
Key Terms

Miasma The bad air that caused sickness.

Infant 
Mortality

The rate in which children died.

Edward 
Jenner

Discovered the vaccination for the 
deadly smallpox.

Anaesthetics a substance that induces 
insensitivity to pain.

Robert 
Liston

Famous for quick surgery. One of 
his operations had a 300% death 
rate!

Life 
Expectancy

Estimated age a person could live 
to.

John Snow Considered the father of 
epidemiology. Famous for putting 
an end to a cholera outbreak in 
1854.

Liberal 
Government

Political part that is often 
progressive.

Reforms Make changes in something in 
order to improve it. Typically a 
social, political or economic 
institution or practice.

Welfare The health, happiness and fortunes 
of a person or group.

Laissez-
faire

Roughly translates to ‘do nothing’ 
or ‘it is not my place to do this’. 

Britain in the 1700s was a difficult place to live. You were rich, or you were poor. 
The Industrial Revolution brought new machinery to cities that saved time and 
made some people extremely wealthy. It also made many people unemployed. 
Cities were dirty, noisy and overcrowded. There was no government assistance 
for unemployment and many people struggled to find their next meals. Infant 
mortality was high: 500/1000 children died before they were 2 years old. In the 
18th Century people believed that illness was caused by miasma.

There were a few key developments in the 300 years; Vaccinations, 
Anaesthetics and Surgery. Vaccinations were discovered in the 1700S and at 
first the reaction was poor. People were scared and did not believe that it 
worked. Before anaesthetics doctors had to be as quick as possible to avoid 
causing more pain to the patients. With the development of anaesthetics death 
rates actually increased before experimentation brought more developed 
sedatives. Surgery was seen as a last resort, and is something we take for 
granted today.

The government were laissez-faire until the early 20th century. However towards the end of the 19th

century, due to pioneers such as Snow and Chadwick, the government began to address health issues 
with the Public Health Acts of 1848 and 1875. 1848 allowed councils to make improvements but nothing 
was enforced. It wasn’t until the 1875 Act that it became compulsory for sewers, drainage, fresh water 
supplies to be addressed and medical officers were appointed. In 1900 life expectancy was still below 
50 for most people, and 165/1000 children died before their 1st birthday. But things were improving.

Working and living conditions were incredibly poor mostly due to the Industrial 
Revolution. With the rapid increase of population in cities, people had low life 
expectancies and were susceptible to illness. During the 19th century there were 
several cholera outbreaks. At this time people still believed that miasma caused 
sickness. It wasn’t until John Snow discovered that cholera is caused by 
something that has been ingested. It took many years for his work to be 
believed but his efforts contributed to the Public Health Acts of 1848 and 
1875.

Source Skills
-Origin – who/what wrote it?
-Purpose – what was it for? Newspaper, report, letter etc
-Value/Useful – how does it help you understand the topic?
-Limitations – can you fully trust the source? Can you spot any bias?
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Fitzharris
• Quakery: A brief history of the 
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