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Abstract: The current Covid-19 pandemic has attracted significant at-
tention from epidemiologists and economists alike. This differs from
the 1918-1920 Spanish influenza pandemic, when academic economists
hardly paid attention to its economic features, despite its very high
death toll. We examine the reasons for that by contrasting the ways epi-
demiologists and economists reacted to the Spanish flu at the time and
shortly after the pandemic. We also explore, but less extensively, some
economic and epidemiologic writings during the twenty-five years that
followed.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Covid-19 pandemic is not only a severe health crisis—as of March
2021, at least 100 million cases have been recorded and more than 2.5
million people have died globally, according to the data of Johns Hop-
kins University (2021)—but it is also a major economic shock. The World
Bank estimates that the world economy has shrunk by 4.3% in 2020,
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while government debt levels have increased sharply, and extreme pov-
erty is on the rise again (World Bank 2021).

The scientific community has reacted by investing massively in
Covid-19 related research. Several vaccines have been developed and
approved in record times, and many more are in the pipeline. Epidemi-
ologists have become media stars in many countries, instructing us to
practice social distancing and to wear facemasks, and informing us
about the meaning of the R, statistic and herd immunity. As soon as it
was clear that the coronavirus epidemic had turned into a pandemic and
one country after another went into some form of lockdown, economists
began examining what would be the immediate and long-term effects of
the pandemic. An impressive and fast increasing flow of papers has
been the result; in the US, for instance, the National Bureau of Economic
Research (NBER) has published more than 350 pandemic-related work-
ing papers, and in Europe, the Centre for Economic Policy Research
(CEPR) has created the journal Covid Economics: Vetted and Real-Time
Papers in order to rapidly disseminate the results of Covid-19 related
economic research (see Coyle 2020).

One way to get a better understanding of the effects of the current
pandemic is to look at previous epidemics, and this is what epidemiolo-
gists as well as economists have done. The devastating influenza pan-
demic of 1918-1920 has been a focal point of attention for both. Eco-
nomic historians have studied the Spanish flu (also called the Great In-
fluenza Pandemic) since the 1990s; what is different is that macroecon-
omists are now turning to the data of that period to learn the dynamics
of an epidemic and to assess the effects of public health interventions
(for example, Correia, Luck, and Verner 2020). There seems to be grow-
ing awareness that epidemiologists and economists will mutually benefit
from enhanced exchange and cooperation, as illustrated by the contri-
butions to the recent symposium on “Economics and Epidemiology” in
the Journal of Economic Perspectives (Avery et al. 2020; Murray 2020).

In this paper, we also focus on the Spanish flu pandemic of 1918-
1920, but with a somewhat different perspective. Our aim is to explore
how economists at the time reacted to the pandemic. In view of the
prompt and massive reaction of economists today, our expectation was
that something similar must have happened a century ago. As a matter
of fact, the Spanish flu pandemic was much more severe than the coro-
navirus pandemic in terms of its mortality rate (so far), and therefore
the economic shock must have been significant. To our surprise, this
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was not the case: it turns out that economists neither paid much atten-
tion to the economic effects of the pandemic as it developed, nor dis-
cussed it retrospectively in any detail in the following decades. Indeed,
the Spanish flu has been regarded as the “forgotten pandemic”, since
the only people who studied it at the time and afterwards were actuaries
(employed by insurance companies), epidemiologists, and medical histo-
rians (see Crosby [1989] 2003; Spinney 2017). We examine the reasons
for that by contrasting the ways epidemiologists and economists reacted
to the Spanish flu at the time and shortly after the pandemic. We also
explore, but less extensively, some economic and epidemiologic writings
during the twenty-five years that followed. Our main goal is to highlight
the silence of economists regarding the Spanish flu; additionally, we
speculate about possible causes for this neglect.

