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BOOKS

Contagion: How Commerce has Spread 
Disease
By Mark Harrison
Yale University Press, 376pp,  £25.00
ISBN 9780300123579
Published 20 September 2012

Mark Harrison’s medical 
history books are always 
big. Contagion is another 

masterful reach across continents 
and time, beginning in the 
14th century and ending today. 

It is a history of disease and  
a history of commerce in equal 
measure. The premise is familiar: 
infectious disease always tracks 
along commercial routes, deriving 
from, but also threatening, the 
more productive versions of 
exchange represented by trade. 
Almost everyone who writes 
about the history of contagion 

notes this. Few offer the historical 
substance behind the common-
place observation, however.  
None has done so with Harrison’s 
combination of carefully executed 
detail and grand scope.  

Conventionally, a world history 
of contagion begins with the 
meeting of the Old World and the 
New, the “Columbian Exchange”, 
in environmental historian Alfred 
Crosby’s enduring phrase. But this 
book’s claim to “world history” 
status is immeasurably strength-
ened by Harrison’s decision to 
open with continental Eurasia 
instead: the less familiar set of 
trading and disease networks  
that stretched across the Mongol 
Empire, the Levant and Christen-
dom. Not maritime but territorial 
commerce; not 16th-century 
syphilis, but 14th-century plague. 

There is a permanent tension  
at the heart of the matter that  
has driven the history itself, and 
Harrison’s account of it. On the 
one hand, the spread of disease 
plainly needed to be addressed. 
Increasingly it became the job  
of states to do so. On the other 
hand, minimising contagion 
through quarantine or sanitary 
measures always came at a 
commercial cost: the ruin of 
perishable goods; the disruption 
to return schedules; perhaps the 
suspension of trade altogether. 
Unsurprisingly, powerful 
merchant interests sought to 
undermine the efficacy of quaran-
tine. Harrison shows just how 
high the stakes were, as this basic 
scenario played out repeatedly 
over time, within and between 
states, merchants, transport 
companies, and emerging health 
and commercial regulatory bodies.  

Harrison works with the idea 
that managing disease, “coping 
with plague”, was a key driver  
for the development of states 
themselves: their centralisation, 
administrative mechanisms, local 
powers and need for international 
agreement. The last point, often 
enough, was less about how to 
impose quarantine as how to 
minimise it, thereby enabling 
international trade.

Contagion is at its most lively 
when Harrison recounts episodes 
of contagion-based sabotage. 
There was occasional traffic in 
misinformation about which port 
and which vessel housed cholera, 
plague or yellow fever. By the 
19th century, notification of 
disease had formed the basis of 
some of the earliest international 
negotiations, treaties and agree-
ments, and so this was dirty 
diplomacy indeed. It was also, 
Harrison suggests, war by other 
means. The episodes suggest that 
the twinned phenomena “conta-
gion” and “commerce” were 
really triplets, joined by “commu-
nication”. The book should also 
be read, then, as the long back-
story to information-driven 
biosecurity measures today.

There are very few historical 
topics that present genuinely 
similar components across 
societies and centuries: this is  
one. And this is why the tensions 
and the politics are so instantly 
recognisable, as Harrison tracks 
through 14th-century Genoa, 
19th-century Mecca and 
21st-century Hong Kong. Argu-
ably, the only kind of trade that 
remains untouched by contagion 

now is virtual trading in currency 
and stocks. That, of course,  
is subject to a different species  
of virus altogether. In all other 
respects this long history remains 
with us, if anything heightened 
through globalised economies  
and the mass movement of people, 
and through dangerous concen
trations of (and traffic between) 
animal and human bodies. Harri-
son presents us with a magisterial 
history that is as much about the 
precarious present as the past.  

Alison Bashford is professor of 
modern history, University of 
Sydney, and author of Medicine  
at the Border: Disease, 
Globalization and Security,  
1850 to the Present (2006).  
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A doorstop of a book from 
Allen Lane can be a daunting 
prospect. But, having read 

Anne Applebaum’s prizewinning 
Gulag: A History of the Soviet 
Camps (2003), I knew that appear-
ances can be deceptive. This was 
going to be a compelling read. 

