
• Prefac• 

I've con1e to believe that the first Earth Day is the n1ost fa,nous 

little-kno,vn event in ,nodern A1nerican history. Environ111en­
talists and scholars long have recognized that Earth Day 1970 
,vas critical in the rise of the environmental movement. Indeed, 

n1any people argue that Earth Day 1970 inspired a decade offar­
reach ing legislation to control air pollution, restore the health of 
rivers and lakes, ensure safe drinking \\'ater, regulate hazardous 
waste disposal, protect endangered species, and much more. Yet 

The Genius of Earth Day is the first in-depth study of the subject. 
Hovi is that possible? 
Historians have assun1ed that the force of Earth Dav 1970 , 

essentially \.Yas symbolic: .tvlillions of An1ericans demonstrated 
that they cared about the e11vironn1ent, and the unprecedented 
size of the de111011stration convinced la\vmakers to take the issue 

,nore seriously. That assumption n1akes 1nost of the details of the 
story irrelevant. If all that mattered \Vas the scale of the event, 
vl'hy look closely al how Earth Day was organized, or hov, it was 

celebrated across the country, or 1vhat people said in Earth Day 
speeches? 

for years, l 1nyself had little curiosity about Earth Day. l 
lectured about Earth Day, but l relied on a hantlful of short ac­
counts of the event, and those accounts all derived from just a 
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fev, sources. Even after I decided to \¥rite about Earth Day, I did 
not expect to make ne,v claiJns about \vhy Earth Day mattered. 
I si1nply ,vas excited by the narrative challenge of bringing a 

history-1naking event to life. 
I soon discovered that the story of Earth Day \1/as 1nore con1-

plex and compelling than l'd thought. Even the phrase "Earth 
Day" turned out to be n1isleading. ln many places, the event 
lasted a \Veek, not just a day, and the extended celebrations had 

many narnes. In Birtningharn, Alabarna, Earth Day 1-vas part of 
Right to Live Week. Cleveland, Ohio, celebrated Crisis in the 
Environrnent Vveek. In some places, Earth \l\1eek didn't even in­

clude Earth Day: The events 1vere in late March or early April. 
The 1nore I learned about Earth Day, the 1nore i1nprobable 

the story see1ned. The basic facts still amaze 1ne. In Septe111ber 
1969, Senator Gaylord Nelson ofvVisconsin vo,ved to organize 
a natio1nvide environmental teach-in in spring 1970, and his 

call to action inspired thousands of events across the country. 
Roughly 1,500 colleges and 10,000 schools held teach-ins. Earth 
Day activities also took place in hundreds of churches and ten1-

ples, in city parks, and in front of corporate and gover11111ent 
buildings. The teach-ins collectively involved more people than 
the biggest civil-rights and anthvar den1onstrations in the 1960s. 

But the numbers do not begin to tell the story. The first Earth 
Day had a freshness and intensity that are difficult to in1agine 
today. Because Earth Day 1970 ,,,as unprecedented, the organiz­

ers had to plan everything from scratch, and the effort often \vas 
life-changing. Tens of thousands of people spoke on Earth Day­
and many had never spoken publicly about environ1nental issues 
before. The discussions at Earth Day teach-ins so111etin1es ,-,ere 

soul-searching: !Vlany participants truly were struggling to get to 
the roots of "the environmental crisis." 

'That freshness and intensity gave Earth Day 1970 tremen­
dous po1ver. "Il1ousands of organizers and participants decided 
to devote their lives to the environ111ental cause. Earth Day built 



a lasting eco-infrastructure: national and state lobbying organi­
zations, environmental-studies programs, environ1nental beats 
at ne,vspapers, eco sections in bookstores, con11nunity ecology 

centers. 
The Genius of Earth Day ultilnately is about the ,naking of 

the first green generation. 
Ihe prologue describes a teach-in at the University of Michi­

gan six weeks before Earth Day. 1be Michigan teach-in was the 

first sign that Earth Day ,vould he a stunning success, and the 
prologue introduces the ,najor themes of th is hook. Chapter I 

considers the prehistory of Earth Day. r n the l950s and l960s, 
a variety of A,ncricans became ,nore concerned about cnviron­

rnental issues, but their efforts were fragmented until Earth Day. 
Chapter 2 is about the thousands of organizers ,vho rnade Earth 

Day happen. Chapter 3 illustrates the variety of Earth Day 
events. Because Nelson allo,ved local organizers to make their 

o,vn plans, no t,vo events 1,vere the same, and the local adapta­
tions ensured that Earth Day would be n1uch more than a huge 
dernonstration. Chapter 4 profiles seven Earth Day speakers to 

suggest the intellectual energy of the event. Chapter 5 analyzes 
the institutional legacies of Earth Day. The epilogue tells the 
stories of four people ,vhose lives ,vere changed by Earth Day. 

I have not considered every aspect of the Earth Day story. 
vVhen I began my research, I planned to include a chapter about 
ho,v 1\frican-Americans, union men1bcrs, conservative intellectu­

als, and corporate executives reacted to Earth Day. T also planned 
to v1rite about ,nedia coverage. But I eventually decided that those 
topics did not fit. They shed light on the strengths and ,veaknesses 

of the environn1ental 111oven1ent, but they did not help to explain 
"''hy Earth Day \\•as a transforn1ative event, and that is my focus. 

Though I did not try to be co,nprehensive, this book took 
much longer to ,vrite than 1 expected, but I never tired of the 

subject. 1 found the story of Earth Day energizing. Inspiring, 
really. l hope you \\•ill too. 



• Prologue: "Giv• Earth a Chance" 

The first sign that Earth Day ,-vould be a history-1naking event 

ca1ne on March 11, 1970, in Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

Nearly 14,000 people "'ere at the University of Michigan's 
basketball arena for the kickoff of a teach-in on the environ­
n1ent. The kickoff began ,vith the cast of the 1nusical Hair singing 

"Let the Sunshine In." The governor of wfichigan spoke briefly, 
and then the president of the university. Then biologist Barry 
Con1rnoner stepped to the podium to give the keynote.' 

Com1noner was used to speaking in public-he was a profes­
sor and a ,veil-traveled activist-but he ,vas 1nomenta rily a,\•ed. 

Fourteen thousand people! lie had never spoken to so large a 
cro,vd before. No environ1nentalist had. 

Six ,veeks earlier, Co1n1noner had appeared on the cover of 
Time. "The Paul Revere of ecology," the magazine called hi111. 

But Comrnoner kne,v that the huge turnout ,vas not just a sign 
of his ne,v reno,vn. TI1e environment had beco,ne a hot issue, 
and students eve~•here ,vere gearing up for Earth Day.2 

"I an1 deeply honored to appear before \\'hat ,nust surely be 
the ,vorld's largest sen1inar on ecology," Co1n1noner began. 
"What a ,-vonderful thing you have done! At a tin1e ,vhen the 

"'hole country has begun to ask ~vhy, in the wealthiest, 111ost sci­
entifically advanced nation in the history of man, the heavens 
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reek, the 1¥aters beknv are foul, children die in infancy, and "''e 
and the "''orld 1vhich is our home are threatened ,vith nuclear 
annihilation-you have sho1¥n us how to take off our blind­
folds, pull out our earplugs and shout 'vV c're not gonna take it!' "3 

C:on11noner "''as especially 1noved by the young teach-in or­
ganizers. They ,vere leading "the nation's ne1\1 fight for survival," 
he argued. I heir resolve gave Commoner heart. 

Con1111oncr ,vas right to be i111presscd by the organizational 

effort. The teach-in co1nn1ittee at first ,vas only six graduate 
students in the School of Natural Resources. The organizers took 
the name ENACT-Environmental Action for Survival-and 

decided on a teach-in slogan: "Give Earth a Chance." In October 
1969, the first teach-in planning n11::eting drew 350 people, and 
rnore than 1,000 eventually helped to n1ake the teach-in happen. 
The planning ,.,,as not all peace and love. TI1e ca1npus black­

po"rer organization threatened a boycott because the organiz­
ers "'ere not devoting enough attention to the proble111s of the 
ghetto, "''hile members of Students for a Dernocratic Society 
rnocked the "not-so-liberal liberalisn1" of the featured speakers. 

But the event blosso1ned. The organizers raised $50,000. The 
teach-in becan1e four days, ,vith n1ore than 125 activities. 4 

To raise environ,nental consciousness in the co1nmunity, 
housewives hosted teas and businessmen sponsored lunches. 

1-Iigh-school students urged consumers at Ann Arbor grocery 
stores to boycott pesticides. ()n can1pus, a guerrilla theater troupe 

put a 1959 Ford sedan on trial for cri111es against the environ­
ment. At a "scream-out," participants debated ,vhether the en­
vironment ,vould detlect attention fro1n the Vietna1n War, the 
civil-rights struggle, and the movement for ,voman's liberation. 

