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Deadlier than a Disease: The Pandemic(s) of Misinformation 

Living in a time with the gift of hindsight to historical pasts, it is quite difficult to 

feel a close connection to the last time it felt like the world was on fire ‒ 1918. With the 

advent of electricity, the waging of a world war, and the existence of a deadly virus prior 

to hand hygiene practices, you can say those guys had it much harder. Though if you look 

beyond the commonalities between COVID-19 and the Spanish Flu, things arenʼt so 

different. Over a century later, our society continues to grapple with the question of 

authority: whether itʼs the “fake news” of today or the cure-all patent medicines of the 

past, we have grown a critical eye to the spread of misinformation. Published on 

February 22nd, 1919, Dr. A. Wilberforce Williams wrote a piece on the doʼs and donʼts 

regarding the Spanish Flu for his weekly column onThe Chicago Defender.  

As a part of Chicagoʼs leading Black news publication, Dr. A. W. Williams was 

“the first African American physician to write a newspaper column on health” 

(Encyclopedia.com). In this piece, he denounced the influence of “Christian scientists” 

by denying their insistence that fear was “at the bottom of the chain of infection” 



(Williams, 1919). Dr. Williams then condemned three “remedies” travelling through 

social circles: Lord's prayer, the whiskey cure, and the tar cure (in which one downs a 

plentiful serving of boiled pine tar). Today, the public continues to look to figures of 

authority in how they grapple with life-threatening disease (among other things). In a 

similar fashion to Williamsʼ acts of denouncement, Seattle NPR-affiliate KUOW made a 

decision in March 2020 to no longer air live White House briefings on the coronavirus 

due to “the potential impact of false information on the health and safety of our 

community” brought on by Donald Trump (KUOW, 2020). As shown by Dr. Williams, 

the questioning of sources and quality of information is nothing new to our generation.     

Dr. Williams continued his piece with an honest tone, clarifying that a cure for the 

Spanish Flu was not known at the time, however he noted a general reliability in white 

blood cell counts by saying “If the fighting elements of the blood keep up or show an 

increase of resistance, the outlook is good” (Williams, 1919). His scientific writing 

catered to the non-medically trained masses compares to the “sudden” popularization of 

scientific language in the wake of COVID-19. Similarly, Google Trends points to a spike 

in searches for “Antibody Test” in late April, 2020. 

Though the world that Dr. A. W. Williamsʼ experienced in 1918 is much different 

than the one I am experiencing in 2020, I find comfort in knowing that the human spirit 

has one constant: the ability to learn from, but more importantly, question authority. 
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