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Introduction

Pandemics, Society, and Public Health, 1517–1925, contains over 79,000 document 

images sourced from four leading UK archives: The National Archives, British 

Library, University College London, and The London Archives. The collection 

concentrates on four diseases that have left a significant mark upon British history: 

plague, cholera, smallpox, and influenza. It explores a variety of themes and topics, 

such as government attempts to reduce the spread of diseases via the imposition 

of quarantines. It also contains records on the development and roll-out of the 

smallpox vaccine across Britain, and methods used by the public to boost morale 

and to cure the diseases. 

The primary sources included within this teaching pack represent a tiny sample 

of the material in the collection. What follows focuses on the social implications of 

pandemics, such as debates surrounding the efficacy and morality of vaccination; 

access to state healthcare; perceptions of the supposed link between race and 

disease; and the shortage of medical staff that arose in the midst of the influenza 

outbreak during the First World War. 

The activities contained within this teaching pack could easily take around one hour, 

though the exact duration will depend on reading time and the breadth and depth of 

accompanying discussion.

Learning objectives

In using this teaching pack, students will:

1. Investigate the arguments for and against vaccination.

2. Evaluate the impact of social and economic status on access to state healthcare.
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3. Analyse how historical fears of pandemic diseases, such as cholera and

influenza, have contributed to xenophobic attitudes and discriminatory practices.

4. Understand the roles and responsibilities of national and local government in

managing public health crises in times of war.

Historical background and context

Between the sixteenth and early twentieth centuries, the population of the 

British Isles experienced several devastating public health crises due to plague, 

smallpox, cholera, and influenza, each of which had profound social and economic 

consequences. Each pandemic likewise brought about notable developments in 

terms of the physical infrastructure of the British state.

Plague, a disease caused by bacteria transmitted through infected fleas, had a long 

history across Europe. Between 1665 and 1666, London was struck with its most 

severe outbreak of plague. It resulted in the death of more than 15% of the city’s 

population. Often considered a biological relic of the distant past, the last outbreak 

of plague occurred in Britain in 1720, far more recently than people assume. 

Smallpox, caused by the Variola virus, was one of the deadliest diseases in human 

history. It was a leading cause of death in eighteenth century Europe, particularly 

among young children. In the late eighteenth century, the physician, Edward Jenner, 

developed a smallpox vaccine that utilised cowpox for the purposes of inoculation—

he realised that people who had contracted cowpox seemed immune to smallpox. 

The introduction of the vaccine marked the beginning of the disease’s decline, 

ultimately leading to its global eradication.
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Cholera is an infection of the intestine with Vibrio cholerae bacteria. It spreads 

through contaminated water and food, leading to severe diarrhoea and dehydration. 

Cholera, originally endemic to the Indian subcontinent, spread to Europe through 

increased global trade. It caused significant mortality in the United Kingdom and 

Ireland during the nineteenth century. Britain experienced its first major epidemic 

in 1832 and a further outbreak occurred in the late 1840s. These major outbreaks 

prompted the discovery of the connection between contaminated water and the 

disease, leading to crucial improvements in sanitation and public infrastructure 

across Britain.

The influenza pandemic of 1918–1920, caused by the H1N1 influenza A virus, 

dramatically changed the perception of influenza from a seasonal illness to a deadly 

global threat. Unlike plague, cholera, and smallpox, influenza was not regarded 

as a “notifiable disease” until the early twentieth century. It was considered to 

be a seasonal infection due to its common symptoms, such as high fever, cough, 

sore throat, and fatigue. This pandemic occurred in three waves, with the second 

being the deadliest, as it affected young, healthy adults. During this pandemic, an 

estimated 33% of the world’s population was infected with influenza and at least 50 

million people died. 
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SOURCE ONE—SMALLPOX

Source Intro

Edward Jenner, an English physician, is widely recognised as the pioneer of the 

smallpox vaccine. Jenner noticed that milkmaids who had contracted cowpox 

seemed to be immune to smallpox. In 1796, he tested his hypothesis by inoculating 

an eight-year-old boy named James Phipps with material taken from a cowpox sore 

on a milkmaid’s hand. Months later, when Jenner exposed James to smallpox, he 

did not contract the disease. Jenner coined the term “vaccine” from the Latin word 

“vacca”, meaning cow, in reference to the cowpox virus. His revolutionary work laid 

the foundation for the field of immunology and led to the eventual global eradication 

of smallpox in 1980. 

Yet the theory and practice of vaccination has generated significant opposition. 

When the British state rolled-out the smallpox vaccine, anti-vaccination groups 

emerged. Many people doubted the safety and effectiveness of the vaccine; 

others opposed it on religious grounds. The following sources are letters that 

were published in a periodical called the Anti-Vaccinator. The first letter, titled 

“Vaccination Viewed Politically”, was written by Professor F. W. Newman and was 

published on 25 September 1869. The second letter, titled “A Woman’s Protest 

against the Proposed Extension of the Contagious Diseases Act”, was written by 

Mary C. Hume-Rothery and was published on 16 October 1869.

Source

Letters to the Anti-Vaccinator, 1869.

7307.aa.5.(2.), British Library, images 2–4 and images 9–10.
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Questions for Discussion 

1.  What are the main arguments expressed in the extracts? 

2.  The first source raises concerns about the role of parliament in medical 

decisions. What insights can we gain about how people in the later nineteenth 

century viewed the authority and power of the British state, particularly in relation to 

public health mandates?  

3.  How do the opinions expressed in the extracts compare to modern day debates 

surrounding vaccination? 

