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Abstract: The cycle of individual versus collective interests in health and health care delivery
continues today with governmental shifts in political ideology often dictating the approach. The first
public health laws were developed in England in 1848. These same laws were then applied in their
entirety to the Australian colonies. Yet despite the advancement in the education of health
professionals, medical technology and pharmacology, our public health laws have changed little.
Questions as to why the legislation was adopted initially, that go beyond the actual need to develop
sanitation systems and maintain clean water sources, that examines the values that drove the
application of the legislation, have not been asked in the Australian context. Was the first legislation
the product of contemporary (19" century) political philosophy? If so, what was that philosophy and
do we as a society hold those same values now? Why are we maintaining the status quo? What is
the one thing that hasn’t changed and why is this significant? A retrospective textual analysis of
parliamentary debates surrounding the introduction of the legislation along with an insight into the
social conditions of the time provided via newspapers and other historical documents, helps answer
these questions.
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