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The History 
Small Pox in the 1700 and 1800s


1.Smallpox: Eradicating the Scourge, BBC History, 
By Colette Flight1

Last updated 2011-02-17 

An estimated 300 million people died from smallpox in the 20th century alone. This virulent 
disease, which kills a third of those it infects, is known to have co-existed with human beings for 
thousands of years. As the world's population grew, and travel increased, so the virus that Edward 
Jenner called the "speckled monster" grasped every opportunity to colonise the world.
…
People struggled to find ways to battle with smallpox. Variolation was a process developed in the 
10th century in China and India. It involves taking pus from the pocks of someone suffering from 
smallpox and inoculating healthy people with it. Usually a mild case of smallpox developed, giving 
lifelong immunity afterwards. There was a risk of death from this, but in a world where smallpox 
was rife the odds made it worthwhile; about 0.5-2 percent of people died after variolation, 
compared with 20-30 per cent after natural smallpox. A major disadvantage of the practice was that 
variolated people could pass on severe smallpox to others.




 http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/empire_seapower/smallpox_01.shtml 1
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The Vaccination Question

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/empire_seapower/smallpox_01.shtml


Halachik Literature

2. Mishna, Yoma 8:7


� 

3. Tifferes Yisrael (Boaz), Yoma 8:7 [R. Yisrael Lipshutz (1782 - 

1860 CE He served as Rabbi, first at Dessau and then at Danzig, and led the life of an 
ascetic, frequently fasting three days in succession. He also wrote "Shevilei de'Rakiya", an 
introduction to the principles of Rabbinical astronomy, and "Drush Ohr HaChayim", a 
treatise discussing the eternity of the soul and the age of the universe, in addition to other 
lengthy essays, many of which are appended to his Mishnah commentary.
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4. Sefer Alei Terufah, Introduction


� 


� 
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Questions 

Am I obligated to keep healthy?

5. Mishna Torah, Hilchos Rotzeiach 11:4


אחד הגג ואחד כל דבר שיש בו סכנה וראוי שיכשל בה אדם וימות. כגון שהיתה לו באר או בור בחצרו בין 
שיש בו מים בין שאין בו מים חיב לעשות חליא גבוהה עשרה טפחים. או לעשות לה כסוי כדי שלא יפל בה 
אדם וימות. וכן כל מכשל שיש בו סכנת נפשות מצות עשה להסירו ולהשמר ממנו ולהזהר בדבר יפה יפה. 
שנאמר (דברים ד ט) "השמר לך ושמר נפשך". ואם לא הסיר והניח המכשולות המביאין לידי סכנה בטל 

מצות עשה ועבר ב(דברים כב ח) "לא תשים דמים": 
There is no difference between a roof or anything else that is dangerous and likely 
to cause death to a person who might stumble. If, for instance, one has a well or a 
pit in his courtyard — — he must build an enclosing ring ten handbreadths high, 
or put a cover over it, so that a person should not fall into it and die. So too, any 
obstruction that is a danger to life must be removed as a matter of positive duty 
and extremely necessary caution. 

6. Mishna Torah, Hilchos De’os 4:1

הואיל והיות הגוף בריא ושלם מדרכי השם הוא. שהרי אי אפשר שיבין או ידע דבר מידיעת הבורא והוא 

חולה. לפיכך צריך להרחיק אדם עצמו מדברים המאבדין את הגוף. ולהנהיג עצמו בדברים המברין 
והמחלימים. ואלו הן: לעולם לא יאכל אדם אלא כשהוא רעב. ולא ישתה אלא כשהוא צמא. ואל ישהא נקביו 

אפלו רגע אחד. אלא כל זמן שצריך להשתין או להסך את רגליו יעמד מיד: 
Seeing that the maintenance of the body in a healthy and sound condition is a 
God-chosen way, for, lo, it is impossible that one should understand or know 
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https://www.sefaria.org/Deuteronomy.4.9
https://www.sefaria.org/Deuteronomy.22.8


aught of the divine knowledge concerning the Creator when he is sick, it is 
necessary for man to distance himself from things which destroy the body, and 
accustom himself in things which are healthful and life-imparting. These are: 
never shall man partake food save when hungry, nor drink save when thirsty; he 
shall not defer elimination even one minute, but the moment he feels the need to 
evacuate urine or feces he must rise immediately. 

Halachically, am I allowed to take any risks in life?

7. Talmud Bavli, Yevamos 12b


� 
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8. Responsa Shem Aryeh, 27

9. Kobetz Shiurim, Yevamos 13
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10.Be’Ikvei HaTzon, Siman 34

 

What about the fatalities of those taking the vaccine?

