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As I write this book, we live in a global pandemic 
of disruption, disease, and death, but vaccine hopes 
now brighten our horizons. Public health has never 
been more important. In the United States, a his-
tory of systemic racism and racial injustice under-
lie vast health inequities and pandemic chasms. 
Though tempting to look backward, we must look 
forward, collectively pledging to strengthen pub-
lic health systems, prevention and preparedness, 
health care connections, and social conditions. Our 
struggles against COVID-19 give us a glimpse of all 
that is possible in science and public health, with 
the development and distribution of safe and effec-
tive vaccines carving a path forward.

From infectious diseases and past pandem-
ics to environmental threats and occupational 
illness, social, cultural, and political factors are 
interwoven with health, forming the backdrop for 
society’s responses to new challenges and endur-
ing threats. Public health history is filled with 
curiosity, courage, and perseverance to face and 
question conventional thinking.

The textbook uses a structured format 
to study public health from antiquity to the 
present time. Starting with an introduction, 
defining moments in public health history 

are stories illustrating people, principles, and 
challenges. These stories are followed by a 
discussion of history’s relevance to contem-
porary practice. Suggestions for additional 
study, discussion questions, and references  
complete each chapter.

History gives us a sense of perspective and of 
proportion. Looking at public health over decades 
and centuries, we see health issues in the context 
of longer events. For example, we can see the pen-
dulum of history swinging back from a sanitary 
awakening of poor health’s social roots to chal-
lenges we face in the present time.

Students, health care workers, public health 
professionals, researchers, teachers, advocates, 
policymakers, and citizens are all needed to 
improve public health. Public health’s history 
is relevant to our complex, challenging, endur-
ing, and global issues today. The most impor
tant lessons from our history provide optimism: 
that public health has, can, and will accomplish 
extraordinary things—together—to improve peo-
ple’s health and lives.

—Jan Kirk Carney

Preface
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