Cornell University Physician:
I Was Wrong About COVID
V*ccine Mandates

The great martial artist Bruce Lee reputedly said that all
mistakes are forgivable—if one has the courage to admit the
mistake.

Paul Fenyves, a primary care physician in New York City who
specializes in internal medicine, seems to have learned this
lesson. Fenyves, a primary care doctor at Weill Cornell
Medicine, recently admitted he was wrong to support vaccine
mandates.

“I was initially supportive of Covid vaccine mandates in the
Fall of 2021. At the time, I was told that Covid vaccines
don’t only protect the individual receiving the vaccine, but
they also benefit the community by reducing spread of the
virus,” Fenyves wrote on the Substack Sensible Medicine.

Convinced that mandatory vaccination would create a “wall of
immunity” that would bring the pandemic to an end more
quickly, Fenyves said it seemed “reasonable to prioritize
societal welfare over individual autonomy,” noting that early
clinical trials of Pfizer’'s vaccine were shown to stop 95
percent of infections.

“Surely a vaccine that prevents almost all infections would
halt community spread, right? Wrong,” he writes. “Perhaps
there was a time when Covid vaccines could significantly
reduce community transmission, but that time was short-lived,
and the virus quickly evolved and learned to evade vaccine-
induced immunity.”

For Fenyves, his awakening moment came in December 2021, when
Portugal experienced a massive surge of COVID despite a
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vaccination rate of more than 90 percent.

Fenyves concedes there are other reasons one could support
mandatory vaccination even if it doesn’t reduce community
spread, noting that some contend forced vaccination is moral
because it’s done “for their own good.”

“I find these arguments to be weak justifications for
violating an individual’s autonomy and mandating a medical
intervention,” he writes. “Furthermore, these arguments are
completely inadequate when applied to young people, whose risk
of hospitalization from Covid is low, and whose likelihood of
benefiting from vaccination is similarly low.”

0f Knowledge and Humility

Some may argue that Fenyves is right about vaccine mandates,
but for the wrong reasons.

Vinay Prasad, an associate professor in University of
California, San Francisco’s Department of Epidemiology and
Biostatistics, argues vaccine mandates would be wrong even if
there was a community benefit because the social costs are too
high.

“My conclusion was always that the societal harm of mandates
far exceeds any benefit, and as such I always opposed
mandates,” writes Prasad in an introduction to Fenyves’s
article.

Others might wonder why it took Fenyves until December 2021 to
recognize he was wrong about vaccine mandates. Put aside for a
moment that vaccine mandates violate bodily autonomy and
the non-aggression principle, which makes them inherently
immoral.

As early as August 2021 it was clear that “vaccine

breakthroughs” were quite common and that natural immunity
conferred powerful protection against COVID. Why was it not
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until December 2021 that Fenyves realized he was wrong about
vaccine mandates?

These are fair points, but they should not overshadow the
larger lesson Fenyves is sharing, which is that scientists and
public health officials must act more humbly with their
immense power and recognize the limits of their knowledge.

“Those in the medical community who, like me, argued that
vaccines should be mandated to protect the community should
feel chastened,” writes Fenyves. “When considering mandating
vaccines in the future, we should proceed with humility,
acknowledging that our knowledge is far from perfect and our
truths are often transitory.”

‘The Curious Task of Economics’

Two words 1in the 1last sentence are 1incredibly
important: knowledge and humility.

These same two words are found in F. A. Hayek’s famous 1974
Nobel Prize speech, in which he warned against scientists and
planners acting on “a pretense of knowledge.” Instead of
recognizing the limitations of knowledge in an infinitely
complex world, Hayek saw modern humans “dizzy with success”
over the marvels of modern science, which had convinced them
they possessed enough knowledge to engineer society
effectively.

n

“The curious task of economics,” he famously wrote in The
Fatal Conceit, “is to demonstrate to men how little they
really know about what they imagine they can design.”

The antidote to this fatal conceit—which Hayek warned leads to
“grave consequences”—1is humility.

T.S. Eliot once observed that humility “is the most difficult
of all virtues to achieve,” and a lack of it is what lurked
beneath the deadly collectivist schemes of the 20th century,
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from Stalin’s Five Year Plans to Mao’'s Great Leap Forward and
beyond.

The “fatal striving to control society” is born of arrogance,
Hayek understood. And it was this arrogance that led public
health officials and politicians to decide they had enough
knowledge to make life-and-death decisions for others during
the pandemic, to decide what they had to put into their
bodies.

Fenyves is right that a healthy dose if humility is in order,
and that the knowledge we possess is far from perfect.

If we fail to learn this lesson, the consequences could be
even worse the next time government officials attempt to
prevent a crisis from happening.

This article is republished with permission from Foundation
for Economic Education.
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