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Transatlantic Panic: A Brief History of Transatlantic Anti-Vaccination Efforts 

 

There are a number of reasons why people in the UK and US are hesitant (or resistant) to 
the COVID-19 vaccines. Fear of side-effects, skepticism surrounding the shortened testing 
period, a skewed view of personal freedom, and outright COVID denialism all factor into 
some people’s refusal to get vaccinated. Scientists and researchers fear that low vaccination 
rates could extend the pandemic even longer, leading to more deaths and the possibility of 
increased variants of COVID-19. However, even though COVID-19 is new, anti-vaccination 
campaigns and rhetoric are certainly not. In order to better understand vaccine hesitancy in 
both the UK and the US, I examine the long history of transatlantic anti-vaccination 
campaigns, arguing that the UK and the US share similar histories and are often influenced 
by each other. In fact, multiple anti-vaccination movements have started in the UK and then 
moved to the US, wreaking havoc on both sides of the Atlantic since the nineteenth century. 
In 1884, in response to the UK’s compulsory inoculation laws, British businessman William 
Tebb published, Compulsory Vaccination: With Incidental References to Foreign States in 
England. His book, which was popular in the UK and the US, started wide-spread anti-
vaccination movements. These movements continued on and off for decades, making a 
resurgence in the 1970s and 1980s with worry about the pertussis vaccine, with the most 
influential movement in 1998 when British physician Andrew Wakefield famously published 
an inaccurate study, falsely linking MMR (measles, mumps, and rubella) vaccine to autism. 
Despite being retracted, the study continues to influence public opinion about vaccinations 
worldwide. In my presentation, I use transatlantic periodicals to trace the early history of 
anti-vaccination movements and argue that these early anti-vaccination movements greatly 
influenced how the public responds to vaccinations now. I also look at nonfiction accounts 
from anti-vaccination supporters and explore why these anecdotal stories often carry more 
weight for listeners than actual scientific studies.  
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