Iron Curtain describes the 
takeover of Central and Eastern 
Europe after the end of the Second 
World War and its subjection to 
tyranny under the Stalinist regime. 
Applebaum’s great gift is detail: 
life as it was lived on the ground, 
a seamless blending of historical 
fact with individual tales, descrip-
tions of moments, scenery, the 
landscape – natural, man-made 
and political. Traversing the 
histories of the Eastern Bloc 
nations, from East Germany to 
Poland, Hungary to Czechoslo
vakia, one is immersed in sights, 
sounds and smells, the places and 
era brought to life. A myriad of 

individuals stand out, including 
16-year-old George Bien of 
Hungary, arrested in 1945 along 
with his father for owning a 
shortwave radio and imprisoned 
until 1955, and Ernst Benda, a 
law student and chairman of the 
Christian Democratic students’ 
association at Humboldt Univer-
sity in East Berlin, whose conflict 
with the Communist Party forced 
him to flee in 1946. Each chapter 
is enriched with such stories, often 
drawn from first-hand accounts.  
It is an immense achievement to 
interweave so many fine threads 
in a dynamic, gripping narrative. 

The story begins with zero 
hour, the end of the war in 1945 
and the start of the “new dawn” 
for what was to become a  
Soviet-dominated Eastern Europe. 
Applebaum depicts the human 
devastation after the war, with  
its starvation, homelessness and 
displacement of whole popula-
tions. Unrelenting in her depiction 
of cruelty and suffering, she lays 
out the horrors of poverty, theft, 
rape and violence. She describes 
how from these ruins the project 
of Communism gave many people 
hope, but it was a hope betrayed 
by Stalin and his paranoid and 
brutal regime. While he promised 
much-coveted security, he deliv-
ered control, persecution, fear and 
more violence instead. In tracing 
the destruction of civil society, 
from churches and civil organisa-
tions to the media and education, 
Applebaum shows the dismantling 
of national autonomy in the 
region, and her narrative is  
not for the faint-hearted.

My only criticisms of this 
majestic project would be 
Applebaum’s occasional eliding  
of the term “Stalinist regime” 
with “communism”. It might be 
pertinent to make a distinction 
between the ideal of communism 
and the reality of the Stalinist 
totalitarian state. Criticisms could 
easily be levelled at Stalinism and 
communism more broadly as 
practised under the Soviet regime 
from within the framework of the 
communist ideal. Clearly that is 
not Applebaum’s project, and she 
does not wish to rescue commu-
nism from its corrupt manifesta-
tion. Furthermore, she sometimes 
drifts into generalisations about 
communism and capitalism, 
notably in the introduction and 
conclusion, obscuring what is 
otherwise a meticulously factual 
account. In her conclusion, for 
instance, she offers off-the-cuff 
generalisations about other 

communist or leftist regimes,  
for example those of Latin 
America. A historian needs to 
consider each manifestation of 
“communism” in its own right, 
within its own history, culture, 
complexity and merits. 

These criticisms aside, Iron 
Curtain is a great read. Apple-
baum’s accuracy is a marvel and 
the book is accessible to all,  
from the novice or student keen  
to come to grips with this impor-
tant era, to specialists looking to 
enrich their knowledge with an 
on-the-ground perspective. The 
pleasure in the read is not just the 
compelling subject matter, nor 
simply the individual stories or 
gripping historical detail; the 
language, too, is a joy. The 
simplicity, rhythm and flow of 
Applebaum’s prose makes you 
want to turn the page.

Yvonne Sherratt is visiting  
scholar in intellectual history and 
political thought, University of 
Oxford, and author of Hitler’s 
Philosophers (in press).
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Since the 2008 election of 
Democrat Barack Obama, 
the US’ first black president, 

a movement known as the Tea 
Party has emerged within the 
Republican Party. Here, Lawrence 
Rosenthal and Christine Trost of 
the Center for Right-Wing Studies 
at the University of California, 
Berkeley present 24 articles –  
by scholars as well as three well-
chosen non-academic experts on 
the US Right – that analyse it as  
a social movement. 