One "''orkshop provided a Republican take on the environ1nen­
tal crisis, ,vhile another offered a socialist perspective. Techni­
cal sessions focused on everything fro1n the future of the Great 
Lakes to the role of engineers in preventing pollution. A U.S. 
House of Representatives subco111111ittee on conservation and 



natural resources held a hearing at the teach-in. The headlin­
ers included the ,nost prominent environmentalists in the U.S. 
Senate, Ciaylord Nelson and Ed1nund Muskie; friends of the 
Earth director David Brower; consun1er activist Ralph Nader; 

United Auto Workers president \·Valter Reuther; entertainers 
Arthur Godfrey and Eddie Albert; several reno,vned scientists; 
the chief executives of Do,v Chemical and Consolidated Edi­
son; cnviron1ncntal economist Kenneth Boulding; radical eco­

philosopher Murray Bookchin; environrnental la,vyer Victor 
Yannacone; and Richard Ilatcher, one of the nation's first hlack 
mayors. The attendance topped 50,000.5 

Because the J\ilichigan teach-in offered a prcviC\\' of Earth 
Day, the '"eek's activities received national attention. A televi­
sion cre,\' even carne frorn Japan. ABC and CBS reported on the 
event on the nightly ne,¥s. The teach-in also was the subject of a 
documentary sho,vn on net,vork television just before Earth 
Day. Business 1,veek, Science, and The 1'-Jation ran feature stories, 

and Saturday Revie1,v published Cornmoner's reflections on 
the teach-in. Syndicated colurnnist Joseph Kraft reported on the 
teach-in. So did reporters for big-city ne,vspapers frorn across the 

country. The Ne~v York Times positively gushed about the event, 
calling it "one of the 1nost extraordinary 'happenings' ever to hit 
the great Arnerican heartland: Four solid days of soul-searching, 
by thousands of people, young and old, about ecological exigen­

cies confronting the human race.'"' 
The energy of the teach-in continued to flo,¥ through the 

coinmunity after lvlarch 1970. To provide a focal point for local 
activism, ENACT 1nembers helped to found the Ann Arbor 
Ecology Center. (ENACT veterans later established an ecology 

center in Washington, D.C., as \\'ell.) The School of Natural Re­
sources added master's degrees in environmental advocacy and 
environrnental co1nmunication. The school also hired two ne,v 
faculty 1nen1bcrs; one beca111e a leader in the euviron1ncntal­

justice 111ovcn1ent. 1be teach-in organizers at the high school 
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for,ned an environmental-action club. In the early 1970s, club 
members lobbied the state legislature tor a ban on DDT, a bottle 
bill, and a ,neasure to protect ,vild and scenic rivers. The out­
door \vritcr for The Ann Arbor News began a weekly "Eco-Action" 

colu1nn. T,vo ENACT organizers put together a collection of es­
says by teach-in contributors: Recycle 1his BookF 

Years later, the tour principal organizers of the teach-in still 
had vivid 1ucmorics of the event. All four-co-chairs Doug Scott 

and David Allan, finance director Art I-Ianson, and publicity di­
rector John Turner-,vere changed hy the experience. Though 
they already \Vere interested in environmental issues, the teach­

in shaped their careers in significant \\1ays. 
John Turner, the publicity director, \Vas most affected. He 

grew up in a conservative ranching fan1ily in Wyon1ing, and 
he Ivas ,vorking to,vard a Ph.D. in wildlife ecology. He might 
have gone back to the ranch or beco1ne a professor. Instead, the 
teach-in convinced Turner to enter politics. "I ,vas challenged 

daily," he recalled. "I ,vas targeted as a supporter of Nixon, a 
lackey, a Republican." The attacks shook hirn but ultirnately gave 
hin1 ne,v resolve. l-Ie became convinced of the need for leaders 
who were levelheaded and practical, not bon1b throwers. He ran 

successfully for the \.Yyo1ning legislature. In nineteen years as a 
state representative and senator, he ,vas a forceful advocate for 
environmental protection. I-le then served as director of the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service under (ieorge I-I. \•V. Bush, presi­

dent of the Conservation Foundation in the Clinton years, and 
assistant secretary of state tor global environ1nental issues under 
George vV. Bush.8 

The legacies were subtler for Scott, Allan, and Hanson. Scott 

felt a deeper detennination to pursue a career in environ111en­
tal politics. I-Je had ,vritten a n1aster's thesis on the legislative 
history of the vVilderness Act of 1964, he had \vorked tor a su1n-
111er as a lobbyist for the \>Vilderncss Society, and he devoted his 

life to the cause: He 110\v is a grassroots organizer for the Cain-
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paign for Arnerica's Wilderness. Allan becan1e a professor of 
stream ecology. Tue teach-in pushed hiin to do n1ore policy­

oriented research, not just the straight science he did in graduate 
school. Hanson also earned a Ph.D. in science, but he beca1ne an 

acade111ic entrepreneur: He ultin1ately directed an international 
institute on sustainable development. "For me, the most impor­
tant legacy ,vas a sense of empo,verment," Hanson recalled. "1he 
teach-in gave 111c the sense that if you really 1vantcd to do some­

thing, you could. Just go ahead and do it."9 



1 • The Prehistory of Earth Day 

Earth Day \Vas not the work of a \vell-established n1ovc1nent. In­
deed, cc>1n1nentators did not begin to speak about "the environ­
mental movement" until the run-up to Earth Day. Though many 
Americans had sought to address environmental issues before 

1970, their efforts were frag1ncntcd. Fe,11 organizations '"orked 
on both rural and urban problems. The old conservation groups 
focused on wildlife and wilderness. The fight against air pollu­
tion largely ,vas led by single-issue organizations, frorn Sta1np 

Out S1nog in Los Angeles to Citizens for Clean Air in New York. 
The only "environ1nental" organization in the late 1960s-the 
Environmental Defense Fund-essentially \¥as a handful of 
hnvyers and scientists ,vho pursued high-profile la,vsuits. The Nat­
ural Resources Defense Council ,vas a n1onth old on Earth Day.1 

Because the environ111cntal n1ove1nent still ,vas inchoate in the 

1960s, Earth Day had no obvious precursors. That made Earth 
Day quite different fro1n the biggest civil-rights and antiwar dem­

onstrations of the era. The 1963 ~larch on Washington for fobs 
and Freedon1 was the culn1ination of nine years of activism: the 
Montgomery bus boycott, the Greensboro sit-ins, the arrest of 
Martin Luther King fr. in Binningham. The 1969 Moratorium to 
End the War in Vietnam ca,ne after four years of protests, from 
the anthvar teach-ins of 1965 to the 1967 n1arch on the Pentagon. 
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The lack of antecedents reveals n1uch about the significance 
of Earth Day. Earth Day did not just mobilize activists to dem­
onstrate the growing power of their cause. In several ways, 

Earth Day helped to create the n1ovcn1ent. Earth Day gave envi­
ron111ental activisn1 a name. Earth Day also convinced 1nany 
Americans that pollution, sprawl, nuclear fallout, pesticide use, 
wilderness preservation, \Vaste disposal, and population gro\vth 
,vcrc not separate issues: All were facets of a far-reaching "cnvi­

ron,nental crisis." Perhaps mo1.t important, Earth Day brought 
together activists \vho had \vorked separately before. 

The ne,v movement dre\\' support from a variety of people, 
but 1nen1bers of five groups \Vere critical. ln the course of the 
1950s and 1960s, many liberal Dc1nocrats, scientists, middle­

class ,von1en, young critics of An1erican institutions, and con­
servationists becan1e n1ore concerned about environ1nental 
issues. TI1ough the activists in those groups did not become a 

concerted force until Earth Day brought them together, they 
n1ade Earth Day possible. 2 

Liberals 

In the mid-1950s, a handful of Democratic intellectuals began 
to reconsider the liberal agenda, and their efforts intensified at~ 
ter 1\dlai Stevenson's defeat in the presidential election of 1956. 
\\/hat could liberalis1n offer in a tin1e of unprecedented aftlu­

ence? Many De1nocratic policy advisers and elected officials 
soon concluded that one ans,ver to that question ,vas a co1nmit­
ment to environn1ental protection. In coining to that conclusion, 
they ,,,ere influenced by the arguments of experts in a growing 

number of professions concerned about the environment. They 
also were responding to gro\ving grassroots activis111. But the 
De1nocratic intellectuals and politicians were leaders as ,veil as 
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follo,vers. By 1naking environmental issues part of a broad ne,v 
liberal agenda, they fundamentally changed the terms of debate. 

The n1ost influential advocates of the new liberalism 1vere 

the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and the econo111ist John 
Kenneth Galbraith. TI1e two Harvard professors ,vere unusually 

well positioned to shape political debate. Both ,vrote speeches for 
Stevenson in 1952 and 1956, and both ,vere founders of Ameri­
cans for Democratic Action. Both also served on the don1cstic 

policy co1n1nittee of the national Den1ocratic party. Tn the late 
1950s, both 111en became advisers to John F. Kennedy, and their 
influence in Democratic politics continued into the 1960s.3 

For Schlesinger and Galbraith, a liberal agenda for the 1960s 
follo,ved from two related ideas about the nation's post,var 

prosperity, and both ideas provided a p<nverful new justification 
for expanding the role of govern111ent in protecting the environ­
n1ent. First, liberals needed to move beyond the basic goals of the 
Nev11 Deal. In an age of abundance, govern1nent could and should 

do more than ensure that A1nericans enjoyed a minimu1n of ma­
terial con1fort. Schlesinger put the point succinctly: "Instead of 
the quantitative liberalism of the 1930s, rightly dedicated to 

the struggle to secure the economic basis of life, we need no1v a 
'qualitative liberalis1n' dedicated to bettering the quality of peo­
ple's lives and opportunities." Second, liberals needed to address 
v1•hat Galbraith called "the problem of social balance." Though 

the post\var economic boom enabled people to buy 111ore and 
1norc consumer products, the private sector could not satisfy the 

increasing de1naod for a nun1ber of vital comn1unity services. 
Accordingly, the challenge for liberals was to offer a compelling 

vision of the public interest:' 
Though neither Schlesinger nor Galbraith was a noted con­

servationist, both pointed to environmental problems to sup­
port their argument for a new liberalism. The state of the 
cnvironn1ent clearly affected the quality of life. If the nation's 
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streams were polluted, then fe,ver people could enjoy the plea­
sures of fishing or boating. The quality of the environment also 
was a classic example of a public good, since consu1ners could 
not silnply buy fresh air, clean ,vater, or spra1vl-frec countrysides. 

