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Despite having less
than 1 percent of
California’s popula-
tion, Marin County
accounted for 15 per-
cent of all pertussis
cases in the state.
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the community level
and tend to cluster.

For example, among
kindergartens in Cali-
fornia reporting the
highest personal
exemption rates, Wal-
dorf schools predomi-
nate. In May 2008,
East Bay Waldorf
School in El Sobrante
was closed after at
least 16 children were
infected with pertussis.
That year, the school
reported a personal
exemption rate

of 77 percent.
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ARGUABLY THE GREATEST TRIUMPH
OF MODERN MEDICINE has been the
development of vaccines.

Smallpox—killer of untold millions
and blinder of millions more—has
been eradicated from the globe, save
for a few samples locked in icy vaults.
Polio has been stamped out in all
but a handful of countries. Measles,
mumps, whooping cough—these are
no longer common childhood ail-
ments in the developed world. All
thanks to vaccinations.

And yet, from the outset, there
has been public resistance to vac-
cines. Edward Jenner's smallpox
vaccine, first administered in 1796,
was greeted with both joy and fear.
The fearful minority grew after Eng-
land made smallpox vaccinations
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compulsory in the 19th century. And
the United States got its own anti-
vaccination society in 1879. By the
middle of the 20th century, public
opposition to vaccines had waned
as vaccination campaigns achieved
great success. Today, that opposition
is resurgent.

The origins of the modern antivac-
cination movement in this country
may be traced to a 1982 broadcast by
the NBC affiliate in Washington, D.C.,
of a television special entitled “Vac-
cine Roulette.” The show cast doubt
on the safety of pertussis (whooping
cough) vaccination—even though
scientific studies did not bear out
the broadcast’s conclusions. Another
milestone was the 1998 publication
of a study in The Lancet, a respected

British medical journal, that anecdot-
ally linked the measles, mumps, and
rubella (MMR) vaccine to autism
cases. The Lancet has since withdrawn
and renounced that study, but it con-
tinues to ignite fear about vaccines.
Currently, the de facto spokesperson
for the "antivax” movement may be
former Playboy Playmate and current
talk-show host Jenny McCarthy, who
in 2008 blamed her child's autism on
vaccination.

A 2011 Reuters survey found that
1in 5 Americans believed autism
was linked to vaccines. To date, no
such link has been found in scientific
studies.

—Brendan Buhler
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