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“Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of strength that will endure as long 

as life lasts.” 

- Rachel Carson, 1965  1

A nature writer from Springdale, Pennsylvania, Rachel Carson revolutionized modern 

ecology and inspired today’s environmentalist movement. In the 1950s, the United States 

witnessed an increase in the chemical pesticide industry which led to excessive chemical 

spraying over large tracts of land, leading to the endangerment of insect and animal species. In 

Silent Spring, named "the single most influential book of the past fifty years" by Sandra 

Steingraber in 1992,  Carson compiled environmental research of the negative effects of 2

excessive chemical spraying of which the scientific community had already been aware. 

However, Carson was the first scientist to present such information to the public in such an 

accessible fashion.  Carson exhibited much courage in releasing such a direct criticism of the 3

chemical pesticide industry in order to inform the public and to defend the environment 

according to her personal convictions. 

Critique of the Pesticide Industry 

Much of Silent Spring’s impact originated from Carson’s direct criticism of the popular 

pesticides from that time. In a section titled “Elixirs of Death,” Carson listed several specific 

chemicals that harmed Americans in their daily lives. Among the substances listed were arsenic 

1Rachel Carson, The Sense of Wonder, (HarperCollins Publishers, 1998. 
https://archive.org/details/senseofwonder00cars_0/page/n7 

2 David Cloutier, “When Facts Were Enough,” (Commonweal 145), no. 18, 2018. 
web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=3&sid=6f475f03-b7aa-495c-888a-33c05990b7f5%
40pdc-v-sessmgr06&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=132637003&db=ulh 

3 Eliza Griswold, “How ‘Silent Spring’ Ignited the Environmental Movement,” New York 
Times, September 21, 2012, 
www.nytimes.com/2012/09/23/magazine/how-silent-spring-ignited-the-environmental-movement
.html. 

 

http://web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=3&sid=6f475f03-b7aa-495c-888a-33c05990b7f5%40pdc-v-sessmgr06&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=132637003&db=ulh
http://web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=3&sid=6f475f03-b7aa-495c-888a-33c05990b7f5%40pdc-v-sessmgr06&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=132637003&db=ulh
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for its ability to harm insects, livestock, and humans. Next, she listed the chlorinated 

hydrocarbons, the most famous of which was DDT, known for its ability to be deposited nad 

stored in the liver, kidney, and intestines in quantities that increase with exposure. Another 

chlorinated hydrocarbon that she described was the chlorinated naphthalene group, known to 

cause hepatitis and a rare and fatal liver disease. Afterwards, she described the second major 

group of pesticides, the organic phosphates. In alignment with her intention to shift public 

opinion out of favor of chemical pesticide usage, Carson included accounts of four children’s 

deaths caused by inadvertent contact with an organic phosphate pesticide.  Carson’s detailed 4

listing of the popular persiticides of the time and her thorough explanation of the dangers of each 

caused the American public to pay more attention to pesticide spraying than ever before. 

However, Silent Spring received some negative attention, too. 

Courage Against Negative Response 

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring withstood both initial and long-term negative response. 

Many of the attacks on Silent Spring manifested as attacks on Carson herself and her credibility 

as a female scientist and as a conservationist nature writer. Before publishing Silent Spring, 

Carson had expected negative feedback from those who profited from the chemical pesticide 

industry. What she did not anticipate were the personal attacks upon her character, lacking in any 

scientific substance.  Carson was called a hysterical woman by scientific trade journals and by 5

the popular media who argued that only men can be rational enough to propose unsentimental 

4 Rachel Carson, Silent Spring, (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company), 1962, 17-28. 
5 Frank Graham Jr., “Fifty Years After Silent Spring, Attacks on Science Continue,” Yale 

Environment 360, June 21, 2012, 
e360.yale.edu/features/fifty_years_after_rachel_carsons_silent_spring_assacult_on_science_co
ntinues. 
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solutions to environmental issues.  Among other insulting epithets, Carson was described as a 6

“priestess of nature,” “a bird-lover,” and was accused of being part of a mystical cult. At a 

Federal Pest Control Review Board meeting, an official joked with the audience about Carson, 

saying, “I thought she was a spinster. What’s she so worried about genetics for?”  Silent Spring 7

and Carson herself  were considered over-emotional, overemphatic, and unscientific. Portrayals 

of Carson, even the inoffensive ones, often depicted in her in domestic settings. When discussing 

her in journal articles, images of Carson surrounded by children were often chosen, instead of 

pictures of Carson in a laboratory, standing over a microscope.  Though she was aware she 8

would suffer attacks upon her credibility as a woman scientist, Carson took a firm stance against 

excessive chemical spraying in Silent Spring. 

