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Air, the Environment and Public Health traces the theme of air and health from ancient civili-

sations to the present day. The author explores the changing conceptions of air and health

alongside historical developments in public health, and critically examines contemporary

problems – conceptual, scientific, philosophical and ethical – in public health theory and practice.

Part I surveys air and health in early civilisations, as well as the nineteenth-century debates

around miasma and evolution. Part II explores the history of smoke pollution and health. Part III

examines philosophical issues around modern air pollution epidemiology, and Part IV looks at

climate change and ethical frameworks in public health.

The book is a unique blend of public health science, history of medicine, ethics and philosophy.

It will be of interest to those working in or studying public health, environmental health, medicine,

history of medicine, environmental philosophy and medical ethics.

Anthony Kessel is Director of Public Health at Camden Primary Care Trust in London, and

Director of the International Programme for Ethics, Public Health and Human Rights at the
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Foreword

The idea of the health of the public and how to protect and promote it has a long

tradition, which in Western societies can be traced back to the Ancient Greeks.

Throughout this time air has always been accorded an important role in the under-

standing of health, and changes in the conceptualisation of the relationship between

air and health can be seen as a crucible for wider historical developments in public

health. By taking a long historical view and an interdisciplinary approach, Anthony

Kessel has been able to produce insights into both the details of practice in relation

to air quality and the estimation of health risks, and the theoretical development of

public health. His perspective also raises more general issues concerning the need

for, and the nature of, interdisciplinary enquiry, and this combination of assets

makes the book a ground-breaking contribution.

Over the last two centuries Britain has played a prominent role in the evolution

of ideas about public health. Those ideas have undergone a series of transforma-

tions. The first half of the nineteenth century saw the birth of the modern public

health movement in response to the squalid conditions which arose from the rapid

and disorderly growth of industrial cities. This movement was inspired initially by

social philosophers, sanitary engineers and statisticians, and, although supported

by a handful of radical doctors, did not develop as part of mainstream medicine.

However, in the second half of the century the doctors increasingly took control

as the state extended its involvement. So, by the 1870s, public health had become

somewhat medicalised and consolidated as a key element of local authority provi-

sion. This was reinforced by the rise of the germ theory in the 1880s, and by the

growing recognition, especially in the occupational setting, of the specific toxicity

of particular chemical and physical exposures. Public health was thereby emerging

as the third arm of biomedicine, alongside hospital medicine and general practice,

and organised under the aegis of the newly established Medical Officer of Health.

Thus, for a hundred years, until the abolition of this position in 1974, public health

gained recognition as an authentic branch of orthodox medicine, albeit of lower

status than clinical practice.
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x Foreword

The influence of public health was already in decline, though, after the introduc-

tion of the National Health Service (NHS) in 1948. This was partly because it was

the period when Britain, like other developed countries, was going through the epi-

demiological transition which saw the burden of ill-health shift from communicable

to non-communicable disease. This transition led to the view that public health

surveillance would be of declining importance, as non-communicable disease was

not seen as involving environmental issues. Also the Medical Officer of Health’s

management role was substantially reduced in 1948 because the NHS was organ-

ised nationally rather than at the level of the local authority, and the increasing

professional autonomy of sanitary inspectors, and social workers in the post-war

years finally led to the demise of the Medical Officer of Health in 1974.

The paradox has been that since this time there have been demands for a renais-

sance of public health, particularly under the banner of the ‘new public health’.

There is a variety of reasons why this arose in the closing years of the twentieth

century, but two are of particular relevance to this book. The first of these is the

renewed interest in the environment, and especially in air. Indeed, since the great

smog episodes of the mid-twentieth-century, there has been an increasing aware-

ness of the health risks from air pollution, and this, in turn, has underlain the

development of clean air legislation and regulatory action. More recently there has

been both a resurgence of communicable diseases, some of them airborne, on top

of the rise of non-communicable diseases such as chronic respiratory disease and

asthma, and new concerns with transport-related air pollution, acid rain and, now,

changes in the global climate induced by greenhouse gas emissions.

The second reason is that the traditional biomedical model, with its reliance

on scientific positivism and medical paternalism, has increasingly come under

challenge. This has highlighted the latent tension between the two traditional public

health roles, those of surveillance and protection of the population’s health, and the

management of the medical care system. When it was assumed that the public’s, the

state’s and medicine’s conceptions of health could be objectively defined and so were

logically coincident, combining these two roles was rarely seen as problematic. But

since the 1960s these constituencies have been seen as having potentially competing

interests, reflecting their different perspectives on health; this plurality of vision now

presents an ongoing and fundamental challenge to the single lens of biomedicine.

Thus public health is open to a range of new interpretations, particularly concerning

whether it should be under the control of organised medicine, and so is revisiting

some of the debates and political struggles of the nineteenth century.

This book is set within this new era of controversy, and has both arisen from it

and constitutes a critical reflection on it. In order to accomplish this, though, the

book not only engages with contemporary concerns of relevance to public health

but also breaks with the traditional academic mould, and so engages with issues of

wider interest.
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xi Foreword

History and philosophy of science is now a well-established discipline but is

relatively under-developed in relation to medicine and public health. The reasons

for this are twofold. First, the science of medicine and public health is seen as applied,

as practical, and so is often considered as less suitable, as well as less important,

as a subject for analysis than the ‘pure’ sciences. Second, there has been a strong

tendency for all academic disciplines to become more and more specialised and

reductionist. So, although there has been an increase in the range of subjects seen

as relevant to medicine, this has mainly resulted in a proliferation of subdisciplines,

e.g. social history of medicine, medical ethics and medical sociology, and these have

tended to be informed by the methods of the parent disciplines from which they

derived.

Breaking out of this mould to develop interdisciplinary perspectives is diffi-

cult but essential if the new public health is to flourish, and Anthony Kessel has

responded to the challenge. He has been able to do this because he brings to the task

an unusual combination of qualifications, in medicine, public health, history and

philosophy of science, and ethics. It has allowed him to interweave and combine a

concern with the practical aspects of air and health, with theoretical issues, and, in

doing so, to demonstrate the more general potential of this type of methodology.

This breadth of vision has then enabled the exploration of a wide range of issues,

including the changing relationship between humans and the natural environ-

ment (extending now to the unprecedented prospect of human-induced changes

in global atmospheric composition and, thus, in world climatic–environmental

conditions), the relevance of the humanities to public health education, research

and practice, and the connections between global health and political philosophy.

Hence, this book will appeal not only to practitioners of public health but to all

those who are concerned with the future health of the planet and the development

of interdisciplinary studies.
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Professor Anthony J. McMichael
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QRA Quantitative Risk Assessment
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