
34 Emergency State

National lockdowns may be a new development but emer-
gency responses to pandemics have involved similar features for
centuries. It has been recognised for hundreds of years that people
gathering together cause certain kinds of disease to spread, mean-
ing that public authorities have often used guidance, and laws
backed up by the threat of law enforcement and even physical
force, to prevent people mixing and disease spreading. This has
included travel restrictions, quarantine of the potentially infec-
tious, isolation of the sick, curfews (a kind of lockdown), social
distancing measures, gathering bans and compulsory face cover-
ings. The World Health Organization praised Mexico for giving
the world a model of 'aggressive control measures'.

Plagues were well known to the ancient world, and emer-
gency powers were used to attempt to control them. The Plague
ofJustinian of ap $41~$49, thought to have caused up to 10,000
deaths per day," led to a dictator-like figure being appointed on
a limited term - an early example of a formal Emergency State.

Many of the tactics societies still use today to control the
spread of infectious diseases were developed in the Middle Ages.
Theword 'quarantine' has its origins in the Black Death (bubonic
plague) pandemic of the 1300s, which may have caused as many
as 200 million deaths. Bubonic plague is an infection which is
now known to spread by fleas, often carried by rats on ships, and
which causes high fever, pain, headaches and large swollen
lumps in the lymph nodes (buboes) which develop and leak pus.
The idea of quarantine is to separate and restrict the movement
of people after they have been exposed to a contagious disease,
to see if they become ill. rThis is different to isolation, which is
separation and restriction of movement of people who are ill,
though the words are often used interchangeably. The first
known quarantine law was passed by the Venetians in 1377,
mandating quarantine for thirty days. This later evolved into
forty days because forty was seen as a holy number," reflecting
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Lent and biblical stories such as Moses spending forty days
receiving the Ten Commandments and Noah being at sea for
forty days during the Flood the number is reflected in the
word itself, from the French quarante.

England has used emergency laws to contain plagues for over
four centuries. 'Plague Orders' were first enacted in England in
1578 following a bubonic plague outbreak, and then reimposed
during further significant outbreaks. Measures such as the order
to shut up infected houses for forty days were widely declared
by 1550.% The orders varied widely by region. In 1540, a Liver-
pool bye-law forced the infected to live in cabins on the heath in
the summer and stay at home with their windows and doors
closed during winter. In 1550, watchmen stationed on the Ouse
Bridge in York ensured that the infected did notmove across the
city. In Exeter in 1564, infected people were banned from the
streets." The Aldermen of the City of London were reticent to
act and only started forcing infected Londoners to isolate, and
hired watchers and searchers to monitor compliance, in 1563.

National laws soon followed, and it is remarkable how similar
they were to the social distancing laws passed over 400 years
later during the COVID-19 pandemic. The laws were 'specially
directed and commanded' by Queen Elizabeth I because her
unruly subjects who 'by very disorder, and for lacke of direction
do in many partes wilfully procure the increase of this general
contagion'. In 1578, Plague Orders were put up throughout
England, in churches, marketplaces and other locations where
people congregated. For the many who could not read, they
were read out. There were seventeen rules, including punish-
ments for quarantine-breakers, a 'plague tax', the burning of the
clothes and bedding of the dead, and the suppression of 'dan-
gerous opinions'.** Local magistrates were required to produce
reports on the number of deaths and cases overall in each parish
which were in turn centrally reported and collated.
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Londoners who lived through the COVID-19 lockdowns
would have recognisedmuch ofwhat Daniel Defoewrote about in
his A Journal of the Plague Year, recounting his experiences of the
1665 bubonic plague outbreak.*5 There were bans on social gather-

ings, including 'all plays, bear-baitings, games, singing of ballads,
buckler-play, or such-like causes of assemblies ofpeople', with any
rule-breaker 'severely punished by every alderman in his ward'. All
public feasting was banned, together with an impressive policy that
the money spared "be preserved and employed for the benefit and
reliefof the poor visited with the intection'. Ale-houses and taverns
could still open, but "disorderly tippling' (drinking) was banned and
all venues were to be shut by nine each evening. Begging was also
prohibited and disobediencepunished. Similar restrictions appeared
around the world. In 1683 in Marseille, it became a legal require-
ment for any person thought to have plague to be quarantined and
disinfected. Also during the 1680s, ports in North America intro-
duced quarantine to prevent the spread of yellow fever.

In the centuries that followed, similar plague control meas-
ures were seen regularly. During cholera outbreaks in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, societies emulated strat-
egies developed in response to bubonic plague. This led to the
use of 'lazarettos', quarantine ports, in France. At other Euro-
pean ports, ships were barred entry if they had 'unclean licenses',

that is, were arriving from regions with known cases of chol-
era.*" Any traveller who had come into contact with the infected
or had travelled from an area where cholera was known to be
spreading was quarantined. Those who were known to be
infected were forced to isolate in lazarettos. In 1836, in Naples,
health officials restricted the movement of, and arrested, sex
workers and beggars, who were considered carriers of cholera.*
In Sardinia, armed men patrolled the coast to stop anyone dis-
embarking from ships. It was the only Italian region which
appears not to have suffered a cholera outbreak.
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