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Major Leit Motivs of Epidemics and Pandemics 
 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder   
“Triumph of Death” (The Black Plague).  1556.   



Epidemics are 
almost always framed 
and shaped, 
sometimes advanced, 
and sometimes 
hindered by how a 
given society 
understands a 
particular microbe to 
travel and infect 
others.   

"Doktor Schnabel von Rom" ("Doctor Beak from Rome"). 
Engraving, Rome, 1656.   



The economic losses typically associated with 
epidemics can have a strong influence on public 
response.   



A dangerous theme of epidemics past, in terms of 
worsening spread, is their concealment, delays in 
reporting them, or their severity being ignored or 
underestimated by the world at large.  



The movement of people and other living beings 
and the speed of travel are essential factors in the 
spread of infectious disease. 





Widespread media coverage of epidemics is hardly 
new and an essential aspect of any epidemic.   

 



Our fascination with the suddenly appearing microbe that 
kills relatively few in spectacular fashion often trumps our 
response to infectious scourges that patiently kill millions 
every year.  



Markel, H., Doyle S., Epidemic Scorecard. (Op-Ed Page)  The New York Times, April 30, 2003. 
 



 Poverty and its attendant evils often fuel 
the fire of an epidemic  



One of the saddest themes in the history of 
epidemics is the tendency to scapegoat or blame 

individuals or social groups for the importation of 
infection. 

     Judge, September, 1892 



 The Newcomer, the Marginalized, the Threat (real or 
perceived) of Contagion, and Laws Governing Migration, 

Individual Liberties, and Movement  



 Internecine Rivalries and Disputes Between 
Local, State and the Federal Government  



              Time Magazine,  
  November 7, 2005 

Q: What will be the next deadly pandemic 
and how will it unfold? 

 
A: “No one really knows what's going to 

happen.  Anyone who says they do is either 
a fool or lying."  
 

  ---Howard Markel, M.D., Ph.D. 
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