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s cattered reports of problems with pes- 
ticides had appeared in the i e c h c a l  literitwe 
from the fifhes onwards, but it was only in 1962 
that a wide-ranging critique of pesticides was 
published for a popular audience. Brought out 
by a major trade press, this book charted the tre- 
mendous increase in the production and use of 
these chemicals since World War 11, and docu- 
mented their failings. Focusing on chlorinated 
hydrocarbons and DDT in particular, it described 
their physiological effects, their impact on hu- 
man health and wildlife, and the inadequacy of 
existing pesticide regulation. The book demon- 
strated how pesticides were not only harmful, 
but ultimately self-defeating, since pests soon 
developed resistance whle beneficial insects and 
animals that helped keep them in check were 
killed. Further pesticide applications to counter 
aresurgence of the targeted species and infesta- 
tions of new insects that weren't a problem be- 
fore began an escalating cycle. The book pro- 
posed replacing this hubristic attempt to master 
nature, which was destroying the earth's capac- 
ity to support human life, with a philosophy of 
wise management of ecosystems and the devel- 
opment of ecologically sound biological con- 
trol of pests. These changes, the author stressed, 
should not jeopardize nutrition and the Ameri- 
can economy, and pesticides should not be 
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banned, only used very selectively. 
The book flopped. It received short negative 

reviews in the literary supplements of the New 
York rimes and the Times of London, and not 
much else, and soon disappeared. I doubt many 
of you have heard of its author, Lewis Herber, or 
remember its title, Our Synthetic Environment. 
A few months later, however, in three June is- 
sues of the New Yorker magazine and then in the 
fall as a book, Rachel Carson's critique of pesti- 
cides was published. Her Silent Spring contained 
in amplified form every one of the charges 
against pesticides I have just listed for Herber's 
work, but no substantially new ones.Yet Carson's 
critique created an immediate storm of media 
and governmental attention. There was much 
praise, as well as angry rebuttal and attacks, in- 
cluding a fierce and well-funded campaign by 
the chemical industry to counter Carson's mes- 
sage. Within a year of its publication, Silent 
Spring had prompted programs for scientific re- 
search into the hazards of pesticides, brought 
significant changes in their regulation, spurred 
public debate on environmental practices more 
generally, inspired a younger generation of en- 
vironmental activists, and made ecology a house- 
hold word. Carson's initially embattled view- 
point on pesticide problems rapidly became ab- 
sorbed into public sentiment. It is standard in 
the lustoriography of environmentalism to speak 
of the book as a-perhaps the-watershed of the 
modem environmental movement. 

Why did these two works have such a differ- 
ent fate? What enabled Silent Spring's critique 
of pesticides to become so broadly accepted in 
middle-class America? Part of the answer lies, 
no doubt, in luck and in the New Yorker forum. 
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Also contributing to the book's success were 
Carson's standing and skills as a gifted writer 
and her biological training, which Herber lacked. 
She was able to offer a terrifyingly eloquent por- 
trait of what it would mean to inhabit an increas- 
ingly toxic landscape. Building on postwar anxi- 
eties about technological excess and radioactiv- 
ity, Carson's novel descriptions of our vulner- 
ability to new chemicals that acted in eerie and 
unexpected ways were shocking and galvaniz- 
ing. 

In this essay, however, I want to consider how 
Silent Spring's success depended on its politics 
and, relatedly, its conception of nature. By not 
grappling head on with the political and eco- 
nomic factors that led to the entrenchment of pes- 
ticides in postwar America, and by centering its 
arguments instead on conceptions of natural bal- 
ance and the web of life, the book was made 
palatable to a wide audience. I want to explore 
the mixed results of this success. The book's 
broad acceptance gave it considerable if circui- 
tous political-economic impact. At the same time, 
its avoidance of politics troubled the logic of 
Carson's argument. 

Herber's unnoticed book can scarcely serve 
as a model for a more politically desirable inter- 
vention, but it does highlight another concep- 
tion of politics and nature that was possible, if 
not broadly acceptable, in that moment. Written 
pseudonymously by the journalist and anarchist 
theorist Murray Bookchin, who later became 
well known as the founder of social ecology, Our 
Synthetic Environment briskly covered almost all 
of the substance of Carson's critique of pesti- 
cides in less than twenty pages. The rest of the 
book documented the many other ways in which 
human health was compromised by the indus- 
trialized, urbanized way of life that increasingly 
characterized postwar America. Chemical haz- 
ards to human food supplies other than pesti- 
cides (synthetic hormones, antibiotics, and ad- 
ditives) were described in detail, as was the deg- 
radation and erosion of soil by large-scale agri- 
culture, and the deterioration of the nutritional 
quality of crops raised on synthetic fertilizers. 
And beyond these problems of the food system, 
Bookchin described how health was endangered 
by a polluted, stressful, and dehumanizing ur- 
ban environment; by the radioactive byproducts 

of nuclear testing and energy production; and 
by the rise in heart disease and cancer associ- 
ated with lifestyle and environmental causes. 

