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Summary: There was significant scientific advancement in this period. By the turn of the 20th century people understood that germs caused 
disease and medical care had advanced in terms of both prevention and treatment. Whilst examples of continuity can be found, this era was 
dominated by rapid change. 

Ideas about the cause of disease Approaches to prevention and treatment 

Whilst in the earlier part of the period, 
ideas did not reach or affect the majority 
of the public, the 19th century saw new 
ideas begin to replace old amongst the 
general public and there was willingness to 
accept change. 

Most of England’s hospitals had closed down following the dissolution of the monasteries. They 
started to appear again the 18th century, founded from donations by wealthy people. Hospitals 
increasingly became a place where people would be treated, rather than just resting or praying. 
However, the rich still usually received medical care in their homes and hospitals would instead 
treat ‘the deserving poor’. 
 
Florence Nightingale was appalled by conditions in British hospitals during the Crimean War and 
took it upon herself to change three key things: 1) scrubbing away dirt and grime that was 
present near patients 2) organising the nursing staff effectively and 3) providing clean bedding 
and good meals. Due to Nightingale’s efforts, mortality rates dropped from 40%-2% in six months.  
 

 

By 1900, hospitals … 

… had different wards to split up infectious patients from those requiring surgery. 

… had a particular focus on cleanliness and cleaned up germs using antiseptics. 

… employed far more doctors, who became a common sight around hospitals. 

… had completely changed their function and new ideas were being rapidly adopted by all. 

Although people still often believed in 
miasma, ideas such as the theory of the 
four humours had been totally discarded. 

Replacing the theory of the four humours 
was a new idea called spontaneous 
generation. Although incorrect, it was far 
more scientific. 

The quality of glass lenses used in 
microscopes meant that scientists could 
see microbes present on decaying matter 
for the first time! However, most people 
believed that these microbes were the 
product of decay rather than the cause of 
it. 
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The four basic principles of Germ Theory 

The air contains living microorganisms. 

Microbes can be killed by heating them. 

Microbes in the air cause decay. 

Microbes are not evenly distributed in the 
air. 

 

Medical breakthrough: Germ Theory Louis Pasteur Robert Koch 

In 1860, the French Academy of Science challenged scientists 
to come up with evidence to either prove or disprove the 
theory of spontaneous generation. Louis Pasteur was able to 
do this because of improvements in microscope technology. In 
1861, he published the four basic principles of Germ Theory. 
The impact was limited however, because other British doctors 
did not believe his theory as it could not yet be proved. Robert 
Koch then built upon his work and was the first to successfully 
identify that different germs cause many common diseases. 

  

In 1883, Koch discovered cholera and inspired other scientists to research other diseases. 
Koch received the Nobel Prize for Medicine in 1905 and is considered to be the father of 
bacteriology. We still use his methods for seeking out the microbes responsible for disease 
today. 

Exam-style questions: 

 

Question 2 break down: 

1. Explain one way in which hospital care was different in 
the 17th and 19th centuries. 
 

2. Explain why there was rapid change in surgical treatments 
in the period c1700-c1900.  
You may use the following in your answer: Chloroform and 
Joseph Lister 
 

3. ‘Louis Pasteur’s publication of the Germ Theory was the 
biggest turning point in medicine of the period c1700-
1900.’ How far do you agree with this statement?  
You may use the following in your answer: Anaesthetics 
and Theory of Spontaneous Generation 

• Factor 1: Factor X was the most important factor because … 
followed by evidence, explanation, link to question focus.  
 

• Factor 2: Factor Y was a secondary factor contributing to 
rapid changes in surgical treatment … followed by evidence, 
explanation, link to question focus. 
 

• Factor 3: A third factor which contributed to rapid change in 
surgical treatment was Factor Z … followed by evidence, 
explanation, link to question focus. 
 

