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Today was supposed to be my first day of class.  
 
A team of American nursing students at the university I work for have been preparing to serve in 
Xela this winter. I had volunteered to teach them Guatemalan history. But this morning I got 
word the trip is off. Their parents are scared of international travel. They’re scared of their kids 
getting Ebola.  
 
I can’t wait for them to find out their teacher is preparing to fly to Liberia.  
 
48 hours after I write this, I get on a flight for Monrovia to film with a relief organization 
working at the epicenter of the outbreak. In the process of preparing for this trip, I’ve come to 
two surprising realizations: People are not scared of Ebola. Nor are people dying of Ebola.  
 
To explain: the Americans who get their information from hysterical TV news outlets are often 
the least informed yet most afraid, because the abstract specter of Ebola is a blank slate for 
people to project all sorts of other fears on. Fears about foreigners, immigration, blacks, Africa. 
The ignorant are always the most afraid of the unknown.  
 
Furthermore, the West Africans dying en masse of Ebola are not just dying of this preventable 
disease. They’re dying of inequality. Add up decades of civil war, corruption, mismanagement 
and exploitation, and you get a health care system that can barely care for malaria, much less 
Ebola. To add to the crisis, Western governments have been cutting funding for international 
healthcare organizations for years, all in the name of fiscal responsibility. There is a reason 
wealthy, Western countries have been able to keep the casualties in the single-digits, and West 
Africa is now looking at 10,000 new cases a week.  
 
The economist Milton Friedman rightly argued years ago that capitalism is an “amoral system.” 
We don’t worry about whether the person who made our stuff is black, white, male, female, 
Liberian, Guatemalan, as long as they can provide something we need. But the dark side is that 
people who can do nothing for us are easily ignored. People in Liberia, Guinea, and Sierra Leone 
can provide almost nothing for us, American or Guatemalan. Which is why much of the news 
coverage you’ve been subjected to recently has treated the black people dying of Ebola as 
statistics, and the whites who may or may not ever be threatened by Ebola as humans.  
 
Guatemalans know a thing or two about being treated as statistics, talked about like a disease, 
and being told to stay on one side of an invisible border. That’s one way to live life. The other 
way is to realize that diseases know no borders; so neither should human beings. 
 
If diseases can cross borders to end life, than we must cross borders to save life. 
 


