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Rachel Carson: Luminary of the Conservation Movement 

Rachel Carson, inadvertent luminary of the environmental movement during the second 

half of the twentieth century, asked “whether any civilization can wage relentless war on life 

without destroying itself, and without losing the right to be called civilized” (Carson, Silent 

Spring , 99).  What was this war on life itself that Carson was referring to? Rachel Carson 

witnessed and researched the results of America’s war on insect pests in the 1950s, and the more 

she learned, the more shocked and incensed she became. Pest and weed control in the modern 

world had taken a sinister turn; the very chemicals used to control pests were causing disease and 

devastation in wildlife populations, and those deadly chemicals had also been traced in at times 

dangerous levels in human food. This information, which was so key to keeping the diversity of 

life in our world, and possibly also key to long-term human survival, had been covered up or 

simply filed away. Carson knew someone had to accumulate the results of the many studies and 

publish it; regular citizens had to be informed of the risks they were faced with. She tried to 

convince others to take on the task, but in the end she realized she was best suited for the job. 

Rachel Carson published Silent Spring in 1962, and in doing so took on powerful chemical 

industries and government agencies while giving the public the information they always had the 

right to know. This brave decision on her part started turning the gears of a grassroots 
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environmental movement that ultimately led to the creation of the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency. 

As a child, Rachel was raised in a humble farmhouse; her home was situated between two 

coal fired electric plants that polluted enough to cause neighborhood families to spend most of 

their time indoors. Nevertheless, Rachel chose to spend a good amount of time outdoors in rural 

Pennsylvania, and developed a love of nature. She also loved to write, and had a story published 

in a children’s magazine at age 10.  After graduating at the top of her high school class, Rachel 

received a scholarship to a women’s college. College, she hoped, would help her to become a 

writer, but as time went on she became increasingly interested in science and switched her major 

to biology. Always a top notch student, she graduated in the top 10% of her class then moved on 

to graduate school at Johns Hopkins University. Rachel did graduate work in zoology and 

genetics, and received a Masters of Zoology in 1932. She began pursuing a doctorate, but 

unfortunately her father passed away in 1935 and she left school to support and care for her 

mother and family. The U.S. Bureau of Fisheries had an opening at the time; she applied for it, 

finished at the top of those taking the civil service exam, and was hired as a Junior Aquatic 

Biologist. At the time of her hire, she was one of only two women employed at this Bureau. 

During her 15 years as a government biologist, she worked her way up to the position of 

editor-in-chief of all Fish and Wildlife Service publications. Along with this full time 

professional career with the government, she was the sole provider and caretaker for her mother 

and other members of her family and she still found time to develop her second career as a 

naturalist writer. In 1952, she resigned her government position to write full time after the 

success of her second book, The Sea Around Us,  which was published in 1951. The Sea Around 
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Us  spent 39 weeks in the number one position on the New York Times Bestseller list, and 

remained on the list for a total of 86 weeks. Carson’s first three books were written in a gentle 

and convincing prose, encouraging readers to learn to love and understand the sea and the life 

within it. Carson had a strong animal biology background, and in the books she described some 

very technical ocean life occurrences, but she was a master at explaining complex concepts in a 

way that the general public could firmly and enjoyably grasp. 

A significant factor in Rachel Carson’s success as writer was her connection with the 

natural world.  Rachel was an avid naturalist, ocean enthusiast, and bird lover for her entire life. 

She found “symbolic as well as actual beauty in the migration of the birds, the ebb and flow of 

the tides, the folded bud ready for the spring” (Carson, A Sense of Wonder, 85). Her love of 

nature drove her to want to protect and conserve it, and she was taken aback when, in her work at 

the Bureau of Fisheries, she came across numerous studies about the abnormal effects that 

chemical pesticides, including DDT, were having on wildlife. Her work allowed her to have 

access to data that the general public would never be allowed to see, and through her government 

biology work, she was part of a network of scientists that were concerned about the hidden 

information on synthetic pesticides. Carson also had a network of bird-watching friends; one of 

them, named Olga Huckins, alerted her to aerial DDT spraying in December of 1957 that caused 

“many birds ...(to) die on her private, two-acre bird sanctuary in southeastern Massachusetts” 

