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The Legacy of Parasitic Colonial Diseases: Unfinished Business in Global

Health.
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Colonial history leaves behind complex legacies—many
visible, some insidious. Among the most enduring and
troubling are parasitic diseases, which remain a health burden
disproportionately affecting populations in formerly colonized
regions. These afflictions, such as malaria, schistosomiasis,
and leishmaniasis, were not merely medical challenges but
became instruments of control, symbols of exploitation, and
reflections of inequity. Today, their persistence is a stark
reminder of unfinished business in global health.

A Colonial Tool of Control

During colonial expansion, European powers encountered
unfamiliar diseases, often viewing them as exotic threats or
hindrances to their agendas. Malaria, for instance, was both a
barrier to conquest and a justification for dominating tropical
regions under the guise of "civilizing missions." British,
French, and Portuguese empires developed sophisticated
control measures—not primarily to protect local populations
but to safeguard their colonial officials, troops, and economic
interests.

Colonial infrastructure decisions were deeply linked to
disease dynamics. Investments were made in controlling
diseases where economic assets—Ilike plantations or mines—
were at risk, not where local health needs were greatest. These
selective interventions deepened disparities that persist today.

Parasites as Symbols of Stigma

Beyond the biological impact, parasitic diseases carried
stigmatizing narratives. European colonizers often depicted
the presence of diseases like leprosy or "tropical fever"
as evidence of local backwardness. This framing justified
colonial interventions and fostered a long-lasting stereotype:
that these regions were inherently diseased, needing external
governance.

Such attitudes influenced medical research and funding
priorities. Post-independence, many countries found
themselves without the resources to tackle these diseases
effectively, a gap exacerbated by the extraction of wealth
during colonial rule.

The Postcolonial Burden

Decolonization brought political independence but limited
health sovereignty. Countries faced immense challenges
with weak healthcare infrastructures ill-equipped to address

endemic diseases. International aid programs often focused
on diseases of global concern rather than local priorities,
sometimes neglecting the control of endemic parasites.

Today, diseases like schistosomiasis (caused by parasitic
worms) or leishmaniasis (a neglected tropical disease)
remain prevalent in areas with limited access to clean water,
sanitation, and healthcare—conditions worsened by colonial
legacies of exploitation and environmental degradation.

Reversing the Tide: The Path Forward

Tackling these diseases requires more than biomedical
solutions. It demands addressing structural inequalities
and investing in local health infrastructure and education.
International efforts must center on the needs of affected
communities rather than donor-driven agendas. Initiatives
like the WHO's Neglected Tropical Diseases program offer
hope, but progress remains slow without sustained global
commitment.

Conclusion

Parasitic diseases are not merely biological afflictions; they
are historical and political phenomena deeply intertwined with
colonial pasts. Their continued prevalence is a call to address
historical wrongs through equity-focused health policies.
Only by confronting this legacy can we hope to turn the page
on an era where disease control served power, not people.
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