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"SILENCE, MISS CARSON!" 
SCIENCE, GENDER, AND THE RECEPTION OF 

SILENT SPRING 

MICHAEL B. SMITH 

The "control of nature" is a phrase conceived in arrogance, born of 
the Neanderthal age of biology and philosophy, when it was sup- 
posed that nature exists for the convenience of man. The concepts 
and practices of applied entomology for the most part date from 
that Stone Age of science. It is our alarming misfortune that so 
primitive a science has armed itself with the most modem and ter- 
rible weapons, and that in turning them against the insects it has 
also turned them against the earth. 

-Rachel Carson, Silent Spring, 262-63 

Thus did Rachel Carson conclude her most controversial work, a 
book that has since been compared with Harriet Beecher Stowe's 
Uncle Tom's Cabin for its capacity to awaken Americans out of eth- 
ical and moral somnolence and with Charles Darwin's On the 
Origin of Species for its challenge to the dominant scientific para- 
digm.' Despite being largely a synthesis of studies showing the 
ecological toll pesticides and other agrichemicals were exacting, 
Silent Spring-first appearing in an abridged serialization in the 
New Yorker in the summer of 1962-and its conclusions came as a 
shocking revelation to most Americans. Following on the heels of 
the thalidomide debacle and recent publicity about the danger of 
nuclear fallout, Silent Spring reached an audience already anxious 
about the brave new world of chemicals and atomic energy.2 
Carson's invocation of Albert Schweitzer's epitaph to humanity in 
the introduction to her book-"Man has lost the capacity to foresee 
and to forestall. He will end by destroying the earth."-powerfully 
primed readers for her account of how illusory humanity's con- 
trol of nature really was, a most dangerous kind of self-deception. 
And readers responded. The mailbox at the New Yorker received a 
deluge of letters in support of Carson, as did the mailrooms on 
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Capitol Hill and the White House. Carson's broadside against the 
petrochemical industry, the United States Department of Agricul- 
ture, and research universities, and the public support it generated 
posed a grave and immediate threat to the economic interests and 
institutional integrity of these entities. Collectively they mounted a 
frantic public relations campaign to denounce Carson and her col- 
laborators, bringing to bear all the nefarious machinery of the pub- 
lic relations industry. 

The history of this effort to discredit Carson is already well-cov- 
ered scholarly terrain.4 But although these studies have probed 
the virulent and ad hominem rhetoric of the attacks against Car- 
son, no one has scrutinized the gendered nature of these criti- 
cisms of both Carson as a person and scientist and of her vision 
for the praxis of science.' The story of how Rachel Carson and her 
work were received by her mostly male critics is important for 
both the history of science and the history of women, for this 
reception illuminates quite starkly the gendered ways Western 
culture has constructed science. Sandra G. Harding and Evelyn 
Fox Keller have led the way in identifying and offering correc- 
tives to the androcentrism inherent in the evolution of Western 
science and the effect this has had on women practitioners of sci- 
ence in Western culture. The criticism of Rachel Carson's work as 
a scientist serves as a important case study for exploring the very 
cultural dynamics philosophers of science such as Harding and 
Keller have been urging scholars to address.6 Moreover, through 
her use of metaphors about a balance of nature-precisely the lan- 
guage that so incensed many of her critics-Carson crafted a 
vision of nature that would resonate well with the philosophy of 
ecofeminism that began to develop a decade after Silent Spring 
was published. 

Through an examination of the avalanche of press coverage 
that followed the publication of Silent Spring, I will argue that 
Carson posed a threat to her detractors not merely because she 
had marshaled a scientifically sound indictment of the indiscrimi- 
nate use of chemicals in the United States and the world. Carson 
was also threatening because she was a woman, an independent 
scholar whose sex and lack of institutional ties placed her outside 
the nexus of the production and application of conventional sci- 
entific knowledge. In an insightful observation about the plight of 
women scientists in the cold war era, Margaret Rossiter describes 
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how well-trained women scientists "were, to use some military 
terms of the period, 'camouflaged' as housewives, mothers, and 
'other' and 'stockpiled' in cities and college towns across America 
... ready but uncalled for the big emergency that never came."7 

Carson, in a sense, called herself to address a big emergency. 
Her scientific credentials included a master's degree in marine 
biology from Johns Hopkins University and considerable work 
toward a Ph.D. Her family's financial circumstances in the Great 
Depression obliged Carson to abandon her doctoral work in favor 
of a job with the Fish and Wildlife Service. Despite her degree, her 
well-respected research for a government agency, and two best- 
selling books on ocean biology in the 1950s, she was attacked by 
critics of Silent Spring for both her science and her training.8 

