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Disease, Public Health, and the Making of the Modern World 
Professor Melissa Graboyes, MPH, Ph.D. 

University of Oregon—Winter 2018 
 
Office Hours:  Mondays 1-3; Tuesdays 1.30-3.30 
Office:  326 Chapman Hall  
Email:   graboyes@uoregon.edu  
 
Course Description 
This class examines the emergence of modern debates about health and disease and practices of 
public health in order to gain insight into the larger social, cultural, and political history of the 
modern world. The class will be broad in geographical and chronological scope. During the 
quarter, we will discuss the elimination of malaria in the United States; protests against polio 
vaccination in Northern Nigeria; smallpox eradication practices in India; the epidemiology of 
yellow fever in Brazil; and the origins of AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa. We’ll also review the impact 
of factors more commonly associated with “modernity,” such as the agricultural revolution, 
industrialization, urbanization, and new forms of globalization.   
 
We will focus on the century from 1880-1980, which includes the birth of modern medicine and 
public health. Within this time frame, we will examine the larger field of medicine and sub-fields 
such as microbiology and tropical medicine. After the turn of the century, we will turn our gaze to 
international public health organizations such as the Rockefeller Foundation and the World Health 
Organization and eradication campaigns led by these groups. The course will conclude with a 
focus on the historical epidemiology of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in sub-Saharan Africa 
 
Learning Outcomes 

• Demonstrate knowledge of the sources used in the history of science and medicine, and 
the methods used by historians when analyzing primary and secondary sources 

• Analyze primary and secondary sources, including government reports, documentary film, 
photographs, quantitative data, interview transcripts, diaries, newspapers, etc  

• Demonstrate the ability to analyze and integrate primary and secondary sources into a 
multi-paged essay that includes a coherent thesis and argument and a logical progression 
of thought expressed in clear, convincing, prose. 

• Identify and explain chronologically important events in the history of medicine since 
1850 

• Identify and explain the relationship between the start of the “modern era” and the rise of 
national public health programs 

• Identify global disease eradication attempts, and discuss reasons why the campaigns have 
failed or succeeded 

• Identify and critically analyze the tension between individual liberties and public health 
policies, and how public health policies have differentially affected individuals depending 
on their gender, class, and ethnicity. 

 
Required Texts (to be purchased) 
Nancy Leys Stepan. Eradication: Ridding the World of Diseases Forever? Cornell University Press: 
Ithaca, New York. 2011.  
 
Jacques Pepin. The Origins of AIDS. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. 2011.  
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J.N. Hays, The Burdens of Disease: Epidemics and Human Response in Western History. Rutgers 
University Press: New Brunswick, New Jersey. 2009. [Please note, this is the Updated Edition!] 
 
Available on Canvas, to be printed and brought to the relevant class  

- J.R. McNeill, Something New Under the Sun. W.W. Norton and Company: New York. 
2000. Chs. 7, 9 

- Philip Curtin. “The White Man’s Grave: Image and Reality, 1780- 1850” Journal of British 
Studies (1961): 94-110. 

- Ilana Löwy, “What/Who Should be Controlled? Opposition to Yellow Fever Campaigns in 
Brazil, 1900-39.” From Western Medicine as Contested Knowledge. Edited by Andrew 
Cunningham and Bridie Andrews. Manchester University Press: Manchester, NY. 1997. 
Ch. 5 124-46. 

- F. Fenner, A.J. Hall, W.R. Dowdle, “What is Eradication?” From The Eradication of 
Disease. John Wiley & Sons: Chinchester, NY. 1997. Ch. 2.  

- Malcom Gladwell, “The Mosquito Killer” New Yorker 2001. 
- Randall Packard, The Making of a Tropical Disease: a Short History of Malaria. Johns 

Hopkins University Press: Baltimore. 2007. Ch. 5. 
- Tina Rosenberg, “What the World Needs Now is DDT” New York Times April 11, 2004. 
- Paul Greenough, “Intimidation, Coercion and Resistance in the Final Stages of the South 

Asian Smallpox Eradication Campaign, 1973-1975,” Social Science and Medicine (1995): 
633-645. 

