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Social Division during the Epidemic:
The Debate on the Etiology of Cholera of 1832 in British Medical Community

LIU Jin-yuan
( School of History Nanjing University Nanjing Jiangsu 210023 China)

Abstract: During the cholera epidemic 1832 in Britain the medical community experienced a profound
thought revolution in the face of tens of thousands of infections deaths and a huge social panic. Therefore a
debate on the etiology such as the origin spread and infectivity of cholera had arisen. The contagionists be—
lieved that bacteria poison and animalcule were the causative agents that spread by contact emphasizing
that cholera was infectious while the anti-contagionists mainly attributed the causative agent to miasma ar—
guing that humans became ill by inhaling miasma and denying that cholera was infectious. The debate on the
etiology of cholera reflected the social division during the epidemic: the theory of contagionism advocated by
the top of the medical profession was supported by the ruling elite because it provided the basis for its pursuit
of the strengthening of state power while the theory of anti-eontagionism advocated by the middle and lower
levels of the medical profession was very popular among the business class and the lower classes because it
better reflected their economic interests and moral concern. The debate on the etiology of cholera was essen—
tially a struggle for the discourse power among different groups in the medical community. Although the theo—
ry of contagionism was later confirmed by science the fall of the contagionism and the rise of the anti-conta—
gionism in the middle and late 19th century showed that the development of science was not always a one—
way progressive process and often a tortuous circuitous spiral upward in which mankind’ s cognition and
exploration of the epidemic will never end.

Key words: cholera; etiology; Britain; infectivity



