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Covid 21 months after it struck:
Is it areplay of the Spanish Flu?

The current pandemic’s pattern echoes the one a century ago, though it’s far less lethal and the global context differs vastly
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heaccompanying table has aggregated

official mortality trends of 32 major

countries, accounting forabout 70%

of the global population and 85% of

covid deaths, as recorded, at six weekly

intervalssince the beginning of the
covid pandemic from around March 2020.
Analysing these trends, this writer had concluded
at the end of July 2021 that the pandemic
appeared to be either petering out or a third wave
was still to manifest itself. Covid mortality had
declined across the board, but not for the first
time. Europe and Asia had already had two distinct
waves of the pandemic, whereas the Americas had
had an extended first wave.

This wasaround the time the Delta variant of
the Sars-CoV-2 virus was generating global fear,
and the Omicron strain had not even evolved.
How have things panned out?

By September 2021, mortality had risen again
on bothsides of the Atlantic. Europe was in the
throes of athird wave, and the Americasiin their
second. The second wave is now rapidly waning
in the Americas, and mortality continues to
drop in Asia, even as the third wave is yet to peak
in Europe.

‘Where might things go from here?

Thisisdifficult to predict. Not only do we still
not know enough about the coronavirus, but
viruses in general remain a continuing puzzle for
science. There is still no consensus on whether
viruses, which can survive for extended periodsin
adormant state, are a form of life or not. Apart from
their zombie-like existence, they tend to mutate
rapidly, so vaccines offer only limited protection
that often wanes over time. Sars-CoV-2 has
mutated repeatedly, which can be ascribed partly
toglobal vaccine inequality that makes it hard to
stamp out the pandemic. The best health care
systems have struggled. Unusually, mortality is
higher in advanced countries than in Africa.
in Africa, the relatively prosperous South
Africa has higher mortality than the poorer parts.

What we do know about viruses is that they tend
be very lethal or highly infectious, but not both.
However, every nowand then, an extremely trans-
missible virus comes along that’s also deadly, such
as during the Spanish Flu pandemic a century ago.
Ifitisdifficult to predict the future trajectory of the
ongoing covid pandemi ight the experience of
the Spanish Flu provide pointers?

Some pointers are superficial. Despite the
name, Spain was not lhc epicentre of the Spanish

a,
from where the virus wndely believed to have
originated. But the covid outbreak so far has
broadly tracked the course of the Spanish flu. Like
the latter, covid has had a deadly second wave,
followed by successively less lethal waves. The

The pandemic’s disproportionate toll

Official mortality data shows that Europe and the Americas have been hit
significantly harder than other parts of the world.
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engineand jet travel has vastly increased human

mobility. A virus can now get transported across

lhc globc within hours, rcndcnng bor(lcrconlmls
l. Denser urban p

ofvirusesis to thrive within their h dnot
mutually assured destruction. Omicron may well
turn out to be the barking dog that did not bite.
The US, the wealthiest country in the world,
has had very high relative mortality, just as it did
during the Spanish Flu. Its serving presidents
were infected on both occasions, which may have
altered the course of history.
‘Woodrow Wilson staunchly
opposed the Treaty of Versailles
until he was debilitated by the
flu, following which he ceased
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The covid outbreak so far has

the iallyin poon.rmunlnu«whv.rn
lockdov\ nsampllf) physical proximity instead of
attenuatingit. The reason why lhc bpamsh F Iu
spread rapidly despite the
state of transport at the time was the unusually
large cross-border (mdccd tmnsconlmcnlal) troop
ilitated by vari the tail
end of World War . Thisis the
reason why India suffered very
high mortality from the Spanish
Flu. These troops then travelled
back home to the interiors. This
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tobean active playerat the Pots- broadly tracked the courseof ~ time around too, India, along
dam negotiations. The Treaty the Spanish flu. Likethelatter,  with Indonesia, has the highest
paved the way for the rise of covidhashadadeadlysecond  pandemic mortality rate in

Hitlerand World War L.
Trump’sinept handling of c
turned the electoral tide against
him in the 2020 White House
race that he had appeared to

be winning, marking a major
defeat forarampant American
Alt Right movement.