Schlesinger addressed the issue first. "Our gross national 
product rises; our shops overflov,, ,vith gadgets and gimmicks; 
consumer goods of ever-increasing ingenuity and luxuriance 
pour out of our ears," he 1vrote in a 1956 essay on the future of 

liberalis1n. "But our schools beco1ne 1nore cro,vded and dilapi­
dated, our teachers ,nore 1veary and underpaid, our playgrounds 
more cro1vded, our cities dirtier, our roads more tee1ning and 

filthy, our national parks more unkc1npt, our law cnforce111ent 
more ovcr,vorkcd and inadequatc." 5 

In The Affluent Society-a bestseller in 1958-G albraith used 
more evocative language. "The family which takes its 1nauve and 
cerise, air-conditioned, po1\1er-steered, and po1ver-braked auto-
111obilc out for a tour passes through cities that are badly paved, 

made hideous by litter, blighted buildings, billboards, and posts 
for 1vi res that shou Id long si nee have been put underground," 
he 1vrote. "TI1ey pass into a countryside that has been rendered 

largely invisible by com1nercial art ... They picnic on exquisitely 
packaged food fro1n a portable icebox by a polluted strea1n and 
go on to spend the night at a park ,vhich is a 1nenace to public 

health and morals. Just before dozing off on an air mattress, 
beneath a nylon tent, a1nid the stench of decaying refuse, they 
n1ay reflect vaguely on the curious unevenness of their blessings. 
Is this, indeed, the AnJerican genius?" Those lines would beco1ne 
the n1ost famous in the book. 6 

The fame of the passage 1.vas not due simply to Galbraith's 

acerbic style. In a fe,v nauseating i1nages, Galbraith had caught a 
gro,,ving concern about the deterioration of the nation's environ­
n1ent. By the ti1ne 71re A.ffluent Society appeared, many A 1nericans 
no longer could take tor granted the healthfulness of their milk, 

because radioactive fallout fro1n nuclear testing had conta111i-
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nated dairy pastures. Across the country, people had begun can1-
paigns to save "open space" fro1n the spra,vl of suburbia. The 
s1nog over California's exploding cities had beco1ne a syn1bol of 

the perils of progress, and federal health officials had organized 
a national conference on the hazards of air pollution. Thousands 
of homeo,vners in ne,v subdivisions had v,atched in shock as 
detergent foa1n came out of their kitchen faucets. As Galbraith 
suggested, countless families also had co1ne face-to-face with 

pollution ,vhile trying to enjoy new opportunities for outdoor 
recreation.7 

Sputnik also gave bite to Galbraith's ,vords. Even before the 

Soviet satellite orbited the earth in 1957, a handful of social 
critics had begun to question the fruits of abundance, and the 
stunning Soviet success turned those lonely voices into a resound­
ing chorus of self-doubt. I-lad the United States become too 
comfortable? 1l1e question helped to provoke a spirited end-of 
the-decade debate about the nation's mission. The Rockefeller 

Brothers Fund co1nrnissioned a series of studies of "the prob­
lerns and opportunities confronting Arnerican den1ocracy," and 
the studies appeared ,vith great fanfare under the title .Prospect 
for America. In 1960, Dwight D. Eisenhower appointed a presi­
dential coin mission on national goals.1l1e editors of Life and The 
Ne1¥ York Times asked A1nericans to reflect on "the national 
purpose." 8 

Much of the debate focused on the Schlesinger/Cialbraith 
argument about the i1nbalance between private wealth and public 
poverty. In a series of articles early in 1960, The New York Tirnes 
reported that many officials in Washington had concluded that 
"the most important continuing issue of American policy and 
politics over the next decade ,vill be the issue of public spending­

"''hat share of Arnerica's total resources should be devoted to 
public as distinct from private purposes." Though Americans 

enjoyed more consun1er goods than any people in the history of 
the ,vorld, the newspaper summarized the liberal side of the 



argun1ent, that the public sector of society 1-vas irnpoverished: 
"Education is underfinanced. Streams are polluted. There remains 
a shortage of hospital beds. Slurus proliferate, and there is a gap 
in n1iddle-incon1e housing. We could use n1ore and better parks, 
streets, detention facilities, \vater supply. The very quality of 
American life is suffering from these lacks-much 1nore than 
from any lack of purely private goods and services." 9 

As 1he New York Times sununary suggests, the problen1 of 
pollution was cited again and again by the advocates of a rnore 
expansive public sphere. The problern of suburban sprawl also 
figured often in "the great debate." In the Life series on the na­
tional purpose, two of the ten contributors wrote about the de­
teriorating environment. The political scientist Clinton Rossiter 
argued that the private sector ,vas not equipped to deal with 
"the blight of our cities, the shortage of ,vater and po,ver, the 
disappearance of open space, the inadequacy of education, the 
need for recreational facilities, the high incidence of crime and 
delinquency, the cro,vding of the roads, the decay of the rail­
roads, the ugliness of the su II ied landscape, the pollution of the 
very air we breathe." Adlai Stevenson agreed. Though the nation's 
n1anufacturers ,vere providing cars and refrigerators in abun­
dance, the boo1ning private economy could not protect against 
"the sprawl of subdivisions ,vhich is gradually depriving us of 
either civilized urban living or uncluttered rural space. It does 
not guarantee An1erica's children the teachers or the schools 
,vhich should be their birthright. It does nothing to end the 
sha1ne of racial discrimination. It does not counter the exorbi.­
tant cost of health, nor conserve the nation's precious reserves of 
land and water and wilderness. The contrast bet ween private 
opulence and public squalor on n1ost of our panora1na is now 
too obvious to be deniecl."10 

In the report of the presidential com1nission on national 
goals, the urbanist and housing advocate Catherine Bauer 
Wurster gave considerable attention to the proble1ns of"vanish-
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ing open 1,pace and spreading pollution." vVurster also offered 
a shre,vd psychological explanation tor the reluctance of tax­

payers to accept a rise in con1111unity spending. Because the av-
erage citizen often had no chance to participate directly in the 
large-scale decisions that shaped the public environn1ent, she 
argued, the public ,vorld was l.ess satisfying than the private 
sphere. "Since he has more sense of personal power and choice 
in the const1111cr goods market, he tends to spend 111orc 1noney 

on ... auto1nobiles than on public services, and is likely to vote 
do,vn higher taxes even though a park, or less smog, 111 ight give 
him more personal pleasure than a second TV set."11 

The bestselling social critic Vance Packard made similar ar­
gu111ents about pollution, sprawl, and national purpose in The 
Waste .~fakers. Packard already had questioned the consu,ner­
isrn of the 1950s in The Hidden Persuaders and The Status Seek­
ers, and The Waste A1akers extended the critique. In addition to 

the insights of a tc,v conservationists, Packard drc"' on the argu­
ments of both Schlesinger and Galbraith. As the nation entered 
a ne,v decade, Packard ,vrote, the great unrnet challenges all in­
volved the provision of public goods. ''A person can't go do,vn to 
the store and order a new park," he explained. "A park requires 

unified effort, and that gets you into voting and public spending 
and maybe soak-the-rich taxes." But the effort ,vas essential. 
The consumption of ever-greater quantities of"deodorants, hula 
hoops, juke boxes, padded bras, dual n1uftlcrs, horror comics, or 
electric rotisseries" could not ensure national greatness. Instead, 

Arnericans needed to improve the quality of the environment, to 
stop the spread of pollution and "the gro,ving sleaziness, dirtiness, 

and chaos of the nation's great exploding n1etropolitan areas." 12 

Though the national-purpose debate was bipartisan-the 
conservative colu111 nist vValter Lippn1ann ,vrote often about the 
need to give a higher priority to public goods-the Democrats 
seized the issue of the deteriorating quality of the cnviron1nent. 