11.Centers for Disease Control and Prevention - DTaP vaccine side-effects 

https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/vac-gen/side-effects.htm#hepa  

(Diphtheria, Tetanus, and acellular Pertussis)


What are the risks from DTaP vaccine? 

Getting diphtheria, tetanus, or pertussis disease is much riskier than getting 
DTaP vaccine. 

However, a vaccine, like any medicine, is capable of causing serious 
problems, such as severe allergic reactions. The risk of DTaP vaccine causing 
serious harm, or death, is extremely small. 

Mild Problems (Common) 

• Fever (up to about 1 child in 4) 
• Redness or swelling where the shot was given (up to about 1 child in 

4) 
• Soreness or tenderness where the shot was given (up to about 1 child 

in 4) 
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These problems occur more often after the 4th and 5th doses of the DTaP 
series than after earlier doses. Sometimes the 4th or 5th dose of DTaP 
vaccine is followed by swelling of the entire arm or leg in which the shot was 
given, lasting 1-7 days (up to about 1 child in 30). 

Other mild problems include: 

• Fussiness (up to about 1 child in 3) 
• Tiredness or poor appetite (up to about 1 child in 10) 
• Vomiting (up to about 1 child in 50) 

These problems generally occur 1-3 days after the shot. 

Moderate Problems (Uncommon) 

• Seizure (jerking or staring) (about 1 child out of 14,000) 
• Non-stop crying, for 3 hours or more (up to about 1 child out of 1,000) 
• High fever, over 105°F (about 1 child out of 16,000) 

Severe Problems (Very Rare) 

• Serious allergic reaction (less than 1 out of a million doses) 
• Several other severe problems have been reported after DTaP vaccine. 

These include: 
◦ Long-term seizures, coma, or lowered consciousness 
◦ Permanent brain damage. 

• These are so rare it is hard to tell if they are caused by the vaccine. 

12.Centers for Disease Control and Prevention - Diphtheria 

https://www.cdc.gov/diphtheria/clinicians.html  

The case-fatality rate for diphtheria has changed very little during the 
last 50 years. The overall case-fatality rate for diphtheria is 5%–10%, 
with higher death rates (up to 20%) among persons younger than 5 
and older than 40 years of age. Before there was treatment for 
diphtheria, the disease was fatal in up to half of cases. 
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13.Rav Shlomo Aviner - חיסון נגד שפעת החזירים  

 טענה ב. שמעתי שהחיסונים נגד שפעת מסוכנים,
  ?שבעבר נפגעו עשרות אנשים בתופעות לוואי חמורות

תשובה. נכון, אך כנגד זה חוסנו עשרות מיליונים ולא 
קרה להם שום דבר, והם ניצלו מסכנת מוות. הרי גם 

בזה על פי ההלכה הולכים אחרי הרוב. זה כבר לא רוב 
של אחד לאלף אלא רוב של אחד למיליון. זאת ועוד, 

מאז עברו קרוב לשלושים שנה, הרפואה צברה ניסיון 
רב בנושא החיסון נגד שפעת, ובעניין החיסון נגד שפעת 

החזירים לא זוהתה עד כה שום בעיה. אך לעומת זאת מתו אנשים רבים 
משפעת זו, כולל בארצנו שבה מתו כמה עשרות. על כל פנים, הולכים אחר 

הרוב ולא מנהלים את החיים על פי היוצא מן הכלל והחריג. 

What if there are doctors on both sides: Halachically, isn’t my decision 
to follow certain doctors acceptable? 


14.Shulchan Aruch, OC 618:3-4

אם החולה ורופא אחד עמו אומרים שאינו צריך ורופא (אחר) אומר צריךאו 

שהחולה אינו אומר כלום ורופא אחד אומר צריך ושנים אומרים אינו צריך אין 

מאכילין אותו:

אם שנים אומרים צריך אפי' מאה אומרים אינו צריך ואפי' החולה אומר עמהם 
שאינו צריך מאכילים אותו מאחר ששנים אומרים צריך: הגה וה”ה אם החולה 

ורופא א' עמו אומרים צריך אע"פ שמאה רופאים אומרים אינו צריך מאכילין 
אותו (טור) ולא חיישינן דהחולה אומר צריך משום דמאמין לרופא זה שאומר 


צריך: )ב"י בשם מהרי”א(:
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What about withholding access to schools?