Few aspects of Silent Spring went unscrutinized. Even the style and tone of the book was 

criticized. Most notably, Carson’s writing style was mocked by the Monsanto Chemical 

Company in a parody of Silent Spring’s first chapter, “A Fable for Tomorrow.” The parody was 

titled “The Desolate Year,” and using a poetic style similar to Carson’s, it tells a dystopian tale 

of insect overgrowth in a United States where no DDT has been sprayed for a year. The article 

described a nation without fresh crops, overrun with maggots, and with a growing number of 

malaria victims.  9

6 Mark Stoll, “Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring: A Book That Changed the World,” 
Environment & Society, accessed December 12, 2018. 
http://www.environmentandsociety.org/exhibitions/silent-spring/overview 

7 Graham, “Fifty Years.”  
8 Stoll, “A Book That Changed.”  
9 Monsanto Chemical Company. “The Desolate Year,” American Decades Primary 

Sources, edited by Cynthia Rose. 219-223. (Detroit, MI: Gale Virtual Reference Library, 2004), 
219-223. 
go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?docId=GALE%7CCX3490201309&userGroupName=lap09cp
mh&inPS=true&contentSegment=&sort=RELEVANCE&prodId=GVRL&searchId=R1&tabID=T00
3&resultListType=RELATED_DOCUMENT&currentPosition=9&searchResultsType=#  

 

http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?docId=GALE%7CCX3490201309&userGroupName=lap09cpmh&inPS=true&contentSegment=&sort=RELEVANCE&prodId=GVRL&searchId=R1&tabID=T003&resultListType=RELATED_DOCUMENT&currentPosition=9&searchResultsType=#
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?docId=GALE%7CCX3490201309&userGroupName=lap09cpmh&inPS=true&contentSegment=&sort=RELEVANCE&prodId=GVRL&searchId=R1&tabID=T003&resultListType=RELATED_DOCUMENT&currentPosition=9&searchResultsType=#
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?docId=GALE%7CCX3490201309&userGroupName=lap09cpmh&inPS=true&contentSegment=&sort=RELEVANCE&prodId=GVRL&searchId=R1&tabID=T003&resultListType=RELATED_DOCUMENT&currentPosition=9&searchResultsType=#
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Positive Impact 

Not all of the initial response to Silent Spring was entirely negative, however. Many fans 

and critics alike recognized how much popularity surrounded the book and its author, and none 

could deny its impact. A political cartoon by Bill Mauldin depicts two men: one from the 

pesticide industry and the other, a funeral director, being crushed by typewriters that spell out 

“Rachel Carson” and “Jessica Mitford.” Its caption reads: “Never underestimate the power of a 

woman.”  Though this cartoon does not necessarily portray Carson in a negative light, it does 10

reflect why Carson was not a well-liked figure amongst the leaders of the chemical pesticide 

industry. Furthermore, a newspaper article written shortly after Silent Spring’s publication by 

John M. Lee titled “‘Silent Spring’ Is Now Noisy Summer” readily identified the upset the book 

caused amongst the “$300,000,000 pesticides industry.”  Rachel Carson demonstrated courage 11

by publishing Silent Spring, a book that took a firm stance against the chemical pesticide 

industry and thus received an adverse response, part of which were personal attacks upon Carson 

herself. 

The findings that Carson presented in Silent Spring triggered the creation of the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Almost immediately after its creation, one of the 

EPA’s first acts was to ban DDT, the aforementioned chlorinated hydrocarbon that poses a threat 

to both human and animal life.  Rachel Carson, despite suffering ridicule and questions of her 12

credibility, took a courageous stance by writing and publishing Silent Spring. Though she was 

10 Bill Mauldin, “Never Underestimate the Power of a Woman,” Chicago Sun Times, 
1963, www.environmentandsociety.org/exhibitions/silent-spring/personal-attacks-rachel-carson 

11 John M. Lee “‘Silent Spring’ Is Now Noisy Summer,” New York Times, July 22, 1962, 
86. www.environmentandsociety.org/exhibitions/silent-spring/overview 

12 Pesticide Action Network. The DDT Story, Panna.org, 2019, 
http://www.panna.org/resources/ddt-story. 
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aware beforehand that the book would receive negative response, Carson informed the public of 

the the dangers of chemical pesticide overuse because of her personal convictions regarding 

nature. 

