
the global population of about 7.8 billion, 
this translates to an interim pandemic 
mortality of about 11 deaths per 100,000 
people. Even if the total number of deaths 
were to triple, the mortality rate would 

be comparable to that of the 1968 pan-
demic, and it would be about two-thirds 
of the 1957 rate.

Yet it is remarkable that these more viru-
lent pandemics had such evanescent eco-
nomic consequences. The United Nations’ 
World Economic and Social Surveys from 
the late 1950s contain no references to 
a pandemic or a virus. Nor did the pan-
demics leave any deep, traumatic traces 
in memories. Even if one very conserva-
tively assumes that lasting memories start 
only at 10 years of age, then 350 million 
of the people who are alive today ought 
to remember the three previous pandem-
ics, and a billion people ought to remem-
ber the last two. 

But I have yet to come across any-
body who has vivid memories of the 
pandemics of 1957 or 1968. Countries 
did not resort to any mass-scale eco-
nomic lockdowns, enforce any long-
lasting school closures, ban sports 
events, or cut flight schedules deeply. 

Today’s pandemic has led to a deep 
(50 to 90 percent) reduction in flights, 
but during the earlier pandemics, avia-
tion was marked by notable advances. 
On 17 October 1958, half a year after the 
end of the second pandemic wave in the 
West and about a year before the pan-
demic ended (in Chile, the last holdout), 
PanAm inaugurated its Boeing 707 jet ser-
vice to Europe. And the Boeing 747, the 
first wide-body jetliner, entered sched-
uled service months before the last wave 
of the contemporary pandemic ended, 
in March 1970. 

Why were things so different back 
then? Was it  because we had no 
 fear-reinforcing 24/7 cable news, no 
Twitter, and no incessant and instant 
case-and-death tickers on all our elec-
tronic screens? Or is it we ourselves who 
have changed, by valuing recurrent but 
infrequent risks differently?  n
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We can only estimate the mortality rates of flu pandemics from 
generations ago, but we know enough to put today’s challenge 
in context. SARS-CoV-2 is already much worse than the 2009 
event, but its toll is still far lower than for the 1957 pandemic.
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