
The Making and Unmaking of Tuberculosis:
Exploring the Devastating Impact and the
Promise of Eradication
Tuberculosis (TB) is a bacterial infection that primarily affects the lungs. It is
one of the oldest and most devastating diseases known to humankind, with
evidence of its existence dating back thousands of years. Throughout
history, TB has claimed countless lives and left an enduring mark on
societies around the world.
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The Origins and Evolution of TB

The origins of TB are shrouded in mystery, but it is believed to have
emerged in humans around 10,000 years ago. The bacterium responsible
for TB, Mycobacterium tuberculosis (Mtb),is thought to have evolved from a
bacterium that causes a similar disease in cattle. Over time, Mtb adapted to
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live in human hosts, becoming one of the most successful pathogens in
history.

TB has played a significant role in human evolution. Its presence has
shaped the genetic makeup of populations, as those who were more
resistant to the disease were more likely to survive and reproduce. This
evolutionary pressure has led to the emergence of different strains of Mtb,
each with its own unique characteristics.

The Impact of TB on Society

Throughout history, TB has had a profound impact on societies around the
world. In the 19th century, TB was one of the leading causes of death in
Europe and North America. It was known as the "white plague" due to the
pale, sickly appearance of its victims. In the early 20th century, TB was
responsible for more than 1 million deaths per year in the United States
alone.

The impact of TB extended beyond the physical realm. The disease carried
a heavy social stigma, and those who were infected were often ostracized
from their communities. TB also had a significant economic impact, as it
often forced victims to give up work and led to long-term disability.

The Quest for a Cure

The search for a cure for TB has been ongoing for centuries. In the early
19th century, doctors began using opium to relieve the symptoms of the
disease. However, it was not until the late 19th century that the first
effective treatment for TB was discovered.



In 1882, Robert Koch identified the bacterium that causes TB. This
discovery paved the way for the development of new treatments, including
streptomycin, which was introduced in the 1940s. Streptomycin was initially
hailed as a miracle drug, but it soon became clear that it was not a
complete cure.

In the 1950s, the development of isoniazid and rifampicin marked a turning
point in the fight against TB. These drugs were more effective than
streptomycin and could be used in combination to treat the disease. The
combination of isoniazid, rifampicin, and pyrazinamide is still the standard
treatment for TB today.

The Promise of Eradication

In the 1980s, the World Health Organization (WHO) launched the Global
Tuberculosis Programme with the goal of eliminating TB by 2050. This
ambitious goal is based on the belief that TB is a preventable and curable
disease. However, the challenge of eradicating TB is significant.

One of the major challenges is the emergence of drug-resistant strains of
Mtb. Drug-resistant TB is more difficult to treat and can require longer, more
expensive treatment regimens. In 2020, an estimated 484,000 people
developed drug-resistant TB.

Another challenge is the lack of access to adequate healthcare in many
parts of the world. In some countries, TB is still a major public health
problem, and many people do not have access to the diagnosis and
treatment they need. This lack of access contributes to the spread of TB
and makes it more difficult to control.



The Future of TB Control

Despite the challenges, there is reason to be optimistic about the future of
TB control. New drugs and diagnostic tools are being developed, and there
is a growing understanding of the disease. In addition, there is a renewed
commitment from the global community to eliminate TB.

The book "The Making and Unmaking of Tuberculosis" provides a
comprehensive and accessible overview of the history, science, and social
impact of TB. This book is an essential resource for anyone who wants to
understand this complex disease and its impact on humankind.

TB is a disease that has shaped human history. It has caused untold
suffering and death, but it has also been a catalyst for scientific discovery
and social change. The fight against TB is not over, but there is reason to
be hopeful. With continued research and global cooperation, we can make
tuberculosis a thing of the past.
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