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An Overview 

•  The global pandemic of the “Spanish 
flu” in Switzerland: An overview 

•  Early perceptions and measures 
taken  

•  The inter-cantonal discussion in 
Switzerland on November 5, 1918 

•  Imagining the world anew and 
conclusions 

 

•  Local manifestations of a global 
pandemic 

•  How to recognise a disease at once 
well-known and unknown 

•  Specificities of a federalist country in 
comparison 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

Introduction 
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An Overview 

 •  Sonderegger 1991 

•  Sonderegger / Tscherrig 2016  

•  Several Master Theses (Ammon 2000, 

Brack 2015; Wittwer 2013, Zogg 2000) 

•  Tscherrig 2016 

•  Fritz 2021 

•  Weber 2022 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

The global pandemic of the “Spanish flu” in Switzerland   
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An Overview   

 
•  Western Switzerland type  

•  Central Switzerland or Alpine 
type 

•  Eastern Switzerland type 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

The global pandemic of the “Spanish flu” in Switzerland   
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An Overview 

Morbidity and Mortality rates   

•  about 2 million Swiss citizen fell ill  
•  morbidity of approximately 50% 

•  about 25’000 people died  
•  mortality rate of 0.77% for men and 

0.54% for women (0.65% overall) 

in Switzerland 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

The global pandemic of the “Spanish flu” in Switzerland   
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An Overview 

Morbidity and Mortality rates   

•  In general Switzerland conforms to 
the European trend 

•  Mortality rate is rather high 

•  Similarities with the United States in 
regard to the mortality rate of men 

in Switzerland 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

The global pandemic of the “Spanish flu” in Switzerland   
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measures taken 

Early comments of  the Swiss Health Office (6 July 1918) 
 

•  Epidemic disease similar to influenza  

•  Link to situation in other European 
countries, especially Spain 

•  No specific measures to be taken 
beyond keeping mouth clean 

•  Emerging debate on measures and 
drugs 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

Early perceptions and 
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measures taken 

Early comments of  the Swiss Health Office (6 July 1918) 
 

•  Epidemic disease similar to influenza  

•  Link to situation in other European 
countries, especially Spain 

•  No specific measures to be taken 
beyond keeping mouth clean 

•  Emerging debate on measures and 
drugs 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

Early perceptions and 



9	

9 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

measures taken 

Order of the Federal government 18 July 1918 
Empowering the cantons and local 

governments to prohibit 
•  public gatherings in the same place 
•  theatre performances 
•  cinematic performances 
•  concerts 
•  public meetings 
•  fairs 

Measures lifted end of August 1918 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

Early perceptions and 
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measures taken 

second wave from mid Sept. 1918  local and cantonal measures 
prohibiting 

•  public gatherings in the same place 
•  theatre and cinematic performances 
•  concerts 
•  public meetings 
•  fairs 
•  religious services 

and closing schools in some cases 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

Early perceptions and 
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on November 5, 1918 

inter-cantonal coordination present 

•  Swiss Health Office 
•  all cantonal authorities with the 

exception of Obwalden, Nidwalden, 
Appenzell-Innerrhoden and Ticino 

•  Military authorities 
•  Swiss Red Cross 
•  two external experts 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

The inter-cantonal discussion in Switzerland 
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on November 5, 1918 

Hermann Sahli, Georg Sobernheim and Bruno Galli-Valerio 
Issues 

•  higher virulence of the pandemic vs. 
lower resilience of the people 

Measures 
•  Isolation of patients 
•  Cleanliness in institutions  
•  Possibly Vaccination 
•  Facemasks 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

The inter-cantonal discussion in Switzerland 

Hermann Sahli Bruno Galli-Valerio 



13	

13 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

on November 5, 1918 

Hans Hunziker (Basel Health Office)  
  

Measures taken by Cantons 
almost all 

•  prohibition of public gatherings, 
although to various extent 

•  closing of schools 
•  duty to give notice to make it possible 

for the authorities to take measures 
some 

•  prohibition of religious services 
•  prohibitions of visits to hospitals 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

The inter-cantonal discussion in Switzerland 

great variety of measures, but strong will to fight the pandemic! 
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and conclusions    

Fragestellung 

•  Auf welche Fragen kann das 
Quellenkorpus Antworten geben?  

•  Wie ist das Quellenkorpus ent-
standen? 

•  In welchem Verhältnis stehen die 
einzelnen Teile des Quellenkor-
pus zueinander? 

Quellenkorpus 
 
 
 

Local perspectives on a global pandemic 

Imagining the world anew  
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Ø  On the one hand the world of 1918 was certainly different from what it looks today. On the 
other hand I think that you have discovered many similarities with the experiences that we 
have just had in the recent pandemic  

Ø  The men of 1918 – it was really a very male world at least within the authorities of the time 
– took some time to realize, how much the pandemic that struck them changed their 
world.  

Ø  To imagine their world anew the men most of the time recurred to their past experiences, 
they believed in local or regional solutions adapted to their specific needs and they 
expressed their hope that some of the work they were doing would be helpful in leading 
their society out of a pandemic that they had certainly not imagined to come in early 1918  



Thank you very much 

Daniel Marc Segesser   
July 8, 2022 

for your attention 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


