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Lherahs foan

The myth of
the "Pesticide Menace”

By EDWIN DIAMOND

cmolional, alaruast ook called “Sitead Spring,” says his

seienece wrider, Lwericans wistaleenly betiove thew worlid is being poisoned.

Thd:ﬂn o a woman named Rachel
Carson, a bigtuss has beensurred up to
scare the American pubhic out of 1s wits.

A year ago, i g book entitled Seler
Sprine, Niss Carson warned that pest-
cides were poisoming not only pests but
birds and humans too It was just what
the pubhc wanted to hear. No matter that
Miss Carson's conclusions were precon-
cened. no matter that her arguments
were  more emotional  than  accuralte
Stlent Spring became g best seller and o
comversational fad, and i Washington
a congressional commitiee met to invest-
gate the “pesticide menace ™

Imphied in this attack on pesticides are
the much more serious charges that scien-
tists are wgnoning human values, experi-
menting for the sake of experiments, and
upsetting the traditonal “natural laws™
and the so-called “balance ol neture ™
Caught up in all the noise over Sifens
Spring's revelations, we tend to Torget,
perhaps, that the lamentably widespread
distrust of scienusts and their works s
anything but new

When | was growing up in Chicago, |
read, bug-eyed, a book that described the
wholesale poisoning of the Amencan
public A best seller of the tme, the book
was 10000000 Geanea Pres, and il re-
counted how an unholy trinity ol govern-
ment hUI'\.'.IUI:I\II\_ avaricious business-
men and mad  scienuists had  turned
American consumers into laboratory test
anmimals. | recall most vividly the danger
ascribed to o certain toothpaste, which,
il used in suthicient gquanuty, could cause
a horrible death

Today, a gencration later, the Amer-
ican population has changed in many
respects, for one, there are almost 190
miullion of us now instead of the 125 nul-
o] iround at the ume the guinca-pigs
book was written. In other respects, how-
« icans are not much different
They sull love to buy a book hke Miss

ever, Ame

Carson’'s Silent Sprine 1o read about therr
immunent death

An indictment of the use ol pesticides
on farms. in forests and i suburban back-
vards, Silent Spring nmight just as casily
have been called 190000 000 Guinea Pies
For in Sident Spring | met again the old

villains of my childhood, dressed in more
gracelul prose. " As matters stand now,”
Miss Carson wrote, “we are 1n little bet-
ter positon  than the guests of  the
Borgias.” She conjured up an apocalyptic
vision o a Usilent spring,” a ume when
plants, birds, ammals—even humans—
poisoned by DDT and other man-made
chemicals, sickened and died.

In lune, 1962, The New }'urk_ur serial-
zed portions of Stlent Spring. News-
papers carnied stories about the book
hefore s publicauon the following Sep-
tember. With this running start Sifent
Sprine landed on the best-seller lists in a
few weeks. The Book-of-the-Month Club
offered 1t as the October selection. CBS
Reports did two TV shows about it, and
President Kennedy was questioned on
pesticides at his news conferences. The
ultimate accolade came when Miss Car-
son appeared before a Senate committee
investigating pesticides: One of the Sena-
tors asked her for her autograph.

I have heard several theories to account
for the vast sur that Silent Spring has
created. First, there 1s Miss Carson’s
reputation and hterary style. A quiet-
spoken, retinng, single woman, Miss
Carson for 16 years was employed as a
biologist and later as editor-in-chiel in
the Bureau of Fisheries and the U.S. Fish
and Wildhfe Service. In 1951 she pub-
hished the evocauve and widely praised
The Sea Around Us, which was on the
best-seller hists for 86 weeks and was
translated nto 30 Llanguages. In 1955 she
followed with another best seller, The
Edve of The Sca. While Sitent Spring—
with its impassioned hsting of case alter
cuse of sick sheep, sterile robins and dead
fish—has httle of the beauty of the earlier
Carson books, 1t nevertheless has a high
expository gloss, As one of her criues said,
“She's an alarmist and a sensationalist—
and she's done it beautifully.™

Second, there was the timing of the
book, coming as it did soon after the
thalidonmide drug tragedy had stirred
Europe and the United States. Though
Stlenr Spring does not deal with the hicens-
g and marketing of new drugs, Miss
Carson hersell suggested in a newspaper
interview at the ume, “Itis all of a piece,

thulidonide and pesucides. They repre-
sent our willingness to rush ahead and
use something new without knowing what
the results are going to be.”

