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The environmental health and justice different cases to demonstrate this: social
movements brought new academic perspec- movements addressing breast cancer, asthma,
tives that address issues related to risk percep- and Gulf War illness. In all three areas, he
tion, landscape history, and the dynamics of a demonstrates, grassroots activity and mobidemocratic society. They generally focus on lization played key roles in generating new
the social and ecological complexity of envi- scientific knowledge, finding solutions, and
ronmental health problems, and they tend to helping victims. Dealing with these toxic
conclude that one should seek interdiscipli- exposures required crossing specialist, social,
nary answers and solutions. Instead of equating an illness with the effect of a precise cause,
as medicine tends to do, Mitman (a historian
of science and medicine at the University of
Wisconsin, Madison) recommends paying
greater attention to the social and ecological
relationships of diseases. Brown (a sociologist
at Brown University) also emphasizes social
and ecological complexity in dealing with
toxic exposures.
The call for complex analysis tends to
backfire when polluters answer with the same
appeal to the complexity of their social or
financial situations. Both authors readily
admit this and recognize the importance of
finding simple solutions to urgent problems.
A quick medical or technical fix to toxic pollution is more helpful to those people
exposed than ten sociological or historical
studies. Yet swift scientific solutions lead to a

E

The reviewer is at the Forum for University History,
University of Oslo, Post Office Box 1008 Blindern,
NO-0315 Oslo, Norway. E-mail: peder.anker@ffu.uio.no

46

and economic barriers. He explains why it is
more likely that social, scientific, and policyrelated answers to toxic exposures will be
found when questions arise from those who
have been exposed. Brown’s argument is particularly convincing in his analysis of breast
cancer, where he documents the importance
of a social (as opposed to individual) call to
action, the value of laypeople raising scientific questions, and the force of ground-level
political mobilization among women.
In his analysis of asthma, Brown claims
that “attention to the new asthma epidemic
comes from empowered laypeople who are
concerned about environmental triggers of the
disease.” This claim needs some qualification
in view of Mitman’s study, which shows that
the asthmatic and allergic epidemic is an old
phenomenon dating back to financially “empowered laypeople” with a different social and
political setting than those Brown discusses.
They both hold, though, that the call to action
did not start in the scientific laboratory, but
instead among the victims. Indeed, the thinking of the environmental health movement
Brown describes looms large behind Mitman’s historical analysis.
A combination of scholarly and engaging
history, Breathing Space offers an alluring
account of how allergies shape people and the
environment. Mitman’s historical research,
archive work, and methodology are rigorous.
His account is also witty (as in telling about
the well-to-do’s use of allergy as a convenient
justification for going on vacation; I laughed
out loud twice) and moving (as when address-

Mr. A. Wiper Weeps on a train. The hood sheltered him from the dust and smoke of the railway. Hay fever
could be addressed humorously by those with the money to afford the holiday cure.
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and in telling about “our lives and landscapes”
Mitman only includes Americans. As the
forces at work—plants, insects, animals, people, pollution, money, companies, politics,
social movements, science—move around on
a global scale, there is an urgent need to discuss environmental health concerns on the
same international level.
Brown and Mitman show that environmental health advocacy groups have shaped
not only the political and social dynamics of
research but also the ways in which landscapes and society evolve. Their focus on the
broad circumstances of scientific developments is both timely and important. Toxic
Exposures and Breathing Space demonstrate
that dreams about solving environmental
problems through one medical or technological fix come at the expense of understanding
the underlying social and ecological complexity of a problem.
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ing the racial bias and environmental injustice
toward the urban poor).
Mitman takes the reader through six more
or less independent stories describing how
allergies came to shape people and spaces in
the United States. He starts with the holiday
resorts of the 1870s in which the leisure class
searching for escape from hay fever created a
substantial tourist economy in mountain environments. At the time, allergy was understood
as a functional nervous disease best cured
through travel to landscapes and hotels of
leisure. Mitman turns this social history of
allergy into an environmental history, arguing
that the upper-class escape reshaped holiday
landscapes into anything but allergy-safe
places. Allergenic plants such as ragweed followed the infrastructure of large hotels (e.g.,
trains, roads, vegetable gardens, and tree cuttings). Mitman shows how botanical research
into the life and spread of the giant ragweed
(Ambrosia trifida) led to medical investigations of its allergenic powers. From these studies came new understanding of the importance of its pollen, followed by a social “war
against ragweed” in the form of massive clearings and subsequent “vaccine” of nature in the
form of herbicides.
Inspired by environmental justice methodology, Mitman develops a novel way of analyzing the urban history and ecology of ghetto
cultures in New Orleans and New York City in
the 1960s and 1970s. Instead of pinpointing
one cause of asthma, the cockroach—which
inevitably led to a narrow focus on its eradication—Mitman untangles a web of environmental, racial, social, and economic factors
to explain the causes of allergies among the
poor. Equally interesting is his history of airconditioning and other attempts to engineer
pollen- and dust-free indoor environments as
refuges from allergic diseases. In these pages,
Mitman argues that the one-size-fits-all technological fix of air-conditioning could not
provide an asthma-safe zone inside buildings.
Neither could the billion-dollar pharmaceutical industry, to which Mitman devotes
the last part of his book. Taking medicine
against allergies, he argues, is an escape from
place. In addition to addressing medical treatments of the body, the book offers a plea for
addressing land use, the urban matrix, and
building construction as well as the social and
economic inequalities that in combination
create an environment triggering allergic reactions. “Allergy is not a thing but a relation,”
Mitman stresses, and consequently one needs
to take a broad social and ecological approach.
In reading these books, I was struck by
their Amerocentric focus. Brown discusses
the U.S. “environmental health movement,”

in India and to attract the attention of the
British establishment. Finally, in 1913, a letter from Ramanujan arrived in the tweedy
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