The Ghost Map






                        John Williams
Even to the death of Edwin Chadwick, he was staunch in his beliefs that the miasma theory was correct.  The miasma theory was that, according to Chadwick, “All that smells is disease.”  Basically, the theory was that diseases spread through contaminate air.  Throughout most of the industrialized 19th century London, foul smells and odors encompassed the city and made life in the city quite intolerable.  Because so many people believed in the miasma theory, it is not hard to understand why just breathing struck fear in the lives of every Londoner.

            London was a unique city.  The population densities of the average city block greatly outnumbered any other civilizations’ densities before its time and even if it were the same size today, it would still be thought of as a mega city.  Life would have been miserable in those days because London lacked a properly functioning sewer system and many people had to use their basements and backyards as cess pools.  Therefore, it is easy to see why the Nuisances Removal and Diseases Prevention Act was passed in an attempt to drain London of all residential sewage that “may cause hazardous effects.”  It is no wonder that most Londoners lived in constant fear.  In every cholera outbreak it seemed that the miasma theory was gaining more and more support and eventually it was the only “legitimate” theory.

            Along with the miasma theory, many started to believe that fear, social status, and location made people more of less vulnerable to cholera.  Therefore, if someone feared getting cholera, it was thought that he or she would be more susceptible to the disease and living as a lower class citizen in a shabby neighborhood was a serious con.  For a lot of people, this meant that moving away from “cholera infested neighborhoods” was the smartest option that they had.  Also, until John Snow proved that cholera was passed by contaminated water, many people truly believed that the brave could survive cholera and the timid would perish.

            In today’s world, terrorism is a thing to constantly fear.  On September 11, 2001, two planes crashed into the World Trade Centers in New York City that woke up an entire nation.  This tragedy struck fear in the lives of every United States citizen and news of the War in Iraq is closely followed.  However, anyone that leaves this country on a commercial plane knows very well that since September 2001, security in airports all over the United States have been revamped and greatly increased.

            It is not hard to understand why fear can both help and hinder in times of crisis.  For the Londoners polluting the streets of busy London during the 19th century, moving away from the densely populated streets where healthier water was easy to come by, fear was a positive attribute.  In the same respect, science was almost hindered in advancement because people thought fear made persons more vulnerable to cholera and it became harder to believe that the miasma theory could be disproven.  Not even two hundred years later, fear still holds a big part of our lives.  However, people instead of having to fear a random cholera outbreak have to fear the possibility of death on a new level:  terrorism.  And until our airports and public transit systems can guarantee 100% safety, United States citizens will have to continue to fear terrorism.
