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Infectious disease is one of the great tragedies of living 
things – the struggle for existence between different 

forms of life.  Man sees it from his own prejudiced point 
of view; but clams, oysters, insects, fish, flowers, 

tobacco, potatoes, tomatoes, fruit, shrubs, trees, have 
their own varieties of smallpox, measles… or 

tuberculosis.  Incessantly, the pitiless war goes on.  
Without quarter or armistice – a nationalism of species 

against species.

Hans Zinsser, M.D., Rats, Lice and History, (1935)
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A Brief History of Quarantine and its
Many Meanings

(New York Quarantine Station, Hoffman Island, 1892)

Quarantine Placard, Baltimore County, c. 1925
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Social Responses to Contagion Across Time

• Calls for avoiding the ill, or those perceived to be ill, 
particularly if the disease is thought to be contagious; 

• Negotiations over how experts and the community at 
large understand the disease, especially in terms of 
cause, prevention, and amelioration; 

• The complex political, economic, and social battles that 
guide or obstruct a community’s efforts to respond to the 
epidemic; 

• The extent to which social and cultural perceptions about 
those most stricken with the epidemic disease in 
questions often frames the responses that shape control 
measures aimed at individuals or communities.

Leviticus, Five 
Books of Moses
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Thucydides, 
460-400, B.C.

Hippocrates, 
460-370, B.C.
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Galen of Pergamon, 131-201, A.D.

Emperor Justinian, 482-565, A.D., author of one of the 
first international sanitary laws
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Triumph of Death; Buonamico Buffalmacco, c. 1330
(Fresco, Campo Santo, Pisa).

The Birth of the Quarantine:
Lazaretto, Santa Maria di Nazareth Island, 

Venice, founded in 1374
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London, during
the Great Plague
of 1644

Small pox, diphtheria, yellow fever, and many other 
epidemic diseases routinely ravished communities 

during the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries
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Cordon Sanitaire for Cholera
Russia, c. 1892

(From Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly, September 1892)

The International Sanitary 
Conventions, 1851-1938

19th Century Routes of Cholera. From Harper’s Weekly, April 25, 1885)
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Immigrants and Infection:
The View from New York City

(from Puck Magazine, 1884)

Cholera and Immigrants, 1892 
(from Judge Magazine, Sept. 1892)
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Sanitary Inspection of Transatlantic 
Steamship, c. 1899

International Sanitary Bureau, c. 1902
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Pasteur, Koch, and Finlay

A Brief Trip Through Ellis 
Island, 1892-1924
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S.S. Westerland, c. 1890

S.S. Kaiser Wilhelm, Sailing into New 
York Harbor, circa 1910
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Immigrants Steaming into New York Harbor
(From: Brandenburg, B.  Imported Americans, 1904)

Landing at Ellis Island, c. 1907
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Ellis Island, Great Hall, c. 1910

The Inspection Line at Ellis Island, c. 1910
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Trachoma Inspections at Ellis Island, 1911

Ellis Island Hospital, c. 1918
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Port Huron, Michigan, c. 1910

Detroit’s Riverfront, 1900-1930
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20th Century International Efforts at 
Containing the Spread of Infectious 

Diseases

Pan-American Health Organization, founded in 
1902 as the Pan American Sanitary Bureau
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The League of 
Nations

World Health Organization, founded 1945
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WHO Smallpox Vaccinations, Pakistan, c. 1967

WHO Food Distribution Program, India, c. 1985
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WHO Measles Vaccination Program, Africa, circa 1990s

International Disaster Relief, Medical Aid 
and Philanthropic Agencies 
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Back to the Future

International Jet Travel, c. 2008
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International Transport of Goods, Food, 
Insects, and Animal Products in 2008

Abraham Cahan, Yiddish-American Journalist, 
Novelist, and Editor, 1860-1951
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Plague in India, 1994

Ebola Virus, Africa, 1995
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SARS, 2003

SARS Epidemic, China, 2003
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Andrew Speaker, XDR-TB, and the Summer of 
2006

Franck Prevel.  Reuters.  Time Magazine October 18, 2005.  Farmer Stephane Letue examines a chicken on a farm in Janze near 
Rennes in western France.

Avian Influenza in the 21st century
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Hans Zinsser, M.D., c. 1918

U.S.S. Siboney, a troop ship en route to Europe, Fall 1918
(Boxing Match on the ship’s forecastle complete with soldiers wearing facemasks)


