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A paragraph is a set of sentences—usually between 100 and 250 words in all—that combine to 
present a single idea or set of facts. In most expository writing, a paragraph should begin with a 
topic sentence that presents a claim, then support the claim with evidence from sources. 
Historians strive to write topic sentences that present people or institutions as their subjects, 
with active verbs. They also use transitional words and phrases to connect the new information 
with previous paragraphs. 

Historians often quote from their sources once or twice in a paragraph, but usually not in their 
topic sentences. When they do quote, they take care to identify the source of the quotation, 
trimming it as needed to make it flow with the historian’s own words. 

To show how all this looks in practice, I present a color-coded passage from Nadja Durbach, 
“‘They Might As Well Brand Us’: Working-Class Resistance to Compulsory Vaccination in 
Victorian England,” Social History of Medicine 13, no. 1 (April 2000): 53-54. These four 
paragraphs are set off as section III of that article, a reminder that writers build articles and 
books from blocks as short as 3-5 paragraphs. 

Note that each topic sentence makes a claim, which the rest of the paragraph supports. Taken 
together, they summarize the argument:  
 
1. The Acts themselves also discriminated economically against working people.  
2. In response to this perceived economic discrimination, fervent anti-vaccinationists 

endeavoured to expose governmental 'despotism' by accumulating fines, claiming that as 
working men they were being milked dry by a law which favoured the wealthy and penalized 
the poor.  

3. Even after a conscience clause was introduced in 1898, local authorities still maintained the 
power to levy repeated fines.  

4. Anti-vaccinationists thus found the system for administrating compulsory vaccination in and of 
itself objectionable. 

Note also how Durbach uses some quotation—whether long passages or brief words or 
phrases—in every paragraph, but not in the topic sentence (beyond one word), and not enough 
to overwhelm her own voice.  

Finally, note that Social History of Medicine uses British spelling and punctuation, which I have 
left intact here. American students in American institutions should use American forms. 

 
 
  



 
Topic sentences (in bold) Body sentences 
Blue: subject of sentence, usually a person, group, or 
institution. 
Red: active verb. 
Green: transition—connects to previous paragraphs. 

Orange: quotation.  
Purple: identifies the source of the quotation. 
Brown: other evidence in support of topic 
sentence. 

 
The Acts themselves also discriminated economically against working people. The fine for non-
compliance was 20s plus court costs which could range anywhere from one penny to one pound. For the 
working class these penalties were more than trifling, considering that it was not uncommon for a working 
man to earn between 15 and 20s a week. The Vaccination Officer's Birth Books for Enfield in the 1880s 
and 1890s reveal that most defaulters were factory operatives or journeymen labourers whose salaries 
could not have accommodated such a hefty penalty, and who could not have afforded to miss a day of 
work to appear in court. Even if one could pay the fine the first time, the cat and mouse nature of the 
1867 and 1871 Acts, which allowed for repeated fining for non-compliance, meant penalties could be 
repeated almost indefinitely for each child, forcing penniless parents into prison. 'William Ockwell and I 
are working men', appealed one resister, 'Ockwell has two children, and cannot afford to pay from £3 to 
£4 as did our neighbour. . We cannot hold out unless we are assisted either in our defence or in the 
mitigation of penalties'. Fines were often paid by local anti-vaccination societies which frequently 
established mutual defence leagues in order to collect revenues for this purpose. This type of insurance 
was typical of other working-class savings plans such as burial insurance or boot clubs. 
 
In response to this perceived economic discrimination, fervent anti-vaccinationists endeavoured to 
expose governmental 'despotism' by accumulating fines, claiming that as working men they were being 
milked dry by a law which favoured the wealthy and penalized the poor. For working people, compulsory 
vaccination acted, in the words of one critic, as a 'baby-tax' swindled from the poor 'in a never-ending 
stream of cash' reminiscent of the South Sea Bubble scandal. The most famous of these martyrs was 
Charles Hayward, a mechanic from Ashford, who by October, 1888 had been fined £53 12s (much of 
which was paid for him by the Defence Fund of the London Society for the Abolition of Compulsory 
Vaccination) for the non-vaccination of his two children. Anti-vaccinationists maintained that repeated 
fining merely demonstrated 'the impotence of the law', for those who refused to vaccinate were 
'conscientious objectors', and would not be deterred by these penalties. If one did succeed in breaking 
down the antivaccinationist's resistance, a campaigner argued, 'you have also broken down his moral 
nature, and made him sin against his conscience'. 
 
Even after a conscience clause was introduced in 1898, local authorities still maintained the power to 
levy repeated fines. In the absence of any legal definition of conscientious objection, magistrates were 
left to decide whether the objection was legitimate or not and many had little sympathy for those they 
considered merely uninformed or negligent. Some even attacked the conscientious objector as, in the 
words of one magistrate, 'an enemy of the human race'. Until the procedure for obtaining conscientious 
objector status loosened in 1907, many magistrates indeed denied all applications for exemptions. 
 
Anti-vaccinationists thus found the system for administrating compulsory vaccination in and of itself 
objectionable. It exacted heavy penalties from those who considered themselves conscientious 
objectors, and lumped 'honest mechanic[s]' who were 'able and willing to work', together with paupers, 
who were neither respectable nor industrious. This was particularly degrading for working-class anti-
vaccinationists who fought so hard to disaggregate themselves from what middle-class Victorians had 
come to call the 'undeserving' classes. These distinctions were both more important and more difficult for 
anti-vaccinationists to maintain as campaigners were increasingly policed and punished. 