II. A FEw FACTS ABOUT THE SPANISH FLU PANDEMIC

Medical data about the 1918-1920 influenza pandemic are not precise,
but it is beyond doubt that it was one of the deadliest pandemics ever. It
spread in three waves: in March 1918, the first wave begun in Midwest-
ern US and spread to Europe, Australia, China, and North Africa; the
second and more deadly wave started in France in August and quickly
circulated around the world; the last wave was not as strong and hit
some countries at the beginning of 1919 (Johnson 2006, 37-63). The last
cases occurred in mid-1920 in Japan, Chile, and Peru (Spinney 2017, 45).
Most of the deaths took place between mid-September and mid-
December 1918, which coincided with the last phase of World War I. Ac-
cording to estimates by Patterson and Pyle (1991), the world death toll
was in the range between 24.7 and 39.3 million people. India (between
12 and 20 million) and China (between 4 and 9.5 million) had the high-
est absolute numbers. About 550,000 died in the US, with a mortality
rate of 5.2 deaths per thousand. Numbers for Europe were approximate-
ly 2.3 and 4.8 million, for mortality rate and total death toll respectively.
The name Spanish Influenza derives from the fact that Spain was the
first country to have its civilian population deeply hit by the flu (in May
1918); accordingly, the first reports about it appeared in the Spanish
press, which was not censored as the country was neutral during the
war (Spinney 2017, 63). Whereas the pandemic death toll in the US was
around 5 times bigger than the number of war casualties (as the US en-
tered the war as late as April 1917), the proportions were distinct in the
main European belligerent countries, where more people died from the
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war than from the flu: 6 times more in France, 4 times in Germany, 3
times in Great Britain, and 2 times in Italy (Spinney 2017, 63). The Span-
ish flu (like the war) killed mainly people aged 15-44, resulting in a W-
shaped mortality distribution, rather than the customary U-shape for
previous pandemics. It represented an unparalleled negative labour
supply shock (see, for example, Velde 2020, 3-4).

III. How EPIDEMIOLOGISTS AND STATISTICIANS REACTED TO THE

PANDEMIC

Epidemics of influenza were nothing new in the beginning of the twenti-
eth century. In the nineteenth century alone, “four great pandemics of
influenza” had occurred, the last one around 1890 (Oliver 1918, 356).
The new pandemic was widely discussed in both medical journals (such
as The Lancet and the British Medical Journal) and general science jour-
nals (such as Science and Scientific American). Among the topics of de-
bate were the severity of the pandemic in comparison to previous ones
(for example, Soper 1918) and the origin of the disease, with some sus-
pecting a virus rather than Pfeiffer’s bacillus was the cause (see, for ex-
ample, Oliver 1919).

By the beginning of 1919, epidemiologists were alarmed by the scale
and the seriousness of the pandemic.

The pandemic of influenza which swept over the world in 1918 was
the most severe outbreak of this disease which has ever been known,
and it takes an unpleasantly high rank in the roster of epidemics
generally. (Pearl 1919, 1743)

With these words Raymond Pearl, the biostatistician, opened the first
instalment of his “Influenza Studies”, published in August 1919. For
Pearl, this was an urgent call for scientific research:

If every epidemiologist does not take advantage of the present op-
portunity to investigate with all possible thoroughness epidemic in-
fluenza, to the end of making a better defense next time, he will
have been derelict in his plain duty. (Pearl 1919, 1744)

Following his own advice, he studied influenza mortality in forty major
cities in the US. Using data on excess mortality, he constructed five “ep-
idemicity indices” for measuring “the force of the epidemic explosion in
any particular place” (Pearl 1919, 1767). He then proceeded to a multiple
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correlation analysis in which he explored the connections between one
of these indices, which he called the “peak-time ratio”, and variables
such as population density, geographical location, and age distribution
of the population. Since not much came out of the analysis, he consid-
ered mortality rates just prior to the pandemic. In this case, he found
significantly positive correlations between the peak-time ratio on the
one hand, and mortality from pulmonary tuberculosis, heart diseases,
and kidney failures on the other. In the second, third, and fourth in-
stalments of his “Influenza Studies” (Pearl 1921a), he further refined the
analysis, partly in response to criticism he had received. A survey of the
results obtained by Pearl and others can be found in the monograph by
Warren Vaughan (1921).