'vVhen Life asked both presidential candidates in 1960 to define 



the national purpose, only John F. Kennedy ,nentioned environ­
mental problems. "The good life falls short as an indicator of 
national purpose unless it goes hand in hand ,vith the good 
society," Kennedy wrote. "Even in n1atcrial terms, prosperity is 

not enough when there is no equal opportunity to share in it; 
when economic progress means overcro\vded cities, abandoned 
farn1s, technological unemploy1nent, polluted air and water, and 
littered parks and countrysides; ,vhen those too young to earn 

are denied their chance to learn; \vhen those no longer earning 
live out their lives in lonely degradation." 13 

In the \,Vhite I louse, Kennedy's top domestic priority ,vas a 
gro,vth-boosting tax cut. But he took a fe,v important steps to ad­

dress the issue of environ1nental quality. He supported a nc1v fed­
eral progran1 to assist local and state governn1ents in acquiring 
open space, and he endorsed a measure to preserve wilderness. 
In 1962, he held a \i\'hite House Conference on Conservation, 
the first since Franklin D. Roosevelt's presidency. After the publi­

cation of Rachel Carson's Silent Spring, Kennedy instructed his 
science advisers to report on the use of pesticides. J-Je also ap­
pointed an activist secretary of the interior, Stewart Udall, who 

energetically pro,noted the cause of environn1ental protection. 14 

Like Kennedy, Udall borro\ved from Schlesinger and Gal­
braith. I-le argued again and again that "the ne1v conservation" 
was a vital effort to ilnprove "the quality of life." I-le also argued 

that the nation's deteriorating environ1nent "'as a sign of "the 
disorder of our post,var priorities." In 1he Quiet Crisis-a 1963 

call to action-he began by pointing out the stark contrast be­
nveen the econo1nic and environmental trends of the post,var 
decades. "America today stands poised on a pinnacle of ,vealth 
and power," he 1vrote, "yet we live in a land of vanishing beauty, 

of increasing ugliness, of shrinking open space, a11d of an over­
all environ1nent that is diminished daily by pollution and noise 
and blight." 15 

"The gro,ving Den1ocratic interest in the environn1ent "'ent 
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beyond the Kennedy administration. By 1961, the California 
chapter of A1nericans for Democratic Action had deemphasized 
the old econo1nic issues of unemployment and ,vorkn1eu's co,n­
pensation; instead, the group 1vas focusing on "quality of life" 
issues, including the preservation of open space and the plan-
ning of metropolitan grov,rth. In the early 1960s, a ue,v breed of 
policy entrepreneurs in Congress sought to establish national 
reputations by chan1pioning coustuucr and environ1ncntal leg­
islation, and Senator Edmund Muskie of Maine soon earned 
the nicknarne "Mr. Pollution Control." 16 

After Kennedy's assassination, Lyndon B. Johnson resolved 
to finish the unfinished environ,nental business of the Kennedy 
ad1ninistration. But he hoped to do 111ore. Johnson had a n1ore 
personal stake in the issue than Kennedy. His 1vife had a keen 
interest in nature. In the field of conservation-as in so many 
areas of policy-Johnson sought to surpass the achievements of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. Like his ,nentor, Johnson 1'/'anted to go 
do,vn in history as a great conservation president. 17 

The decision to give a higher priority to environ1nental 
protection made perfect sense to Johnson's dornest.ic advisers. 
Early in Johnson's presidency, they proposed "the Great Society" 
as the overarching the1ne that 1vould give historic \veight to 
the 1964 ca1npaign, and the roots of their vision lay in the 
Schlesinger/Galbraith call for a qualitative liberalis1n. The histo­
rian Eric c;oldman and the speech,vriter Richard Good,vin es­
pecially found inspiration in the argun1ents of the late 1950s 
about the challenge of abuodance. 18 

As the president's house intellectual, Goldtnan asked Gal­
braith to serve as "the quality of An1erican life" adviser to the 
Johnson brain trust. He had written admiringly of Galbraith's 
contribution to the debate over national purpose in 1960, and 
he spoke several times in the next fe,v years about the proper 
goals of a "post-affluent" society. "!vlatcrial concerns were still 
pressing-particularly the disgraceful and dangerous econo,nic 



position of the Negro-but the nation had reached a general 
affluence ,vhich permitted it to give attention not only to the 
quantity but to the quality of A1ncrican living," he argued in 

1964. The next generation of A1ncricans at last could escape the 
burdens of the "dull society," the "ovennaterial society," and the 

"ugly society." 19 

Good,vin recognized that a part of the Johnson agenda 
needed to do what the New Deal had not done to guarantee a 

1nodicun1 of co1nfort and security for all Americans. But he 
concluded that the great opportunity for going beyond the old 
liberalisn1 lay in acknO\\•ledging "that private income, no matter 
ho\v widely distributed, \Vas only a foundation; that private afflu­
ence, no 111atter hov, ,videly distributed, could not remedy 111any 

of the public cond.itions that di111inished the possibilities of Amer­
ican life." For Goodwin, that 1neant tackling the issues of pollu­
tion, suburban spra,vl, and environmental health. 20 

In a speech ,vrittcn by c;oodwin, President Johnson spoke to 

those issues in May 1964. The speech was the president's first at­
te1npt to define the Great Society, and he addressed only a fe,v 
points. The Great Society required the abolition of poverty and 

racial injustice, he argued, "but that is just the beginning." The 
Great Society would spark the unagination, offer sti111ulating 
fonns of leisure, and provide the satisfactions of true co111mu­
nity. ''It is a place ,vhere n1an can rene,v contact ,vith nature," the 
president contmued. "It is a place ,vhcre men arc 111orc con­
cerned ,vith the quality of their goals than the quantity of their 

goods." Perhaps because the occasion for the speech \Vas a col­
lege graduation, the president spoke passionately about the 
need to ensure that "every child can find kno,vledge to enrich his 

111ind and enlarge his talents." But the rest of the speech focused 
on the proble111s of the 111etropolis and the countryside. The pres­
ident decried the social and environn1ental costs of suburban 
gro,vth, including the loss of open space. He also called for 
action to protect the natural splendor of the nation. "'vVc have 
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always prided ourselves on being not only A n1erica the strong 
and A1nerica the free, but America the beautiful," he explained. 
"Today that beauty is in danger. The ,vatcr ,,,c drink, the food ,ve 
eat, the very air that we breathe, are threatened with pollution. 

Our parks are overcrcnvded, our seashores overburdened. Green 
fields and dense forests are disappearing." 21 

The speech ,vas not merely talk. Johnson made the environ­
n1ent a 111ajor focus of the Great Society. 111ough scholars have 

paid much more attention to the civil-rights acts, the War on 
Poverty, and the expansion of health and education programs, 
Johnson hin1self considered the environmental agenda no less 
in1portant. As historian Robert Dallek concludes, "he had no 

real priority" a1nong the Great Society initiatives-"he 1vanted 
the1n all." Johnson aggressively used the povver of the presidency 
to dra,v public attention to environmental problems. I-le con­
vened a \.Yhite House Conference on Natural Beauty, and he 
asked the President's Science Advisory (:onunittce to report on 

ways to restore the quality of the environment. lle devoted sev­
eral rnajor addresses to his environn1ental proposals. The result 
"'as a torrent of legislation: Johnson signed almost 300 conserva­

tion and beautification 111easures. The n1ost in1portant bills ad­
dressed the proble111s of air and water pollution, solid-\\•aste 
disposal, ,vilderness preservation, and endangered species. TI1e 

Johnson initiatives also created national lakeshores and sea­
shores, increased the number of national parks, and provided 

funds to state govern111ents for land and ,vater conservation. 22 

To be sure, the legislation of the ,nid-1960s was not enough to 
solve the 111ost serious environmental problen1s. In the fight 
against pollution, the truly land,nark acts did not come until 

the early 1970s. But the achievements of the Great Society were 
critical in the evolution of the environ111ental 111oven1ent. Before 
the I 960s, the problem of pollution 1vas not a principal concern 
of the federal governn1ent. ln 1960-just before leaving officc­
P resident Eisenho,vcr vetoed a clean-water act with a blunt 



declaration that water pollution was "a uniquely local blight." 
John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson both rejected that 
vic\v, and the legislation of the n1id-l 960s finnly established the 

principle of federal responsibility for the quality of the nation's 
air and ,vater. That responsibility was institutionalized in t,vo 

ne,v agencies "''ith the ability to research and publicize environ­
mental problen1s. 'Ihe federal Water Pollution Control Admin­
istration and the National Air Pollution Control A<l1ninistration 

both helped to strengthen the dernand for tougher legislation to 
protect the environment. The ne,.,. bureaucracies \\'ere agenda 
setters. 23 

Scientists 

When Time published a special issue on the environment before 

Earth Day, the 1uagazine put biologist Barry Commoner on the 
cover. The rnagazine could have chosen a number of people to 
syrnbolize the environrnental 1noven1ent. The decision to use 
Com rnoner ackno,.,.ledged the critical role of scientists in the 

surge of concern about environmental degradation. Though 
n1en1bers of ,nany professions contributed to the new 1nove­
n1ent, scientists were especially active. 24 

For some scientists, the cause largely ,,,as pedagogical. They 
introduced cnviron1ncntal issues to the classroom, and their 

courses inspired a generation of cco-activists. Other scientists 
put environrnental issues on the public agenda by speaking at 

community meetings, testifying at hearings, "'riting essays tor 
popular periodicals, and organizing groups to seek action. A 
few scientists became fan1ous author/activists. Paul Ehrlich­

author of The Population Bomb and founder of Zero Population 
Gro"'•th-even became a frequent guest on The Tonight Show.25 

