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The Odd Path of Early Environmentalism
“Whatever Happened to Industrial Waste?: Reform, Compromise, and Science in Nineteenth

Century Southern New England” by John T. Cumbler, in Journal of Social History (Fall 1995),
Carnegie Mellon University, Pittsburgh, Pa. 15213.

A century before the birth of the modern
environmental movement, New England
reformers waged a now largely forgotten war
to regulate air and water pollution. The
course of their crusade, writes Cumbler, a
historian at the University of Louisville, had
lasting consequences for American environ-
mentalism.

After the Civil War, environmentally
minded doctors and other professionals from
privileged Yankee families in Massachusetts
and Connecticut persuaded state and local
governments to establish boards of health to
investigate pollution. The reformers em-
braced an environmental theory of disease
which held that foul air and brown, discol-
ored water were a threat to physical and

mental health. Polluted waters were thought
to emit a “miasma” of noxious gasses. “The
agency of foul and putrid air . . . in causing
disease, is a very recent discovery, yet noth-
ing is better established,” declared an 1872
Massachusetts report. An 1875 state board of
health report in Connecticut warned that
pollution “brutalizes and dwarfs the intel-
lect, corrupts the morals, breeds intemper-
ance and sensuality, and is ever recruiting
the ranks of the vile and the dangerous.”

The activists won some important early
victories. In 1878, the Massachusetts legisla-
ture passed “An Act Relative to the Pollution
of Rivers, Streams, and Ponds” limiting the
dumping of sewage and industrial waste. But
Massachusetts industrialists quickly struck

is a closer correlation between IQ-test scores
of identical twins than between those of fra-
ternal twins—the difference being an indi-
cation of how much of what we call intelli-
gence is inherited.” Yet much is unknown. A
striking finding by one researcher Wright
cites is that the IQ scores of black inner-city

fraternal twins she tested, instead of ranging
widely, were quite similar—as turned out to
be the case for white children in a similarly
deprived environment. Could it be that
these youngsters have the genes for a higher
intelligence than their environment permits
them to express? The debate goes on.

The sewer basin on Moon Island in Boston Harbor during the 1880s, a time when a
general concern with foul water gave way to a focus on the control of sewage.
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Newton’s Solitary Genius
“Presiding Genius” by Peter Richards, in CAM (Michaelmas Term, 1995), Univ. of Cambridge

Development Office, 10 Trumpington St., Cambridge, England CB2 1QA.

Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727), the great-
est mathematician who ever lived, spent 35
years at Trinity College, University of

Cambridge. But he “was too much his own
man for Trinity to recognize his genius
straightaway,” writes Richards, editor of

Mammal Mommie Dearests
“Natural-Born Mothers” by Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, in Natural History (Dec. 1995), American Museum

of Natural History, Central Park West at 79th St., New York, N.Y. 10024.

Despite Medea and other, more recent
murderous moms, nothing is more synony-
mous with nurturing than motherhood. But
researchers who study mammal mothers of
various species now take a much more
expansive view, reports Hrdy, an anthropolo-
gist at the University of California at Davis.
Motherly behavior that just a few decades
ago would have been looked upon as deviant
is now thought to be as “natural” as tender
loving care.

Motherhood, Hrdy writes, “is not as
straightforward a matter as just turning on
the milk. Mothers have to factor in recurring
food shortages, predators, and social
exploitation by members of their own
species. Faced with poor conditions, a moth-
er must weigh babies in hand against her
own well-being, long-term survival, and—
most important—the possibility of breeding
again under better circumstances.”

Take the cotton-top tamarins of South
America, for example. These pint-sized
monkeys can give birth as often as twice a
year to twins whose combined weight adds
up to one-fifth of the mother’s. Only with the

help of fathers, older offspring, or transient
adults, who carry the babies when the moth-
er is not suckling them, can the mothers
cope. A researcher at the New England
Primate Center found that 57 percent of cot-
ton-top mothers without such help aban-
doned their young.

Abandonment is but one strategy. A preg-
nant house mouse that encounters a strange
male likely to pose a threat to her offspring
“may reabsorb her budding embryos,” Hrdy
says. Among the langur monkeys of India, a
young mother with many fertile years ahead
of her may, under persistent assault from
strange males, “simply stop defending her
infant, leaving more intrepid kin—usually
old females that have not reproduced for
years—to intervene.”

Other mammals stretch the meaning of
motherhood even further. A biologist who
monitored a population of black-tailed
prairie dogs in South Dakota found that low-
weight mothers sometimes abandoned their
litters, letting other prairie dogs eat the pups
and occasionally even joining in the feast
themselves.

back by, for example, persuading the gov-
ernment to appoint members more sympa-
thetic to their views to the board of health.

A more important cause of the environ-
mentalists’ undoing was the new germ theo-
ry of disease developed by Louis Pasteur and
other European scientists during the 1870s
and ’80s. The discovery that germs are the
main source of disease focused attention on
sewage and reduced the pressure to regulate
industrial pollutants. Indeed, the effluent
from New England’s wool and paper mills,
tanneries, iron works, and other manufactur-

ing works took on a whole new character. In
the late 1880s, the Connecticut Board of
Health concluded that “inorganic chemicals
[are] harmless, or positively beneficial in
counteracting the organic matter [sewage].”

All was not lost. Over the following dec-
ades, efforts were made in many states to
bring sewage dumping under control. Per-
haps the most important impact of germ the-
ory, however, was the displacement of the
reformers’ broad view by a new and more
narrowly technical view of the impact of
environmental degradation.


