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Ignaz Semmelweis and Puerperal Fever – The Solution
The most likely hypothesis would have been that this was a problem associated with labour and childbirth because the women who went through the longest labour were the most likely to develop the disease. However, this ignores the cases in which women who were not pregnant developed the fever. This leaves a hypothesis that the fever had something to do with the doctors’ examinations. 

Those women who arrived too late to be examined seemed to be less at risk, while those who went through a long labour and were examined frequently, were more at risk. But then this doesn't explain why the fever was less of a problem in the midwives' division, where women would be examined just as often. So, perhaps it was the experience of being examined by men that was somehow the cause? But then again women who gave birth at home and were examined by male doctors usually had no problem. This suggests that it is something to do with being examined by men in the hospital, which seems to be borne out by the facts that when Semmelweis and the students were not there to examine the women, and during the time of Professor Boer, when women were not examined for teaching purposes, the numbers dying from the fever fell.

In the end it was a tragic accident which allowed Semmelweis to solve the mystery when a colleague suffered a puncture wound to his finger from a student's scalpel, while performing a dissection. Soon after, he died from blood poisoning and Semmelweis realised that this probably came about as a result of a minute particle from the dead body passing into the blood stream. Although other people also knew the facts of the case, only Semmelweis made the connection with puerperal fever. So, he argued, in the women's cases infected material must have passed into their bloodstream in the same way when they were examined each morning by students, who had come straight from the dissecting room where they had been performing autopsies on those who had died the previous day. This would explain why women in the midwives' division, though frequently examined, were not developing the fever in such large numbers: nurses didn't do autopsies. It also seemed to show why those who went through a prolonged labour, probably getting examined two or three times, would be more likely to develop the fever than those whose labour was short. Similarly, it explained why the death rate was low under Professor Boer and why it fell when Semmelweis was not there. Semmelweis was determined to find the cause, so he spent more time in the dissecting room little knowing that he himself was an agent of the disease. As for Boer, he did no dissections and taught on a wooden model rather than by examining the women. It also offers an explanation of why the death rate should decline when the foreign students were barred from the ward: they tended to be more conscientious than the others and examined more often.
To test his theory Semmelweis ordered the students to wash their hands in a solution of chloride of lime before each examination. Within a month deaths had dropped from 12 per cent to three per cent. By July they were under two per cent. However, despite reducing deaths from puerperal fever by more than 90 per cent, his findings and publications were rejected by hospital and medical authorities. Eventually, after suffering a breakdown, he went into a mental hospital in Vienna, where he died in 1865. But his refusal to accept the conventional wisdom of his day was to be the inspiration for the work of Louis Pasteur and the great advances in bacteriology that were to come. Without his courage the development of this field, considered by many to be the greatest single advance in the history of medicine, might never have occurred.

