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History of World TB Day
On March 24, 1882, Dr. Robert Koch announced the discovery of Mycobacterium
tuberculosis, the bacteria that causes tuberculosis (TB). During this time, TB killed one out of
every seven people living in the United States and Europe. Dr. Koch’s discovery was the most
important step taken toward the control and elimination of this deadly disease. A century
later, March 24 was designated World TB Day: a day to educate the public about the impact
of TB around the world.

TB Chronicles

As World TB Day 2018 approaches, CDC will honor TB elimination leaders and history-
makers through the TB Chronicles. The TB Chronicles will depict TB milestones that
highlight both how far we have come and how far we have to go towards ending TB.

Until TB is eliminated, World TB Day won’t be a celebration. But it is a valuable opportunity to
educate the public about the devastation TB can spread and how it can be stopped.

Names for TB

What is in a name?
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Johann Schonlein coined the term “tuberculosis” in the 1834, though it is estimated that
Mycobacterium tuberculosis may have been around as long as 3 million years!

Tuberculosis (TB) was called “phthisis” in ancient Greece, “tabes” in ancient Rome, and
“schachepheth” in ancient Hebrew. In the 1700s, TB was called “the white plague” due to the
paleness of the patients.   TB was commonly called “consumption” in the 1800s even after
Schonlein named it tuberculosis. During this time, TB was also called the “Captain of all
these men of death.”

During the Middle Ages, TB of the neck and lymph nodes was called “scofula.” Scofula was
believed to be a different disease from TB in the lungs.

Today, our names for TB tell us where TB is located (pulmonary, extrapulmonary) and how to
treat it (drug-susceptible, drug-resistant, multidrug resistant, and extensively drug-resistant.)

CDC and many organizations around the world are working towards a future where we call
TB “history.”

TB in Animals

TB is not just a disease found in humans.
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TB is a disease that infects animals as well as humans. Archeologists have found TB in the
bones of ancient bison in Wyoming. These bison lived over 17,000 years ago.

TB can still be found in many animals in the United States including cattle and deer.
Approximately 1 million cattle are tested each year for TB. The cattle at most risk for TB are
those that come into contact with wildlife that carry TB (like deer). It is possible for some
animals to transmit TB to humans.

TB in Humans

TB has been part of the human experience for a long time.
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TB in humans can be traced back to 9,000 years ago in Atlit Yam, a city now under the
Mediterranean Sea, off the coast of Israel. Archeologists found TB in the remains of a mother
and child buried together. The earliest written mentions of TB were in India (3,300 years ago)
and China (2,300 years ago).

Throughout the 1600-1800s in Europe, TB caused 25% of all deaths. Similar numbers
occurred in the United States. In 1889, Dr. Hermann Biggs convinced the New York City
Department of Health and Hygiene that doctors should report TB cases to the health
department, leading to the first published report on TB in New York City in 1893. CDC
published nationwide TB data for the first time in 1953, reporting 84,304 cases of TB in the
United States.

CDC publishes TB surveillance data on an annual basis. In 2016, the most recent data
available, there were 9,272 reported cases of TB disease in the United States. TB disease is a
nationally notifiable disease, however latent tuberculosis infection is not reported to CDC.
CDC is researching ways to monitor latent TB infection on a national basis. CDC has a goal
of TB elimination in the United States. To reach this goal CDC and partners are intensifying
the efforts to treat latent tuberculosis infection in addition to TB disease.
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