(Doyle). Through both her scientist and naturalist acquaintances, Rachel Carson learned of more 

and more deaths and disfigurements of wildlife around the nation; she also knew of reports that 

people were being poisoned as well. There came a point when there was too much data for her to 

deny. She wrote to her friend Dorothy Freeman that  
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It was comforting to suppose that the stream of life would flow on through time in 

whatever course that God had appointed for it -- without interference by one of the drops 

of the stream -- man.  And to suppose that, however the physical environment might 

mold Life, that Life could never assume the power to change drastically -- or even 

destroy -- the physical world. ... These beliefs have almost been part of me for as long as 

I have thought about such things. To have them even vaguely threatened was so shocking 

that, as I have said, I shut my mind -- refused to acknowledge what I couldn’t help 

seeing. But that does no good, and I have now opened my eyes and my mind. I may not 

like what I see, but it does no good to ignore it.  ... So it seems time someone wrote of 

Life in the light of the truth as it now appears to us. And I think that may be the book I 

am to write” (Carson and Freeman, 248-249). 

Rachel Carson felt disillusioned; she wondered “How could intelligent beings seek to control a 

few unwanted species by a method that contaminated the entire environment and brought the 

threat of disease and death even to their own kind?” (Carson, Silent Spring , 8). She felt that it 

was the American public’s right to know this information, saying that “If the Bill of Rights 

contains no guarantee that a citizen shall be secure against lethal poisons distributed either by 

private individuals or by public officials, it is surely only because our forefathers, despite their 

considerable wisdom and foresight, could conceive of no such problem”  (Carson, Silent Spring , 

12-13). Carson felt confident that if the general public knew the truth that she saw in the data, 

that they would be able to exercise their right to put controls on the pesticide and herbicide 

industries so that the chemicals could be used in a more cautious and calculated manner. 

As a result, Carson set out to write a book unlike her other books. Rather than teach the 
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general public a “sense of wonder” about the natural world, Carson set out to use her fourth book 

as a call to the public to save the environment from human’s overconfidence in chemicals that 

they did not fully understand. Conservationist David Browner described what Rachel Carson did 

next: "She did her homework, she minded her English, and she cared" (Graham). Carson 

immersed herself in research for this book; she met with medical  researchers who were finding 

pesticides to be cancer causing at NIH and National Cancer Institute and also met with patients 

who were struggling with health issues due to pesticide exposure. Carson’s prior government 

acquaintances continued to share confidential data with her about the mishaps of pesticide use. 

She talked with ornithologists and concerned amateur naturalists that had picked up large 

amounts of DDT-poisoned dead birds from lawns and college campuses. She read volumes of 

information from technical journals. It is relevant to note that she saw evidence of pesticide 

companies reporting “scientific data” that didn’t agree with normal data from non-paid scientists, 

and so “Carson’s book also critiqued the myth of pure science. Clearly, scientists could be 

influenced just like other humans—by grants, employment, prestige. When a chemical company 

offered such inducements to scientifically trained men, the type of science that resulted was 

indeed suspect” (Raglon). Carson’s research was extremely thorough, and after she accumulated 

all of the research into her book, it was reviewed by a large number of scientists that agreed with 

and supported her claims. The final chosen book title Silent Spring , named because the 

chemical-caused deaths of birds and wildlife would lead to a grim future for the earth. Silent 

Spring  was finally published in 1962.  

 Silent Spring  did what Rachel Carson had hoped -- and more. The public reacted, and 

politicians took notice. Congressman John Lindsay wrote to Carson that her book was “a 
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persuasive contribution to public awareness of the dangers of our present pest control policy” 

(Doyle).  President Kennedy respectfully referred to Silent Spring in an August 1962 press 

conference, and a congressional committee was formed to research the dangers of chemical 

pesticides and herbicides. Rachel Carson testified in front of this committee, and gave many other 

interviews regarding this book, including a full appearance on the CBS Documentary News Show 

entitled “CBS Reports.” Carson biographer Frank Graham, Jr.  wrote that 

No one in our country's history believed more profoundly in the aim of conservation -- as 

an attempt to understand and preserve the capacity of land, water and wildlife for 

self-renewal, in all their diversity and complexity. Nor was anyone in our history able to 

create among the public an ‘ecological conscience’ as ably as Rachel Carson did. 

(Graham) 

 Rachel Carson had succeeded in awakening the public to the dangers of ill-considered chemical pest 

control usage; “DDT was eventually banned, and Silent Spring  spent more than six months on the 

best-seller list on its way to becoming an environmental classic” (Cowles). 

