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What's in a name?
Julio Frenk1

One of the crucial decisions in any new

project is the choice of its name. Whether

deliberately or not, names reveal goals and

visions. This is especially true when the

intrinsic nature of the project has to do with

language itself Ð as in the case of a journal. In

a world overpopulated by scienti®c and

professional periodicals, titles delimit identity

and scope, disciplinary and geographical

boundaries, traditions and af®liations. A title

is, in sum, a public promise. As such, it

determines to a large extent the attractiveness

of the journal both to readers and

contributors.

That is why the relaunching of the

Bulletin was preceded by detailed discussions

about its title. The decision to keep the

original name re¯ects the intention of

building on a proud tradition. Enriching

rather than destroying the past is the key to

true innovation.

At the same time that the heritage of

the Bulletin was recognized explicitly, it was

also necessary to indicate the birth of a new

era in its history. The way to meet this

double requirement was by the addition of a

subtitle: The International Journal of Public

Health. Every word in it is the result of

deliberation, which should be shared with

the readers.

The adjective ``international'' is used

here in its broadest sense. Taken literally,

this term could be restricted to relationships

among nation states. This would be insuf®-

cient in a world that is witnessing the

growing prominence of non-national actors

such as transnational corporations, global

nongovernmental organizations, and multi-

lateral institutions.

Such prominence has prompted many

to use the word ``global'' instead of ``inter-

national''. The Bulletin's subtitle retains the

more conventional term in order to under-

score the priority that will be given to

material which arises from national experi-

ences while containing important elements

for shared learning with the rest of the

world. At the same time, the Bulletin will also

publish analyses of processes occurring at

the global level. Hence the use of the word

``international'' in its broad sense in the

subtitle.

Even more important was the choice of

the term ``public health''. Historically, this

term has been used with multiple and often

equivocal meanings. I have been able to

identify at least ®ve major connotations that

have been used at various times (1). The ®rst

equates the adjective ``public'' to govern-

mental action, that is, the public sector. The

second is somewhat broader, since it

includes not only government programmes

but also the participation of the organized

community, that is to say, ``the public''. The

third identi®es public health with ``nonper-

sonal health services,'' that is, services that

cannot be appropriated by a speci®c

individual, since they are targeted at the

environment (e.g., sanitation) or the com-

munity (e.g., mass health education). The

next is slightly broader, since it adds a series

of personal preventive services for vulner-

able groups (for example, maternal and child

care programmes). Finally, the expression

``public health problem'' is often used,

especially in nontechnical language, to refer

to diseases that are particularly frequent or

dangerous.

Recently a more comprehensive con-

ception of public health has emerged. Many

groups have contributed to this process of

conceptual renewal, which has found one of

its recent expressions in the attempt by the

World Health Organization to specify

essential public health functions (2).

Drawing on many of those contribu-

tions, a previous detailed essay on the

topic (1) has argued that the adjective

``public'' should not designate a set of

services, a form of property or a type of

problem, but rather a level of analysis: the

population level. In contrast to clinical

medicine, which operates at an individual

level, and biomedical research, which

analyses the subindividual level, the es-

sence of public health is that it adopts a

perspective based on groups of people or

populations. This population perspective

inspires the two facets of public health:

action and enquiry.

As a ®eld of action through profes-
sional practice, the modern conception of
public health comprises the systematic
efforts being made to identify health needs
and to organize comprehensive services
with a well-de®ned population base. It thus
encompasses the information required for
characterizing the conditions of the popu-
lation and the mobilization of resources
necessary for responding to such conditions
through the health system.

As a ®eld of enquiry through multi-
disciplinary research, public health entails
the application of the biological, social and
behavioural sciences to the study of health
phenomena in human populations.

It is this broad de®nition of public
health that has inspired the subtitle of the
Bulletin. Through the texts that will see the
light here we hope to live up to such a
comprehensive mandate. n
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