- Elisha P. Renne, The Politics of Polio in Northern Nigeria. Indiana University Press: 
Indianapolis. 2010. Ch. 1, 3, 4 

- S Rupp, P Ambata, V Narat, T Giles-Vernick, “Beyond the Cut Hunter: A Historical 
Epidemiology of HIV Beginnings in Central Africa.” Ecohealth (2016): 661-671. 
 

Available on Canvas, to be reviewed, but not required to be printed 
- WHO Polio fact sheet 
- WHO Smallpox fact sheet 
- WHO Malaria in Africa fact sheet 
- WHO Health in Africa fact sheet 
- Manson’s Tropical Diseases – Malaria 
- Manson’s Tropical Diseases – Hookworm 
- Manson’s Tropical Diseases – Yellow Fever 

 
 
 
Assignments and Grades  
Students will be assessed in the following manner:  

Class Participation   15% 
Group Presentation   10%  
Essay 1     25% 
Essay 2     25% 
Essay 3     25% 

 TOTAL  100% 
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Participation (15%) 
Class participation will be based on a student being present and on time, with readings completed, 
notes taken, ready to discuss materials, and actively participating in class. Merely being present 
assures you an attendance grade of “C-.”  
 
Presentation (10%) 
All students will be required to make a group presentation (12-15 minutes, groups of 3-4) on a 
topic we’ve covered in class. Presentation expectations will be discussed with students in the first 
week, and a sheet of expectations will be posted on Canvas. 
 
Essays (75%) 
Each student will be required to write three essays during the quarter. The first two essays will be 
3-4 pages in length. Prompts and detailed instructions will be given for each essay in advance, the 
assignments will be discussed in class, and assignment descriptions will be posted on Canvas.  
 
For each essay assignment, I require students to bring a hard copy of the paper’s outline to class. 
The final essay will be 5-6 pages long, and will require students to integrate primary and 
secondary sources to make a unique historical argument addressing one of the class’s themes. A 
complete draft outline and thesis of the paper will be due class 20, and we will spend time doing 
self and peer editing activities. The final essay will be due Friday, March 23, 8 am, via Canvas.  
  
Extra Credit 
There will be up to two opportunities for extra credit during the quarter, by way of attending 
relevant public lectures and events on campus. I have noted two events on our syllabus, and if I 
become aware of other events, I will announce them during class time and post relevant 
information on Canvas. Attendance at one of these events will add .05% to your grade for the 
class. Attendance at both events will add 1% to your final grade. It is the student’s responsibility to 
see that their extra credit has been accurately noted on Canvas by the end of week 10. 
 
Attendance 
To each class, you should bring the texts we are reading in addition to your notes on that text. You 
are allowed two absences without penalty. Each additional absence will result in a deduction of a 
third of letter grade from your final grade. More than five absences will result in a failing grade. 
 
Technology  
I do not permit the use of laptop computers or other electronic devices (i.e., recording equipment) 
in the classroom without specific permission from me.  
 
Plagiarism 
Although you will spend time reading and commenting upon each other’s work in class, your 
written words should be your own. If you are uncertain about how to avoid plagiarism, please 
read the information available on the library website: 
http://libweb.uoregon.edu/guides/plagiarism/students/.  
  
Accessibility/Disability 
If you require accommodations, please let me know as soon as possible, and I will need a letter of 
accommodation from the Accessible Education Center. They can be contacted at 
uoaec@uoregon.edu or 541-346-1155. 
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Part One: Modernity and Public Health 
The class will begin with a brief discussion of the Columbian Exchange and the complex 
relationship among humans, animals, and changes in the physical and disease environment. We 
will work with an 1842 report by Edwin Chadwick on the sanitary conditions of the laboring 
classes in Great Britain. We’ll then turn to the beginnings of “modern” medicine with germ theory 
and the development of new fields such as microbiology, tropical medicine and epidemiology. 
We will conclude by considering state authority and control in protecting public health. 
 
