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Chapter 21 – Section 5
Environmentalism


Narrator: This is one of the nation’s best sellers, first printed on September 27, 1962 up to now 500,000 copies have been sold and Silent Spring has been called the most controversial book of the year. Biologist Rachel Carson who also wrote The Sea Around Us, worked four years in the preparation of Silent Spring, what she wrote started a national quarrel.

Rachel Carson: Chemicals are the sinister and little recognized partners of radiation in changing the very nature of the world, the very nature of its life. Since the mid 1940s over 200 basic chemicals have been created for use in killing insects, weeds, rodents and other organisms described in the modern vernacular as pests and they are sold under several thousand different brand names. These sprays, dust, and aerosols are now applied almost universally to farms, gardens, forests and homes. Nonselective chemicals would have the power to kill every insect the good and the bad. To still the song of birds, the leaping of fish in the streams, to coat the leaves with a deadly film and to linger on in soil, all this though the intended target may be only a few weeds or insects. Can anyone believe it is possible to lay down such a barrage of poisons on the surface of the earth without making it unfit for all life, they should not be called insecticides, but biocides.

Narrator: A spokesman for the chemical industry Dr. Robert White-Stevens.

Dr. White-Stevens: The major claims in Ms. Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring are gross distortions of the actual facts, completely unsupported by scientific experimental evidence and general practical experience in the field. Her suggestion that pesticides are in fact biocides destroying all life is obviously absurd in the light of the fact that without selective biological activity these compounds would be completely useless.  The real threat then to the survival of man is not chemical, but biological, in the shape of hordes of insects that can denude our forests, sweep over our croplands, ravage our food supply and leave in their wake a train of destitution and hunger conveying to an under nourished population the major diseases and scourges of man kind. If man were to faithfully follow the teachings of Ms Carson we would return to the dark ages and the insects and diseases and vermin would once again inherit the earth.

Rachel Carson: We have to remember the children born today are exposed to these chemicals from birth, perhaps even before birth. Now what is going to happen to them in adult life as a result of that exposure? We simply don’t know. It is the public that is being asked to assume the risks that the insect controllers calculate. The public must decide whether it wishes to continue on the present road and it can do so only when in full possession of the facts. In the words of Jean Rostand “the obligation to endure gives us the right to know.”

Dr. White-Stevens: This cracks the fulcrum over which the argument chiefly rests is that Ms Carson maintains that the balance of nature is a major force in the survival of man, whereas the modern chemist, the modern biologist, the modern scientist, believes that man is steadily controlling nature. That he has already disrupted the balance of nature by his overburdening numbers, his cities and his airports and his roads and the way of his life.

Rachel Carson: Now to these people apparently the balance of nature was something that was repealed as soon as man came on the scene, well you might just as well assume that you could repeal the law of gravity, you can't just step in with some brute force and change one thing without changing a good many others. Now this doesn’t mean of course that we must never interfere that we must not attempt to tilt that balance of nature in our favor, but when we do make this attempt we must know what we are doing, we must know the consequences.
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