The gendered language used to discredit Carson was really 
quite extraordinary, as we shall see. In order to assess why Silent 
Spring-considered apart from its author-proved to be such a pro- 
vocative book, I will also examine some of the rhetorical flourishes 
Carson employed. As the epigraph to this article illustrates, Car- 
son had a vision of the world as an organic system, a living organ- 
ism that insofar as humans needed to exploit it required a delicate 
balancing act, a tenderness, if you will. As Carolyn Merchant and 
others have pointed out, the scientific revolution of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries reordered the human perception of the 
natural world in mechanistic terms. "The world we have lost was 
organic," Merchant begins The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, 
and the Scientific Revolution, her pioneering work on the shift in 
attitudes toward nature in early modern Europe. Merchant's 
organic model of relations between humans and nature included 
the perception of nature as a living, feminine organism requiring a 
special kind of stewardship, one that demanded full reciprocity in 
human-nature interactions. For Merchant, the most problematic 
result of the scientific revolution was the fundamental reconstruc- 
tion of nature as a machine comprised of discrete, comprehensi- 
ble, controllable bits. Male scientists came to conceive of nature as 
an unpredictable harridan in need of constraint and mastery, and 
the notion of nature as a partner eroded. The quest to dominate a 
female nature paralleled and reinforced the cultural trend toward 
the increased subordination of women in society.9 

This, indeed, is the position ecofeminists have staked out in the 
cultural debates over ecological consciousness: as the "lost world" 
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of a more reciprocal relationship between humans and nature and 
between women and men has succumbed to various forms of do- 
mination by men and male-constructed science, women and na- 
ture have suffered together. By positing that women are innately 
more connected to the natural world (retaining the construction 
of nature as female) and instinctively conceptualize the world in 
organic terms, ecofeminists have argued that reestablishing the 
old notions of reciprocity is a task that should fall predominately 
to women. Although the tacit assumption that women are biolog- 
ically (rather than merely culturally) ordained to be better stew- 
ards of nature remains a controversial tenet of ecofeminism, the 
ecofeminist critique of culture helps us see that the roots of the 
oppression of women are more than economic.10 Although the 
label of ecofeminist would be an anachronistic one for Carson, 
she clearly evinced a reverence for the natural world that falls 
under Merchant's rubric of a lost perspective. She also proved to 
be a catalyst for the then-embryonic environmental movement, a 
movement that has had a disproportionate number of women as 
its motive force." 

SILENCING SPRING 
In their profoundly disturbing study of the public relations indus- 
try, John Stauber and Sheldon Rampton relate the story of how the 
public relations men for the chemical industry and the Depart- 
ment of Agriculture got wind of Carson's work even before its 
appearance in the New Yorker. By the end of the summer of 1962, 
when the book version of Carson's study was being prepared for 
press, the anti-Carson machinery was already moving in high 
gear. Monsanto published a parody of Silent Spring in its in-house 
magazine that was entitled "The Desolate Year" and described a 
world overrun by insects.12 The Velsicol Chemical Corporation 
attempted to convince Houghton Mifflin not to publish the book 
at all, linking Carson to "food faddists" and other "fringe" groups. 
They also invoked the imperatives of the Cold War, contending 
that an overly credulous and uninformed public might call for the 
elimination of pesticides and that "our supply of food will be re- 
duced to East-curtain parity." Finally, they threatened a libel suit 
against Carson's "innuendoes."13 None of these attempts to fore- 
stall the publication of Silent Spring was successful. So the chemi- 
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cal companies and other entities whose profit margins were threat- 
ened by Carson's findings resorted to counterattack through nega- 
tive book reviews and opinion pieces in major periodicals. These 
attacks appeared in all forms of periodicals, from trade journals 
such as Chemical and Engineering News to popular news magazines 
such as Time and U.S. News and World Report to peer-reviewed sci- 
ence journals such as Science. The popularity and appeal of Silent 
Spring developed in spite of this barrage of discrediting assess- 
ments. But the rapid disappearance of the issue of pesticides from 
the national radar screen of public opinion by 1965; the assault on 
Rachel Carson herself, even in obituaries following her death from 
breast cancer in 1964; and the cheery "See, there were plenty of 
birds this spring" rejoinders that appeared in 1963 and 1964 all 
serve as suggestive, if not conclusive, evidence that the anti-Car- 
son rhetoric did have a chilling effect on the discourse. 