Among those who were critical of Pearl’s approach were Wade Frost
and Edgar Sydenstricker, respectively surgeon and statistician at the
United States Public Health Service. Their primary concern was to get
good data. Aware of the fact that the available influenza statistics were
of poor quality (Sydenstricker 1918), they organized special surveys in
order to obtain more accurate data. In March 1919, they reported pre-
liminary results from surveys made in Maryland (Frost and Sydenstrick-
er 1919a) and, in June, they reviewed the evidence from other countries
(Frost and Sydenstricker 1919b). Later that year, Frost used the data of
their surveys to compare the 1918 pandemic to previous epidemics of
influenza and pneumonia, and arrived at the conclusion:

In general, this epidemic has been quite similar to that of 1889-1890
in its early development, first in mild, scattered outbreaks, later in a
severe world-wide epidemic; in the rapidity of its spread, and in its
high case incidence. It has been notably different in a much higher
frequency of pneumonia and consequently much higher mortality,
especially among young adults. (Frost 1919, 318)

Frost concluded his research on influenza by publishing a summary of
the main results of the surveys (Frost 1920), while Sydenstricker used
the data to estimate the trend of case fatality during the epidemic (Syd-
enstricker 1921).

After that, both Frost and Sydenstricker moved on to other topics.
Remarkably, ten years later, Sydenstricker revisited the data they had
collected to examine whether there was any truth in the popular belief
that “the flu hit the rich and the poor alike” (Sydenstricker 1931, 154).
By means of a meticulous analysis, he arrived at the conclusion that this
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was not entirely correct. The empirical evidence pointed in the direction
of a clear social gradient, with incidence and mortality higher among the
poorer classes of society, even after correcting for differences in age,
sex, and “colour”. This paper stands out as an early example of a careful
study of socioeconomic inequality of health.

Physicians did not know what caused the Spanish flu and, therefore,
did not know how to treat it properly. As pointed out by Tognotti
(2003), over-confidence and Pasteur’s revolution (the idea that every in-
fectious disease was caused by a bacterium), led the international scien-
tific community to mistakenly accept the German bacteriologist Rudolf
Pfeiffer’s 1892 claim that he had identified the pathogenic influenza
agent in a bacterium. It took some time for scientists to admit that the
Spanish flu originated from a virus, not a bacterium. The collapse of the
‘Pfeiffer doctrine’ was accompanied by a crisis suffered by bacteriology
in the autumn of 1918, around the same time the disease raged world-
wide.

IV. THE SILENCE OF THE ECONOMISTS

In contrast to epidemiologists and statisticians, economists remained
virtually silent. None of the major economics journals published an arti-
cle on the pandemic in the period 1918-1921. Indeed, whereas the mod-
ern literature on the economic impacts of the 1918-1920 flu refers often
to classic works about the flu by epidemiologists and statisticians, such
as Pearl and Sydenstricker (see, for example, Basco, Domeénech, and Ro-
sés 2021; Beach, Clay, and Saavedra, forthcoming; Velde 2020), refer-
ences to contemporary economists are conspicuous by their absence.

A striking example of the lack of attention by economists to the flu
pandemic at the time is provided by the American Economic Association
and its journal, The American Economic Review. From the 31st Annual
Meeting (held in December 1918) to the 34th Annual Meeting (held in
December 1921), not a single paper was devoted to the pandemic or to
health issues, according to the programmes in the ‘Papers and Proceed-
ings’ supplements of The American Economic Review published in the
month of March of the following year. In that period, just one article of
The American Economic Review referred to the flu pandemic—even so,
only metaphorically. The context was the taxation of war profits. Carl C.
Plehn noted that the practice of taxing war profits had spread rapidly to
many countries after it had been introduced in Denmark and Sweden in
1915: “Like the Spanish influenza it speedily infected all the belligerent
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countries on both sides of the fighting lines and also most neutral coun-
tries” (Plehn 1920, 285). Such metaphorical usage of epidemic terms by
economists may be traced to the nineteenth-century literature on finan-
cial and economic crises, which often deployed “epidemic” and “conta-
gion” to describe them—see, for example, Longfield’s (1840, 222) de-
scription that “the demand for gold for hoarding [...] is like an epidemic
[...] like the plague or any other infectious disease which may cease of
itself” (see also Besomi 2009, 44, where other instances may be found).
It was only much later that economists went beyond the metaphorical
stage and started applying epidemiological models to the study of eco-
nomic movements (see Shiller and Pound 1989).