SOURCE TWO—PLAGUE 

Source Intro

A Directory for the Poor Against the Plague and Infectious Diseases was written 

by Rodger Dixon and published on 16 June 1665, at the start of what is known as 

“The Great Plague of London”. The broadsheet is a public health guide aimed at 

assisting the poor in protecting themselves against plague. It opens with a preface, 

highlighting the author’s Christian duty to share this advice for the “common good”.

Source 

A Directory for the Poor Against the Plague and Infectious Diseases, 1665.

PRO 30/24/4/140, The National Archives, image 1. 
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Questions for Discussion 

1. How does Dixon integrate Christianity into his medical advice? What specific

actions does he suggest that reflect religious beliefs of the time?

2. Evaluate the effectiveness of the language used in this document as a public

health communication tool. How might it have influenced the behaviour of its

intended audience? Consider the document’s accessibility.

3. How do the experiences and challenges faced by the poor during the 1665

plague compare to those faced by economically disadvantaged communities

during the recent COVID-19 pandemic? Consider factors such as access to

healthcare, public health measures, morality, and the role of the state.

SOURCE THREE—CHOLERA

Source Intro

The first cholera pandemic began in Bengal and spread across India between 1817 

and 1824. It caused the death of hundreds of thousands of Indians and many British 

troops. This outbreak spread as far as China, Japan, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and 

Thailand. Due to the expansion of trade routes, the second outbreak, which began 

in 1826, reached Great Britain, Europe, and the Americas. 

Despite key developments in British understandings of sanitation, hygiene, and 

disease transmission, cholera was frequently referred to as “Asiatic Cholera” or “the 

Indian Cholera”. Often, many blamed the subcontinent for the onset of the disease. 

The extract below is drawn from correspondence between the sanitary reformer, 

John Sunderland, and the famous nurse, Florence Nightingale, which they engaged 

in between 1865–1867. The first extract, written by Nightingale, stresses the critical 

importance of addressing sanitary conditions in India. 

Source 

Correspondence between John Sunderland and Florence Nightingale, 1865–1867.
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Questions for Discussion 

1.	 What does this extract reveal about the priorities of the British colonial 

administration in India in relation to public health and sanitation?

2.	 How does this extract reflect Victorian notions of “cleanliness”? Consider the 

tone and language used in the document. 

3.	 Discuss how the perception of certain regions or populations as “hotbeds of 

epidemics” can contribute to xenophobic attitudes and discriminatory practices. 

SOURCE FOUR—INFLUENZA 

Source Intro

Occurring against the backdrop of the latter stages and aftermath of the First World 

War, the influenza pandemic of 1918–1920 is believed to have killed an estimated 50 

million people, in comparison to the estimated 16 million that died as a result of the 

Great War. 

Due to the ongoing conflict, “flu” quickly became a global disaster. The movement 

of troops across continents, crowded military camps, and poor living conditions in 

the trenches created an environment ripe for the transmission of the disease. The 

high death toll and widespread illness overwhelmed healthcare systems.

Below are four letters penned in 1918 and sent to the Ministry of National Service, 

the Local Government Board, and the Medical Department of the War Office. 
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The first letter was written by the Urban District Council of Ardsley on 7 November 

1918. The second is a follow-up letter, written on 16 December 1918. The third 

letter was written by the Northumberland Miners’ Mutual Confidence Association 

on 6 November 1918. This letter addresses issues in the Haltwhistle district. The 

fourth letter, written on 16 November 1918, is from the Public Health and Housing 

Department. The letter addresses issues in Birmingham.

Source

Ministry of National Service Suggestions to Demobilise General Practitioners 

Serving in the Forces, 1918.

NATS 1/849, The National Archives, images 57–58, 20–21, 54, 45.
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Questions for Discussion 

1.	 How did the shortage of medical professionals affect public health responses in 

different districts?

2.	 Analyse the relationship between the war and the handling of the influenza 

pandemic.  

3.	 Consider the response to the influenza pandemic as outlined in this 

correspondence. Compare this to more recent public health crises. What lessons 

can be learnt?  

Questions for General Discussion

1.	 How successful do you think government efforts were in terms of managing the 

pandemics considered throughout this exercise? 

2.	 How did social and cultural attitudes, as well as religious belief, influence public 

health measures and the spread of these diseases?

3.	 To what extent have pandemics acted as catalysts for broader social, political, 

and scientific change in Britain? 

4.	 What similarities can be identified between responses to COVID-19 and those 

generated by previous pandemics (plague, smallpox, cholera, and influenza)?

5.	 To what extent do the media and the government create moral panics during 

public health crises? 

Visit Collection 
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British Online Archives (BOA) is one of the UK’s leading academic publishers 

and online repositories. Hosting over five million records, carefully sourced from 

private and public archives, such as The National Archives (UK) and British Library, 

BOA’s specially curated primary source collections cover over 500 years of world 

history. They boast extensive documentation from across the globe, providing 

invaluable source material for students and researchers working within a wide 

range of scholarly disciplines, including history, politics, sociology, and internation-

al relations. Our unique digital holdings offer insights into global historical events 

and trends, typically through a British lens. They serve to broaden our under-

standing of history, and help us to make sense of contemporary social, cultural, 

About British Online Archives

Related Collections:

BOA’s primary source collections are organised thematically so as to enhance 

user experience and boost discoverability. Via careful reflection on our archival 

holdings, and in dialogue with scholars, we have grouped our collections under 

eleven key historical themes.

Pandemics, Society, and Public Health, 1517–1925 falls under the broad themes

of “Medicine” and “Science and Technology”. 

You can explore related collections, such as Essays and Dissertations of the 
Scottish Royal Medical Society, 1751–1801 and Records from Bethlem Royal Hos-
pital, 1559–1932, by scanning the QR code.
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