Death by statistics
John Royce

[This essay is intended to give citation examples, MLA style, from sources found on and through the Internet.  The in-text citations use a red typeface but only so that they can be easily seen.  In your essay, use the same color as the rest of the text!] 

What is the world’s deadliest disease?  You might think this is a simple question with a simple answer.  It isn’t!  Just use Google to search for [“world’s deadliest disease”] and you’ll see what I mean. 

For one thing, it depends what you mean by “deadliest”, and what you mean by “disease”.  The term “disease” should not be a problem, but it is.  A search on Google for the phrase [“world’s deadliest disease”] shows that many authorities use “disease” in a way that medical doctors might not recognize.  The World Health Organization should know what a disease is, yet one of the highest-ranking of Google’s hits links to a New Internationalist article which states, “Poverty, according to the World Health Organization, is the world's deadliest disease...” (Health ...).
Even when we restrict our search to medical definitions of “disease” there are differences of opinion as to which is the world’s deadliest disease.  The World Health Organization does use the more usual meaning in its Ask an Expert pages.  Asked the question, “What is the deadliest disease in the world?” the Online Expert notes that ischaemic heart disease is believed to be the biggest killer, worldwide, in 2002, responsible for an estimated 7.2 million deaths, followed by another heart disease, cerebrovascular disease, responsible for an estimated 5.5 million deaths.  (Ask an expert).
Not everyone agrees.  Dr. Richard Preston, in a book on germ warfare as a potential terrorist tactic, suggests that “...scientists are convinced that the next bioterror threat is not anthrax but a genetically modified strain of smallpox, the world's deadliest disease, that is now vaccine-resistant” (Richard Preston ...).  Smallpox has, of course, been eradicated, so here “deadliest” is perhaps used in a historical sense, the disease which, once caught, was or is most likely to kill.   Hansen has a similar message : “Once ranked as the world's deadliest disease, [smallpox] has been eliminated from nature through a vaccination program. Only two smallpox repositories, the CDC and the Institute for Viral Preparations in Moscow, legally exist in the world. However, we have no idea of the possible extent of clandestine stockpiles.”
There are other candidates for the world’s deadliest disease.  In 2001, an American television station reported, “Malaria, the world's deadliest disease, could be wiped out within 25 years if U.S. scientists succeed in a genetic-engineering project involving mosquitoes that carry the disease” (Cure for malaria).

The British Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown, opts for HIV/ AIDS, though he too believes this can be eradicated :  “I believe that the generation that provides the finance to combat, cure and eradicate the world's deadliest disease of today and today the world's least curable disease HIV/AIDS will rightly earn the title ‘the great generation’” (Policy and advocacy).
 “Tuberculosis is the world's deadliest disease...” reported Megan Scott for the Capital News Service in 2001, although her report goes on to say “killing almost 3  million people a year”, which suggests it may not be as big a killer as the heart diseases cited by the WHO Expert.
Influenza, on the other hand, has the potential to be a bigger killer.  Dr Mark Wiley warns, “You think the flu is harmless? You're wrong. In 1996, Influenza killed nearly 60,000 Americans in just 3 months! That's an increase of 66% over 1995's fatalities. And those 60,000 dead Americans are just the tip of the iceberg because every year, 15 million people worldwide die from this disease.”
Fifteen million deaths a year may even be small, compared with the forty million deaths caused by the Great Flu Epidemic of 1918, according to a the book Flu: The Story of the Great Influenza Pandemic of 1918 and the Search for the Virus That Caused It by Gina Kolata (To your health...).
So, what is the world’s deadliest disease?  As I said, so much depends on your definition.  It could be the disease which kills the most number of people per year.  Or it could be the disease which, once contracted, is most certain to kill.  Or it could be the disease which, over the centuries and the millenia, has killed most people.  Or perhaps the one-off epidemic which killed most people.  Then again, it could be that the deadliest diseases changes from year to year, so that heart diseases ranked most highly in 2002, but that tuberculosis was the biggest killer in 2001, and so on.
What is very clear is that, when you make claims and especially statistical claims, it is vital that you define your terms and qualify your statements, and even more vital that you cite your sources.
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