A similar pattern can be observed in the Journal of Political Economy.
The pandemic is mentioned, but only sporadically and incidentally;
there is no in-depth analysis of the immediate impact of the shock and
its effects. In a section on ‘Health and sanitation’ of an article on the
shipbuilding industry it is reported that:

Epidemics of smallpox and typhoid fever were successfully handled
in seven localities [...]. Special aid was rendered during the influenza
epidemic, and, where the scourge threatened serious curtailment of
shipbuilding, temporary hospitals were erected. (Douglas and Wolfe
1919, 380)

Likewise, in an article on industrial training in the war period, the dis-
crepancy between the actual and planned numbers of trained men “is
attributed largely to a shortage of men in October [1918], and to delays
occasioned by the epidemic of influenza” (Wolfe 1919, 741). There is
one further brief mention of the epidemic in an article on the street-
railway system in Seattle (Douglas 1921, 461). In The Review of Econom-
ics and Statistics, the situation is more or less the same (with the partial
exception of Persons’ 1923 work on trade indexes discussed below). Like
Douglas and Wolfe (1919), Berridge (1920, 185, 188) briefly mentioned
the influenza epidemic’s effects on labour supply, this time in connec-
tion with gold mining industries in South Africa and Rhodesia.

In American journals with a wider economic focus, such as the the-
matic issues of The Annals of the American Academy of Political and So-
cial Science, one finds a few passing references to the pandemic and its
deadly effects. In a fierce attack on communism, Thomas R. Marshall
(1919, 199-200) referred to what he saw as the strong but temporary
effects of the flu pandemic: “Bolshevism may come the world over, but
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it will be like the influenza—it may kill its millions, but sooner or later it
will pass away”. Preston Clark (1919, 46) mentioned the fight against
typhus and influenza as examples of fruitful cooperation between
Americans and Mexicans. In the same issue of the journal, John Caskie
(1919, 189) praised the work that had been done in the city of Philadel-
phia in order to stop the influenza epidemic, “that dreadful scourge”. L.
Wallace (1921, 41-42) drew attention to the substantial economic loss
(“industrial waste”) entailed by “subnormal standards of health and vig-
our”, with influenza being one of the prominent causes. Wilhelm Win-
kler (1921, 5) presented calculations of the effect of the influenza pan-
demic on the civilian population of Austria, noting that it “had easy play
with the population which had been weakened through lack of proper
nourishment”.

In European economic journals, the situation was largely similar. The
Revue d’Economie Politique reported on Jean Bourdon’s research on the
population of France in 1918, which highlighted the brutal increase of
the mortality rate in the second half of the year as a result of the
“grippe” epidemic. According to Bourdon, mortality was higher than it
had ever been in the forty years before (Revue d’Economie Politique
1919b, 815-816). The journal also noted that the epidemic had put a
heavy burden on the population of Germany (Revue d’Economie Politique
1919a, 127). In the Jahrbticher fiir Nationalokonomie und Statistik, Lud-
wig Elster looked more deeply into the available statistics on the evolu-
tion of the German population during the war period. He observed that
the high death toll of the epidemic in the second half of 1918 among the
civilian population had been largely disregarded, and that it could be
attributed, to a certain extent, to the weakened health of the population
as a result of food deficiencies, brought about by the blockade during
the war (Elster 1919, 155-156). Using data for the city of Berlin, Hans
Guradze (1921, 531) found that women were hit harder than men by the
food deficiencies and economic difficulties, which explained why they
were more susceptible to get influenza and tuberculosis. In another arti-
cle, H. Fehlinger (1921, 534) saw influenza as the main cause for South
Africa’s exceptionally high mortality rate in 1918. Still in the same jour-
nal, E. Mittermiiller (1921, 7) pointed out that increased mortality and
morbidity due to the war and the influenza epidemic had unfavourable
effects on the German life insurance sector.

The connection between the influenza epidemic and insurance is-
sues was also made in British and American actuarial journals. Arthur
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Hunter (1919, 264) drew attention to the exceptionally high mortality
rates in the US in the last three months of 1918. As far as Britain was
concerned, while Lewis Orr (1921-1924, 53-54) acknowledged that the
mortality rate had been high in 1918, he observed it had been much
lower in 1919 and 1920; therefore, it seemed that the secular decline of
mortality rates continued. Actuaries Frankel and Dublin (1919a, 1919b)
discussed in detail the impact of the flu pandemic on workers’ mortality
rates and the American insurance business. The periodical Economic
World also featured an article about the flu pandemic and the insurance
market (Marsh 1918).

