


Signs of flaws in the Lancet paper
▪ Number of dead in Australia were much higher 

than in reality;
▪ All countries had same amount of smokers;
▪ In 2008 Surgisphere was a publisher of medical 

textbook: how could it become the owner of 
such powerful database?

▪ Only 11 employees with no scientific 
background and including “a science fiction 
writer and an adult model” (Guardian Australia)

▪ The company had only 170 Twitter followers, 
“with no posts between October 2017 and 
March 2020” (Guardian Australia)



The Lancet paper
▪ The lead author (Dr Mandeep Mehra) was a renowned Harvard University vascular 

surgeon;
▪ Study based on a surgeon analytics company Surgisphere databases that included 

96000 patients’ medical files from 671 hospitals in 11 countries in the period 
20/12/19-14/04/20; 14888 patients were treated with HCQ;

▪ The paper concluded HCQ did not work for Covid-19 and led to increase mortality 
rate;

▪ Interestingly, the paper’s results did not come from a Random Control Trial (RCT), but 
it was a meta analysis.

Still, it had massive consequences:
▪ The Lancet paper was published on Friday, May 22nd 2020. Less than 24 hours later, 

the World Health Organization (WHO) stopped all 131 HCQ Covid-19 trials (including 
the European trial Discovery and Solidarity), with thousands of patients already 
enrolled;

▪ May 27th: use of HCQ to treat Covid-19 is forbidden in France;
▪ The use off-label of HCQ is forbidden in Italy. 150 doctors contested it. In December 

2020 they won. The judges wrote: “The continuing uncertainty about the therapeutic 
efficacy of HCQ, admitted by the same Aifa to justify the further evaluation in RCT is 
not sufficient reason on the legal level to justify the unreasonable suspension of its 
use in the national territory". 



Observations
▪ Arguments are not treated equally in all spaces: different communities may resort to 

different notions of proof  (with their own hierarchy of proofs), have different 
expectations with respect to errors, levels of uncertainty and acceptable time frames 
to remove such uncertainties; different notions of acceptability (Dov’s “Acceptance is 
declarative”, cf. yesterday’s discussion?);

▪ The HCQ debate created a collision between media and the scientific world: TV 
debates transformed a scientific controversy into a matter of opinion;

▪ Reaction vs. HCQ have not been the same in all countries





The research continues
▪ Since August 2020 https://c19hcq.com collects all research papers on HCQ (those 

who show positive results and those who show negative ones);
▪ For each paper, the site’s authors interpret the results, clearly explain the criteria 

used, and detail eventual disagreements with the paper’s authors;
▪ One can follow the international discussion in real-time;
▪ The authors are anonymous (to avoid death threats), but the quality of the analysis 

indicates real academic competences;
▪ Papers are still produced at high rate, sign that the dispute is not closed.







Conclusions
▪ Discussions can change of topic (sliding arguments): from HCQ to Raoult as a person 

(ad hominem) (Graph 1);
▪ The proof can change according to what suits us best: at the beginning, RCT is 

required to prove that HCQ works (argument by established rule). However, when The 
Lancet paper ‘shows’ that HCQ is dangerous using a meta-analysis, this new type of 
proof is accepted; 

▪ Sometimes, some participants in a debate do not see some arguments (especially if 
they are of the opposing view), cf. The Lancet graph (confirmation bias?);

▪ Participants do not necessarily share the same notion of defeat. The media’s view 
seems to be that there is a disagreement over two incompatible issues (T and T’) 
between two parties A and B:

       Whereas the scientific view is that:

 
▪ Underlying seems to be a non realistic view of how science works. Interestingly, the 

two different views above come from M. Pera “Rhetoric and Scientific Controversies”, 
where he compares the views of science of the philosopher-scientists who gave rise 
to modern science (the Fathers), deeply attached to the idea that science is 
uncontroversial, and us (their Sons).

A wins over B = A proves T or falsifies T’

A wins over B = A refutes B’s arguments



Thank you!


