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THE TRAGEDY OF CHILDBED FEVER

n the 19th century, childbed fever claimed the lives of many women following child-

birth. At the Vienna General Hospital (Allgemeines Krankenhaus der Stadt Wien),

there were two obstetrics clinics: one staffed by physicians and medical students,
and the other exclusively by midwives. Alarmingly, the maternal mortality rate was
significantly higher in the former. While others remained indifferent, Semmelweis was
determined to uncover the reason behind this discrepancy.

SEMMELWEIS'S INSIGHT

Semmelweis observed that medical students and physicians often moved directly from
performing autopsies to delivering babies — without washing their hands. He hypothe-
sized that “cadaverous particles” were being transmitted to the mothers, causing fatal
infections.
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he published his findings in 1861 (2), his confron-
tational style and unwillingness to engage in aca-
demic discourse left him marginalized (3).

Eventually, Semmelweis left Vienna and returned
to Budapest in 1857, where he continued promoting
hand hygiene and again saw dramatic reductions
in maternal mortality. However, professional rejec-
tion and isolation took a toll on his mental health.
In 1865, he sustained a hand injury while working
with a cadaver and died shortly thereafter at the
age of 47 — ironically, from the very infection he
sought to prevent (1).

ALEGACY ACKNOWLEDGED

Semmelweis’s work was recognized only years after
his death, particularly following the development of
germ theory by Louis Pasteur and the introduction of
antiseptic methods by Joseph Lister. In 1892, the Roy-
al College of Physicians acknowledged his contribu-

Figure 1. Marble statue of Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis.
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tions to preventing puerperal fever and funded an in-
ternational monument in his honor in Budapest (4).

Today, hand hygiene is universally acknowledged
as the most effective measure to prevent health-
care-associated infections. Semmelweis is cele-
brated as a pioneer whose persistence helped save
countless lives.

THE 200th ANNIVERSARY

in 2018, Hungary marked the bicentennial of Sem-
melweis’s birth by declaring it the “Semmelweis Me-
morial Year” Events across Hungary and worldwide
commemorated his life and achievements. Sem-
melweis University in Budapest hosted ceremonies,
unveiled new statues, and issued commemorative
coins and stamps. These tributes served not only
to honor his enduring legacy but also to empha-
size the ongoing importance of infection control in
healthcare settings (5).

Figure 2. Austrian physician, "Saver of Mothers", woodcut,
idealizing, 19th century,
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LESSONS FROM SEMMELWEIS’S LEGACY

Curiosity and Observation

Semmelweis’s breakthrough stemmed from keen
observation and a curious mind. He built upon ex-
isting knowledge to address a major public health
problem, illustrating how science advances incre-
mentally.

Resistance to Innovation

Even with clear evidence, many resisted his ideas.
His story reminds us that new approaches often
face opposition, particularly when they challenge
entrenched beliefs.

The Power of Communication

Semmelweis struggled to communicate his find-
ings effectively and alienated many peers. His ex-
perience underscores that how we present scien-
tific ideas is just as important as the ideas them-
selves.
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Consequences of Delay

The rejection of his evidence cost many lives. His
story serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers
of ignoring data and delaying the implementation
of life-saving interventions.

CONCLUSION

Ignaz Semmelweis is remembered as the “Savior of
Mothers” for identifying the role of hand hygiene in
preventing puerperal fever. His journey began with
a simple yet powerful observation: handwashing
saves lives. Semmelweis’s life exemplifies the qual-
ities needed to advance science: curiosity, courage,
challenge, confidence, concentration, and continui-
ty — the “6 Cs” identified by Nobel laureate Tasuku
Honjo. To these, we may add a seventh: communi-
cation. As Semmelweis’s experience so vividly illus-
trates, scientific progress depends not only on dis-
covery but also on how it is shared (6).
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