If we extend our scope beyond economic journals, the picture re-
mains unchanged. In the period 1918-1921, no economist published a
book dealing with the pandemic, or mentioned the topic prominently as
part of economic books. Startling as it may seem, John Maynard Keynes
did not mention influenza in The Economic Consequences of the Peace
(1919), even though he had contracted the disease while he was in Paris
in January 1919 (Harrod 1951, 234). Keynes (1919, 250n1) did, however,
refer to fragile health conditions caused by malnutrition and the spread
of tuberculosis in Central Europe during the war, which was part of his
argument about the inability of Germany, Austria, and other countries
to pay for war reparations. Another Cambridge economist, Arthur Cecil
Pigou, did not refer to the Spanish flu either in his classic The Economics
of Welfare. Pigou (1920, 872, 943) deployed the term “epidemic”, but
only as a metaphor (“epidemics of optimism”) or as shock of “misfor-
tune” which insurance businesses and other companies should be pro-
tected against.

A few years later the well-known Italian economist and demographer
Giorgio Mortara (1925) would refer extensively to the effects of the flu
in his detailed account of mortality patterns in Italy during and shortly
after the war. The links between epidemics and demography went back
to Thomas Robert Malthus’ famous An Essay on the Principle of Popula-
tion. Malthus ([1798] 1826, Book II, Chapter XII) listed epidemics, to-
gether with wars and famines, as main examples of “positive checks” on
population growth. In his careful historical-statistical investigation, Mal-
thus treated recurring epidemic episodes as endogenous to the condi-
tions of living. The history of epidemics, he claimed, showed that the
“lower classes of people, whose food was poor and insufficient, and who
lived crowded together in small and dirty houses” (Book IV, 258-259),
were the main victims. He asks, in “what other manner can Nature point
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out to us that”—if population increases too fast in relation to means of
subsistence—“we have offended against one of her laws?” (Book IV,
259). The bigger impact of the Spanish flu on the poor sections of socie-
ty seemed to confirm some of Malthus’ claims. However, Pearl and oth-
ers denied both the war and the flu had permanent effects on popula-
tion trends. According to Pearl (1921b, 121), those who saw in war and
pestilence any solution to the population problem, “as postulated by
Malthus”, were “optimistic indeed”.

The Swedish neo-Malthusian economist, Knut Wicksell ([1910] 1926,
12), noticed how the 1918-1920 flu caused an increase in mortality in
Sweden, but regarded it as a detour from the overall trend of reduction
in both mortality and fertility numbers in that country. Moreover, there
is no evidence that Wicksell (or other prominent Swedish economists)
ever discussed the economic impact of the 1918 flu, which brought
about a marked contraction of economic activity and poverty increase in
neutral Sweden (see The Economist 1918c; Karlsson, Nilsson, and Pichler
2014). Wicksell’s ([1919] 1978) economic view of the World War dis-
cussed demographic and monetary factors, with no mention of the flu.
Economists remained largely silent about pandemics in the next couple
of decades, as illustrated by the influential International Encyclopaedia
of the Social Sciences, published between 1930 and 1935, which featured
many contributions by economists. It included an entry on “Epidemics”,
written by epidemiologist Clifford A. Gill (1934), with some discussion
of the Spanish influenza pandemic. Gill did not mention any economic
references, though. Similarly, in the entries of the Handwodrterbuch der
Staatswissenschaften on “Public hygiene” and “Infectious diseases”, both
written by public health specialist Alfons Fischer (1923a, 1923b), no
mention is made of publications by economists. The Palgrave’s Diction-
ary of Political Economy, edited by Henry Higgs in 1923-1926 as a new
edition of the 1894-1899 original version put together by Inglis Pal-
grave, did not include any entries on epidemics or the Spanish flu.

V. BUSINESS CYCLE RESEARCH

While the Spanish flu pandemic was by and large ignored by economists,
surely it cannot be that those who were monitoring business cycles did
not notice the impact it had on the economy? As the pandemic unfold-
ed, contemporary reports from agencies such as the Federal Reserve
Bank drew attention to its adverse effects. Especially the November
1918 reports of the twelve Federal Reserve districts highlighted the eco-
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nomic turmoil caused by the pandemic. In the district of Boston, “[t]he
epidemic of influenza which has prevailed during the past month has
seriously interfered with business” (Federal Reserve Board 1918, 1126).
Likewise, in the districts of New York, Philadelphia, Richmond, Alabama,
St. Louis, and Dallas, the pandemic, through its negative impact on la-
bour supply, significantly troubled business and trade, while in the dis-
tricts of Cleveland and Atlanta the pandemic was just “a slight disturb-
ing element” (Federal Reserve Board 1918, 1131). However, by the end of
the year, the district reports referred to the resumption of “normality”
in both health and economic conditions, combined with the armistice in
November that year.