Her Convictions 

Carson wrote about the state of the environment because she wanted to lead Americans 

into a fight against chemical pesticide overuse. However, Carson wrote about nature because she 

wanted to inform, because she loved to write, and because she wanted to spread her sense of 

wonder. Her personal convictions were complex and sometimes seemingly paradoxical: when 

scientists in the Soviet Union launched Sputnik I, an artificial satellite to orbit Earth, Carson 

viewed it, like other like-minded scientists, as an intrusion by mankind into a realm to be left 

untouched. On the other hand, Carson found herself impressed at the technological achievement.

 Her beliefs were evident throughout her writing. Carson had the desire to spark a “sense of 13

wonder” in her readers, whether by enlightening the public to the beauty of nature or by 

providing examples of how to instill a sense of wonder in your children, like in her article, “Help 

Your Child to Wonder”.  The first book of her trilogy about marine life was titled Under the Sea 14

Wind, published in 1941. Throughout the book, Carson illustrated her belief that no biological 

process occurs without impacting its environment in some fashion. Carson found comfort in 

biologic and geologic cycles and patterns: “For once more the mountains would be worn away 

13 Linda Lear, Rachel Carson: Witness for Nature, (New York: Holt Paperbacks), 
1997.https://archive.org/details/rachelcarson00lind/page/n9   

14 Charlotte A. Hagood,  “The Witness and the Wonder: Flannery O'Connor and Rachel 
Carson as Cultural Critics.” (Shenandoah 60), no. 1-2, 2010. 
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=T002&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchRes
ultsType=SingleTab&searchType=BasicSearchForm&currentPosition=2&docId=GALE%7CA23
3492459&docType=Critical+essay&sort=Relevance&contentSegment=&prodId=GPS&contentS
et=GALE%7CA233492459&searchId=R2&userGroupName=lap09cpmh&inPS=true  

 

https://archive.org/details/rachelcarson00lind/page/n9
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=T002&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchResultsType=SingleTab&searchType=BasicSearchForm&currentPosition=2&docId=GALE%7CA233492459&docType=Critical+essay&sort=Relevance&contentSegment=&prodId=GPS&contentSet=GALE%7CA233492459&searchId=R2&userGroupName=lap09cpmh&inPS=true
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=T002&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchResultsType=SingleTab&searchType=BasicSearchForm&currentPosition=2&docId=GALE%7CA233492459&docType=Critical+essay&sort=Relevance&contentSegment=&prodId=GPS&contentSet=GALE%7CA233492459&searchId=R2&userGroupName=lap09cpmh&inPS=true
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=T002&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchResultsType=SingleTab&searchType=BasicSearchForm&currentPosition=2&docId=GALE%7CA233492459&docType=Critical+essay&sort=Relevance&contentSegment=&prodId=GPS&contentSet=GALE%7CA233492459&searchId=R2&userGroupName=lap09cpmh&inPS=true
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=T002&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchResultsType=SingleTab&searchType=BasicSearchForm&currentPosition=2&docId=GALE%7CA233492459&docType=Critical+essay&sort=Relevance&contentSegment=&prodId=GPS&contentSet=GALE%7CA233492459&searchId=R2&userGroupName=lap09cpmh&inPS=true
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by the endless erosion of water and carried in silt to the sea, and once more all the coast would 

be water again, and the places of its cities and towns would belong to the sea.”  Her 15

conservationist beliefs can be attributed to her admiration of geologic and biologic patterns. The 

second book in the sort-of trilogy was The Sea Around Us, published in 1951. In this book, 

Carson chronicled the history of humankind as a species, speculating on what ancient man 

thought of the land around him. In a passage at the book’s beginning, Carson imagined where 

from humanity’s fascination with the sea arose: “He could not physically re-enter the ocean . . . . 

he has sought to explore and investigate even its most remote parts, so that he might re-enter it 

mentally and imaginatively.”  In this book, Carson’s stance as a scientist and as a 16

conservationist are abundantly clear throughout the text; there is a tone of scientific wonder that 

thrums along with the pulse of the book. In her final book on marine life, titled The Edge of the 

Sea, Carson intended to both describe the beauty of marine ecosystems and to also provide a 

guide for readers to identify the biotic and abiotic factors one may find at the shore. Throughout 

this book, Carson also made an effort to instill into her readers a sense that human life is fleeting. 

Mirroring the theme of Under the Sea Wind, Carson referred to the undying nature of geologic 

cycles: “For the differences I sense in this particular instant of time that is mine are but the 

differences of a moment, determined by our place in the stream of time and in the long rhythms 

of the sea.”  All three books explain life through a lens of science while still portraying life and 17

15 Rachel Carson, Under the Sea Wind, (New York: The New American Library), 1941, 
132. https://archive.org/details/underseawind00rach 

16 Rachel Carson, The Sea Around Us, (New York: Oxford University Press), 1951, 15. 
archive.org/details/seaaroundus00cars/page/n5 

17 Rachel Carson, The Edge of the Sea, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company), 1955, vii, 
249. 
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its beauty as miraculous.  Carson had a distinctive, poetic style of writing. Once, she submitted 18

a passage about ocean life to the US Bureau of Fisheries to be the introduction of a brochure in 

1935, but it was considered “too lyric” for a government report.  Rachel Carson used her skills 19

as a talented writer to instill her sense of wonder into her readers. 

