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Environmental scientist

and writer Rachel Carson

saw a problem with the

way pesticides were used

across the US and decided

that the citizens deserved

an educated say in how ;

our government was using technological
advances to change our environment. She
compiled years of research into an accessible
work that spurred an entire country to action.




CONTEXT & IMPACT

Rachel Carson is a born and bred Western Pennsylvanian. She was born on May 27,
1907 in rural Springdale, Pennsylvania, about 15 miles northeast of Pittsburgh. Her
mother Maria was a former teacher who was part of the nature study movement, a
pushback to the industrialization sweeping the culture. She inspired in Rachel a deep
love of nature and, critically for her career, a love for writing. She loved writing, even
winning Gold and Silver badges for the children’'s magazine St. Nicholas (which, you
may remember, also first published E.B. White.). She attended Pennsylvania College
for Women (now Chatham University), where she initially enrolled for English before
rediscovering her love for science and earning a biology degree. Rachel then moved
to Baltimore, Maryland to attend Johns Hopkins University for her graduate work in
Zoology and future career. In Maryland, she fell in love with the sea and aquatic life,
the focus of the majority of her work.

At the time, female scientists were not well-accepted, so she struggled to find work
after graduation. She actually started her career with the US Bureau of Fisheries as a
temporary writer. She rewrote scripts for the radio program "Romance under the
Waters", an educational program produced by the Bureau, to make them more
enjoyable and accessible to the lay person. After several years writing educational
brochures and programs for the bureau, she became the second full-time female
scientist hired by the Bureau of Fisheries and was able to officially do research.

The Great Depression influenced her career trajectory significantly. Carson was
forced to stop her pursuit of a doctoral degree in 1934 because she needed to find
full-time work to help support her family, a financial position that only worsened with
the sudden death of her father in 1935. Because she needed to support her family,
she wrote articles for many sources in addition to holding teaching positions and later
her junior biologist work. Publishing house Simon & Schuster encountered her writing
through those articles and encouraged her to publish a book. Her first book, Under
the Sea Wind, was published in 1941 to excellent reviews; however, it sold poorly, so
she didn't write another book until 1951. This sophomore title, The Sea Around Us, won
a National Book Award, was on the New York Times bestseller list for 84 weeks, and
led to the republication of Under the Sea Wind, which also became a bestseller. This
success allowed her to quit her Bureau of Fisheries job to write full-time. (The Sea
Around Us was made into an Oscar-winning documentary in 1953, but there were
many scientific inconsistencies in the film. The experience embittered Carson so
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much that she never again sold film rights to her works.) Her third title, The Edge of
the Sea, was published in 1955. She worked on several other projects, but by late 1957
she was closely following pesticide use, and after four years of meticulous research
Silent Spring was published in 1962.

Though Silent Spring kick-started the modern environmental movement, Rachel
Carson was by no means alone in her concern. Many scientists were trying to sound
the alarm, but the cultural milieu worked against them. It seemed almost unpatriotic
to argue for limits and constraints to scientific progress and economic profit in the
light of the Cold War. What set Carson apart was her ability to understand scientific
work and write that science in an accessible, engaging way for the layperson. Her
writing is passionate and evocative but does not exaggerate the science. (She sent
her Silent Spring manuscript to many scientists to review for accuracy across each
field covered in the book.)

Silent Spring first appeared to the general public via excerpts serialized in The New
Yorker starting in June 1962, with other serialized excerpts appearing in Audubon
magazine before the book was published in September 1962. The success of the
book may have been helped by the story of birth-defect causing drug thalidomide,
which broke just before the book's release. [Thalidomide, as you may know from some
‘Call of the Midwife" storylines, was an anti-nausea pregnancy drug that ended up
causing horrible birth defects, including deformed limbs. It was developed in West
Germany and sold widely in Europe, but the US FDA reviewer Frances Oldham Kelsey
refused to permit its sale in the US due to a lack of evidence regarding its safety. It was
removed from the market in the UK in 1961, and news broke in 1962 that pharmaceutical
companies had marketed the drug despite having proof of it causing birth defects. It is
actually now approved in the US as a treatment for cancer.]

