
Background:

In light of the ongoing pandemic, with its own 

resurgence and anti-vaccination activity, this 

research investigated similar occurrences in the past 

with a specific focus on Glasgow given its history 

for public health interventions and smallpox 

epidemics. England’s history with anti-vaccination 

is also well-documented in comparison to Scotland 

which has had little coverage in this area.

Aim: 

To study principal outbreaks of smallpox in Glasgow, focusing on 

how local authorities dealt with opposition to vaccination and 

protected Glasgow’s population.

Research Questions: 

•What was the extent of opposition to vaccination in Glasgow? 

•Was the 1907 amendment to compulsory vaccination a key 

factor in declining vaccinations?

•What was the effectiveness of local public health interventions?

•How were these interventions received by the public?

Methodology: 

Utilise both qualitative and quantitative sources to attempt to 

explain rises and dips in vaccination in relation to smallpox 

outbreaks. Figures from medical reports to establish 

concentration of outbreaks and vaccinations, supplemented with 

newspaper articles and official documents to understand local 

sentiment and difficulties to vaccination.

Why Glasgow?

Report on vaccination and its results based on the 

evidence taken by the Commission during the 

years 1889-1897:

“During the last half-century probably no large 

town has witnessed so great a change in its 

sanitary condition as Glasgow… so late as 1842 

the condition of its population was reported… to 

be the worst… seen in any part of Great Britain. 

Typhus and smallpox epidemics devastated the 

city.”
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What was opposition like?

Opposition to vaccination was varied. Some people weren’t 

opposed to the practice of vaccination, but advocated for 

further public health reform in its stead. Others were against 

the notion that the government should force the vaccine 

upon their children and that they as parents were fined for 

refusing to vaccinate their children. There were those who 

believed that the vaccine actually killed more people than it 

saved, a regular opinion in newspaper coverage throughout 

the peak outbreaks. 

Anti-vaccination groups often advertised their material in 

their letters to editors and would regularly engage in 

discourse with those opposed to their views for multiple 

editions.
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Findings and Results:

Conscientious objection rises after an epidemic before 

sharply falling again once the next outbreak. The rise from 

1920-1 until 1942 for example, with peak objection in 1938-

9. Reasons for objection are varied in nature and diverse in 

their intention, some feared harmful side affects, others 

argued for other public health interventions, and many were 

concerned for their jobs if they were or were not vaccinated.

Conclusions:

•Opposition to vaccination in Glasgow appeared to be more out of 

complacency than of ignorance. The public appear to be less willing 

to be vaccinated in contrast with  newspaper coverage, especially 

during the 1930s.

•Opposition to vaccination was diverse in origin and expressed for 

several reasons, such as championing better public health, suspicion 

of the health authorities, concern over employment and  fear of side 

effects. Pro-vaccination material far outnumbered the opposition in 

the press.

Whilst opposition to vaccination found 

itself expressed freely in the newspapers, 

it was always in the minority as swathes 

of pro-vaccination responses were often 

featured in subsequent editions. Most 

anti-vaccination sentiment was confined 

to the editor’s letters section, with most 

publications promoting the material of 

the Corporation of Glasgow Public 

Health Department’s officials as they 

reported on the principal outbreaks. 

Despite the majority of material taking 

a neutral or pro-vaccination standpoint 

numerous health officials warned that 

complacency to vaccination would 

result in large swathes of Glasgow 

being unprotected from subsequent 

outbreaks. This sentiment is present 

with the 1907 amendment to 

compulsory vaccination and appears as 

primary vaccinations begin to fall off 

after an outbreak has ended.

By the 1942 outbreak in Glasgow, opposition to smallpox 

vaccination appears to have petered out in comparison with previous 

outbreaks, indeed, the local authorities were under pressure for not 

having acted soon enough to protect the population, a stark contrast 

from the thorough vaccination campaigns organised for the previous 

outbreaks.
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Future Research:

The scope for future research regarding both smallpox 

and Glasgow is large. Medical Officer of Health reports 

for Glasgow contain a wealth of information regarding 

other public health issues. Investigation into incidents of 

smallpox opposition in other cities such as Dundee, 

Edinburgh and other areas could provide interesting 

results as to how the movement differed on a national 

scale. 