Hence, the pandemic-induced recession was sharp but short-lived. It
could only be captured by high-frequency data, not by annual statistics
(Velde 2020; Beach, Clay, and Saavedra, forthcoming). As a result, busi-
ness cycle experts did not generally refer to the economic effects of the
flu. Indeed, Wesley C. Mitchell (1927) did not mention the Autumn 1918
recession of the pandemic in his detailed narrative of economic fluctua-
tions in the US and European countries. In his later book with Arthur F.
Burns, there is mention of the “contraction of 1918-19”, but, in view of
its “exceptional brevity and moderate amplitude”, its “failure to register
in annual summaries is not surprising” (Burns and Mitchell 1946, 109).

Shortly after the flu pandemic, Warren Persons provided a rare men-
tion by a business cycle expert of the fact that “trade was adversely af-
fected in the autumn of 1918 by a severe influenza epidemic” (1923, 72).
Persons mentioned that as an example of “numerous irregular fluctua-
tions” explainable by exogenous “contemporaneous events” that did not
belong to the theory or measurement of business cycles conceived as
the recurrence of regular economic fluctuations. Epidemics and other
“minor irregular fluctuations” were not supposed to interfere with “ma-
jor movements” formed by the “ebb and flow of industrial activity” (Per-
sons 1923, 71). In particular, Persons’ monthly “trade index”, he
claimed, indicated that the period 1916-1918 featured high economic
activity, despite the downfall in the last quarter of 1918 associated to
the flu as captured by the index. Mitchell (1927, 249ff.) further elaborat-
ed on Persons’ notion of “irregular fluctuations”, by treating them as
“random events”, or shocks (a term Mitchell did not use), which he dis-
tinguished from seasonal, cyclical, or trend movements. Mitchell listed
“epidemics”, together with strikes, transport congestions, inventions,
and natural phenomena in general, as instances of irregular fluctuations
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that posed a problem for the statistical treatment of economic fluctua-
tions.

One might say that the pandemic lurks in the background of the
path-breaking study on the social effects of business cycles published
by William F. Ogburn and Dorothy S. Thomas in 1922. Using data for the
US, they found that 1918 was a bit of an outlier; for instance, the mortal-
ity rate of that year was exceptionally high. They attributed this to “the
extraordinary conditions of war time” (Ogburn and Thomas 1922, 331),
and decided to calculate coefficients of correlation both with and with-
out the year 1918. They did not mention influenza in their paper, but
admitted that “climate, health education campaigns, developments of
preventive medicine, and epidemics” (Ogburn and Thomas 1922, 338)
could affect the relation between mortality and the business cycle. The
study was included in the book published a few years later by Thomas
([1925] 1927) and is now considered a seminal contribution to the litera-
ture on “economic epidemiology” (Tapia Granados 2015, 1488).

VI. WHY THE SILENCE?

If it is true that economists more or less neglected the Spanish flu pan-
demic, the question is, why? In this section, we speculate about possible
explanations.

Could it be that economists were forced or strongly advised not to
pay attention to the influenza epidemic? It is well known that during
(and also after) the Great War, authorities introduced a wide variety of
censorship measures (Demm 2017). Newspapers and personal corre-
spondence were controlled in order to avoid that too many details about
military operations (for example, heavy losses on the battlefield) become
public knowledge and to keep the spirits of the population high. The
American President Woodrow Wilson never once publicly acknowledged
the outbreak, fearing it would harm morale. Accordingly, the federal
government’s response to the pandemic was essentially non-existent
(see Barry 2004). The same applied to other belligerent countries. It is
therefore possible that censorship or self-censorship caused economists
to be reluctant to attend to the devastating pandemic (apart from the
fact that it was not an object of central government policy). Yet medical
researchers and epidemiologists apparently did not have the same scru-
ples. Magazines like The Economist did refer on occasion to the pandem-
ic, but that was “hidden” in parts not subject to censorship, with pass-
ing references to the pandemic’s effects on business conditions (see, for
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example, The Economist 1918a). Numbers about the pandemic were not
disclosed by that magazine until March 1919, when it was reported that,
for the first time since the start of the records in the 1830s, the total
civilian population in England and Wales had come down in 1918, large-
ly due to the nearly 100,000 deaths caused by the pandemic in the last
quarter of that year (The Economist 1919).