Though there was some initial backlash, particularly against Carson as a female
scientist, the academic community and soon general public opinion turned Carson's
way and after roughly a year, detractors had largely lost momentum. In part this was
because Carson had prepared. She included 55 pages of references and notes to
back up her work, and her networks of scientists before publication kept people in
her corner. Pesticide use became a major public issue, and Carson was able to testify
before congressional subcommittees to give policy recommendations.
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Silent Spring is a direct contributor to the creation of Earth Day (first celebrated in
April 22, 1970), the Environmental Protection Agency (founded in 1973 by a near-
unanimous vote in Congress), and the Endangered Species Protection Act (1973). In
1972, DDT was banned in the US, and within ten years the decline in bird populations
attributed to its use had stopped and those species were no longer facing extinction.
Many educational institutions, conservation efforts, and environmental awards bear
Rachel Carson's name. Her homes in Springdale, Pa. (where she grew up) and
Colesville, Maryland (where she wrote Silent Spring) are on the National Historic
registers.

Her science has held up; especially in her descriptions of the compounding effects of
overbroad spraying. (It's worth noting that she never argued for banning most
pesticides entirely, even DDT, though many of her critics interpreted her work in that
way.) Many of her predictions, such as increased pesticide resistance, have come true
and wreak havoc in modern agriculture and public health. (One may also note that a
similar situation has come about with antibiotics. The miracle of antibiotics led to
overuse, which led to bacterial adaptation and newer antibiotics needing to be
developed.) Her work helped to burgeon the developing discipline of ecology and
devleop the field of conservation biology.

It is unfortunate that Rachel Carson never got to see the full fruits of her labor. In
1960, she was diagnosed with breast cancer; by 1961 it had metastasized, slowing
final revisions. She kept her illness secret so that it wouldn't hurt the book's message
at first, but she was unable to do many speaking engagements or articles. Ultimately,
she passed away in April 1964. Her legacy, however, lives on.

“RacHEL CARSON’S ACHIEVEMENT TO SYNTHESIZE THIS
KNOWLEDGE INTO A SINGLE IMAGE THAT EVERYONE,
SCIENTISTS AND THE GENERAL PUBLIC ALIKE, COULD
EASILY UNDERSTAND."

—Epbwarp O. WiLsoN

“CARSON REMAINS AN EXAMPLE OF WHAT ONE
COMMITTED INDIVIDUAL CAN DO TO CHANGE THE
DIRECTION OF SOCIETY. SHE WAS A REVOLUTIONARY
SPOKEPERSON FOR THE RIGHT OF ALL LIFE. SHE DARED
TO SPEAK OUT AND CONFRONT THE ISSUE OF THE
DESTRUCTION OF NATURE AND TO FRAME IT AS A DEBATE
OVER THE QUALITY OF ALL LIFE."

—LINDA LEAR, BIOGRAPHER
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

What do you think Rachel Carson was advocating for with the publication of Silent Spring? Does
the message you got from the book match the messaging you've heard about it over the years?
Why do you think Silent Spring sparked the environmental movement and not some of the other
articles and books being published at the time?

How important do you think it is to have scientific information written for the layperson and vetted
by scientists for accuracy? Which of those two pieces do you think is the most important - the
writing clarity or reviewed by scientists?

Carson focused heavily on the interconnectedness of nature, which was somewhat relevatory to
science at the time. (The concept of "ecosystem” was only a few decades old.) Can you give any
examples in your own life where trying to solve one problem ended up causing other problems?
Why was this concept so downplayed by the scientific community at the time?

Can you think of other watershed moments for environmental conservatism that have happened
in your lifetime? Describe their impacts.