Third, there s the attenuon-getting
quality inherent in any exaggeration. Re-
reading the reviews of Silent Spring not
long ago, I found this echoed in such dis-
parate journals as The New Yorh Times
(“"She tnies o scare the living daylights
out of us and, In large measure, suc-
ceeds.”) and the magazine Scentific
American . .. what 1 interpret as bias
and oversimplification may be just what
it lakes to write a best seller”).

Undoubtedly the noisy year that has
followed publication of Silent Spring 1s
as much a result of Miss Carson's
alarmist approach as 1t 1s of her own
literary reputation and the book’s fortu-
itous—for sales—timing. But, at the nsk
of being charged with pracucing psychol-
ogy without a license, 1'd like to suggest
that there 1s another and less well under-
stood reason for the popular reception
given Silent Spring this past year.

Silent Sprung, it seems to me, stirs the
latent demons of paranoia that many
men and women must fght down all
through therr hives. At one ume or an-
other, all of us have been affected by the
feeling that some wicked “they™ were
oul o get “us.” In recent years the
paranoids among us could be observed
in the ranks of such cultists as the anti-
Mluoridation leaguers, the organic-garden
laddists  and  other beyond-the-lringe
groups. And who are the “they” intent
upon poisoning or tricking “us”? [n the
rough handbills passed out on strect
corners by the antifluoridationists, the
plotters turn out to be Communists—
scientists and dentists who want to soften,
literally, the brains of the American
citizenry to prepare them for Russian
takeover by adding an insidious chemical
to the drinking water.

In Silent Spring the villains aren’t much
more subtle, Miss Carson's ““they" turn
out to be the same tired stereotypes of
100,000,000 Guinea Pigs. This is “‘an era
dominated by industry, in which the right
to make a dollar at whatever cost is sel-
dom challenged,” Miss Carson writes by
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way of explaining why the acrosol hiss of
doom will continue unabated. Moreover,
the greed of the businessman extends to
the scientists; they, also, are venal, *“The
magor chemical companies are pouring
money mto the umiversitics to support
rescarch on isecticides,” Sifent Spring
reveals darkly, “This creates attractive
fellowships Tor graduate students and
attractive stall positions. . . . This situa-
ton also expluns the otherwise mystify-
ing fact that certam outstanding ento-
mologists are among the leading advo-
cates ol chemical control.™ That, of
course, also  expluns  away  possible
criticism in advance: Anyone who ques-
vons Silent Spring 1s obviously on Mon-
santo’s or Shell’s payroll. What it doesn’t
explain s why an industrialist or a scien-
ust, no matter how grasping, would
poison our lood and water—the same
food and water he himself eats and drinks.

But what about the accuracy of Silens
Spring * Miss Carson's supporters [re-
quently argue that, even though her book
is slanted, she “got her basic Tacts right.”
Praising a science writer for getung the
lacts nght, | would say, 1s like applauding
a musician because he keeps tme well,
Equally important, however, are the facts
that a writer leaves out and the hall-facts
or nonfacts that are offered instead.
Stlent Spring, (0 lake a hyberbolic ex-
ample, speaks of the fall of “‘chemical
death raun.” This s vivid, butis ita “fact™?
As Professor 1. L. Baldwin of the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin noted in hus review of
Silent Spring in the authoritative journal,
Science, "Many may be led to believe
that, just as rain falls on our land, so is
all of our land sprayed with pesticides.
Actually, less than five percent of all the
arca of the United States is annually
treated with insecticides.”