The world has changed
greatly since the days of the
Spanish Flu. Though viruses remain mysterious,
the vastly improved quality of healthcare since
has reduced mortality. The consensus estimate
of aggregate global mortality is around 20 million
for the Spanish Flu, compared to about 5 million
so far for covid. Controlling for the population
base effect translates into mortality of just 7 per
1,000, ¢ d toabout 100 for th Flu

The rapid spread of the internal combustion

wave and may be followed by
id successively less lethal waves.

The US has had high relative
mortality, just asit did acentury
ago, andits presidents were
infectedin both cases, with
apandemic possibly having
altered the path of history twice.

south and east Asi

The communication and
information revolution has
spawned a vibrant civil society
and social media. A pandemic is
fertile ground for the spread of
false information quickly and
globally, causing outbreaks of
and depression,

and copy-cat policy responses

by governments unrelated to their own situation,
leading to policy mistakes that can aggravate
underlying problems. Ouracceptance of illness
and death is far less than was the case a century
ago, when public health infrastructure did not
exist and the deaths of those aged 40-50 in war or
from illness were seen as painful but tolerable acts
of God. The prospect of dying even at an older
stage of life is much more intolerable now.
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India seems likely to grow old
before it can become wealthy

The country’s demographic challenge has been entirely transformed

o
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y the middle of this century, India

will have 1.6 billion people. That's

when the country’s population will
finally start to decline, ending up at per-
haps a billion by 2100. While that is still
around 250 million more people than
China will have then, every time India’s
population is projected, its peak seems to
come earlier and crest lower. While India
will bea young country for decades yet, it
is ageing faster than expected. The latest
round of India’s massive National Family

Our population is set to peak and start
declining sooner than we had expected ur

Meanwhile, India’s education system is
clearly failing. Indian companies arealready
reporting a shortage of skilled manpower.
That isn’t because schools aren’t turning
outenough graduates. The Centre for Mon-
1mrmg Indian l‘,conomy reports lhc unem-

3%,

Health Survey (NFHS) und the
point. The average Indian woman is now
likely to have only two children. That's
below the “replacement rate” of 2.1, at
which the population would exactly

ploymentrate for coll

almost three times higher than the national
average. Universities justaren’t producing
thekind of workers that companies feel they
can employ. In some large-scale surveys,

repld(e llselfum nployers have said that less than half the
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growth exploded—rising from 1.26% annu-
allyinthe 1940sto 2%in the 1960s. Twenty
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India’s health minister and warned that
“thegreatest obstacle in the path of overall
economic development is the alarming
rate of population growth.” The India in
which I grew up was plastered with the
inverted red triangle of the government’s
family planning campaign.

Asit turned out, increasing prosperity,
decreases in infant mortality and—cru-
cially—female education and empower-
ment achieved more than government
propaganda ever could. In urban India, the
fertility rate is now 1.6, according to the
NFHS, equivalent to that of the US.

This is good news. But unalloyed good
news is rare in India and this is no excep-
tion. The unexpected speed of the demo-
graphic has forced Indiat
fronta new problem.

China-watchers have long debated
whether that country will grow old before
itgetsrich. lndla now has to answer that

with far fewer

itsdisposal.

Draconian though China’s one-child
policy was, those born under it received
unprecedenled atIennnn fmm(helrfamr
lies: A

(ry s hlgh growthspurtin theearly 2000s,
thislabour force part ion rate hit 80%.
(The global average is close to 60%.) In
India, by contrast, CMIE estimates that the
country’s LPR standsat amere 43% and that
the pandemic has “lowered the LPR struc-
turally” to 40%. One big reason: Justone in
five Indian women work, which the World
Bank has argued is linked to the social
stigma of holding jobs outside the home.
Forget about growing rich: An India in
which less than half the working-age popu-
lation islooking fora job is not one that will
be able to escape poverty before it grows
old. More than any previous generation, it
istoday’s Indian youth whowill determine
whether India becomes a middle-class,
comfortable country by the middle of the
century. But they are not being fed properly
oreducated well, and too many are being
forced to opt out of the workforce. China
may yetbeable to thrive despiteashrinking
population. India is far less likely to do so
unlessit canoverhaul itseducation system
and help more women join the workforce.
Thc one thingthc oountrymn't affordis

common among Indians who grew up sur-

as did the 4 quality of their ition. In
India, by contrast, the NFHS shows that not
only is child malnutrition high, it is not
improving fast enough. In fact, in the five
years after 2015-16, acute undernourish-
ment actually worsened for children in
most parts of India.