TI1e environ1ucntal activis,u of scientists ·was both surprising 

and predictable. Unlike landscape architects or civil engineers or 
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doctors, scientists had no co1nn1it1nent to the ideal of service. 
Just the opposite: They prided themselves on their detachment. 
As The New York Times argued in a profile of Ehrlich, "scientists 

as a group have long disdained direct political action and pro­
pagandizing, feeling it con1pron1ised their objectivity." Yet al-
most every environmental problen1 had a scientific component. 
Once scientists decided to speak publicly, they often addressed 
what 1nany called ''the cnviron111cntal crisis," not just one or tv10 

issues.26 

Commoner did 1nore than anyone to rally scientists to the 
cause. lle argued repeatedly that scientists had a duty to provide 
citizens with the scientific kno,vlcdge needed to 111ake informed 

decisions about environmental issues. He helped to establish 
influential institutions dedicated to the public-infonnation n1is­
sion. I-Iis 1966 book Science and Survival became a classic-a call 
for "a new· conservation movement" that v,rould focus on pre­
serving "life itself," not just forests or soils or places of subli1ne 

heauty. 27 

Con11noner intended to be an activist long before the envi­
ronrnent became an issue. As a graduate student in the 1930s, be 
\vas active in the A111erican Association of Scientific \<Yorkers, a 

leftist group keen to ensure that science served the public good. 
That organization focused on social justice, not the environ­
ment. But Com1noner began to be concerned after World Viar II 
about the unintended environn1ental consequences of techno­

logical develop111ent. The fallout issue drove the danger hon1e. 
The testing of atomic ,veapons in the deserts of the Southwest 
caused radioactive rain to fall over a vast region. I3ecause radia­
tion settled on dairy pastures, 1nilk becan1e contaminated. Yet 

the tests continued v.•ithout a thorough understanding of the 
environn1ental consequences-and with little discussion of 
the ,visdom of aboveground testing. To Co1n111oner, that ,vas 

appalling. 28 

At first, Comn1oner pressed the 1\111erican Association for 



the Advancement of Science to act. Tn 1956 and again in 1960, 
he chaired AAAS committees that called for scientists to take 

part in public debate about the potentially destructive effects of 
science. Both co1nmittees argued that the vastly greater control 
over nature afforded hy n1odern science brought unprecedented 
risks as well as wondrous opportunities. "In some situations our 
enhanced ability to control nature has gone ,nvry and threatens 
serious trouble," the 1956 comn1ittee concluded. To ensure that 

science served society, scientists no longer could rernain n1ute. 
They had to concern themselves "'ith "social action." The 1960 
comrnittee recomm.ended that the AAAS make publ.ic informa­

tion a priority. 29 

The AAAS did not rise to the challenge, but Co1nn1oner 
pressed on. ln 1958, he joined a group of St. Louis women to 
form a grassroots organization to dra,v attention to fallout. TI1e 
Greater St. Louis Citizens' Committee on Nuclear information 
soon earned a national reputation tor effective activisn1. In ad­

dition to organizing local events, the con11nittee invited parents 
to send baby teeth to St. Louis to be tested tor radioactivity, and 
the response ,vas over,vhelrning. TI1e committee also pub)jshed 
a ne,vsletter, Nuclear Information, that evolved into the first 

magazine devoted solely to environmental issues: Environment. 30 

Vvith several veterans of the AAAS comn1ittees, Co,nmoner 
formed a national organization, the Scientists' institute for 
Public Infonnation, in 1963. "Scientists today," he explained, ''are 

the first to live "''ith the kno,vledgc that our work, our ideas, and 
our daily activities itnpinge ,\1ith a frightening i1nrnediacy on 
national politics, on international conilicts, on the planet's fate 
as a human habitation." Affiliate organizations soon formed in 

several cities, and observers began to speak about a public­
inforrnation "move1nent" among scientists. 31 

The ne,v movernent helped to make activists of 1nany grad­
uate students. At Rockefeller University in Ne,v York, chemist 

Glenn Paulson heard about the local conunittee fro111 several 
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professors, and he soon ,,vas devoting rnuch of his tirne to public 
science. Though his dissertation ,vas about pesticides, he be-
ca111e an expert on several other environ111ental issues, from air 
pollution to nuclear po,ver. In the late l 960s, he talked to PTA 

groups, testified at City Hall, and spoke ,vith journalists. He co­
authored a ,vell-publicized report on the carbon monoxide 
hazard of a proposed tvtanhattan express,vay. 1-le led a campaign 
to reduce lead poisoning among city children. He also •..vorked 

\\'ith the Oil, Chernical and Atornic \,Yorkers Union to publicize 
both occupational and environ rnental threats to health. T n 1970, 
he helped to organize Earth Day events. 32 

Though a few scientists had no hesitation about speaking 
publicly, rnany only reluctantly beca111e activists. S0111e were 
goaded to action by the fallout issue. Many 111ore began toques­
tion the ideal of detachment after the publication of Rachel 
Carson's Silent Spring in 1962. 

\.Yith a clarity no one had managed before, Carson ,,,arncd 

that the hu,nan po,ver to alter nature had hecorne profoundly 
dangerous: 

During the past quarter century this po,ver has not only in­

creased to one of disturbing 1nagnitude but it has changed 
in character. The n1ost alanning of all n1an's assaults upon the 

environn1ent is the contan1ination of air, earth, rivers, and sea 

with dangerous and even lethal materials. Tl1is pollution is for 
the 1nost part irrecoverable; the chain oi evil it initiates not 

only in tbe world that a1ust support life but in living tissues is 

for the 1nost part irreversible. In this now universal conta1nioa­

tion of the environment, chen1icals are the sinister and little­

recognized partners of radiation in changing the very nature of 
the world-the very nature of its life. Strontiun1 90, released 

through nuclear explosions into the air, lodges in soil, enters 

into the grass or corn or ,vheat gro,vn there, and in tin1e takes 

up its abode in the bones of a human being, to remain until his 
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death. Similarly, chemicals sprayed on croplands or forests or 

gardens lie long in the soil, entering into living organisn1s, 

passing from one to another in a chain of poisoning and death. 

Or they pass mysteriously by underground strea1ns until they 

emerge and, through the alche1ny of air and sunlight, combine 

into new for111s that kill vegetation, sicken cattle, and work 

unknown har111 on those who drink fron1 once pure wells. As 

Albert Scl1\veitzer once said, "Man can hardly even recognize 

the devils of his own creation." 

Silent Spring beca1ne both a bestseller and a subject of intense 
controversy. 33 

For life scientists, the debate over Carson's "'Ork was both 
technical and moral. VI/as she right? If she \Vas, ,vhat responsi­

bility did b.iologists have to help avoid the threats she n1ade so 
vivid? 

Silent Spring ,-vas especiaJly troubling to members of the Eco­

logical Society of A1nerica. TI1ough the society ,vas established 
in 1915, ecology still ,-vas a young discipline. The first celebrated 
textbook in the field only appeared in 1953, and the first aca­

demic departn1ents of ecology "'ere established in the mid­
l 950s. vVhat kind of enterprise was ecology going to be? c:arson's 
book 1nadc a po,-verful case that citizens needed to understand 

ecology, but would ecologists assume roles as educators of the 
public? In 1963, the ESA created a public affairs committee. 
The society's ecology study committee-charged ,-vith assessing 

the future of the discipline-also 1nade "public welfare and pol­
icy" a rnajor focus of its 1965 report. 34 

"The question of Society participation in public affairs has 
been a contentious issue for years," the study com1nittec ,vrotc. 
"There are n1e1nbers of the Society who still doubt the ,visdom 
or necessity of beco1ning involved in controversial issues, but 

there are clearly areas of public interest ,vhich ecologists can no 
longer avoid, either as individuals or as a Society." The human 
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i1npact on ecosyste1ns had increased tre1nendously, and the 
public needed to understand that impact. "Ecologists have a def-
inite obligation to 111ake their vie,¥s kno,¥11 ,vhen they can pro-
vide infr.>rn1ation which 111ight avert environn1ental disaster," the 

co111mittee argued. "While 111en1bers of the Society have testified 
as individuals, ecologists have never collectively brought their 
influence to bear on the range of environmental problems that 
arc properly ,.,.ithin their area of con1petencc. It is the feeling of 

the Ecology Study Coin 1n ittee that they should and 1nust ... 
Rachel Carson's hook Silent Spring created a tide of opinion \'lhich 
will never again allo,v professional ecologists to re1nain com­

fortably aloof from public responsibility." 35 

The comn1ittce ackno,vledgcd that spelling out the details of 
that responsibility ,votdd not be easy. The tax code barred lobby­
ing by tax-exempt nonprofit organizations, so the society could 
only offer counsel, not organize can1paigns to pass legislation. 
On some i1nportant issues, the society could not speak ,.,,ith one 

voice. Though n1ost acade,nic ecologists "''ere concerned that 
pesticides ,night reduce biological diversity, the cornrnittee 
noted, many applied ecologists did not share that concern. ESA 

1nen1bers also 1night disagree about the lin1ils of ecological ex­
pertise. The profit rnotive had becon1e a driving force in many 
ecosystems, the committee argued, but the ESA ,night not be 
able or willing to offer an ecological assessn1ent of capitalism. 
Still, the conunittee concluded, the society needed "to furnish 
the best possible data and to contribute the 1nost responsible, 

scientific judg.rnent that is possible" on relevant issues of public 
ilnport. 36 

The debate about the social obligation of ecologists "'ent be­
yond the in-house publications of the ESA. In 1964, for exa1n­
ple, the journal BioScience devoted a special issue to the future of 
ecology, and the issue editors 1nade clear that they ,vere pro,npted 
by concern about the environmental i111pact of modern technol­

ogies. For the first ti111e, they argued, we faced the possibility 
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that ,ve could contaminate the environment "beyond its capac­
ity to support lite." They cited the hazards of fallout and DDT, 

and they illustrated the issue \Vith a series of photographs that 
collectively fonned an essay on cnvironn1ental degradation. Al­
n1ost all of the contributors called for ecologists to become more 
involved in public Hfe. But they offered different assessments of 
what specifically ecologists needed to do. Eugene Odum 1nade a 
boostcrish argun1ent that ecology should be a basic tool of eco­

syste1n "1nanagement." Paul Sears, in contrast, argued that ecol­
ogy ,vas "a subversive science," a phrase that heca,ne a rallying 
cry for many ecologists later in the decade. "By its very nature, 

ecology offers a continuing critique of man's operations v1ithin 
the ecosyste1n," Scars wrote. As he understood the field, ecology 
cast doubt on "the current glib en1phasis on econo111ic 'gnnvth' 
as the solution of all ills." The editors did not try to resolve the 
disagreements. But they argued that ecologists had "a responsi­

bility, a challenge, an obligation to revised and/or extended think­
ing." By 1970, 1nany ecologists had accepted that arguinent. 37 