Carson points out a bias of relying on research solely funded by those companies whose products
are being studied. What did you think she recommended as helping this conflict of interest?
There were cultural influences that led to the circumstances Silent Spring spoke out against. In
particular, constraints on 'scientific improvement' seemed almost unpatriotic in the era of the Cold
War. What cultural influences are affecting scientific work today?

What scientific advances do you think someone should write a Silent Spring for today?

Carson writes in chapter two: “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.” Do you feel that
statement is as true today? What prerequisites allow this to happen? (Consider this in the light of
the dramatic decline in newspapers and magazines.)

In Chapter 4, Carson describes how two “harmless’ chemicals in the environment can meet in the
waters of the earth and combine to make a heretofore unknown, more dangerous chemical. Do
you have any examples of unintended consequences resulting from two innoculous events?

In Chapter 14, Carson discusses the balance between prevention and cure, using the example of
cancer to illustrate her point. She writes: ‘It is a disservice to humanity to hold out the hope that
the solution will come suddenly, in a single master stroke. It will come slowly, one step at a time!'
How does this relate to the axiom “progress over perfection"? What implications does this stance
have on how we think about problems? !

Carson ends chapter 7 with this sentence: "By acquiescing in an

act that can cause such suffering to a living creature, who among
us is not diminished as a human being?” Discuss how this makes
you feel. Are there other applications than the one explicitly
named in this chapter? =4
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The Designed-in Dangers
of The American Automobile
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Books about nature: A Lifeon

* ALife on Our Planet by David (.)\urplarllet

Attenborough Ny

e A Walk in the Woods by Bill Attenborough
Bryson

* Braiding Sweetgrass by Robin
Wall Kimmerer

e Our National Parks by John Muir

e Fuzz by Mary Roach

* The Backyard Bird Chronicles by
Amy Tan

* Walden by Henry David
Thoreau

e Wilding by Isabella Tree
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Books that started movements:

The Origin of Species by Charles
Darwin

Unsafe at Any Speed by Ralph
Nader

The Fountainhead by Ayn Rand

The Jungle by Upton Sinclair

The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks
by Rebecca Skloot

The Wealth of Nations by Adam
Smith

Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck
Uncle Tom's Cabin by Harriet
Beecher Stowe
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SWEETGRASS

ROBIN WALL KIMMERER

HENRY DAVID - |

THOREAU

Fictional Nature Lovers:

Damnation Spring by Ash Davidson
Heartwood by Amity Gaige
Prodigal Summer by Barbara
Kingsolver

Whalefall by Daniel Kraus

A River Runs Through It by Norman
MclLean

Once There Were Wolves by
Charlotte McConaghy

The Overstory by Richard Powers
The Seed Keeper by Diane Wilson
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g " " o January: The Call of the Wild by Jack London
' 0 February: Their Eyes were Watching God by
Zora Neale Hurston

RIDERS

SPRING

SILENT gu,é&}:;"ﬁ,m.; 0 March: Charlotte's Web by E.B. White

0 April: Silent Spring by Rachel Carson

0 May: Riders of the Purple Sage by Zane Grey

0 June: Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman

0 July: The Federalist Papers by Alexander
Hamilton, John Jay, & James Madison

0 August: Gone with the Wind by Margaret
Mitchell

0 September: Catch-22 by Joseph Heller

0 October: Stranger in a Strange Land by Robert
Heinlein

0 November: Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee by
Dee Brown

0 December: Our Town by Thornton Wilder

RACHEL
CARSON

ZANE GREY

2026's Read with Your Librarian theme “The Books that
Shape Us" honors America's 250th birthday by highlighting
books influential in shaping America. Titles were chosen
from the list featured in the Library of Congress' 2012 "Books
that Shaped America" exhibit.

Read with Your Librarian is an initiative of the Qil Creek
Library District. The Qil Creek Library District works in

partnership with the public libraries in Clarion, Jefferson, and
g Venango Counties (Pennsylvania) to provide support and
/ | facilitate digital library resources.

Find out more by visiting oilcreek.org or our Facebook page!
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