Perhaps a more convincing explanation can be found by looking into
the topics that economists did pay attention to, for instance by consid-
ering the topics discussed at the annual meetings of the American Eco-
nomic Association. Economists certainly did not shy away from studying
urgent contemporary problems: ‘War and reconstruction’ was the gen-
eral theme of the 30th Annual Meeting held in December 1917. It must
be said, however, that the focus was on traditional economic issues,
such as taxation, international trade, and agriculture. Government policy
was also discussed, but health issues received no special mention and
very little suggests that the pandemic changed economists’ attitude to-
wards health. There is at least one notable exception: Irving Fisher’s
Presidential Address “Economists in Public Service”, delivered in De-
cember 1918. Fisher pointed out that since the foundation of the associ-
ation a tension existed in its ranks “between those economists who were
conservative and those who were radical in regard to applying academic
study” (Fisher 1919, 6). He wanted economists to do their “bit” and ar-
gued they should serve “all humanity throughout the world and
throughout future generations” (Fisher 1919, 21). He was convinced that
important lessons could be drawn from the war experience. Without
mentioning the pandemic explicitly, one of the reforms he advocated
related to health:

The great field of social insurance for workingmen and especially
the next step—Health Insurance—should also engage our attention.
Here, likewise, we must steer clear of the bias of the employer, the
trade union, the insurance company, or the medical profession.
(Fisher 1919, 19)

In a certain sense, Fisher called upon his fellow economists to venture
beyond the traditional boundaries of their discipline. However, at the
time, there was no such thing as ‘health economics’, and economists had
no specific expertise with regard to epidemics or health issues in gen-
eral. Interestingly, at the height of the pandemic, The Economist drew
attention to the enormous economic costs of bad health in general (in-
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cluding a brief mention of the Spanish flu) in an article aptly called “The
economics of health”. It claimed that it was in the interest of Great Brit-
ain to change its health policy: “It is incontestable that a thorough re-
form of national health will require a large expenditure; but expenditure
upon it, if well and judiciously made, will pay as handsomely as a busi-
ness proposition” (The Economist 1918b, 833). That marked a significant
change in that magazine’s previous editorial line against government
intervention (see The Economist 2020a). In many countries the pandemic
effectively led to the creation or restructuration of national public
health systems (Johnson 2006, 196). In Great Britain, the Ministry of
Health replaced the local government boards. It commissioned a Report
on the Pandemic of Influenza, 1918-19 (Ministry of Health 1920), which
provided a first comprehensive overview of the pandemic in Britain and
the rest of the world. What is striking in that report, however, is the lack
of input by economists and the absence of an in-depth discussion of the
economic effects of the Spanish flu. It is as if economics had nothing to
contribute to the debate.

It was not that economists were not generally aware of the Spanish
flu pandemic. However, apparently it was regarded as something out-
side the field of economics properly. Again, Irving Fisher provides a per-
fect illustration of that. Fisher had been concerned with health issues
and campaigned for the improvement of health conditions for a long
time. He criticized economists for focusing “exclusively on physical
phenomena” and overlooking that the “true ‘wealth of nations’ is the
health of its individuals” (Fisher 1906, 176; see also Nordhaus 2005).
Shortly before the most acute phase of the pandemic, Fisher (1918)
wrote an article about “Health and War”. His main contribution to the
study of health improvement was his 1915 book, jointly written with Dr
Eugene Fisk, which stressed rules of individual hygiene and life style
from a broad hygiene-medical perspective. The 1919 edition included a
section on “Cause and Treatment of Spanish Influenza” (Fisher and Fisk
1919, 375-376). Nevertheless, Fisher refrained from discussing the eco-
nomic dimension and implications of the flu pandemic in his economic
articles (including his 1918 Presidential Address) and books.