For the remainder of this section of the article I will examine the 
dissenting voices that sought to silence Silent Spring. These critics 
fell roughly into two categories. In the first were those who were 
members of the scientific community. The writers were almost all 
men. Almost all of them found the research undertaken by Carson 
for the book to be suspect; many of them questioned Carson's cre- 
dentials, calling her an "amateur" or a mere "scientific journalist." 
Many also dismissed her writing as "emotional" and lacking the 
kind of cold, rational risk assessment required of modem applied 
science. Reading the reviews today one even senses some review- 
ers implicitly drawing a line between the "hard" science of chem- 
istry and the "soft" science of biology. The second category of crit- 
ics were from the popular press, the defenders of cold war-inflect- 
ed notions of progress and justified means to ends. These writers 
also engaged in gendered critiques of what they called Carson's 
emotionalism and her vision of progress rooted in "sentimental- 
ism" rather than reality. These critiques of Silent Spring appeared in 
magazines whose readership ranged across the spectrum, from 
Good Housekeeping to Sports Illustrated to Life. To be sure Silent 
Spring received numerous favorable reviews in the popular press. 
But even some of these reflected the gender biases noted above. 

It is not surprising that some of the most vicious attacks on 
Rachel Carson and Silent Spring came from those with the great- 
est economic stake in the widespread use of chemical pesticides. 
As noted above, many chemical companies launched anti-Carson 



738 Michael B. Smith 

campaigns. But the reviews of Silent Spring that appeared in some 
of the trade journals reflected a hysteria that transcended even 
that which they accused Carson of. The most sexist, most unbal- 
anced review of Silent Spring appeared in Chemical and Engineering 
News in October of 1962, shortly after the publication of the book. 
William Darby of the Vanderbilt University School of Medicine 
attacked Carson from the first paragraph of his review, entitled 
"Silence, Miss Carson!" The title itself (which the journal later ad- 
mitted was its own creation, not Darby's) expresses the prevailing 
attitude among many of Carson's critics that she was an unin- 
formed woman who was speaking of that which she knew not. 
Worse, she was speaking in a man's world, the inner sanctum of 
masculine science in which, like the sanctuary of a strict Calvinist 
sect, female silence was expected."4 Darby began his review by 
lumping Carson with groups he considered to be antimodern 
"freaks." Silent Spring would appeal to readers such as "the organic 
gardeners, the anti-fluoride leaguers, the worshippers of 'natural 
foods,' and those who cling to the philosophy of a vital principle, 
and pseudo-scientists and faddists," wrote Darby. He then in- 
voked a series of father-figure scientists who supported the use of 
pesticides and whom Carson supposedly ignored. "It is doubtful 
that many readers can bear to wade through its high-pitched se- 
quences of anxieties," Darby continued, impugning Carson's criti- 
cal tone in terms all too reminiscent of sexist critiques of so-called 
feminine styles of discourse. But, Darby went on, if readers were 
moved by Carson's pleas and her invocation of Schweitzer and 
other critics of uncontrolled modernization, their view augured 
the end of all human progress, reversion to a passive social state devoid of 

technology, scientific medicine, agriculture, sanitation, or education. It means 
disease, epidemics, starvation, misery, and suffering incomparable and intoler- 
able to modem man. Indeed, social, educational, and scientific development is 

prefaced on the conviction that man's lot will be and is being improved by 
greater understanding of and thereby increased ability to control or mold those 
forces responsible for man's suffering, misery, and deprivation.'5 

Francis Bacon would have been proud of such a manifesto advo- 
cating man's role as conqueror, master, and controller of nature. 
Here we see not a judicious review of a controversial book but a 
defense of the ideology of modem science and progress against 
feminine sentimentality, the frightened growl of cornered dogma. 
Significantly, many readers of Chemical and Engineering News ob- 
jected passionately to Darby's characterization of Carson and Si- 
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lent Spring in his review.16 But Darby was speaking as someone 
whose power was being undermined. 

Another prominent male physician wrote an only slightly less 
corrosive review for a trade journal with a slightly different orien- 
tation, Nutrition Reviews. For Frederick J. Stare, Carson's "emotion- 
al picture" of a possible disaster disqualified her as a scientist and 
raised questions about her real commitment to humanity, for "the 
broad application of a brilliant technology" has allowed humanity 
to "stave off starvation, disease, and social and political unrest." 
Carson's interrogation of the application of science was, in Stare's 
mind, naive at best and unpatriotic at worst. Miss Carson, Stare 
concluded, was no scientist. Her use of phrases such as "never 
ending stream of chemicals ... now pervading the world" and 
verbs such as "lurks" and "engulf" in reference to chemical residue 
consigned her to the role of sentimental essayist. Ignoring Car- 
son's distinguished career as a marine biologist, Stare concluded: 
"In Miss Carson's case, research limited to selective reading, plus 
the urging of 'friends' with special interests, is certainly no diplo- 
ma of equivalency for the academic training and experience re- 
quired for authority."17 

