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Although Robert Koch discovered that tuberculosis was caused by a bacteria in  

1882, this did not lead to any immediate discoveries of biomedical remedies against 

the disease. Consequently, tuberculosis continued to be understood as a disease caused 

mainly by social conditions and cultural habits. It was not until the 1940, when the BCG 

vaccine was deployed on a large scale and efficacious antibiotic drugs discovered, that 

tuberculosis could be framed unambiguously as a bacteriological problem. By that time, 

however, it had largely disappeared from the developed countries in the West and it was in 

developing countries such as India that the bacteriological understanding of tuberculosis 

had its full effect through massive vaccination campaigns and the development of 

domiciliary treatment with antibiotic drugs (which later developed into the official WHO 

DOTS programme).  

This lecture will follow the shifts in the understanding of tuberculosis in India and in the 

various control strategies derived from these understandings from the end of WWI to 1960. 

It will cover the period from the realization that tuberculosis was a major health problem to 

the zenith of the faith in bio-medical approaches to health problems, and it will consider 

the impact of political developments around Indian independence on changing 

perceptions of disease and disease control. 
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