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1.- Introduction


The COVID-19 epidemic broke out in the Chinese city of Wuhan in December 2019. Information about a new type of virus soon began to circulate: the mortality rate was not too high but it could propagate very rapidly and could live for several days on different surfaces. People also circulated around the world, from Wuhan to other cities, and carried the virus with them, generating multiple sources of spread throughout the planet.


But the information age, in which anyone can produce content, is also the age of disinformation. Almost for any topic that is taken, you can find information that goes in one direction or another: while algorithms and media blitz work overwhelmingly, there is also room for divergent conspiracy theories and analysis: these may be more crazy or more serious, but in many cases they allow us to pose another range of questions. While the WHO, perhaps pressed by governments, the media or doctors, declared the virus a “pandemic”, voices emerged from within the medical community denouncing scientific media harassment, and showing in figures why global panic was unjustified as were the measures of isolation or movement restriction.


There are also other questions to analyze, such as what happens in each country. Why, for example, was the death rate in Italy in the first months of the epidemic so much higher than in any other country? What measures were taken in those countries where the contagion rate was controlled? What´s the role of authoritarianism and restriction of individual liberties in the healthcare success of these countries? And finally, what role has information technology played in supervising individuals? These are all issues that we will address below.
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2.- Conspiracy theories for everyone


Fiction, but also science fiction and even comic books that portray heroes and villains, have us accustomed to gripping stories in which an evil scientist, despised or victim of bullying in his childhood, comes his way and creates and releases a virus that puts humanity at risk. Or Cold War style stories, in which the main forces use their meanest resources to annihilate each other. Perhaps because of all these fictions that we have incorporated into our unconscious, and also for the fact that governments throughout history have made use of information on many occasions with manipulative or spurious interests, we are looking for theories that explain what happens in a way that gets a little closer to those fantasies. Or, in other words, we search for the “real hidden truth” behind what happens. Coincidences are suspicious, information may be false, and governments may have interests that we don’t know. What´s behind the COVID-19 pandemic?


The main conspiracy-type theories that circulate have to do with the origin of the virus. Here we come across the first “coincidence”: experts locate the origin of the virus (or at least there they have located the first cases), in the wet market in Wuhan city, precisely very close to where the only Chinese Biosafety Level 4 laboratory (BSL4, which allows the study of pathogens such as those that cause SARS or Ebola) is located. This extraordinary coincidence has raised the alarm of the conspiracists. Has the virus jumped from an animal such as a bat or a pangolin to humans, or was it designed in a laboratory and specially released to accomplish a goal?


Wuhan Wet Market is a gigantic supply center for seafood, meat and all kinds of products (including many species of animals). But for many people the natural jump of a virus from one animal to another and from one species to another is not attractive enough: it leaves us barely stunned by the incredible nature of biological processes. Instead, the idea that someone has created a virus that spreads at unusual speeds in the BSL4 laboratory at the Wuhan Disease Control and Prevention Center (WHCDC), allows some other theories. After the fall of the Soviet Union, China has been the main focus of concern for the United States (along with South Korea, Iran, Venezuela, Cuba and Syria), and it is not surprising that they are accused of using the virus with intent.


Versions that indicate the virus could have been created in a laboratory have two possible explanations for its spread: accidental or voluntary. On the first option, there would be little to explain: a maximum security laboratory, where the most dangerous pathogens are treated, allowed one of them to “escape” and put the whole world on threat. If the virus was spread on purpose, we could find (as conspiracists did) some explanations. The main ones point to population control. It is known from the figures that COVID-19´s mortality rate increases significantly for the older age groups, being for example for those over 80 years of age close to 15%. Here´s the theory: life expectancy in China has increased in recent years, and the government needed to reduce the population of older adults. The other variant of this theory uses another of the data on the mortality of the virus: it attacks 70% of men, and in China there are 30 million more men than women, so the government, and so on. In the first three months of the epidemic, China had counted just over 3,200 deaths, which is equivalent to 0.0000025% of a population of 1,395 million people. It seems a ridiculous figure to speak of population control, and also the isolation measures imposed in China would go against these objectives.


It is expectable that these theories circulate anonymously or through questionable web sites or tabloids. But what happens when government voices replicate these suspicions? Such was the case of Senator Tom Cotton of Arkansas: while being interviewed live on Fox, he made reference to China’s “duplicity and dishonesty”, and argued that there was still no evidence that the new coronavirus was not created in the WHCDC Laboratory.


The idea of a laboratory virus circulated with such force during the first weeks of the epidemic, that a group of 27 specialists in the area published a statement in The Lancet1, the prestigious British medical journal, to deny these rumors: they also highlighted that China had shared the genetic sequence of the virus shortly after obtaining it, so that scientists from different countries could work on it and search for possible vaccines.
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