[1] Tuesday, January 9 
          
[2] Thursday, January 11 
McNeill, Something New Under the Sun, Chs. 7, 9 
 
[3] Tuesday, January 16         
Hays, Burdens of Disease, Chs. 6, 7 
Chadwick Papers 
 
[4] Thursday, January 18 
FILM: “Rx for Survival: A Global Health Challenge” 
Hays, Burdens of Disease, Chs. 9 
   
 

 
[5] Tuesday, January 23     
Hays, Burdens of Disease, Chs. 10, 11 
Curtin, “The White Man’s Grave: Image and Reality, 1780-1850” 
 
[6] Thursday, January 25 
Hays, Burdens of Disease, Ch. 12 
Lowy, “Who/what should be controlled?” 
Class Presentation, Group 1 
 
 
Part Two: Eradication  
This section should make clear why eradication attempts are a product of the modern era. We will 
examine past campaigns targeting hookworm, yellow fever, malaria, smallpox and polio on four 
different continents. Our primary source will be Fred Soper’s diaries during his work in Latin 
America. Soper will give us greater insight into the work of international organizations like the 
Rockefeller Foundation and Pan American Health Organization (PAHO). We’ll conclude this 
section by considering how to interpret anti-vaccination rumors and the motives of “non-
compliers” in vaccination drives. 
 

***EXTRA CREDIT*** 
Monday, January 22, 12-1.20. Knight Library Browsing Room. 

Dr. Sarah Zimmerman, “Gender, Citizenship and Diminishing Access: Goreen Women in Post-
Emancipation Senegal” 
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[7] Tuesday, January 30      
Stepan, Eradication, Chs. Intro., 1 
Fenner, Hall, and Dowdle, “What is Eradication?”   
 
[8] Thursday, February 1 
Stepan, Eradication, Ch. 2 
Gladwell, “The Mosquito Killer” 
Class Presentation, Group 2 
 
[9] Tuesday, February 6 
Stepan, Eradication, Ch. 3 
Soper Papers, Part A   
  
[10] Thursday, February 9 
Stepan, Eradication, Ch. 4 
Soper Papers, Part B 
**Essay 1 Outline and Thesis DUE**  
 
[11] Tuesday, February 13 
Film: “Rx for Survival: A Global Health Challenge” 
Reading Catch up day 
**Essay 1 DUE** 
 
[12] Thursday, February 15 
Stepan, Eradication, Ch. 5 
Packard, Making of a Tropical Disease, Ch. 5 
Rosenberg, “What the World Needs Now is DDT”     
Class Presentation, Group 3 
 
[13] Tuesday, February 20   
Stepan, Eradication, Ch. 6 
Greenough, “Intimidation, Coercion and Resistance” 
 
[14] Thursday, February 22 
Stepan, Eradication, Ch. 7 
Renne, The Politics of Polio, Chs. 1, 3, 4 
Class Presentation, Group 4 
 
 

***EXTRA CREDIT*** 
Monday, January 29, 12-1.20. Knight Library Browsing Room. 

Dr. Ama de-Graft Aikins, “Sugar Disease: Bitter Medicine: Living with Diabetes in an Urban 
Poor Ghanaian Community” 
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Part Three: AIDS 
Although AIDS is a pandemic, the heaviest disease burden is in sub-Saharan Africa. We will 
consider the conditions that led Africa to have the worst epidemic and how factors commonly 
associated with “modernity” have shaped the epidemic. We will use a visual primary source in 
this section: a film about HIV positive women with disabilities in Zimbabwe. This section will 
conclude with a closer look at the laws—American and international—that govern public health 
practices. Particular attention will be paid to the ethical dilemmas related to HIV-disclosure laws, 
mandatory HIV testing, and forced treatment for diseases in this era of human rights.  
 
[15] Tuesday, February 27 
Pepin, The Origins of AIDS, Chs. 1-4  
Rupp, et al., “Beyond the Cut Hunter”            
 
[16] Thursday, March 1 
Pepin, The Origins of AIDS, Chs. 5-7  
**Essay 2 Outline and Thesis DUE** 
 
[17] Tuesday, March 6     
Reading Catch Up Day 
FILM: Susie Grimes, “Disabled Women with HIV in Botswana”   
**Essay 2 DUE** 
 
[18] Thursday, March 8 
Pepin, The Origins of AIDS, Chs. 8-10 
Class Presentation, Group 5 
 
[19] Tuesday, March 13 
Pepin, The Origins of AIDS, Chs. 11-15 
   
[20] Thursday, March 15  
**Full OUTLINE + THESIS of final paper due** 
 

**Final paper due to Canvas: Friday, March 23, 8 am** 
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Additional Information about Grades 
Participation Grades: 
A 

