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Section 4

The history of life on earth has been a history of
interaction between living things and their sur-
roundings. To a large extent, the physical form and
the habits of the earth’s vegetation and its animal
life have been molded by the environment.
Considering the whole span of earthly time, the
opposite effect, in which life actually modifies its
surroundings, has been relatively slight. Only with-
in the moment of time represented by the present
century has one species—man—acquired signifi-
cant power to alter the nature of his world.

During the past quarter century this power has
not only increased to one of disturbing magnitude
but it has changed in character. The most alarming
of all man’s assaults upon the environment is the
contamination of air, earth, rivers, and sea with dan-

gerous and even lethal materials. This pollution is for

the most part irrecoverable; the chain of evil it initi-
ates not only in the world that must support life but
in living tissues is for the most part irreversible. In
this now universal contamination of the environ-
ment, chemicals are the sinister and h'ttle—recogm'zed
partners of radiation in changing the very nature of
the world—the very nature of its life. . . . Chemicals
sprayed on croplands or forests or gardens lie long in
soil, entering into living organisms, passing from one
to another in a chain of poisoning and death. Or they
pass mysteriously by underground streams until they
emerge and, through the alchemy of air and sun-
light, combine into new forms that kill vegetation,
sicken cattle, and work unknown harm on those who
drink from once pure wells. As Albert Schweitzer
has said, “Man can hardly even recognize the devils
of his own creation.” ‘

It took hundreds of millions of years to produce
the life that now inhabits the earth—eons of time in
which that developing and evolving and diversifying
life reached a state of adjustment and balance with
its surroundings. The environment, rigorously shap-
ing and directing the life it supported, contained
elements that were hostile as well as supporting.
Certain rocks gave out dangerous radiation; even
within the light of the sun, from which all life draws

its energy, there were short-wave radiations with
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Biologist Rachel Carson spent four and a half years gathering data. In Silent
Spring, she explained how pesticides affect the delicate balance of nature.

power to injure. Given time—time not in years but
in millennia—life adjusts, and a balance has been
reached. For time is the essential ingredient; but in
the modern world there is no time.

The rapidity of change and the speed with which
new situations are created follow the impetuous and
heedless pace of man rather than the deliberate
pace of nature. . . . The chemicals to which life is
asked to make its adjustment are no longer merely
the calcium and silica and copper and all the rest of
the minerals washed out of the rocks and carried in
rivers to the sea; they are the synthetic creations of
man’s inventive mind, brewed in his laboratories,
and having no counterparts in nature.

To adjust to these chemicals would require time
on the scale that is nature’s; it would require not
merely the years of a man’s life but the life of gen-
erations. And even this, were it by some miracle -
possible, would be futile, for the new chemicals
come from our laboratories in an endless stréam:;
almost five hundred annually find their way into
actual use in the United States alone. . . .

These sprays, dusts, and aerosols are now
applied almost universally to farms, gardens, .
forests, and homes—nonselective chemicals that
have the power to kill every insect, the “good” and
the “bad,” to still the song of birds and 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.”

. from Rachel Carsoﬁ, Silent Spring (New York: Houghton

Mifflin, 1962), 5-8.

Research Options

1. Find out about pesticides that are currently in.
use in the United States.

2. Find out about alternatives to pesticide use in
controlling insects and rodents.
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