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Whisper it, but here comes a 1920s-style, post-pandemic boom
Spanish flu saw huge loss of life but the recovery that followed offers a glimpse of what may happen today
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After the devastating impact of Spanish flu in 1918-19 the world recovered strongly in the Roaring Twenties
They called them “the Roaring Twenties”, or in France the Années Folles (crazy years) – a boom time of rapid economic growth, growing prosperity and artistic exuberance which saw the construction of the iconic Chrysler building in New York and the birth of a whole new swathe of mass consumer industries from automobiles to radio, talkies and electrically driven home appliances.
If this decade of advancement might seem a far cry from the myriad of seemingly unsolvable challenges faced in our own, twenty-first century equivalent one hundred years later, consider this. The Twenties were preceded by a devastating pandemic that might have knocked anything up to 10 per cent off global GDP, and in terms of its human tragedy, hugely surpassed anything Covid 19 is likely to inflict.
The so-called Spanish flu of 1918-19 is reckoned to have killed anywhere between 50m and 100m people worldwide. India alone lost an estimated 18m souls to the pandemic, or around 6 per cent of its population at the time. With better healthcare, mitigation and containment strategies, the US and Britain fared somewhat better with a mortality rate of “just” 0.5 per cent, but the numbers nonetheless put our own contemporary “health emergency” in some perspective. As one of the worst affected nations by Covid in Europe, Britain has so far lost  just 0.07 per cent of its population to the disease, which statistically is almost irrelevant. Yet the immediate, and largely self inflicted, economic impact appears to have been much bigger than back then.
Pale Rider: The Spanish Flu of 1918 and How it Changed the World by Laura Spinney is one of those books I wish I had read at the start of the Covid pandemic, rather than half way through, a magisterial grand sweep of the history of the event and the way it advanced our understanding of disease in general. Much of the now familiar language and science of epidemiology – relentlessly drummed into us these past six months – dates from this time.

Parisians encouraging the use of masks in 1918
On the whole, I’m suspicious of historical parallels, seductive though they can be. The differences between the Spanish flu and today’s pandemic are in any case at least as great as the similarities. For a start, the Spanish flu disproportionately killed men of prime working age, which later led to labour shortages and a spike in real wages; mercifully, Covid leaves this group comparatively unscathed.
And although the death toll was so much higher, paradoxically the immediate economic impact of the Spanish flu seems to have been far less severe than today’s pandemic. There is very little reliable economic data from this time; most analysis relies heavily on anecdotal evidence. The period of highest impact also coincided with the end of the Great War, making the two events difficult to disentangle.
Many US cities, though not London, imposed similar “social distancing” measures to those we see today, including the closure of schools, entertainment venues and churches. As today, fearful consumers voluntarily stayed away from shops and mass gatherings, leading to double digit falls in revenue for many businesses.
However, the war effort ensured some degree of countervailing support for an economy which in any case wasn’t in those days nearly as dependent on discretionary consumer spending as today. With demobilisation and the consequent release of pent up demand, the economy was quick to recover. Interestingly, the Dow Jones rose throughout the pandemic, surging 10.5 per cent in 1918 and by 30.5 per cent in 1919.
Two tentative economic conclusions can be drawn from this experience. One is that once we emerge from the current hysteria, recovery ought to be rapid, even if the economy grows back in a somewhat different form. Despite the recent spike in infection rates in the US and the developing world, there is good reason to believe this moment could be sooner than we think.
Failures to adequately protect care homes, which account for nearly a half of all deaths in the UK, have now been addressed, we’ve got better at protecting our NHS staff, where a lot of asymptomatic transmissions were taking place, we’ve dramatically improved our test, trace and isolate regimes, it now seems more likely than not that effective vaccines will be available by the end of the year, and we are fast learning how better to treat the disease.
In the Spanish flu pandemic, the second wave was much more devastating than the first; there is obviously that possibility this time too, but it looks increasingly unlikely. Even in the US, death rates remain comparatively low, despite the resurgence in infections. So assuming the economy hasn’t entirely expired while in induced coma, there still remains a reasonable chance of the sort of V-shaped recovery we saw after the Spanish flu.
The second, more speculative, conclusion is that galvanised by unprecedented quantities of fiscal and monetary stimulus, in combination with the power of the virus to accelerate the transition from one economic age to another, we could indeed in a few years time be looking at more of a Roaring Twenties boom than a depression. Things could of course go the other way, but this would actually be a quite unusual outcome for a serious, global pandemic, the long term economic consequences of which are generally and ironically quite positive. Economic rebirth is in other words more likely than final death.
Capitalism, and the US economy in particular, have an enormous capacity for reinventing themselves. After more than a decade of effective stagnation, my guess is that we are approaching one of those moments. As if to prove the point, the US’s four leading tech tycoons are being hauled before Congressional lawmakers today for a grilling. The charge is that they have become too big for their boots, stifling wider competition and innovation in the US economy and beyond, never mind their arguably corrosive moral and socially divisive influence.
If Joe Biden, the likely next president of the US, proves the trust buster many in his party and beyond hope for, we are in for quite a ride. It’s not anti-business to say that America’s new breed of robber barons need cutting back to size. Economic renewal always requires a degree of destruction. But not even Covid can touch these latter day leviathans. Unfortunately, the pandemic has only enhanced their economic dominance. To make our decade swing like the Twenties, US lawmakers must act.
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