In popular US folklore, the 

word “tea” recalls the revolution-
ary zeal of a 1773 uprising against 
a British tax, when Americans 
threw British tea into Boston’s 
harbour. But in fact the “tea” in 
the Tea Party’s name is an acronym 
for Taxed Enough Already. Part 
populist uprising, part corporate 
shill and all far-right-wing, the 
movement swept 66 new Republi-
cans into Congress in 2010, assur-
ing Republican control of the 
House of Representatives.

It is a complex movement, 
whose ultimate significance is not 
yet clear. Steep examines its ideo-
logical profile and historical roots, 
identifies its leaders and followers, 
and reviews its most prominent 
organisations. Many contributors 

are established scholars of the 
Right, whose knowledge is based 
in both progressive politics and 
reliable research, and the articles 
present the range of analyses that 
is the strength of a successful 
collection. Taken together, articles 
by Charles Postel, Chip Berlet and 
Clarence Y. H. Lo trace the roots 
of the Tea Party in several right-
wing US movements: the reaction-
ary activism against Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s New Deal in the 
1930s; the McCarthy hearings 
and the John Birch Society’s 
extreme anti-communism of the 
1950s; and the rise of the New 
Right and the Religious Right  
in the 1970s and 1980s. None of 
those earlier movements were able 
to capture the Republican Party in 
its entirety: in the run-up to the 
2012 elections, however, the  
Tea Party appears to have seized 
effective control. As a loose 
confederation of activists, politi-
cians and huge funders deploying 
both grass-roots organising tactics 
and big-money mobilisation, it is 
able to unite corporate interests, 
anti-government libertarians and 
social conservatives. Mitt Romney 
was forced to cater to its ideologues 
to capture the Republican presi-
dential nomination. 

Specific questions about the 
Tea Party movement, especially 
concerning race and gender, are 
also addressed. Melissa Deckman 
mines data from the 2010 PEW 
Internet and American Life survey 
to determine the extent to which 

Tea Party women are drawn from 
the Christian Right, and finds that 
they are likely to be more theo
logically conservative than either 
Republican women generally or 
all women nationally. She also 
explores the influence of women 
in the movement and finds it to be 
greater than their influence within 
the Republican Party as a whole.

Racism is inevitably raised in 
discussions of the Tea Party, 
especially with regard to “birther” 
claims (in which Obama’s US 
birth is questioned and his Kenyan 
father and early years in Indonesia 
are cited as proof that he is not a 
“true” American) and placards 
seen at Tea Party rallies mocking 
the president’s black features. 
Here, contributor Joseph Lowndes 
explores the subtle differences  
in the racism of past racial back-
lashes and current Tea Party activ-
ism. He takes into consideration 
the fact that economic hard times 
have inspired anger, anxiety and 
resentment in white, middle-class 
Republicans, and the Tea Party’s 
willingness to capitalise on those 
emotions. Yet racism persists at  
its core. It is no accident that the 
election of a black president has 
set off yet another wave of right-
wing activism in the US.  

For years, Republicans have 
subtly promoted a division of US 
citizenry into the “deserving” and 
the “undeserving”. The Tea Party 
claims to speak for “deserving” 
Americans who work hard, pay 
taxes, generally hold Christian 
beliefs, and are not dependent on 
government – with the backing  
of corporate raiders and market 
fundamentalists bent on anti-
regulation, anti-union, low-tax 
reforms. While leftists, liberals 
and many moderates hold Tea 
Party members up to ridicule for 
their uninformed and reactionary 
views, the majority are, in fact, 
middle class, educated, white  
and male. They have become an 
influential voting bloc, however 
loosely coordinated. No matter 
how the Republicans fare in the 
impending elections, the Tea Party 
has helped to solidify the party’s 
move to the Right. Steep is an 
important source for an under-
standing of the present and future 
polarisation of US politics.

Jean Hardisty is senior scholar, 
Wellesley Centers for Women, 
Wellesley College, and author  
of Mobilizing Resentment: 
Conservative Resurgence from  
the John Birch Society to the 
Promise Keepers (1999).
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