Reviews and essays about Silent Spring that appeared in scientif- 
ic journals did not contain such blatant attacks on Carson's char- 
acter, although most were no less critical of her conclusions. Re- 
viewer after reviewer-in all genre of periodicals-damned Carson's 
meddling in "progress," condemned her for proposing "unrealis- 
tic" alternatives. I will return to the rhetoric Carson used and why 
it may have so inflamed those who subscribed to conventional 
notions of progress in the second part of this article. But it is worth 
pointing out here that criticisms of Carson's science often alluded 
to her "soft" approach to a natural world that was humanity's 
adversary. There can be little doubt her belief that the 'battle" with 
nature was not a zero-sum game, that our relationship with the 
nonhuman part of nature should not be characterized as a battle at 
all, threatened an entire sector of the economy whose profits were 
predicated on an adversarial formulation. 

One conceit that Carson employed again and again in Silent 
Spring is "the balance of nature." Such a view of the natural world 
and the place of humanity in it raised the ire of I.L. Baldwin, 
among others. In his 1962 review for Science Baldwin wrote: "It is 
certain that modern agriculture and modern public health, in- 
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deed, modem civilization, could not exist without an unrelenting 
war against the return of a true balance of nature." Like Darby, 
Baldwin deployed the assertion that from science had sprung 
modernity, that alternatives to the existing practice of science were 
antimodern and would inevitably result in casting humanity back 
in the cauldron of competition with the rest of the natural world, a 
nature red in tooth and claw. Besides, Baldwin wrote, "The prob- 
lem Rachel Carson dramatizes is not a new one"; competent men 
were working within the dominant scientific paradigm to make 
necessary corrections. "[Their] reports are not dramatically writ- 
ten, and they were not intended to be best sellers. They are, how- 
ever, the result of careful study by a wide group of scientists, and 
they represent balanced judgements in areas in which emotional 
appeals tend to over-balance sound judgement based on facts."'8 
Rachel Carson's science, then, was "unbalanced" and "emotional." 
Restraint-that is, protecting the status quo-was the most "rational" 
course. Others criticized Carson in a similar vein. Her use of the 
image of a "fragile and exquisite songbird dying in paralytic con- 
vulsions" was, according to Thomas H. Jukes in American Scientist, 
an unforgivably sentimental tactic for raising awareness about the 
issue of "possible" pesticide misuse. Jukes condemned those fol- 
lowers of John Muir who want to see his vision of pure nature pre- 
served but would not "adopt his diet of tea and bread crusts," 
those hypocritical idealists who want to have both modernity and 
a balance of nature: not possible, he flatly asserted." (I.L. Baldwin 
had made a similar claim, stating that the elimination or even sig- 
nificant reduction of pesticides would mean a '"back-to-the-farm 
migration for millions.")20 

These writers and others were trying to preserve the public's 
credulity in the ability of science and technology to solve problems 
both presented by nature and those that developed as unforeseen 
consequences of applied science. Even one of the more balanced 
reviews of Silent Spring in a scientific magazine had this agenda at 
its core. "I suspect that the inevitable way to progress for man, as 
for nature," wrote LaMont C. Cole in Scientific American, "is to try 
new things in an almost haphazard manner, discarding the fail- 
ures and building upon the successes."2' It was just this blind faith 
Carson was trying to shake. The New York Times opined even 
before her book appeared that "she warns of the dangers of misuse 
and overuse by a public that has become mesmerized by the 
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notion that chemists are the possessors of divine wisdom and that 
nothing but benefit can emerge from their test tubes."22 

That a woman should challenge the mesmerists, that she should 
try to shake Americans from their complacent trust in their own 
government and most powerful corporations, dismayed not just 
the chemical companies and their colleagues in research universi- 
ties. Her New Yorker pieces drew overwhelming praise from read- 
ers, but a vocal minority objected to her and her findings strenu- 
ously. One writer wrote: "Miss Rachel Carson's reference to the 
selfishness of insecticide manufacturers probably reflects her 
Communist sympathies, like a lot of our writers these days. We 
can live without birds and animals, but, as the current market 
slump shows, we cannot live without business. As for insects, isn't 
it just like a woman to be scared to death of a few little bugs! As 
long as we have the H-bomb everything will be O.K."23 