Recent Communal Statements 
Statement on Vaccinations from the OU and 

Rabbinical Council of America 

Orthodox Jewish parents, like responsible parents across the United States, 
overwhelmingly vaccinate their children against measles, mumps, rubella, polio 
and the other childhood diseases for which inoculations are now almost 
miraculously commonplace. As in many communities, a small minority of parents 
chooses not to do so. The ongoing measles outbreak demonstrates how this could 
bear very serious consequences, not only for their own children but others’ too, 
especially those medically unable to be vaccinated. The Orthodox Union (OU) and 
the Rabbinical Council of America (RCA) strongly urge all parents 
to vaccinate their healthy children on the timetable recommended by their 
pediatrician. 
 
Judaism places the highest value on preserving human life. It is well known that 
those facing even a potential life or death situation are instructed to set aside the 
Sabbath and other key tenets of halachic (Jewish law) observance until the 
emergency has passed. Prayers for good health and for the complete and perfect 
healing of the ill are an ages-old aspect of Jewish tradition. But prayers must go 
hand-in-hand with availing oneself of medical science, including vaccination. 
 
There are halachic obligations to care for one's own health as well as to take 
measures to prevent harm and illness to others, and Jewish law defers to the 
consensus of medical experts in determining and prescribing appropriate medical 
responses to illness and prevention. Therefore, the consensus of major poskim 
(halachic decisors) supports the vaccination of children to protect them from 
disease, to eradicate illness from the larger community through so-called herd 
immunity, and thus to protect others who may be vulnerable. 
 
While the health of children is an important consideration, everyone should 
consult with his or her religious, medical and legal advisors in determining what 
actions to take. Nothing in this statement should be construed to add to or detract 
from rights or obligations created by New York or other state and federal statutes 
and regulations. 
 
Moishe Bane 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President, OU 
 
Allen Fagin 
Executive Vice President, OU 
 
Rabbi Mark Dratch 
Executive Vice President, Rabbinical Council of America 

Senior haredi rabbis order followers to vaccinate their children - 
Israel National News, 08/111/18  2

Contending that “whoever isn’t vaccinated is a murderer”, a group of senior haredi 
rabbis released a public letter ordering their community to immunize their children amid 
an outbreak of measles that has already led to the death of a child.

According to the rabbinic luminaries, immunizing one's children is obligatory under 
Jewish law. "Whoever does not vaccinate is a murderer," read the missive. 

"Every father must ensure that his son and daughter are immunized immediately", 
continued the rabbis, adding that "a father has no right to prevent them from the 
vaccine, and in particular after recent events". 

Among the signatories were senior halachic authorities, including Rabbi Yitzchak 
Zilberstein, Rabbi Shimon Ba’adani, Rabbi Yisrael Rosenberg, and Rabbi Menachem 
Mendel Lubin. 

Haredi communities in both the United States and Israel have been rocked recently by 
an outbreak of measles. The Ministry of Health reports that the number of those in 
infected with measles in Israel is approaching 1.400 individuals, with over 60% of those 
infected are residents of Jerusalem from the haredi sector, many of which are not 
vaccinated. 

 http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/2544502
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15.Statement of the Vaad HaRabbonim/Rabbinical Council of Baltimore  
November 21, 2018 – 13 Kislev, 5779 - Vaccinations 

On Wednesday, November 21, 2018, 13 Kislev, 5779, a meeting of the 
Vaad HaRabbonim/Rabbinical Council of Baltimore unanimously 
declared the following: 

We consider it a Halachic obligation for every member of the 
community – adults and children - to be properly vaccinated according 
to the standards and schedules established by the medical community 
as outlined by the CDC (https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/schedules/
index.html). These standards have been responsible for the eradication 
of many terrible diseases and have significantly improved public health 
in our country. As we are seeing in the current measles epidemic, 
ignoring or undermining the policy of universal vaccination endangers 
the community and is Halachically wrong. 

As such: 

1. Schools, playgroups and shuls should refuse entry to unvaccinated 
children or adults. 

2. Medical exemptions that are based on a specific individual’s medical 
history, granted by physicians who are wholly supportive of the vaccine 
program, should be respected. Religious exemptions for people of the 
Jewish faith should not be respected. 

3. Individuals who choose not to vaccinate themselves or their children 
must avoid public places and group settings of all kinds, as their 
presence poses a serious risk to the community at large. 

We recognize that the fear generated by the anti-vaccine movement 
has made it genuinely difficult for a number of well-meaning parents 
to vaccinate their children. We hope and pray that they will be able to 
overcome these fears and vaccinate, so that we can all benefit from 
their full and complete participation in our community. We pray that 
Hashem grant each and every member of our community health and 
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strength, and bless our community and our nation with peace.
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