Paul Ehrlich ultirnately hecarne the ,nost farnous activist to 
drav1 inspiration fron1 Silent Spring. He began to ,vorry about 

pesticides long before Carson's work appeared: As a teenager, he 
feared that pesticides ,vere killing buttertlies, his great passion. 
\Vhen he \Vas a graduate student in the late 1950s, he joined 

the Chicago Society for Exterminating Exterminators, a group 
forn1ed to protest the U.S. Department of Agriculture's ca111-

paign to eradicate the fire ant. But he did not speak publicly 
about the environnient until 1965. By then he had becon1e a ten­
ured protessor at Stanford. Ile also had come to see the pesti­
cide issue as part of a broader challenge. I-Iumans had become 
vastly ,nore adept at ,nanipulating the environment, and that 

ability had led to vastly greater hu1nan nurnbers. Yet 1neeting the 
needs and wants of an exploding population-more food, more 
po,vcr, more ,vater, n1orc living space-threatened environn1cn­

tal catastrophe. 38 
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The ever-increasing scale of hurnan endeavor irnposed ne,v 
burdens on scientists, Ehrlich concluded. Scientific research no 
longer 1'\/as acade111ic. Scientists needed to "consider the conse­

quences of their activities." How "'otild their results be used? But 
the responsibility of scientists went beyond their own ,..,ork. "\•Ve 

must come out of our ivory to,vers and take an active part in 
the political life of OtLr society," Ehrlich argued. ''Follo,ving 
Rachel Carson's lead ,vc 1nust fight abuses 1¥hcrcver they occur." 39 

Once freed fro1n the shackles of scientific dispassion, Ehrlich 
quickly developed a prophetic voice. lTis talks in San Francisco 
attracted raves. After hearing Ehrlich speak, Sierra Club execu­
tive director David Bro,l'er invited hi1n to write a short book 

about the population issue. Ehrlich took just three feverish ,veeks 
to produce The Population Bornb, ,vhich appeared as a paperback 
original in May 1968. By Earth Day, Ehrlich's tract had sold 
almost a 1nillion copies.40 

lbe tone of the book ,l'as unlike anything Ehrlich had ,vrit­

t.en before. lf "'e failed to n1eet the challenge of exploding pop­
ulation, he ,vrote, "rnankind ,viii breed itself into oblivion." 
1-lundreds of millions of people ,vou Id starve. TI,e quality of life 
of the survivors would be reduced drastically, because popula­

tion growth \Vas eroding the world's 1nost fertile soils, poisoning 
the water and the air, destroying the habitats of countless spe­
cies, and even changing the climate. Because the trends all 
pointed to,l'ard self-destruction, every nation needed to control 
population-by voluntary 1neans if possible, but other\,,ise by 

co,npulsion. People also needed to act im,nediately "to reverse 
the deterioration of the environ,nent before population pressure 

permanently ruins our planet." No task '"as 1nore urgent. "Some­
hcnv ,ve've got to change from a grcnvth-oriented, exploitative 

system to one focused on stability and conservation," Ehrlich con­
cluded. "Our entire systen1 of orienting to nature 111ust undergo a 
revolution." 41 

(~ritics called Ehrlich an alannist, and Ehrlich did not 
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shrink from the charge. "Jam an alarmist," he told Playboy, "be­
cause I'n1 very goddamned alarmed. I believe we're facing the 
brink because of population pressures." Though son1e scientists 
were appalled by Ehrlich's "unscientific" rhetoric, 111any others 

were inspired. By the sun11ner of 1969, a year after The Popula­
tion Bomb was published, journalists were reporting on "the 
nevi Jeren1iahs," the gro\ving number of scientists ,vho ,vere 
warning of environn1ental catastrophe. 42 

Like grassroots activists, 1nost scientists had to educate 
the,nselves about environmental issues. The AAAS contributed 
to that process of self-education. Though the association did not 

directly support activism, the AAAS encouraged n1c1nbers to 
learn 111ore about the 111ost pressing proble,ns. 

The association's 1966 n1eeting explored "Hov, l\llan Has 

Changed His Planet." Because the annual nieetings rarely had 
then1es, the decision to focus on the environment underscored 
the in1portance of the subject. (The last AAAS conference ,vith 

a theme ,vas 1948, ,vhen the ,neeting celebrated the association's 
centen n ia I.) "1l1e J-listoric Roots of Our Ecologica I Crisis" ,vas 
the subject of one keynote address. In a second keynote, insur­
ance executive Tho,nas Malone called for scientists to take the 

lead in warning the nation's leaders about the possible conse­
quences of global di111ate change. "1l1e point is that there is still 
time for reflective thought, for setting objectives, for v:eighing 
alternative courses of action-in short, to act responsibly," he 

concluded. One plenary interdisciplinary sy1nposiu1n focused 
on pollution, and a series of three sessions explored population 
gro,vth. 1-lundreds of specialized sessions addressed environ-

111ental issues as well. Many conference participants argued 
that scientists had to beco,ne activists. 43 

In the late 1960s, the AAAS journal Science effectively beca,ne 
a continuing education course in environ1nental studies. A cross 
bet,vecn a ne,vs n1agazine and a scholarly publication, Science 
had everything from editorials to research reports. Because the 



Th• Pr•hlstory of ECllfh Doy e 29 

environ1nent was relevant to so ,nany scientific disciplines, ahnost 
every issue addressed the subject in so1ne torm. 

r:or s0111e scientists, Science even became the road to Dan1as­

cus. Geneticist Wes Jackson exen1plifies the journal's influence. 
In 1967, keen to n1ake his introductory biology class n1ore rele­
vant, he began to clip the journal's environmental material. 'The 
n1ore he clipped, the more concerned he became about the 
future. He soon remade the bio course into an "ain't it awful?" 

survey of enviro111nental proble,ns. I-Ie pressed his college ad­
ministration to ,nake "survival studies" a focus of the curricu­
lum. In 1970, he turned hjs course materials into a pioneering 
cnviron111ental reader: In the first edition of his 1Wan and the 
Environment, roughly half of the readings ca111e fro111 Science. 
I-le also helped to organize the college's Earth Day events, and he 
began to speak prophetically about the environ1nental crisis. I-le 
was one of many.4•1 

J\1iddle-Class Women 

The environmental activis111 of n1iddle-class ,vo111en did not 

begin in 1960. In the Progressive Era, v1omen actively supported 
the conservation 1noven1ent. l11ey also lobbied for smokeless 

skies, clean "'ater, pure food, and urban parks, and they often 
justified their efforts as "municipal housekeeping." \.Yo1nen con­

tinued to press for environ1nental protection in the decades 
after v\Torld \Ivar I. For several reasons, hO\\'ever, the number of 

"'omen active in the environmental cause increased dramati­
cally in the late 1950s and 1960s. In some cases, the activists 

"'orked through old conservation or "'on1en's organizations. 
More often, wo1nen forn1ed ad hoc groups to stop pollution, save 
open spaces, or protect ,vildlife. The activism of,von1en was cru­

cial in making the environ1ncnt an issue in communities across 
the nation. 45 



The League ofvV01nen Voters played a vital role in the battle 
against \Vater pollution. One of the first popular books about the 
issue-Donald Carr's Death of the Sweet Waters-,vas dedicated 
to the league's n1en1bcrs. The national leadership of the league 
n1ade ,vatcr a focus for education and activisn1 in 1956, and 
many local chapters soon launched clean-\vater campaigns. To 
\Vin support for a se,vage-treatment plant in Idaho Falls, Idaho, 
league 1nen1bcrs put flyers about polluted drinking water in 
every restaurant 1nenu in to,vn, convinced tnilkmen to distrib­
ute leaflets to every 1nilk hox, painted slogans on side,valks, and 
erected road signs to direct people to the Snake River se,vage 
outlet: "It's a shocker!" By 1960, the league had beco,ne a n1ajor 
player in the debate about the federal responsibility for ,vater 
quality, and league 1ne1nhers continued to lobby for govern1ncnt 
action throughout the 1960s. Their effectiveness \Vas especially 
evident at the end of the decade, ,vhen the league organized a co­
alition of almost forty labor, 1nunicipal, and conservation groups 
to ,vage the Citizens Crusade for Clean vVater.46 

Activist ,vornen often became identified ,vi.th the rivers and 
lakes they sought to save. In the mid-1960s, Marion Stoddart of 
Massachusetts earned the epithet "Mother Nashua" after fonn­
ing a group to save one of the nation's most polluted rivers: The 
Nashua River Clean-up Co1n1nittee played a key role in the pas­
sage of the Massachusetts Clean Water Act in 1966. TI1e cam­
paign of Verna Mize to stop a mining con1pany fro111 polluting 
Lake Superior becan1c a national syn1bol of effective citizen 
action. In one account of her campaign, the author even i1nag­
ined the lake offering Mize \vords of thanks. 47 