Then, too, there is the “lact,” gravely
stated by Sifent Spring, that ““for the first
ume n the history of the world, every
human being 1s now subjected to contact
with dangerous chemicals from the mo-
ment of conception unul death.” Assum-
ing for a moment that this is true, what
does it mean? In May of this year a nine-
member panel of the President’s Science
Advisory Committee noted that deaths
from the misuse of pesticides have num-
bered about 150 throughout the United
States cach year. To put this figure in per-
spective, consider these figures: The an-
nual death toll from accidents involving
aspinin s about 200 and from  bee
stings—yes, hee stings—is about 150. No
one, however, has seriously proposed
chiminating the use of aspirin or extermi-
nating all bees, Nor has anyone, with the
possible exception of Miss Carson, pro-
posed o abolish pesticides. As the panel
put 1t, the more reasonable goal 15 to
achieve “"more judicious use of pesti-
cides . . . to mimimize nisks.”

Another ol Sifeur Spring’s lacts con-
cerns the “many cats [that] are reported
o have died” in western and central
Java i the course of an antimalarial pro-
gram carried out by the World Health
Organization, But we are told absolutely
nothing about the cat's owners, the
numberless Juvanese men, women and
children who had previously sulfered and
died of malaria, Nor are we told anything
about the fate of life—human life, not a
cat’s ife—where there are no agricultural
sprays or other modern food-growing
techniques. We hear nothing, for ex-

ample, of the 10,000 people throughout
the world who die of malnutrition or
starvation every day. Nor do we read of
the 1.5 billion people—more than half
of the world’s population—who live in
perpetual hunger.

I mourn for the dead cats of Java and
for the silent birds of the United States, |
understand that the spraying of weed
killer along roadsides also destroys some
shelter (or wildlife and therefore upsets
the “balance of nature™ so mystically
evoked in Silent Spring. But is man to re-
frain from disturbing certain circum-
stances in nature that if kept in “*balance”
may balance him right out of existence?
Science has been unable to find any such
thing as a “balance™ in nature, delicately
tuned and hovering around some fine
ccological point. Nature has been altered
by man ever since he first stood upright.
Il DDT kills some cats but saves many
humans, if weed Killer destroys a pocket
of wildlife shelter but increases highway
safety, so much the better,

Silent Spring, of course, 15 solicitous
of humans, when the material suits its
point of view. Miss Carson is particularly
intent upon establishing a link between
chemical sprays and a variety of diseases,
including cancer and mental disorders,
She acknowledges that “it is admittedly
difficult, in dealing with human beings
rather than laboratory animals, to ‘prove’
that cause A produces effect B, . . ."” But
this difficulty doesn’t stop Miss Carson
from attempting the same “proof™ in the
case of hepatitis, an inflammation of the
liver. First she cites the increased use of
DDT, a chlorinated hydrocarbon, over
the past two decades; then she notes that
such chemicals can cause damage to the
human liver; finally, she cites “'the sharp
rise in hepatitis that began during the
1950's and is continuing a [fluctuating
climb.” Put them all together, she tells us,
and “'plain common sense” suggests that
there is a relationship between the in-
crease in liver ailments and the DDT
spraying. Any number can play in the
game of post hoc, erge propter hoc
reasoning: Nuclear testing also increased
during the 1950°s; so did television view-
ing. But there is no need to play the game
at all, for many cases ol hepatitis, as at
least one critic of Silent Spring has
pointed out, can be traced (o infectious
sources such as unsterilized hypodermic
needles and water polluted by sewage.

What, finally, is Silent Spring’s game?
If we were to behieve Miss Carson's own
description of our times—an era where
the right to make an irresponsible dollar
15 seldom challenged—then the answer
would be an easy one. But I believe this
description, like so much else in Silent
Spring, 1s an extravagant one.

A more accurate description would be
that this is an era of stereotyped thinking,
scattershot charges, shrill voices and
double standards of behavior. *'1 may
not approve of Miss Carson's methods,”
someone is likely to say, “but she gets
things done.” In my experience, the
speaker is usually the same person who,
a decade ago, was most shocked by the
flagrant techniques employed in Sen.
Joseph McCarthy's Great Communist
Hunt. The record shows that the nation,
once down [rom its McCarthyite orbit,
was able to deal with subversion without
dismantling its noble mansion of consti-
tutional law and civil rights. Similarly, 1
think the pesticide “problem™ can be
handled without going back to a dark age
of plague and epidemic. THE END