Despite all of the research-backed evidence that Silent Spring  provided, some see a 

darker side to Rachel Carson’s brave release of  information about the dangers of synthetic 

chemical pesticides and herbicides.  DDT was used across the world to kill off mosquito 

populations that carried malaria. Consequently, this dangerous pesticide is credited with saving 

many lives during World War II and in the decades following the war. Conversely, some credit 

Carson with causing more deaths than Hitler: 

Since the mid 1970s, when DDT was eliminated from global eradication efforts, tens of 

millions of people have died from malaria unnecessarily: most have been children less 

than five years old. While it was reasonable to have banned DDT for agricultural use, it 
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was unreasonable to have eliminated it from public health use. (Offit) 

Very few, if any, of these accusers seem to have read Silent Spring , however. The book describes 

in depth how it takes only a few generations for mosquitos to develop an immunity to DDT, and 

since mosquitos have short life spans, this translates into a few short years before stronger insects 

that are immune to the poison are once again transferring disease to humanity. Further, Carson 

clearly stated in Silent Spring  that “It is not my contention that chemical insecticides must never 

be used. I do contend that we have put poisonous and biologically potent chemicals 

indiscriminately into the hands of persons largely or wholly ignorant of their potentials for harm” 

(Carson, Silent Spring , 12). She also took great care in the book to list other scientific 

alternatives to indiscriminate use of pesticides. She asked if it was  

either wise or responsible to attack the problem by methods that are rapidly making it 

worse. The world has heard much of the triumphant war against disease through the 

control of insect vectors of infection, but it has heard little of the other side of the story -- 

the defeats, the short-lived triumphs that now strongly support the alarming view that the 

insect enemy has been made actually stronger by our efforts. Even worse, we may have 

destroyed our very means of fighting.” (Carson, Silent Spring , 266).  

The reason the world had heard so much about this “triumphant war” on insects was because 

chemical companies spent fortunes on marketing to convince America that “chemical pesticides 

produced by Dow and other companies were among the ‘wonder’ products helping subdue 

insects and weeds, raise farm productivity, and increase food production for a hungry world” 

(Doyle). Once these companies found out about Silent Spring , they began an intensive smear 

campaign against Rachel Carson and her book. Monsanto published a story about an insect 
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plague called “The Desolate Year.”  Carson was accused of being over-emotional, alarmist, 

uninformed, and even accused of being a communist working to undermine U.S. food 

production. Through the many accusations, Carson held strong and responded in a professional 

manner, showing that she was not the “hysterical woman” that her chemical company opponents 

made her out to be. 

Instead of angrily lashing out at her accusers, Rachel Carson calmly accepted 

opportunities to speak publicly as much as possible. When the frequent opportunities arose to 

answer questions regarding the controversy surrounding her book, she answered in a highly 

educated, caring, and informative way that illuminated her as the highly qualified professional 

she truly was. Her distinguished behavior during this time is even more remarkable when one 

considers that Rachel struggled with many severe health problems while she wrote Silent Spring; 

by the time the book was published, she was often in severe pain and undergoing debilitating 

medical treatment. She was weak from treatment of malignant breast cancer when she testified 

before Congress and also when she gave the CBS interview. In April of 1964, she died from 

breast cancer and heart problems at just 56 years old. 

Rachel Carson changed our world by taking on big industry and accumulating and 

sharing information about the dangers of pesticide misuse. Biographer Frank Graham notes that 

“The voice of (this) one woman opened the ‘Age of Ecology,’ prompting other people in all 

walks of life to insist on working toward a clean environment for ourselves and the creatures 

with which we share the Earth” (Graham).  Rachel Carson’s dedication to researching thoroughly 

and writing carefully and compassionately caused a large segment of the population to become 

aware that humans are not separate from and above nature and thus “helped set the stage for the 
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environmental movement” (The Story of Silent Spring ). Rachel Carson’s book was a mixture of 

evidence-backed science and anecdotes from normal citizens written in great, poetic prose; this 

winning combination awakened the public to how the over-confident and under-cautious use of 

chemicals could not just kill wildlife, but also harm humans through chemicals entering our food 

chain and water supply. “Carson’s editor and biographer Paul Brooks remarks ‘Silent Spring  has 

been recognized throughout the world as one of those rare books that change the course of 

history—not through incitement to war or violent revolution, but by altering the direction of 

man’s thinking’” (Glotfelty). Carson helped normal citizens realize that all life is interconnected, 

and that people needed to humbly appreciate the wonders of nature and take a cautious approach 

to new technology so that we can protect all life from from future arrogant mistakes of mankind.  
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