If letters from cranks had been the extent of the public com- 
plaints against Carson in the popular press, one could less confi- 
dently assert that gender biases from the culture at large deeply in- 
flected the reception of her work. But when a magazine with the 
wide readership of Time called her findings and writing "patently 
unsound," "hysterically emphatic," and an "emotional outburst," 
then the roots of the criticism, the reasons Carson was so threaten- 
ing, become clear: she was a woman and she was challenging a 
cornerstone of industrial capitalism with a passion considered 
unbecoming to a scientist. The Time piece also trotted out the 
familiar criticism about the 'balance of nature": "Lovers of wildlife 
often rhapsodize about the 'balance of nature' that keeps all living 
creatures in harmony, but scientists realistically point out that the 
balance of nature was upset thousands of years ago when man's 
invention of weapons made him the king of the beasts. The bal- 
ance has never recovered its equilibrium; man is the dominant 
species on his planet, and as his fields, pastures and cities spread 
across the land, lesser species are extirpated, pushed into refuge 
areas, or domesticated."24 

The Catholic periodical of record, America, also savaged Silent 
Spring, again noting Carson's "emotionalism" and lack of bal- 
ance.2 The National Review called the book "simply a long emo- 
tional attack," Carson's approach "emotional and one-sided," an 
"obscurantist appeal to the emotions." Again invoking the need 
for "rational" and "scientific" (as opposed to emotional or irra- 
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tional and sentimental) approach, the review concluded by say- 
ing that "[the problem of pesticides] is Burkean, and involves a 
careful weighing of advantages and disadvantages with due 
regard to our lack of perfect knowledge."26 Newsweek wondered 
about the critics' view of Silent Spring as "innuendo" and having 
"the quality of gossip."27 "Her extravagant language ..., her un- 
scientific use of innuendo ..., her pantheism ... , and her disre- 
gard for the studies of the problem by her fellow scientists in 
industry, the university, and government service" (mostly men of 
course) rendered her study completely unreliable, commented 
another reviewer.28 Even a profile of Carson in Life purporting to 
be a balanced assessment of the woman and her work could not 
overlook the implications of Carson's sex noting that "for all her 
gentle mien, Rachel Carson, 55, who is unmarried but not a femi- 
nist ... is a formidable adversary." This phrase suggests that were 
Carson a feminist she would indeed be a subversive force, for 
(with a wink to the reader) Life subscribers all know what those 
women are like. And yet there is also in these words the implica- 
tion that Carson's unmarried status is itself an expression of some 
deficiency, that were she married, none of this controversy would 
have developed. Presumably she would have instead been practic- 
ing home economics and recognizing the overwhelming benefits 
of pesticide-enhanced agricultural bounty for the kitchen. There is, 
in fact, no evidence to suggest Carson openly advocated for wom- 
en's rights, although her own struggle with the scientific establish- 
ment served as a feminist statement. By the second page of the 
profile Carson had morphed into a pesky gadfly, a "good indig- 
nant crusader." Finally, the article concluded, like troublesome 
Mother Nature herself, "Hurricane Rachel" must be endured, be- 
calmed, and then "the real dangers to public health [could] be 
evaluated, and then controlled by skilled medical men.'"29 

Like many of the articles about Carson and Silent Spring the Life 
profile featured photographs of Carson, few of which depicted 
her in the guise of a professional scientist. There were none of the 
usual press release photographs of a white-coated notable scien- 
tist in the lab looking authoritative or the dauntless field research- 
er above the volcano's mouth. Instead, Carson was almost always 
photographed with her cat or sitting in the woods surrounded by 
children gesturing at the natural wonders of the world. Only oc- 
casionally did a photo of her at a microscope appear. By implica- 
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tion, these photos located Carson in the world of the school 
marm, not the world of science. She was a teacher-to some a sub- 
versive, dangerous one-but not someone who was engaged in 
meaningful scientific research." 

Even one year after the publication of the book, even after a 
commission appointed by President Kennedy had sustained many 
of Carson's conclusions about pesticides, the assault on Carson in 
print continued. An early collaborator on Silent Spring, Edwin 
Diamond, described how he simply could not work with a 
woman who let emotion interfere with accuracy and whose final 
product relied on the same shock techniques and distortions 
employed by Joseph McCarthy.3' The story, "Life-Giving Spray" 
(featuring the obligatory photograph of Carson as sentimental 
bird watcher), appeared in the quintessential male magazine, 
Sports Illustrated, and concluded that one year after Carson's 
frightening indictment wildlife seemed more abundant than ever, 
and was, in fact, aided by pesticide use.32 

