
A Very Brief History of Public Health 

Ancient Times 

• Ancient Egypt (circa 1500 BCE): records of health prac�ces, such as sanita�on 
systems, waste management, and personal hygiene.  

• Ancient Greece and Rome: The Greeks introduced the concept of Hippocratic 
Medicine (400 BCE). The Romans built extensive public sanita�on systems, 
aqueducts, and public baths, understanding the link between hygiene and 
health.  

• The Middle Ages (5th to 15th centuries): With the fall of the Roman Empire, 
public health declined. However, ci�es like Baghdad and Cairo maintained 
advanced sanita�on prac�ces. The spread of the Black Death in the 14th 
century led to quaran�ne measures, an early form of disease control. 

Renaissance and Enlightenment (14th to 18th centuries) 

• Public Health Legisla�on: The late Renaissance saw the introduc�on of public 
health laws, including quaran�ne during epidemics. The 16th century saw the 
establishment of health boards in Italy and England to regulate sanita�on and 
control the spread of disease. 

• Age of Enlightenment: Medical advances led to beter understanding of 
infec�ous diseases and studying environmental factors, such as malaria spread, 
contribu�ng to the development of health policies. 

• Marine Hospital Service (1789), forerunner of the US Public Health Service. 

• Edward Jenner 1796 development of the smallpox vaccine.  

19th Century: The Rise of Modern Public Health 

• Industrial Revolu�on (18th to 19th centuries): With rapid urbaniza�on, 
new public health issues emerged, such as overcrowding, poor sanita�on, 
and the spread of infec�ous diseases.  

• John Snow and the Cholera Epidemic (1854): Snow is credited as the 
"father of epidemiology" a�er mapping the cholera outbreak in London and 
proving that contaminated water sources were responsible for spreading 
the disease. 



• William Farr: founder of the modern concept of surveillance; systema�cally 
collected, evaluated, and reported data on vital sta�s�cs  

• The Sanitary Movement: Public health reformers like Edwin Chadwick in 
England emphasized sanita�on, clean water, and waste disposal as central 
to public health. The Public Health Act of 1848 in England was one of the 
first major public health laws aimed at improving urban living condi�ons. 

• Louis Pasteur and Germ Theory: In the late 19th century the germ theory 
of disease revolu�onized the understanding of infec�on and preven�on. 
This led to advances in vaccina�on, steriliza�on, and public health prac�ces. 

• Lemuel Shatuck 1850 “Report of the Sanitary Commission of 
Massachusets” recommended a permanent statewide public health 
infrastructure establishing health offices at the state and local levels. 

20th Century: The Expansion of Public Health 

• Early 1900s: Public health expanded with a focus on sanita�on, vaccina�on 
programs, and comba�ng infec�ous diseases such as tuberculosis, smallpox, 
and polio. 

• 1918 influenza pandemic: Spanish flu 

• 1946 CDC founded 

• Public Health Campaigns: vaccina�ons,  an�-smoking campaigns, seat belt 
laws, food safety regula�ons, health promo�on, chronic disease preven�on. 

• Social Determinants of Health: such as access to healthcare, educa�on, 
housing, and employment. 

• 21st Century: Current Trends and Challenges 

• Global Health: The 21st century brought new challenges, including the rise 
of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) like heart disease, diabetes, and 
cancer, as well as global health threats like the HIV/AIDS pandemic and 
emerging infec�ous diseases (e.g., SARS, Ebola, COVID-19). 

• Health Systems and Policy: Public health is now intertwined with 
healthcare systems, focusing on policies that promote equitable access to 
healthcare, reduce health dispari�es, and integrate public health  