Moreover, in contrast with the Covid-19 outbreak, business lock-
downs were not implemented during the 1918-1920 flu. The current
trade-off between mandated closures and economic activity, which has
loomed in the economic debates, was not a topic of discussion back
then. Economic activity did come down at the time, but it was caused
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mainly by flu-related illness and excess mortality that affected labour
supply (see Bodenhorn 2020). Hence, unlike the current crisis, the down-
fall in economic activity was not reflected in unemployment data. In
Sweden, for instance, the unemployment rate of trade union members
did not go up in the last two quarters of 1918, despite the contraction of
economic activity caused by the flu (see Boianovsky 1998, 231). Neither
did economists (especially British) pay any attention to the extensive
famine and economic effects of the flu in India (briefly mentioned in the
1920 Report of the Ministry of Health). Then a British colony, India’s
death toll was higher than all European nations put together (see Arnold
2019). Other countries, such as Brazil, also suffered from the flu
(180,000 deaths). Brazil was far from and not directly involved in the
war—although it did declare war to Germany in 1917. The flu outbreak
featured prominently in the Brazilian press as well as in debates about
workers’ rights and cost of living stabilization, with no economic analyt-
ical contributions though (Boianovsky 2021).

Modern economists have managed to distinguish statistically the
economic effects of the First War and the flu in some individual country
cases and in large samples of countries. The Spanish flu was one of the
most important negative global economic shocks in the period 1870-
2008, next to the two World Wars and the Great Depression. Increasing
mortality associated with World War I and the Spanish flu were estimat-
ed to reduce income per capita in the typical country by 8.4% and 6.2%,
respectively (Barro, Ursua, and Weng 2020). However, contemporary
economists did not and could not grasp the full extent of the economic
impact of flu-induced illness and mortality in 1918-1920.

VII. CONCLUDING REMARKS

As discussed above, up to and including the 1918 Spanish flu outbreak
and its aftermath, economists had used the notion of ‘epidemics’ in
three ways: (i) as a metaphor, (ii) as an element of demographic analysis,
and (iii) as a cause of irregular fluctuations. Although epidemiological
models found their way into financial economics (see, for example,
Shiller and Pound 1989) and the AIDS epidemic led to an increased
awareness of infectious diseases among economists (see, for example,
Philipson and Posner 1993), the full integration of pandemic phenomena
into economics in general would have to wait until the Covid-19 crisis.
This reflects as well sharp differences in the structure of the economic
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profession nowadays, with its much larger participation in the political
discourse.

Our paper has addressed the differences in economists’ reactions
now versus then, with some speculative answers. We did not aim to cov-
er the full range of primary sources; but, even if some sources have been
overlooked, it is unlikely that they had left significant traces in contem-
porary discussions. Our investigation indicates that economists did not
pay close attention to the Spanish flu outbreak and its economic impact
at the time. This may be explained in part by factors related to the or-
ganization of the economic profession and of economists’ self-
perception of the scope of their activities (as illustrated by Fisher).
Moreover, it has to do with the degree of visibility of the economic fea-
tures of the pandemic around the end of the war (as illustrated by Per-
sons) and with the absence of nation-wide government policies to fight
the pandemic, such as lockdowns. Because of the war censorship and
timing, the episode was poorly covered by newspapers, especially in
Great Britain and other European belligerent countries, which contribut-
ed to the fact that the Spanish Influenza was “largely forgotten” (The
Economist 2020a). The decision by governments to “bury the human toil
of the disease in the collective memory of World War I” was another
contributing factor (The Economist 2020a). This is well illustrated by the
Carnegie Endowment’s 208 volumes on the Economic and Social History
of the World War, published in the mid-1920s, which devoted only a few
pages to the “grippe” and then primarily as a medical or statistical phe-
nomenon (for example, by Mortara 1925).

As put by Spinney (2017, 8), the Spanish flu existed for a long time
as little more than a footnote to the massive event represented by World
War I. For epidemiologists, however, the Spanish flu served as a call to
arms, and it was in the aftermath of the flu pandemic that Kermack and
McKendrick (1927) put forward the SIR epidemiological model, exten-
sively deployed by economists and other professionals in the current
Covid-19 pandemic. Even though the relation between economists and
epidemiologists remains “testy” (The Economist 2020b), it is clear that
studying the effects of a pandemic has become a priority for both today.
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