Even the airwaves were filled with vilification of Carson, cri- 
tiques once again suffused with gendered notions of science and 
who does "good" science. In a widely distributed speech of Jan- 
uary 1963, the president of the Nutrition Foundation, C.G. King, 
like Frederick Stare and others cited above, condemned Carson as 
a fellow traveler with all of the fringe elements of society: "Food 
faddists, health quacks, and special interest groups are promoting 
her book as if it were scientifically irreproachable and written by 
a scientist. Neither is true . . . and [Carson] misses the very es- 
sence of science in not being objective either in citing the evidence 
or in its interpretation."33 The frequently interviewed Robert H. 
White-Stevens, whose British accent and grandfatherly appear- 
ance evidently conferred upon him a trustworthiness unmerited 
by his intemperate remarks, proved to be the king of anti-Carson 
sound bites with variations on the following characterization of 
Silent Spring: "Her book is littered with crass assumptions and 
gross misinterpretations, misquotations, and misunderstandings, 
clearly calculated to mislead the uninformed.... Her book will 
come to be regarded in time as a gross distortion of the actual 
facts, essentially unsupported by either scientific experimental 
evidence or practical experience in the field."34 For these men, 
whose power in shaping society through expert scientific advice 
hung on their credibility as both protectors of the public interest 
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and exemplars of "true" science, Rachel Carson's conclusions and 
analysis were terrifying. Carson's critics-mostly men, mostly 
white, mostly affiliated with some bureaucratic institution-recog- 
nized the general public's willingness to accept science as it was 
being practiced as the ultimate authority. They therefore took two 
approaches to discrediting her, both of which often led the reader 
to make inferences about how gender inflected her science and 
both of which sought to shore up the foundations of science that 
Carson's critique of modernity had shaken. Carson's critics tried 
to reassure the world that even if some of what Carson alleged 
was true, the mistakes resulted from misapplication, not misguid- 
ed science. Science, they argued, was almost solely responsible for 
the extraordinary standard of living Americans were experiencing 
by the early 1960s. To heed Carson's warnings would be tanta- 
mount to killing the goose that was laying the golden egg. Since 
the Progressive Era when the federal government had begun regu- 
lating society in earnest for the first time, the burgeoning Ameri- 
can middle class had been willing to accept safety regulations only 
to the extent that such regulations did not incur large increases in 
the price of consumer goods. As was the case with the meatpack- 
ing industry in the first decade of the twentieth century following 
the publication of Upton Sinclair's The Jungle, those who stood to 
profit directly from the heavy use of pesticides responded to Silent 
Spring with the consumer's wallet in mind, thereby striking a 
putative balance-if it can be called such a thing-between public 
health safety and affordability. "[Because of pesticides] today's 
American housewives have the widest choice of fruits and veg- 
etables, and meats and dairy-at prices to fit their budgets," char- 
acterizes this rhetoric.35 

'"THE OTHER ROAD" 

Something other than just the specter of bad science piqued the ire 
of Carson's critics. Although Carson's job in Silent Spring was 
largely that of a synthesizer, her conclusions pointed to the prac- 
tice of a profoundly different relationship between humans and 
nature than that which obtained in early 1960s' America. Carson 
avoided making prescriptions that amounted to a call for the over- 
throw of the existing order. Her persistent invocation of "balance" 
and the rhetoric she employed in advocating a change in the 
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application of science amounted to a subversive act, however. This 
challenge to the order of things, even when it was not a conscious 
one, inspired the modem environmental movement and under- 
girds much of what is now called "ecofeminism." For the remain- 
der of this article I will examine a few passages from Silent Spring 
that illustrate the radical nature of Carson's critique and briefly 
outline both her legacy and the legacy of the public relations cam- 
paign against her. 

In his essay on the politics of nature in Silent Spring, Yaakov 
Garb argues that Carson was not really very radical. She was, he 
contends, content to practice realpolitik to a certain degree; that is, 
she deliberately avoided connecting the injustices of the social en- 
vironment that to a certain extent preordained the injustices to the 
natural environment. To argue that capitalism generally, not mere- 
ly the corporate greed of chemical manufacturers, was responsible 
for irresponsible science was not, obviously, Carson's agenda. But, 
as Garb points out, Our Synthetic Environment, a book by the anar- 
chist Murray Bookchin (writing pseudonymously as Lewis Her- 
ber), published only months before Silent Spring and making the 
same indictment against pesticides using many of the same 
sources, received little attention. Why? Because Bookchin's polemic 
viewed pesticides merely as a symptom of an economic system 
that was pathological to its core. Without social justice, he argued, 
there could be no environmental justice. He hoped to leverage a 
popular overthrow of the status quo through his expose of gov- 
ernment and corporate complicity in the poisoning of the envi- 
ronment and people. Bookchin's critique of society was simply 
unpalatable to even many of those "fringe" groups with whom 
Carson was speciously associated. Garb sees Silent Spring as a far 
less radical critique of society than Bookchin's. Carson, Garb con- 
tends, invoked the '"balance of nature" because it at once resonat- 
ed with an antimodern impulse that resides in many denizens of 
late-twentieth-century society and because it was sufficiently 
vague not to be threatening to most of society. He writes: 
Terms like "nature," "natural," and the "balance of nature" have great discursive 
force not in spite of but because of their fuzziness. Their multiple connotations 
and self-evident (thus unexamined) definition within the community that 
shares them enable protean versatility. We add great force to any argument by 
adducing the "natural" to it, so long as no one asks carefully what we mean by 
the term. If they do, it will often turn out that nature (and its cognates) are not 
pre-existing, ontologically firm objects or conditions in the natural world, but a 
reification of human criteria and definitions.2 
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Whatever the wide-ranging resonance of these terms in the popu- 
lar consciousness, for Carson they had very specific meanings, an- 
chored in a vision of that world Carolyn Merchant called organic. 

