
Understanding Pollution: An Introduction to History, Causes and Effects of 
Pollution 

Pollution is an enormous issue as old as human civilization.  As long as mankind has been around 
there has been pollution, and pollution has evolved with mankind; from early man building a fire 
in a cave which deposited soot and carbon dioxide into the air to industrialized cities pumping out 
smog.  It wasn’t until the 1800s that people began to understand that unsanitary living conditions 
and polluted water contributed to the spread of diseasei, and it wasn’t until the end of the 1800s 
that people began realizing that industrialization was creating new kinds of pollution from 
factories.ii  As a topic that is, literally, as old as human history pollution has many facets to it.  
There are hundreds of causes, health effects and environmental effects of pollution, and dozens of 
types of pollution from simple littering to nuclear and radioactive fallout.  Pollution cannot be 
easily summarized but, to put it as simply as possible pollution is anything that makes air, water, 
and land unsafe for human use.iii  Needless to say, that is quite a broad spectrum. 

 

As mentioned previously there are many forms of pollution, and as technology advances pollution 
advances with it.  There are, however, several forms of pollution that are widely recognized.  These 
include air pollution, water pollution, and soil contamination.  There are many more, but these 
three will give us a starting point as I embark on a journey of discovery on pollution.  Air pollution 
is anything that makes the air that we breathe toxic to human health.  It includes such pollutants as 



carbon monoxide, which is nicknamed the silent killeriv, greenhouse gasesv, which trap the heat 
from the sun on earth and play havoc with the world’s ecosystems, and the burning of fossil fuels, 
which gives us energy but also releases dozens of different chemicals into the air with such varied 
effects as causing black lung, increasing smog, and releasing carbon dioxide.vi   

 

Water, of which the human body is made up of 65%vii, is arguably the most important resource on 
the planet, but humanity has been polluting it for centuries, if not millennia.  In 312 B.C. the 
sewage city of Rome, dumped into the Tiber River, which eventually forced the Romans to build 
their famous aqueducts just to get clean drinking water.viii  Water sources have been used as 
dumping grounds for human waste throughout history, because they are an easy way to disperse 
waste.  Today the situation is even worse with many factories and industries using rivers, and 
oceans as their dumping grounds.ix  It wasn’t until 1972 that the Clean Water Act was passed in 
the United States which sought to rein in water pollution.x That’s only a little over forty years ago 
that people began taking responsibility for clean water.  That’s a bit of a scary thought.  Some 
common water pollutants include fertilizers, automobile fluids, paint, pesticides, yard waste, and 
cigarette butts.xi  Not a one of those things do I want in my drinking water; what about you? 



 

Soil contamination is exactly what it sounds like: the soil from which we grow our food supply, 
and underground drinking water being contaminated by either solid or liquid pollutants.xii  Major 
sources of soil contamination include landfills, pesticides, industrial spills such as oil or natural 
gas, automobiles, and fires.xiii  The biggest dangers from soil pollution lie in the contaminants 
spreading to any food grown in the soil, and human exposure.  In your normal activities the average 
person ingests some soil particles every day.xiv  That means, that whatever chemicals, or solid 
contaminants are in the soil are entering your body, and may have an effect on you depending on 
what they are and how heavily contaminated the soil was.  For example, high levels of heavy 
metals such as lead and mercury can cause irreversible neurological damage in children, and no 
matter your age heavy metals can cause liver and kidney failure.xv 

Pollution is not a new issue.  It is one that has been with us throughout our growth and evolution.  
You could say that the history of pollution is a history of mankind, but despite that fact many 
people, myself included, know only a bit about pollution.  Over the next few months, I will be 
seeking to educate myself on the dangers, causes, and effects of pollution in our world and in our 
lives.  In order to change something you must first understand it, and that is what I am seeking to 
do:  understand pollution.  If you are interested in the your health, the environment, our world in 
general or just simply like to learn then I hope that what I will write will help you in some way, or 
at the least, provide a few minutes of enjoyment.  Follow the blog at understandingpollution.com, 
and we will embark on a journey of discovery together. 
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