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Suffering in Silence
The real legacy of Rachel Carson
Katherine Mangu-Ward | April 21, 2007

When the Christian Science Monitor
recently declared Al Gore "the Rachel
Carson of global warming," the former vice
president must have bubbled over with
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Next month marks what would have been
Carson's 100th birthday, and festivities
abound. The author of "Silent Spring" --
the 1962 book that birthed modern
environmentalism and made "DDT" a dirty
word -- Carson is the subject of an exhibit
at the National Archives and the star of its
Environmental Film Festival this year.
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Considered a secular saint by some, she was named one of Time magazine's 100 Most Important
People of the Century and is the posthumous recipient of the Presidential Medal of Freedom. A
book due out on Earth Day (when else?), called "Courage for the Earth," is composed entirely of
glowing tributes. Front and center is an essay by Mr. Gore, actually a reprint of the introduction he
wrote to the 30th-anniversary edition of "Silent Spring." In it he admits that he is a Carson fanboy
-- he says that he has a portrait of her hanging in his office and that, "in spirit, Rachel Carson sits
in on all the important environmental meetings of [the Clinton] administration."”

With all the birthday hullabaloo, now seems as good a time as any for a re-examination of Carson's
legacy.
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The display at the National Archives focuses on Carson's time as a civil servant at the U.S. Bureau
of Fisheries -- a sort of archival "Before They Were Stars" for green groupies. It presents early
evidence, as the exhibit has it, of her "gift for turning dry scientific writing into prose easily
understood by lay readers." Carson, a marine biologist by training, retired from government
service after a trio of books on the sea brought her a decent income and modest literary stardom.
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Her next project, "Silent Spring," did rather more -- it changed the world. In it, she wrote: "As
crude a weapon as the cave man's club, the chemical barrage has been hurled against the fabric of
life," causing, among other horrors, "spring...unheralded by the return of birds." The book decried
insecticides like DDT as destroyers of ecosystems and threats to human health.

The following year, CBS aired the hour-long special that brought her anti-pesticide manifesto to a
wider audience, "The Silent Spring of Rachel Carson." CBS received more than 1,000 letters of
protest and lost at least two major sponsors -- chemical companies feared the public's panicked
response to Carson's claims. Until last month, the television program was moldering in the
National Archives' vaults.

Nashua, NH

At the time of the controversy, DDT was used widely as an insecticide on U.S. farms. Since World
War 11, it had also proved remarkably effective at controlling insect-borne diseases, but Carson
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essentially ignored that fact; so have her successors.
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"It's a paradox that right now we are using pesticides at a greater rate than when 'Silent Spring'
was published," Diana Post, executive director of an environmental nonprofit called the Rachel
Carson Council, told the Washington Post. Paradoxically, widespread use of DDT for malaria
control would likely result in fewer pounds of insecticide being released, not more, since countries
struggling with malaria are now using much larger quantities of less potent alternatives. Spraying
houses in the whole country of Guyana required the same amount of DDT once used on a single
cotton field in a single growing season.

Carson didn't have the benefit of more than 40 years of additional data, but her successors do.
DDT remains the cheapest and most powerful tool for stopping malaria. When sprayed on interior
walls, it has virtually zero interaction with wild ecosystems. Yet when the topic of relaxing
restrictions in order to save millions of lives comes up, someone inevitably brandishes a copy of
"Silent Spring" and opposition is silenced so completely that you could hear a mosquito buzzing in
the next room.
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