I agree that Carson did not explicitly make the same sweeping 
indictments as Bookchin; however, she offered a vision of science 
that expressed a reconsideration of the Baconian model that has 
more or less guided Western science since the seventeenth centu- 
ry. In the first pages of Silent Spring-the "Fable for Tomorrow" that 
so many critics held up as evidence that Carson was a storyteller 
and nothing more-she evoked a world which, having been treat- 
ed as a machine more inorganic than vital for so many centuries, 
has died. "No witchcraft ... had silenced the rebirth of new life in 
this stricken world," Carson wrote, "The people had done it them- 
selves.""37 The scientists, mostly, had done it, with homeowners 
and farmers abetting, largely unaware of what they were doing. 
Time and again Carson refers to man's quest for dominion over 
nature: his "assaults on the natural world" (16), his "[procession] 
toward his announced goal of the conquest of nature" (83), his 
tearing of "the earth's green mantle" (64). 

Her working titles for Silent Spring demonstrate that she want- 
ed to bring out the theme of man's relentless struggle to subdue 
nature more than she did. At various stages of the writing process 
Carson wanted to call her book "Control of Nature" and "Man 
against the Earth."38 And she indicts the dictatorial nature of sci- 
ence and its star chamber of practitioners who make decisions 
that effect everyone, destroying a part of the world without con- 
sent. Someone had appointed himself God. "Who has made the 
decision that sets in motion these chains of poisonings, this ever- 
widening wave of death that spreads out, like ripples when a 
pebble is dropped into a still pond?" She asked: "Who has decid- 
ed-who has the right to decide-for the countless legions of people 
who were not consulted that the supreme value is a world with- 
out insects, even though it be also a sterile world ungraced by the 
curving wing of a bird in flight? The decision is that of the author- 
itarian ... ; he has made it during a moment of inattention by mil- 
lions to whom beauty and the ordered world of nature still have a 
meaning that is deep and imperative" (119). "Man with a spray 
gun" is a phrase Carson employs to describe the militaristic fervor 
with which pesticide users have carried out their project to eradi- 
cate all insects. This "man with a spray gun" has ignored the bal- 
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ance of nature, destroying as pests insects which preyed on insects 
even more destructive to the sculpted environment of humans. 
There are laws more fundamental than Bacon's and Newton's. 
Carson argued that "[t]he balance of nature ... is a complex, pre- 
cise, and highly integrated system of relationships between living 
things which cannot safely be ignored any more than the law of 
gravity can be defied with impunity by a man perched on the 
edge of a cliff. ... Man, too, is part of this balance" (218). 

Carson was not, of course, the first to argue that humans should 
attend more carefully to ecological equilibrium. But in a way more 
pointed than anyone before her she identified the most profound 
consequence of humanity's tampering with this balance: humans 
themselves. For Carson, one of the most disturbing aspects of the 
chemical world of the postwar era was how it had compromised 
future generations. "Chemicals occur in the mother's milk and 
probably in the tissues of the unborn child" (24), she wrote. We 
had engaged in an experiment with no control group, Carson 
worried, a terribly dangerous game. The illusion that human be- 
ings, by virtue of their power to manipulate nature, were immune 
to the diffusion of toxins into the environment was no longer ten- 
able after Silent Spring. 

