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One way to address and analyze the impact of Brazil's Era of Epidemics on public policy, overall
population welfare, changes in treatments, and other areas of interest is to compare the Brazilian
context with the epidemic context of another large country in the Western Hemisphere: the United
States. This blog post will summarize existing historiography of U.S. health related to infectious
diseases in the second half of the nineteenth century. Since the focus is on infectious diseases with
epidemic potential, this review has a more narrow scope than U.S. health historiography generally for
the period. Many studies exist on mental health, chronic disease, cancer, heart disease, and other health
concerns in the nineteenth century; their exclusion here does not necessarily reflect a small place in the
literature. Studies conducted by demographers, geographers, and economic historians also have a big
presence in this review because their methodologies often analyze mortality.

Existing research, as may be expected, generally follows the existing sources. Census data years,
military records, especially concerning Civil War soldiers, surveys of cities like Philadelphia with early
vital statistics record-keeping, and hospital data all dominate the literature on non-slave populations.
Slaves welfare has a large place in the historiography which is discussed in detail below. I will begin
with a summary of research by region, then a short discusson of special populations (women, infants,
Native Americans, and slaves), and finally a summary of research about the effects of early public
health policy.

Regionally, the northeast United States has been analyzed the most, at least in part due to early and
proactive activity by city public health boards, including the gathering of vital statistics.> Southern
historians have closed the gap with attention on particular towns or epidemics, though attention on the
rural poor in the south lags behind attention on the rural poor in the northeast (see, for example, the
table of recent dissertations and theses on this blog). The west has had fewer studies using
demographic, geographic, and cliometric methods than the south, northeast, or midwest, probably
because of the relatively late and patchy conquest of the area and a highly mobile population. However,
there are many histories of political, social, and institutional medical care in the west. A few cities,
especially San Francisco and Los Angeles, dominate attention in the region.

Studies of women's health are typically not as quantitative as those of men for the simple reason that
women did not join the Union Army (with the exception of Cathay Williams, the first female African
American soldier in the United States, who passed the Army's medical exam without her sex being
discovered). Studies tend to focus on pregnancy, childbirth, and sexuality, and these are typically social
histories. The gendered space of the birthing room made systematic documentation of birth outcomes
difficult for predominantly male record keepers, though this was less of a problem by the late
nineteenth century than it had been for almost all of U.S. history prior. Scholars have explored the
moments when men did intrude into childbirth from various angles: as part of the professionalization
of medicine, as part of the general struggle between lay control of medical care and control by formally
trained physicians, as a gendered intrusion of male physicians and surgeons into female spaces for the
purposes of expanding male economic opportunity, and finally as part of the moral attention in the late
1860s and 1870s on obscenity, abortion, and birth control.?
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One of the interesting implications of male intrusion into childbirth is the fact that it was not coupled
with increased hospitalization in the United States, unlike in Europe where lying-in hospitals were
developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth century by male doctors seeking to expand their practice
into the profitable area of childbirth.® Unfortunately for European women, puerperal fever raged
through these hospitals. Until the twentieth century, American women continued to have births at home,
assisted by both female midwives and/or male doctors. While also at risk for puerperal fever, they at
least avoided certain contact with other victims. Although Louis Pasteur discovered the cause of
puerperal fever as a streptococcal infection in 1880, it was not until the first decades of the twentieth
century that aseptic procedures were routinely enforced in hospitals. On the other hand, midwives may
have treated umbilical stumps with substances that increased transmission of neonatal tetanus, a
problem often noted by slaveowners, for example.®

Studies about women's health which do not examine reproductive health are often social or cultural
histories which address how new medical knowledge affected female behavior. Nancy Tomes's book
The Gospel of Germs, for example, explores how the burden of keeping a home sanitary and disease-
free fell upon women at the turn of the twentieth century.® Women's participation in public health
reform and their activism in the Progressive era has been rightfully examined as an important part of
public health history.’

Relatively little is known about the health of slave children in general due to their low presence in the
historical record. Gwyn Campbell surveyed the literature for information about slave children’s lives.
She summarized Richard Steckel's work on nutrition (discussed below), found that American
slaveowner treatment of pregnant women was relatively lenient compared to Caribbean plantations, and
examined the "smothering" deaths of slave children, suggesting that many of these would probably be
diagnosed as Sudden Infant Death Syndrome today.? Richard Meckel describes the creation of public
health policies for infants in Save the Babies. In the nineteenth century diarrheal diseases were seen as
the primary cause of infant mortality (though Meckel notes the biggest cause of death is debatable),
causing intense scrutiny on milk production, efforts to create a hygienic environment in the home and in
public spaces, and eventually proper hygienic education for mothers.® Demographer Gretchen Condran
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and her colleagues have produced several studies of infant and child mortality in urban areas.® These
focus on efforts to reduce infant mortality, including by removing infants from cities, focusing on
feeding practices, improving water sanitation and waste disposal infrastructure, improving the quality
of the milk supply, and providing education to mothers on child hygiene.

Studies of Native American mortality have contributed to wider discussions about the effect of new
diseases on virgin populations as well as the human cost of European discovery of the Americas.™*
These tend to cover the period before 1840 (1838 being the year of the Cherokee removal to Oklahoma,
the last of the southeastern tribes to be compelled to do so), or health on reservations in the twentieth
century. Little systematic study has been done of Native American populations in between 1850 and
around 1890, and what has been done is generally a history of federal policy.*? The 1850s and 1860s
were dominated by north-south sectionalism and the Civil War (and thus historical attention), while
from 1865 to about 1890 was a period of war in some part of the west or another as the various tribes
were conquered and forced on reservations. Obviously such disruption precluded most consistent
record creation and historical attention on disease.