This range of assaults to human well-being 
and nature, claimed Bookchin, were of a piece, 
and originated in unviable social arrangements. 
They demanded a return to rural and agricultur- 
al communities of human scale though deindus- 
trialization, decentralization, and a reining in of 
the profit motive, so that the "most pernicious 
laws of the market place" were not "given pre- 
cedence over the most compelling laws of biol- 
ogy." Individual action or even remedial legisla- 
tion were not, in his mind, sufficient to get at the 
heart of these problems; a sound ecological prac- 
tice was synonymous, for Bookchin, with shap- 
ing a satisfying social life. Bookchin's pill was 
clearly too big, bitter, and unfamiliar for most 
Americans to swallow at that time. His book was 
dismissed as "nice sentiments, only impossible," 
as "numbing" or "unmanageable'' in its scope, 
and as offering only "incoherent," "intangible," 
or hopelessly utopian proposals.' 

Carson's Nature 

Whereas the focus of Bookchin's analysis was 
"the relationshp between human and human," 
Silent Spring's center of gravity lay in Carson's 
reworking of deeply conventional conceptions 
of the balance of nature and the web of life. When 
the president of the chemical manufacturing 
company Monsanto characterized her as "a fa- 
natic defender of the cult of the balance of na- 
ture," he was reacting to what is indeed the book's 
central metaphor. Carson's nature-a "complex, 
precise, and highly integrated system" charac- 
terized by relations of "interdependence and 
mutual benefit," and regulating checks and bal- 
ances-was the new science of ecology's rendi- 
tion of a conception that goes back to antiqui- 
ty. In its explicitly theological eighteenth-cen- 
tury form, for example, the harmony and order 
underlying nature's economy had a divine 
source: God's providence ensured a system of 
perpetual balance among all living things, in 
which each creature had its allotted place. The 
"balance of nature" provided Carson with a norm 
against whlch human interference could be as- 
sessed and challenged. The existing "system of 
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relationships between living things," she claimed, not only the target species but at least forty other 
"cannot be safely ignored any more than the law species in the scarabaeid family-more respect- 
of gravity can be defied with impunity." A sec- ful of the balance of nature than certain pesti- 
ond guiding metaphor in the book is the related cides? 
notion of an "ecological web of life" whose 
"threads" "bind" together organisms and their 
environment so that even minute changes in one Sirmlar could be asked about each 
area reverberate over space and time. of the biological control technologies Carson 

These notions-the of the celebrates: juvenile hormones, chemical attrac- 
web, "the natural"do atremendous tams, repellent sounds, microbial and viral in- 

amount of persuasive work. Nature whole is the fedon ofinsects, predaton and para- 
for urnenling tidings J~ sites. For example, she enthusiastically endorses 

balance lost. It allowed Carson to invert a tradi- the dispersal of X-ray-sterilized male screw- 
tion of nature writing that worms and heralds the "complete extinction of 
and connectedness to cast pesticides as unnatu- the screw-wom in the Southeast,, as a 
ral and sinister. Thus the book is dense with im- successp and ''a triumphant demonstration of the 
ages of dislocation: a living world "shattered," woah of scientific creativity." Slipping into the 
landscapes "bludgeoned," threads "broken," fab- militaristic imagery she objects to in the proPo- 
ric "ripped apart," delicate processes "un- of pesticide spraying, she tallcs approvingly 
coupled." Carson brought a 'one of e leU into of research that turns "insect sterilization into a 
conventions of wonder by introducing her reader weapon that would wipe out a ma,or insect en- 
to the unseen d y n m c s  and of the Ilatu- emy." But surely the difference between this eel- 

world (a hidden sea groundwater* invis- &rated method and the chemical practices 
ible bird flyways and fish migration paths* Carson castigates lies not in their inherent de- 
ing microscopic soil life) through portraying pes of unaturalness- but in (human)judgments 
their disruption by pesticides- And about their respective impacts. Had Carson tho- 
the delicate internal realms of human and ani- sen to cast the sterilization of males as 
ma1 physioloU within nature's and in- unnatural, the rhetorical resources she uses to 
tercomected system she seadessly and chll- disparage pesticides could easily have been re- 
ingly Joined hner  and outer landscapes, ecO1- directed, as in the following imagined rendition 
O U  and human launching a new phase of the same facts Carson gives in her celebratory 
of environmental concern. account. 

But although it provided Carson with a ver- 
satile conceptual framework and familiar stining Rather than seeking to understand the intricate life 

cycle and ecology of this tiny insect, scientists invented images, there are difficulties in founding a treat- a scheme that would allow them, by infiltrating the 
merit of destruction O n  a veryhemof theirnatural reproductive cycle, to sever 
depoliticized notion of "nature." Terms like the he link between D~~ after day, in huge 
"natural," or the "balance of nature" Can obscure ..fly factoria99 technicians bombarded male insects 
the social relations and priorities that go into with mutagenic radiation and then, using 20 light 
evaluating environmental practices. Take, for planes working 5 to 6 hours daily, these insidious car- 
example, Carson's preference for biological riers of genetically altered material were dispersed over 
rather than chemical methods of pest control as huge areas. Unsuspecting females mated with these 
less disturbing of "nature's balance." This term seemingly normal products of the lab om tor^. While 

reifies judgments about the respective benefits these unions produced eggs, these ex- 

and costs--to humarn-f these methods, ere- ception, sterile. In less than two Ye=, the species had 

ating internal contradictions in Carson's account. vanished 

Why, for instance, is the importation of an ex- The ease with which a creative triumph be- 
otic pathogen (a bacteria) to kill the Japanese comes a tragedy of technological hubris high- 
beetle a "natural" means of control? Is this in- lights the instability of the categories of natural 
tervention-which Carson notes in passing kills and unnatural. 
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