CODA 
The controversy stirred up by Silent Spring continues to this day. 
A presidential commission and congressional investigation into 
the dangers posed by pesticides led to stricter guidelines about 
the testing, labeling, and application of pesticides. The road from 
Silent Spring led directly to the creation of the Environmental Pro- 
tection Agency. In the years since the publication of Silent Spring, 
other scientists have largely corroborated Carson's assertions 
about the damage chemical pesticides do to the environment.39 In 
spite of this, the addiction of the industrialized world and, in- 
creasingly, the developing world, to powerful poisons for eradi- 
cating the "pests" that feast on the vast acreages of industrial 
monoculture is as strong as ever. Perhaps even more troubling 
has been the ever-growing acceptance of genetically engineered 
agricultural products, many of which are genetically engineered 
to resist herbicides. The continued complication of agriculture 
makes the production of food increasingly reliant on corporate in- 
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terests, whose primary interest, of course, is profit. Although 
some writers have read Carson as ignoring this element of the 
pesticide problem, they have overlooked several searing indict- 
ments of corporate greed. "[This] is ... an era dominated by 
industry," Carson wrote in the second chapter of Silent Spring, "in 
which the right to make a dollar at whatever cost is seldom chal- 
lenged. When the public protests, confronted with some obvious 
evidence of damaging results of pesticide applications, it is fed lit- 
tle tranquilizing pills of half truth" (23). 

Another kind of opiate for the masses perhaps? Despite the ini- 
tial uproar over pesticides there was a marked decline of the gen- 
eral public's interest in the issue by 1965.40 Environmental activists 
kept the issue on the table but attention soon shifted to other 
social problems: student unrest, the Vietnam War, racial tensions. 
Although chemical pollution of the environment remained (and 
remains) a very serious problem, the loudest advocates of curtail- 
ing the use of pesticides were, ironically, the much disparaged 
"food faddists," organic gardeners and farmers, and grassroots 
activists whose own lives had been directly affected by environ- 
mental toxins.41 

"Have we fallen into a mesmerized state that makes us accept 
as inevitable that which is inferior or detrimental, as though hav- 
ing lost the will or the vision to demand that which is good?" (22), 
Rachel Carson asked in 1962. When her predictions of the power 
of environmental toxins to alter human germ plasm and in some 
cases disrupt human reproductive capacities have come true, and 
yet the general public seems largely unconcerned, one has to 
wonder about the extent of mesmerism. In Our Stolen Future: Are 
We Threatening Our Fertility, Intelligence, and Survival? Theo Col- 
bum, Dianne Dumanoski, and John Peterson Myers document 
just how chlorine-based synthetic chemicals cause serious repro- 
ductive problems in both animals and humans.42 But the book 
made much less of a splash than Silent Spring, in part because the 
public relations efforts of the chemical industry worked to under- 
mine the credibility of the book even before it reached the book- 
stores. The stakes were even higher for the industry this time 
around because Colborn and her collaborators focused on the 
way environmental toxins victimized women and children, both 
already represented by powerful activist organizations. "No defi- 
nitive proof!" cried the chemical industry and agribusiness, and 
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that seems to have placated all but the most determined critics in 
the booming 1990s' economy.1 

And so it seems we have not learned the moral of Rachel Car- 
son's "Fable for Tomorrow," her story about a world with no bird 
songs, no edible fish, and poisoned people that opened Silent 
Spring. The alternative science, with its view toward maintaining 
a balanced relationship between humans and their environment 
that she and a minority of others have advocated, languishes on 
the fringe of the scientific and cultural discourse. Sandra Harding 
has argued that a feminist critique of science must have as its 
agenda the illumination of both science's progressive and regres- 
sive tendencies, of science's inherently political nature, of science 
as a social process. Only after such exposure might it be possible 
"to use for liberating ends sciences that are apparently so inti- 
mately involved in Western, bourgeois, and masculine projects.""44 
Rachel Carson would not have assessed Western science in so 
many words, but her indictments in Silent Spring most certainly 
served to illuminate these dimensions of science. Without dis- 
carding science's benefits to humanity Carson shook her finger at 
the careless, regressive path science had taken with regard to pes- 
ticides. With its call to action Silent Spring was a political state- 
ment and its very publication expressed the sentiment that sci- 
ence is a social process. 

The indignation that greeted the publication of Silent Spring 
and subsequent critiques of chemical damage to the environment, 
the campaign that has so successfully painted them as emana- 
tions from the radical fringe of society, is not merely about good 
science versus bad science. The origins of the debate lie with 
morality, in questions about how to define moral responsibility: 
moral science versus immoral science. Carson believed that hu- 
mankind's rigid, impatient attempt to order the natural world 
constituted an abrogation of moral responsibility to both the hu- 
man community and the rest of the natural world. "Through all 
these new, imaginative, and creative approaches to the problem 
of sharing our earth with other creatures there runs a constant 
theme" (261), Rachel Carson wrote in Silent Spring. And only when 
we revere all life, develop a science that embraces accommodation 
rather than conquest, will we evolve beyond that "Neanderthal 
age of biology," and its attendant equivocating morality. 
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