In Silent Spring, her most famous work, and the last book published in her name while 

alive, Carson compiled scientific research into a work of literary merit that was accessible for a 

wide audience.  It can be said that Silent Spring was precisely what was needed to galvanize the 20

public into conservationist action.  Less than two weeks after it began being sold, Silent Spring 21

reached the best-seller list, becoming Carson’s fourth widely popular book in a row. 

Personal Life & Struggles 

Carson had decided to begin writing Silent Spring while struggling with family 

responsibilities, her mother’s death, and an illness which turned out to be inoperable cancer.  22

Despite these obstacles, Carson knew that she had to overcome issues in her personal life and 

fears of public disapproval; she was determined to inform the public of the speed at which the 

environment was degrading. A newer edition of Silent Spring includes an introduction written by 

18 Linda J. Lear, The Life and Legacy of Rachel Carson, 2015. 
www.rachelcarson.org/Default.aspx 

19 Rachel Carson, Lost Woods: The Discovered Writing of Rachel Carson, (Maine: 
Thorndike Press), 1999, 24-25. 

20 Carson, Silent Spring, 1962. 
21 Peter Matthiessen, Courage for the Earth : Writers, Scientists, and Activists Celebrate 

the Life and Writing of Rachel Carson, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin), 2007, 27. 
archive.org/details/courageforearthw00matt. 

22 Robert K. Musil, Extraordinary Women Who Have Shaped America's Environment, 
(Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2014), 1-100. 
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former Vice President Al Gore, in which he described Silent Spring as a prime example of how 

an idea can play a bigger role in changing society than politicians often do.   23

In her personal life, Carson was much unlike the fictionalized version of herself created 

by the public. She was not the quiet nature writer who “missed out on marriage.” Rather, she was 

the breadwinner in her home, the strong center of a large family made up of her siblings and their 

spouses and children.  After publishing The Sea Around Us, Carson used some of her royalties 24

and built a summer home on Southport Island on Maine’s coast, fulfilling her lifelong dream of 

living on the shore. She lived there while writing Silent Spring.  A possibly apocryphal account 25

of Carson’s life as a young girl told the tale of the young Carson stumbling upon a fossilized 

shell and becoming enamored with the mysteries of nature.  Perhaps Carson was reminded of 26

her life as a young child living on the shore before her death in 1964. Rachel Carson died of 

cancer at the age of 57, less than two years after publishing Silent Spring. She had battled with 

bladder cancer since the age of 20 while still enrolled in college.   Rachel Carson lived a life of 27

perseverance against adversity, a life of courage against societal and personal obstacles. Because 

23 Vice President Al Gore, “Introduction,” Silent Spring (1994 ed.), xiii. 
clintonwhitehouse2.archives.gov/WH/EOP/OVP/24hours/carson.html 

24 Patricia H. Hynes, “Always, Rachel: The Letters of Rachel Carson and Dorothy 
Freeman, 1952-1964,” (General OneFile), 1995, 
go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=T003&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchResultsTy
pe=SingleTab&searchType=BasicSearchForm&currentPosition=5&docId=GALE%7CA1692354
9&docType=Book+review&sort=Relevance&contentSegment=&prodId=GPS&contentSet=GALE
%7CA16923549&searchId=R1&userGroupName=lap09cpmh&inPS=true# 

25 Steve Curwood, “Always, Rachel,” (Living on Earth), 
www.loe.org/shows/segments.html?programID=95-P13-00014&segmentID=3 

26Lear, Life and Legacy, 28.  
27 Judith Stark, “Poison Books,” (Old City Publishing), 2018. 

web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=8&sid=6f475f03-b7aa-495c-888a-33c05990b7f5%
40pdc-v-sessmgr06&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=131605048&db=mfi 

 

http://web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=8&sid=6f475f03-b7aa-495c-888a-33c05990b7f5%40pdc-v-sessmgr06&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=131605048&db=mfi
http://web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=8&sid=6f475f03-b7aa-495c-888a-33c05990b7f5%40pdc-v-sessmgr06&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=131605048&db=mfi
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she was guided by her convictions, Rachel Carson was one of the world's most influential 

authors of the twentieth century and a talented author who inspired positive change in the world.  
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