family-
that our country has no resources cxccpl
human resourcesand those are essentially
infinite. There’s no dearth of people in
India, surely? Yet there will be one—and we
need to prepare forwhat that means for our
shared future. (©BLOOMBERG

Obstacles that women entrepreneurs continue to face
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oomen have been at the receiving
dof: 1 PP

ple of different genders. Women have his-
torically been viewed as lhe “weaker sex \as
peopleinneed of p dto

Familial constraints: If society stands
agamst women pursuing careers in male
dfields, then, well, the fz f

men who have Imdxtlona]]y been character-
ized as protectors and defenders. While it
cannot be denied that men and women are
physlologmally WIred dlﬂ'erently which

beginning of time. The fight for
gender equality came into being not more
than a couple of centuries ago, and even
though the movement has been roaring in
most corners of the world now, we are far
fmm the: dwred reality. It mu’uelhal women

have

liscrimination and
misogyny unfortunately still exist.

‘Women of today have proven themselves
in all fields, including those heavily domi-
nated by men. However, even in today’sday
and age, women rarely achieve victory with-
out facing numerous challenges of gender-
based and other related social biases. Somc

tronger in usual
circumstances, a serious problem arises
when this general phenomenon is taken as
the gospel truth. Even if an average man is

12 -age woman,
his d mean thatall
than all women. Nor doesit justify assuming
that every woman is physically fragile or that
allmen are ‘strong’, for that matter.
Another problem emerges when blology

these women may thesame notions,
as they are also constituents of the same
social set-up. Unfortunately, even thougha
lot of women have the polcnual as wcll as
amhmon ol make it

women have been discriminated againston
several fronts for a long time, and this dis-
crimination does not cease even after a
woman has entered and made her markina
male domlnaled profession. It is nol
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f for
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fewer
women who can mentor and advlsc fcllow

h Alotofpeople, even
! in loday s times, have reservations about | of the major barriers to startups is a Izck of
wumen hefield of finance. ! lelsfc h dtofeel

they are often denied their dreams by the
patriarchal construct of society.

Several underlying biases and even con-
cerns as to how “our
daughters” would sus-
tain themselves in an
acutely male-inclined

is used to assess the cerebral
women. One long-standing perception has
been that men are wired to be more logical,
while women are more likely to be empa-
thetic, which is touted as justification for
women!| being seen as it fora certain set of

of the obstacl that women

Iyl
fi cld ofhuman cndcavour, areasfollows:
Ttgoeswith

out saying that society holdsceﬂam biasesin
h ly-assumed capabilities of peo-

limited by that
While this argument may seem smart to
some on the surface, it makes little sense
whenitisused tobar tering

certain fields based on average estimates
drawn from psychological observations.

field have been known to Whileit cannot be denied entific research on

cloud the jud of that menand womenare whether women’s capa-

families, some of which  physiologically wired differently,  bilities could actually be

then try to curb the  aseriousproblemariseswhen  judged through the yard-

wishes of women aspi- this general observation is sticks in popular use.

rants. This phenome- takenas the gospel truth. Most studies were heavily

non, in turn, spellsa fem- inflected by sorry notions

inine drought in many Themale dominationthathas  of patnarchy, and sadly.

such domains, which prevailed in many fields of some of th h

only worsens gender human endeavour is far from cloud the prosp: of

P overandthlslmpacls[heworld ambmmn women in
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women,
lonely. Thi it harderfor enterprising

male-dominated area, given its logical’ basis.
Thisbias datesback cen-
turies to a period when
the world

women tolearn from their peersand tap the
help of those who have ‘been there, done
that Iusa]so harder forwomen tomaxlmu/e

net-

backward in terms of sci-

titionallv heen donein mal

working
centric groupsand organizations.
To SUM Up, across lhv. world women have

dis-
crimination f B T
now. Evenafter centuriesof struggle marked
by gains made in terms of empowerment,

women continue to face undeniably taxing
struggles inall fields of life and work, espe-

havc R)r g dirration-

b veofmen.
l hcpamar(‘hythat ha:prcvallcd isfarfrom
overand thisimpacts the world of business
overlook.