• Attends all classes and contributes to most discussions 
• Demonstrates that you have read and thought about assigned readings 
• Pushes the discussion in provocative directions that transcends readings and illuminates 

broader course themes 
B 

• Attends class regularly and participates often 
• Shows that you have read most assigned readings 
• Contributions prove competence but do not necessarily demonstrate innovation  

C 
• Absent from class repeatedly or attends regularly but rarely participates 
• Contributions do not reflect in-depth understanding of readings 

 
Essay Grades 
A 

• Original analysis and ideas that are exceptional, creative, and unique 
• A sophisticated and clear argument expressed in a thesis statement and reinforced 

throughout the paper 
• Solid evidence to support all assertions and prove your thesis 
• Excellent organization that is not only clear but also ushers the reader through an evolving 

argument (each paragraph and section builds on the previous) 
• Polished writing with clean, neat transitions and almost no syntax errors 
• Explicit engagement with the required assignment and with broader course themes 
• Recognition of and effective challenges to counter arguments 
• Demonstrates a mastering of the assigned documents and course readings 
• Accurate citations that consistently adhere to an acceptable citation style 

B 
• An unpolished version of the A paper 
• Has all the information but is not original or creative; lacks the author’s own analysis 
• Portions of the paper are descriptive rather than analytical 
• Writing errors appear with some frequency; a few inaccurate citations 
• Argument of the paper or the paper’s organizational logic are not explicitly clear 
• Evidence not always provided or not effectively employed 
• Leaves doubt about the depth of understanding of course readings or lectures 

C 
• Summarizes readings rather than analyzing them 
• Failure to fulfill completely all aspects of the assignment, including assigned page length 
• Sloppy writing with little apparent proofreading; paper gives indication of hurried work 
• Little evidence supporting assertions in paper: no citations or inappropriate citations 
• Lack of argument or analysis 
• Suggests limited understanding of course issues and themes 
• Contains claims or assertions that are wrong 
• Suggests incomplete or hasty reading of assigned materials 
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Writing—General Tips 
Adapted from Professor Mark Carey 

 
Writing is one of the most important skills you will learn in college. I expect you to work hard on 
your essays and to hand in carefully written, well-organized and polished papers. You should 
submit papers that you would feel proud sharing with a classmate or publishing for the campus 
community. In other words, strive for the highest quality you can produce. And I will give you the 
level of detailed, productive comments that you would expect after your hard work. 
 
Ideas and Structure: Be sure to have a provocative, creative, and original argument. Also express 
its broader relevance by stating what your paper is a case of, rather than just sticking closely to the 
specifics of the readings or the precise topic. Effective papers are also meticulously organized. 
Paragraphs are not only clearly structured with topic sentences and transitions, but each paragraph 
should build on the previous one so that your argument unfolds and evolves through the pages. 
Finally, be sure you have evidence to back up every assertion. Avoid generalizations or 
unsubstantiated claims based on your feelings or popular knowledge—unless you can (and do) 
prove them. 
 
The Writing: The most effective writing is clear, concise and simple. Be certain every word in your 
paper matters. Pay particular attention to passive voice; avoid it at all costs. You can spot passive 
voice by finding cases where you use the very “to be” (is, are, was, were, have been, etc) followed 
by an “ed” ending on a verb. 

For example: The eradication campaign was started by scientists.  
Rewrite as: Scientists started the eradication campaign. 

In many cases, the passive voice obscures meaning in history papers because it hides actors.  
For example: The campaign was seen as unsuccessful. (Seen by whom??)  
Rewrite as: Many people suffering from malaria in Zanzibar thought the campaign was 
unsuccessful. 

 
Additional Guidelines: 

• Follow the assignment instructions, including required page lengths 
• Take a stand, have an argument, and present this as a thesis in the paper’s introduction 
• Organize your paper in a logical and easy way; explain this in the paper’s introduction 
• Introduce quotes in your own words; use quotations in moderation 
• Don’t plagiarize! (you have to cite ideas, not just quotations) 
• Cite properly using the Chicago Manual of Style guidelines 
• Proofread carefully. Pay attention to details—they matter.  

 
 