In many cities, women '\'Orked aggressively to stop air pollu­
tion. Ne\v Yorker Hazel I-Ienderson organized a group called 
Citizens for Clean Air by passing out leaflets to 1nothers during 
her daily \valks in the park with her infant <laughter. The group 
soon had 111ore than 20,000 n1embers; roughly 75 percent \Vere 
won1en. Despite the obstacles to success, Henderson wrote in a 
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I 966 article in Parents' J\1agazine, the ,vork \\'as satisfying for a 
young 1nother. "You are exercising the responsibilities of citi­

zenship, and you arc setting an example to your children, at the 
san1<1 ti1ne that you are working for their health and welfare," 

she explained. "Best of all, you are learning firsthand about one 
of the most exciting frontiers of our gro,ving kno,vl.edge and 
technology-ho,v to n1anage our natural heritage so that it can 
support the needs of our increasing population, and at the same 

time ren1ain orderly and beautiful, a fitting and joyous setting 
for future generations." 48 

\.Vomen also organized in the 1960s to address ne,v for,ns of 
pollution. On Novcn1ber 1, 1961, approxi,natcly 50,000 "con­

cerned house~vives" \\'ent on strike to protest the hazards of the 
anns race. In~tead of cooking and cleaning, the W<Hnen lobbied 
elected officials, picketed nuclear installations, and marched in 
the streets. In all, the founders of\·Von1en Strike for Peace orga­
nized events in sixty cities, including Ne,.v York, Philadelphia, 

Balti1nore, Washington, Cleveland, Cincinnati, Detroit, St. Louis, 
Denver, San Francisco, and l.os Angeles. Many of the ,narchers 
pushed baby carriages or held photographs of children. Though 
a nun1ber of the wo1nen called for a ban on nuclear ,veapons and 

a halt to the arn1s race, the itnmediate goal 1vas to stop at1no­
spheric ,veapons testing, since radioactive fallout from nuclear 
tests posed a threat to life. "This move1nent ,vas inspired and 
n1otivatcd by mothers' love for children," one vVon1cn Strike for 

Peace member explained. "vVhen they ,vere putting their break­
fast on the table, they sa,v not only the vVheaties and ,nilk, but 
they also sa,v strontium 90 and iodine 131." In the months after 

the strike, the 1nen1bership ofvVon1en Strike for Peace gre\\' rap­
idly, as wo111en rallied to the cause: "Pure Milk," they de1nanded, 
"Not Poison." 49 

Like nuclear fallout, the 1vanton use of pesticides inspired 
,von1en to act. Women's organizations helped to n1ake Rachel 

Carson's Silent Spring both a bestseller and a political force. 
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Though Carson took pains not to appeal solely to \,•omen-she 
used a variety of arguments and rhetorical strategies-she rec­

ognized that \¥Omen "'ere likely to be quicker to share her con­
cerns. "I believe it is iinportant for won1en to realize that the 
,vorld of today threatens to destroy 111uch of that beauty that 

has immense po,ver to bring us a healing release frorn tension," 
she argued in a speech to 'lheta Sigma Phi, a national sorority of 
won1cn journalists. "\·Vomen have a greater intuitive under­

standing of such things. They ,vant for their children not only 
physical health hut mental and spiritual health as ,veil. J bring 
these things to your attention because T think your awareness 
of the111 ,.,ill help, ,,•hether you arc practicing journalists, or 
teachers, or librarians, or housewives and n1others." Carson 

cultivated a network of ,von1en supporters-and ,vo111en eagerly 
championed her work. "They used Silent Spring as a basis for 
educational pamphlets, ,vrote letters to the editor, and lobbied 

politicians. The most active were the .A1nerican Association of 
University ,,vornen, the National Council ofvVomen, the Garden 
Club of A 1nerica, and the General Federation ofvVornen's Clubs. 

Carson also had support fro111 members of the League of 
\Vo1nen Voters and fro111 \'\'01nen in wildlife conservation and 
animal-rights groups. 50 

Jn many co1nn1unities, \vo1nen also led ca1npaigns to preserve 
open space. Often, the activists sought to save undeveloped 
woods or fields,vhere children played. But son1c of the open-space 
ca111paigns ,\Tcrc 111ore ambitious. ln California, a trio of Berkeley 

faculty ,vives-including Catherine Kerr, the "''ife of the univer­
sity's president-organized the Save San Francisco Bay Associa­

tion in the early 1960s: The group soon helped to secure passage of 
one of the first ~tate laws regulating land use. Because the open­
space campaigns often succeeded, journalists in the ,nid-1960s 
began to point to the activism of ,vo1nen as a 1nodel for a ne,v kind 
of conservation. A short guide to open-space preservation pub­

lished in 1964 began with the story of one "''On1an's successful 
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carnpaign to preserve a n1arsh from development. "The \var 
Ruth Rusch has been \vaging in her little corner of suburbia con-
tains in1111ense significance for all of us," the author \vrote. "For it 
sho1vs not only that we can 1vin the fight to save our landscape 

fro111 the despoilers but also specifically ho'A' to go about it."51 

'The list could go on and on. Lady Bird Johnson \vorked as 
first Lady to protect and restore "natural beauty," and her efforts 
led to the Higlnvay Beautification J\ct in 1965. After the Santa 

Barbara oil spill in 1969, women were the driving force behind 
Get Oil Out, a grassroots group that sought to end offshore 
drilling. A Seattle house,vife collected over 250,000 signatures 

on a petition to halt the develop1nent of the supersonic trans­
port. Fron1 Nc,v York to (:alifornia, activist 1von1en ca111paigned 

to stop c(instruction of pcnver plants in scenic areas. No ,natter 

"'hat the issue, environmentalism at the grass roots depended 
on a volunteer corps of ,von1en. 52 

lbe ,von1cn active in the environ111ental n1ove1nent ,vere 

overwhelmingly ,vhite. More often than not, they ,vere in their 
thirties and forties, they lived in rnetropolitan areas or college 
to" 1 ns, and they ,vere ,vell educated. Most ,vere rnarried to 

'A1hite-collar or professional n1en, and most had children. At a 
tin1e 1\1hen the percentage of n1arried 1vomen ,vorking outside 
the ho1ne was rising sharply, the ,vomen activists usually de­
scribed the1nselves as house,vives. 

"!bough wo111en often ,vere attracted to the environmental 
cause for the sa1ne reasons as n1cn, the predo1ninance of women 

at the grass roots ,vas very much a function of gender expecta­
tions. As their children grew rnore independent, n1any housev,ives 
sought new ways to use their talents, and the environ1nental 

cause seemed to so1ne to be more challenging and i111portant 
than traditional volunteer 'A'ork. For ,nany other \vomen, the 
decision to becon1e active ca1ne in response to an environmental 
threat that hit home. That was especially true in the fast-gro,ving 

suburbs. 



The residents of postwar suburbs lived in the 1nost rapidly 
changing environment in the nation. Every year, a territory 

roughly the size of Rhode Island \\'as bulldozed for 111ctropolitan 
clevelop111ent. Forests, marshes, creeks, hills, cornfields, and or­
chards all ,vere destroyed to build subdivisions. Though son1e of 

tJ1e environmental consequences of suburban development were 
invisible to untrained observers, others ,vere obvious. Again and 
again, the destruction of nearby open spaces robbed children of 

beloved places to play. The suburbs also were a kind of sanitation 
frontier. Beyond the range of 1nunicipal se"•er systems, the resi­
dents of post\var subdivisions often depended on septic tanks for 

waste disposal, and widespread septic-tank failures in the 1950s 
and 1960s caused a host of health and environ 1nental proble1ns. 53 

Because the suburbs \Vere do1nestic places-and won1en tra­
ditionally ,vere caretakers of the domestic-threats to environ -
1nental quality in suburbia ,vere threats to "the ,voman's sphere." 
The stakes ,-vere the sanctity of the ho1ne and the well-being of 

the farnily. For rnany middle-class ,vo,nen, the environ,nental 
cause seerned a natu ra.l extension of their concerns as house,vives 
and ,nothers. 54 

In the early 1960s, the 111ajor wo111en's n1agazines all pub­
lished pieces about \Vater pollution, and the articles highlighted 
the threat to don1estic life. Redhook offered a prin1er on \vhat 
readers needed to kno~' "to protect your family," ,vhile American 

Home grabbed attention by describing ,vatcr-relatcd health 

problcn1s in children. Good Housekeeping extolled the anti­
pollution efforts of the League of Women Voters in traditional 
terms. "Ilere is ,vhere intelligent and aroused wo1nen can do the 
most important job," the 1nagazine concluded. "The clean-up of 

our rivers to safeguard our precious \Yater supply-this is the 
biggest housekeeping chore facing the nation today."55 

Even in 1970-after the publication of Betty Friedan's The 

Feminine Mystique, after the forn1ation of the National ()rgani­
zation for Won1en, after the first ,-vo111en's liberation protests-
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v.•on1en in environ,nental groups often appealed directly to 
house\,•ives and 1nothers. Betty Ann Ottinger used traditional 
argu1ncnts to 111akc the case for cnvironn1cntalis111 in What 
Every vVoman Should Know-and Do-About Pollution: A Guide 
to Good Global Housekeeping. The environ111ental cause "is one 
that the American woman can really sink her teeth into," she 
argued. As house,vives, "'omen determined "ho\v 1nore than 
two-thirds of our consu111cr dollars arc spent. TI1is in itself is a 

major v,eapon \vhich is ,nade even more potent by the influence 
,ve exert over the decision as to ho\\' rnost of the remaining dol-
lars are allocated." As mothers, v.1omen shaped "the attitudes and 

lifestyles of the coming generation \Yhich will play the key role 
in choosing ,vhether we follo,v the road to cnvironn1ental sanity 

or strangle in the products of our 01,vn affluence." Eventually, 
Ottinger hoped, ,vomen would ,vork to protect the environment 
as politicians and business leaders. (Ottinger ,vas the ,vife of U.S. 