• Conclusion: Restating clear line of argument and drawing 
your answer together.  
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Key terminology  

laissez-faire This French term means ‘leave be’. It is used to describe governments who do not get involved in the day-to-day lives 
of their population. 

aseptic surgery Surgery where microbes are prevented from getting into a wound in the first place, as opposed to being killed off with 
an antiseptic. 

Germ Theory The idea that micro-organisms cause disease. 

surgery’s ‘black 
period’ 

This was a period between the 1850s and 1870s where the number of people dying from surgery increased because 
surgeons were attempting more complex operations which  carried a higher risk of infection and blood loss.  

cesspit A pit for storing sewage or waste. 

cholera An infectious and often fatal bacterial disease typically contracted from infected water supplies. 

quarantine  A state or period of isolation (designed to limit the spread of infection). 

The Enlightenment A movement in Europe during the 18th century that promoted the idea that people could think for themselves and that 
traditional authorities, like the nobility and the Church, should not be able to control everyday life. 

microbes A microbe is any living organism that is too small to see without a microscope. Microbes include bacteria. 

inoculation Deliberately infecting oneself with a disease, in order to avoid a more severe case of it later on. 

cowpox A disease causing red blisters on the skin, similar to small pox. It can be transmitted from cows to humans. 

Developments in 
understanding … Factors c1700-1900 Factor 

Cause • Germ theory 
• The development of work on identifying microbes. 

• Role of technology (microscope) 
• Role of science and chemistry 
• Role of individuals  

Treatment 
• Better hospitals and nursing thanks to the work of Florence Nightingale. 
• Improvements in surgical treatment, because of anaesthetics and antiseptic 

surgery. 

• Role of individuals 
• Role of science and chemistry 

Prevention 
• Development of vaccinations begun by Edward Jenner. 
• Improved water supply and drainage with two public health acts in 1848 and 

1875. 

• Role of individuals 
• Role of government 
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Key Individuals 

Edward Jenner ‘The father of immunology’; Edward Jenner discovered the smallpox vaccination in 1796. 

James Simpson 
Best known for discovering the effects of chloroform, he became the first person to be knighted for their services to 
medicine following the positive impact that regular use of anaesthetics had on surgery. 

Joseph Lister 
Joseph Lister used carbolic acid in surgery for the first time in 1865. His discovery was slow to catch on. It was not until 
the 1890s that new antiseptic methods were introduced to improve surgery on a widespread scale. 

Edwin Chadwick 
Edwin Chadwick published a Report on the Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring Classes in 1842; this was an important 
stepping stone in convincing the government to take action on Public Health. 

John Snow 
In 1854, John Snow discovered the significance of the Broad Street pump in causing cholera. Snow’s work, in combination 
with ‘The Great Stink’ of 1858 meant that the government took action and invested in new sewage systems. 

Florence 
Nightingale 

Although not aware of Germ Theory, Nightingale is famous for revolutionising hygiene standards in hospitals during the 
Crimean War. In 1859, Notes on Nursing was published, allowing many other nurses to benefit. 

Louis Pasteur 
In 1861, Louis Pasteur published Germ Theory. This proved that microbes in the air caused decay in substances such as 
wine and vinegar and changed people’s conception of disease. 

Robert Koch 
Following Pasteur’s discovery, Robert Koch, a German scientist, began to look for specific microbes which caused disease. 
He identified lots of these, including the microbe that caused cholera.  

Key Legislation  

1848 Public Health Act: The aim of this act was to improve the sanitary conditions of towns in England and Wales, by encouraging cities to set 
up boards and health and provide clean water. However, its impact was limited because it was not compulsory. 
 
1875 Public Health Act: Following a change in public attitude towards health and problems such as ‘The Great Stink’ in 1858, where a 
combination of no sewage systems and little rainfall made the smell in London unbearable, the government passed a second public health act. 
This time, the legislation was compulsory. The government passed many new measures, such as making city authorities provide clean water, 
dispose of sewage, build public toilets and employ a public officer of health.  

 