One of the most prominent historiographical conversations in U.S. medical history centers on
determining the precise physical toll of slavery.® Richard Steckel's foundational work on the nutrition
of slave adults and children using height data from plantation records remains the starting point for
questions of slave health.* There has been some debate with Steckel over the relative importance of
nutrition to long-term health as opposed to disease effects.’® Todd Savitt has described not only the
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typical care a slave in Virginia might have expected, but the kinds of care slaves offered to each other.'®
A recent study of black Union Army soldiers found that the pre-war socioeconomic status of slaves
predicted their resistance to certain diseases. Factors which affected a given person's resistance to
disease included skin color, a nonfield occupation while a slave, whether the person lived on a
plantation, and whether he lived in a rural area before joining the Army. This study suggests that slave
health was not uniform across all slave experiences.!” Dora L. Costa has studied the health of Union
veterans at 1900 and found that black men were at higher risk of death from all causes.’® The interest
in slave health continues; one recent study examined slave hospitals in the South, a subject relevant to
the professionalization of medicine during this time period, though the majority of Americans (and
slaves) did not use hospitals until the twentieth century.*® Herbert C. Covey has not only indexed and
described slave materia medica, but also analyzed the relationship between slaves and white medicine,
including instances of using slaves as medical experimentation.®

Much more is known about the health of slaves than the health of postbellum African Americans,
probably in part due to the sudden end of records detailing the health of human property. However, one
study of the skeletons of African Americans in a postbellum Arkansas graveyard confirms that health
prospects were not improved by emancipation. A highly stressed population with serious nutritional
deficiencies suffered from high infant mortality due to congenital syphilis,?* in addition to the other
common epidemic hazards of the young (including neonatal tetanus and influenza). The issue of slave
health remains salient not just for pure humanitarian condemnation of slavery, but also for what it says
about the nature of rational choice in market-based systems - thus the high interest by economic
historians. Examining African American health also contributes to debates on the presence of race-
based immunities to certain diseases like yellow fever and malaria.?* Studies of slave health also benefit
from the Army medical records generated by the Civil War and contribute to discussions of Civil War
historiography.

Another important historiographical conversation concerns the effectiveness of early public health
policy. As Charles Rosenberg has illustrated, the major cholera outbreaks of the nineteenth century
encouraged the creation of public health boards in major cities whose existence grew more stable as
they dealt with each outbreak.® Margaret Humphreys has detailed the unique situation in the
postbellum south in her books Malaria: Poverty, Race, and Public Health in the United States and
Yellow Fever and the South. These describe southern boards of health founded in response to yellow
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fever epidemics, as opposed to Rosenberg's northern, cholera-sensitive boards of health. Before
discovery of the mosquito vector, southerners tried to manage epidemics primarily through quarantine
(especially from ports known to have yellow fever epidemics), disinfection of goods, ships, and trains,
and some street sanitation in the middle of yellow fever epidemics.?* Malaria was seen as a clearly
place-based disease before the discovery of the mosquito vector and much attention was paid to
distinguishing yellow fever from malaria due to the enormous financial costs of quarantines.®
Mosquito control efforts (including cost-intensive hand killing of mosquitoes, putting oil in water
cisterns, and other methods developed in Panama) after the turn of the century characterized fights
against both yellow fever and malaria. Humphreys notes that it was likely lifestyle changes which drove
malaria out of the midwest, north, and west such as moving homes away from mosquito breeding
grounds, and that anti-malaria efforts such as DDT and New Deal irrigation projects may have had less
of anzgffect than the lifestyle changes associated with improved standards of living for the southern
poor.

Some of the most important early public health work was provision of clean water and waste disposal
for burgeoning cities. This infrastructure began to be installed as early as the 1870s for some towns, but
by the turn of the century most places had sewers and water pipes for at least part of their population.
Case studies of the growth process of towns and cities have indicated that even when local governments
or private companies began to put in water and sewer systems, mortality from diarrheal, respiratory, and
other diseases did not immediately decline due to the crowding associated with rapid urbanization and
industrialization.?” Werner Troesken has challenged the commonly held assumption that southern cities
lagged behind the rest of the nation in provisioning water and sewer systems for their urban
populations, and he has also discovered that African Americans benefited as much or more from urban
water and sewer systems before 1910.2% The reason for this is twofold: first, African Americans were
less healthy to begin with and so had more to gain from clean water supplies, and second, while there
was residential segregation in southern towns, it was on such a small scale in the early part of the Jim
Crow era that whites could not exclude them from services without excluding other whites.? However,
the importance of any given municipal service should not be regarded as the answer to reduced
mortality; decline was likely due to the combination of disease control efforts, economic, nutritional,
and environmental improvement, and changes in individual behavior which explain reduced mortality
around the turn of the century, as Condran et al. point out in their study of Philadelphia.*

By exploring the historiography from the perspective of region, special populations, and focus on the
public health efforts, | hope to offer a starting point from which to compare the United States' epidemic
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context to Brazil's. Although no two populations were exactly the same, perhaps the experiences of
Americans will elucidate choices made in Brazil about treatment, public health, or even individual
behavior.