Representative Richard Ottinger, a liberal De,nocrat from Ne,v 
York.) But Ottinger concluded that the i1nmediate opportunity 
for 1,vo1nen to rnake a difference was at horne. Jn the domestic 
sphere-unlike the world of politics and business-v. 1on1en did 

not have to \Yait for men to lead the v.•ay.56 

Though often attracted to the environ1nental cause as an 
extension of their traditional roles as house,vives and ,nothers, 
many ,vomen found the work liberating. Sylvia Troy is a good 
cxa111ple. Until her late thirties, Troy was content to be the ,vife 
of a doctor. She had little interest in politics. But in 1960 she ,vent 

to a d.inuer 1neeting of the Iudiana Save the Dunes Council, and 
she was impressed by the spirit of the group: '"TI1ey ,vere all na­
ture lovers-non-political, non-activist, not organizers, not join­
ers, not cause-oriented." She becan1e active in the organization, 

and she soon realized that she had the skills to be a leader. She 
could net,vork, lobby, recruit, motivate, and negotiate. \\Then the 

group's first president stepped do"'n, Troy was chosen to succeed 
her. She then served as president for n1ore than a decade. "The 



Save the Dunes Council experience changed rne drarnatically," 
she recalled. "It becan1e a vehicle for my personal gro•Nth. I 
learned a lot about n1y o,vn capabilities, iny own strengths, and 
my ov,n assertiveness in behalf of a cause."57 

Even for ,von1en who did not becorne leaders of organiza­

tions, environ,nental activism often ,vas consciousness raising. 
ln the group Wo,nen Strike for Peace, Amy S,verdlo,.,, concludes, 
"thousands of won1en 1vho had identified themselves only as 

housewives found to their surprise that they could do serious 
research, ,.,,rite convincing flyers and pamphlets, speak elo­
quently in public, plan effective political strategies, organize 

successful long-range can1paigns, and challenge 111alc political 
leaders ... to who,n they had previously deferred." The result 

"''as a new sense of self-,vorth, a nev, ,villingness to take risks, 
even a ne,.,, understanding of the ,vays ,vomen ,.,,ere limited by 
traditional gender roles.58 

Again and again, ,.,,o,nen in environn1ental organizations 

struggled against the condescension of men in positions of po,ver. 
When a group of California house,vives rnet with officials in 
I 966 to argue against the construction of a high,vay, a project 

engineer dismissed a n1e111ber of their group with a blunt put­
do,vn: "Get back in your kitchen, lady, and let 1ne build n1y 
road!" The comment only intensified the desire of one of the 

"''on1en to tight on. Because many men considered ,.,,omen irra­
tional, ,von1en often found that speaking at a public forum was a 
trying test. Yet n1any responded to the challenge with a ne,v re­

solve. As air-pollution activist lvfichelle Madoff explained, "I 
didn't \\'ant to go and testify and be branded as another idiot 
house,vife-hysterical Squirrel 1-Iill house,vife in tennis shoes, 
as we're referred to-you kno,v, uninformed, e111otional."59 

The environ111ental moven1ent also helped ,vo111en to find vo­
cations beyond the home. For son1e 1,von1en, environ111ental 
activism led to elected office. Michelle tvladotf dre,v on her expe­

rience as a founder of Pittsburgh's Group Against Sn1og and Pol-
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lution to win election to the city council. The environrnental 
study groups of the League of ,,vo1nen Voters ,vere particularly 

good jurnping-otf places for careers in politics. Other activists 
rnoved fron1 volunteer work to paid ernployrnent. Many becan1e 
staff n1embers of environ1nental groups or consultants to gov­
ernment agencies. After a decade of volunteer ,vork ,vith the Si-
erra Club in California, Claire Dedrick ,vas appointed the state's 
secretary of resources in 1975. Hazel Henderson's struggle 

to address the air-pollution issue in Ne,v York laid the foun­
dation for a pioneering career in the field of environ,nental 
econon,ics. 60 

In different \Vays, then, the environmental n1oven1ent bene­

fited fro1n the gender constraints of the postwar decades. for 
some college-educated house,vives, environn1ental activisrn re­
solved a tension benveen traditional expectations and unfulfilled 
ambitions. Because they acted to protect the home and the fain­
ily, they could enter the public sphere-they could be more than 

"just" housewives-,vithout rejecting the clai,ns of domesticity. 
For other •.von1en, environ,nental activism ,vas the first step to­
•.vard a ne,v sense of n1ission. As they becan1e more involved, 

they beca1ne 111ore confident of their abilities and more deter-
1nined to change the ,vorld. 

The Young 

At the end of the 1960s, journalists began to report that concern 
about the environ1nental crisis ,vas exploding on college ca1n­
puses. "American youth has found a ne,v supercause," the Asso­

ciated Press reported in November 1969. "So far, the young 
ecologists are not a full-fledged move111ent. They are unorga­
nized, largely unkno\vn." That soon \vould change. 61 

The environ111entalism of the young o,ved n1uch to the post­
vl'ar economic boo1n. For the first ti1ne in American history, 



~a • Th• G•nlus of Eorth Doy 

,nillions of children gre,v up 111 settings designed to bring 
people into har,nony ,vith nature. In the ne,v suburbs, kids often 

could play in forests and fields just beyond the edge of develop­
ment. The ne1vly affluent fan1ilies of the l 950s often vacationed 

outdoors: Hunting, fishing, and can1ping beca,ne 1nore popular 
after 1945. 1l1e11 an unprecedented number of the baby boo,ners 
went to college, to spend four years ,valking across tree-lined 

quadranglcs. 62 

The environ,nentalisrn of the young also Ol\'ed rnuch to the 
Bornh. l'v1any haby-hoom children had nightrnares ahout aton1ic 
,var. \•Vould humanity survive? The 1nounting evidence of envi­

ronn1ental degradation in the l 960s provoked similar anxieties 
about "survival," a 1vord that appeared again and again in envi­

ron111entalist discourse. In 1969, when Joyce Maynard read Paul 
Ehrlich's shocking bestseller, The Population Bomb, she hnmedi­
ately felt the kind of fear she had felt during the Cuban missile 
crisis: "Not personal, individual fear but end-of-the-vrorld fea.r, 

that by the time we ,vere our parents' age we ,vould be sardine­
packed and tethered to our gas rnasks in a skyless cloud ofsrnog." 
Maynard's response was cornmon. ltJ a 1969 discussion of the 

generation gap, Margaret Mead argued that gro,ving up in the 
shado~• of the Bo,nb made the young more likely to understand 
the environrnental crisis. "They have never kno1vn a time when 
,var did not threaten anniliilation," Jvlead wrote. "When they are 

given the facts, they can understand in1n1ediately that continued 
pollution of the air and water and soil ,viii soon 111ake the 
pJa net uninhabitable and that it ,viii be iinpossible to feed an in­
definitely expanding ,vorld population." 63 

Though the environ1nental ,novement drev, young people 

from all parts of the ideological spectrun1, the new cause ap­
pealed especially to critics of the nation's cultural and political 
institutions. For rnany rebels against the soul-deadening artifi­
ciality of consu1ner culture, nature becan1e a source of authentic 
values. For 111any 1ne111bers of the New Left, the degradation of 
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the environ1nent beca1ne a po,verful sy1nbol of the exploitive 
character of capitalis111. The horrors of Vietnam also led many 
people to question "the ,var against nature." By 1970, the effort to 

protect the environ111ent sce111ed to many activists to be part of 
a larger n1oven1ent to affinn Life.64 

'TI1e countercultural roots of environmentalism went deepest. 
In the late 1950s, the Beat ,vriters began to tout the open spaces 
of nature as a kind of antidote to the poisonous conforn1ity of 

suburbia. In Jack Kerouac's 1958 novel The Dha.rma Bums, the 
narrator joins the fictionalized Gary Snyder and Allen Ginsberg 
on a quest for truth in the mountains of California. At one point, 

the Snyder character, Japhy Ryder, drca111s out loud about a ne,v 
generation refusing to stay "i111prisoned in a system of work, 
produce, consu1ne, l\'ork, produce, consun1e." "I see a vision of a 
great rucksack revolution," he tells his friends, "thousands or 
even 111illions of young Arnericans wandering around with ruck­
sacks, going up to n1ountains to pray, 1naking children laugh and 

old men glad, making young girls happy and old girls happier, 
all of 'en1 Zen Lunatics ,vho go about ,vriti.ng poe1ns that hap­
pen to appear in their heads for no reason and also by being 

kind and also by strange unexpected acts keep giving visions of 
eternal freedon1 to everybody and to all living creatures." 65 

\,Vithin a fe,v years, Ryder's dream ~•as becoming reality as 

thousands of young suburbanites turned their backs on middle­
class life. Many tled to countercultural enclaves in cities. By 1967, 

dozens of hippie conununes also had sprung up in rural areas, 
and the number increased dramatically Ln the last years of the 
decade. "Right no,v, I'1n trying to keep from being s,vallo,ved by 
a monster-plastic, greedy American society," a nineteen-year­
old wrote to the 1nembers of one rural co111mune. "I need to 

begin relating to ne,v people ,vho are into taking care of each 
other and the earth." 66 

The hippies hoped to feel the flo,v of the seasons, to gro,v 
things, to enjoy the beauty of sunrise, to ,valk naked. Drugs 
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