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This article examines how the HIV/AIDS epidemic reshaped the role of the European 
Economic Community (EEC) in public health between 1983 and 1991. Drawing on parliamentary 
debates, Commission documents, and institutional records, it traces the process that led to the 
adoption of the first Community action plan, Europe Against AIDS (1991-1993). The study argues 
that HIV/AIDS evolved from a medical emergency into a broader political issue involving public 
health, civil liberties, discrimination, migration, and European integration. Despite limited legal 
competences in health policy, the EEC gradually developed a coordinated response based on 
research cooperation, prevention, epidemiological surveillance, and the protection of fundamental 
rights. Debates over compulsory testing, travel restrictions, and the rights of people living with 
HIV/AIDS contributed to the emergence of a distinct European approach centred on solidarity, 
voluntary prevention, and opposition to coercive measures. HIV/AIDS thus became a testing 
ground for new forms of Community action and a precursor to later developments in European 
health governance. 
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In Italy, the fight against tuberculosis intensified in the first half of the 20th century, 
following the establishment of the welfare state. Fascist health policy appropriated the measures 
implemented by liberal governments to strengthen a program that, beyond healthcare, supported 
the values of racial policy and nationalism. Social defence, aimed primarily at the very young, where 
intervention was most effective, was one of the major themes of Fascist propaganda. 
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The press played an ambivalent role in shaping the public image of AIDS. While 
newspapers provided information and data about the disease, they also strongly influenced how it 
was perceived, often through stereotypes, alarmist narratives, and prejudice. From the 1980s 
onward, AIDS was frequently represented through harsh and stigmatizing images, such as a “dark 
evil” or a “new plague.” Over time, however, these portrayals gradually shifted toward more 
humanized and political interpretations, framing the disease as a threat to democracy and human 
development. This evolution highlights the responsibility of journalism both in promoting public 
health awareness and prevention and in spreading – or challenging –  discriminatory and distorted 
views. Drawing on a wide press corpus, this paper shows how media representations in Italy 
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changed from Aids emergence in the early 1980s to the age of COVID-19, together with medical 
knowledge, social fears, and political debate. 
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This article examines the quantitative historiography of the 1918–20 Spanish flu pandemic, 
critically reviewing the main global mortality estimates from Patterson and Pyle (1991) to Johnson 
and Mueller (2002) and more recent revisions by Spreeuwenberg, Kroneman and Paget (2018) and 
Barro, Ursua and Weng (2020). It analyses the methodological challenges underlying these 
estimates – the definition of mortality baseline, the attribution of influenza versus pneumonia 
deaths, the harvesting effect and wartime data distortions – and discusses the Italian case, 
highlighting internal geographical variation, female over mortality, and the entanglement of 
pandemic and war mortality. 
 
 


