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Plague of Athens 

Thucydides 

Neither were the physicians at first of any 

service, ignorant as they were of the proper 

way to treat it, but they died themselves the 

most thickly, as they visited the sick most 

often; nor did any human art succeed any 

better. Supplications in the temples, 

divinations, and so forth were found equally 

futile, till the overwhelming nature of the 

disaster at last put a stop to them altogether.  
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Prayer of Separation 

• I forbid you to ever enter a church, a monastery, a fair, a mill, a 
market or an assembly of people. I forbid you to leave your house 
unless dressed in you recognizable garb and also shod. I forbid you 
to wash your hands or to launder anything or to drink at any stream 
or fountain, unless using your own barrel or dipper. I forbid you to 
touch anything you buy or barter for, until it becomes your own. I 
forbid you to enter any tavern; and if you wish for wine, whether 
you buy it or it is given to you, have it funneled into your keg. I 
forbid you to share house with any woman but your wife. I 
command you, if accosted by anyone while travelling on a road, to 
set yourself down-wind of them before you answer. I forbid you to 
enter any narrow passage, lest a passerby bump into you. I forbid 
you, wherever you go, to touch the rim or the rope of a well without 
donning your gloves. I forbid you to touch any child or give them 
anything. I forbid you to drink or eat from any vessel but your own. 
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The Plague Diaries 

Daniel Dafoe 

So the plague defied all medicines; the very 

physicians were seized with it…men went 

about prescribing to others and telling them 

what to do…and they dropped down dead, 

destroyed by that very enemy they directed 

others to oppose. This was the case of several 

of the most skilful surgeons. 
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Ellis Island Quarantine Station 
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Why are infectious diseases important to 

ethics?  

• Long time neglect of 
ID issues by ethicists 

• Of historic and future 
significance 

• Challenge traditional 
and familiar concepts 
(e.g. autonomy) 

• Universal 
vulnerability 

 

http://blogs.warwick.ac.uk/images/maxhammond/2004/10/08/flu_afp001a.jpg


Why an Ethical Framework? 

Decision-makers need a moral compass during 
public health crisis. Proportion of crisis unknown-      

framework needed that will guide.  

Difficult decisions will have to be made. How, why, 
when & by whom?  

 

 



Ethical Framework as a Guide in Decision-
making 

 

Decision–making for and during 
an outbreak ought to be: 
 
–1) guided by ethical decision-
making processes &. 

 

–2) informed by ethical values. 

 

 



Complexity 

• Microbiology 

• Immunology 

• Clinical medicine 

• Epidemiology 

• Law 

• Psychology 

• Zoology 

• Anthropology 

• Geography 
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http://www.co.clark.wa.us/health/images/infectious_diseases.jpg
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http://www.mathmodeling.cdc.ubc.ca/images/Photos/emerging_diseases.jpg
http://images.medscape.com/images/501/856/art-eid501856.fig3.gif
http://www.utmb.edu/CBEID/images/researchglobeweb.gif


Integration of Levels of Ethical Reflection 

• Personal Ethics 

• Clinical Ethics 

• Professional Ethics 

• Organizational Ethics 

• Public Health Ethics 

• Global Health Ethics 

 

http://www.healthinitiative.org/IMAGES/virus_big.jpg






Ebola West Africa 2014 
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Lessons Learned 

• Comprehensive search of documents regarding EVD outbreak 
• None of the documents mentioned ‘ethics’,  
• None framed any lesson as having an explicit ethical nature, 

or affirmed that lessons learned are based on ethical values.  
• The only minor exception is the joint UN, UNDP, World Bank, 

EU, and African Development Bank document, ‘Recovery from 
the Ebola Crisis’, which stated that “[t]he recovery process is 
an opportunity to bring issues of governance and ethics to the 
negotiation table so that recovery efforts are prioritized 
according to the needs of the most vulnerable and the most 
affected, including of children, who, by definition, are not 
organized to lobby for themselves.” 

 
 



• Every lesson proffered is an ethical lesson, or at least 
has a significant ethical dimension.  

• Many of the challenges, obstacles, and failings of this 
EVD outbreak response are ethical failures and ethical 
lessons that require robust consideration of their 
ethical dimensions and considerations.  

• Many (if not all) of the failures and lessons received 
significant attention prior to this EVD outbreak, 
indicating that these are not so much lessons to be 
learned or even reminders being restated, but are 
rather forewarnings that have been forgotten. 

 



Sergei Korsakoff 

• Those who do not 
remember the 
past are 
condemned to 
repeat it. 
 



Ways Forward 

• Do we need more guidance documents or 
better integration and translation of ethical 
considerations into policy and practice? 

• How do ethical considerations get valued in 
the same manner as technical considerations? 

• Are the current concepts and methods of 
bioethics adequate to the task of analyzing 
and understanding intra and inter 
organizational behaviour? 

 



Korsakoff Syndrome 

1. Anterograde amnesia, inability to form new memories 

2. Retrograde amnesia, severe loss of memories formed before 
the onset of the condition 

3. Confabulation, that is, invented memories which are then 
taken as true due to gaps in memory sometimes associated with 
blackouts 

4. Minimal content in conversation 

5. Lack of insight 

6. Apathy - the patients lose interest in things quickly and 
generally appear indifferent to change. 


