
Introduction 

The New Apparatus 

You have to describe the country in terms of what you passionately hope it will be-
come, as well as in terms of what you know it to be now. You have to be loyal to a 
dream country rather than to the one to which you wake up every morning. Unless 
such loyalty exists, the ideal has no chance of becoming actual. 

—Richard Rorty 

On 2 February 1970 TIME magazine incorporated a new “Environment” 
section. The editorial staff chose for that issue’s cover a haunting acrylic 
painting by Mati Klarwein of Barry Commoner, its appointed leader of 
“the emerging science of survival.” Commoner was set in front of a land-
scape half of which appeared idyllic and the other half apocalyptic, pre-
sumably suggesting the environmental choices facing humankind. The 
urgency of those choices was implicit. The decision to put the biologist 
from Washington University in St. Louis on the cover stemmed less from 
Commoner’s celebrity than from his relative ubiquity. As TIME editors 
hunted for their first cover story relating to the environment, they discov-
ered that Commoner had lectured widely on a variety of environmental 
topics and had gained notoriety in sounding the alarm on environmental 
problems ranging from nuclear fallout and air pollution to water contam-
ination and toxic chemicals in the city, on the farm, and in the home. In 
choosing Commoner, TIME acknowledged both the extent and the com-
plexity of that crisis as well as affirming Commoner’s role as a key voice of 
dissent in the larger environmental discourse. 

After World War II, the American popular imagination recognized the 
existence of an environmental crisis in the United States. Amid a period of 
high Cold War tension, Americans welcomed the “Age of Ecology,” the 
rapid expansion of legislation relating to environmental protection, and 
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the proliferation of popular publications lamenting the condition of the 
Earth’s ecosystems, all of which pointed toward a specific and growing eco-

logical fear. TIME’s devoting a cover story and a new section to the envi-
ronment a couple of months before the first Earth Day (22 April 1970) 
tapped into a collective anxiety over the state of the environment that sug-
gested, in Commoner’s words, “a sign that the finely sculptured fit between 
life and its surroundings [had] begun to corrode.”! For many, the popular 
genesis of the new ecology movement was the publication in 1962 of 
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, which described—rather ominously—the 
potential of a “silent spring,” one without birds singing. Silent Spring con-
centrated on the fact that chemicals designed to kill bugs—notably DDT— 
produced unforeseen environmental hazards and were often toxic to birds, 
fish, children, and small animals. But it also paved the way for a decade of 
effective criticism of American industrialism and helped shape the context 
of postwar American environmentalism.? 

Indeed, World War II might be seen as a pivotal point in American envi-
ronmental history, wherein Americans effectively sought to replace nature 
with human technologies.’ This endeavor was fraught with unanticipated 
consequences, many of which were deleterious to the physical environment 
and human health. As a result of this transition, the scope and scale of en-
vironmental decline grew markedly. Commoner wrote in The Closing 
Circle: “The period of World War I is... a great divide between the sci-
entific revolution that preceded it and the technological revolution that fol-
lowed it.”* That technological revolution led to an outpouring of polluting 
technologies, which contributed to what might be regarded as a tragic 
tableau of the Progressive Era fallacy that humans could infinitely shape 
and dominate the environment. 

In addition to pesticides such as DDT, many other miracle chemicals be-
came prominent and dangerous parts of the American landscape. Synthetic 
detergents quickly replaced natural soap until it was discovered that their 
suds did not break down, and thus polluted surface waters. The manufac-
ture of plastics emitted dangerous chemicals into the environment. The 
disposal of these new synthetic products also resulted in problems because 
they were not biodegradable, and their incineration released dioxin and 
other poisons into the air and water before working their way into the food 
chain. Nuclear technology was perceived as a clean and viable energy al-
ternative to coal, but its hazardous waste defied safe disposal. Increased de-
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mands on agriculture led to greater dependence on synthetic fertilizers and 
pesticides, the runoff of which contaminated local waters. The dispersal 
of ammonium perchlorate, an additive used in rocket fuel and munitions 
since the 1950s, threatened the widespread contamination of groundwa-
ter. Flame retardants, known as polybrominated dipheny] ethers, were de-
tected in alarming quantities in the milk of nursing mothers in the United 
States and Canada. The growing demand for high-performance automo-
biles led to greater fuel consumption—the fuel contained lead—and higher 
levels of carbon dioxide, and contributed to urban smog. Further, new 
methods of food production, continued urban expansion and suburban 
sprawl, and the nonchalant disposal of harmful waste materials all con-
tributed to a variety of health and environmental problems locally, na-
tionally, and globally. As Commoner warned in Science and Survival: “The 
age of innocent faith in science and technology may be over.”* 

The historian Samuel P. Hays has argued that the impetus for popular en-
vironmental concern after World War II was the product of a desire on the 
part of a newly affluent middle class to enjoy a higher standard of living. 
His interpretation of the rise of environmentalism suggests that this new-
found energy for protecting the environment was part of a history of con-
sumption: environmental quality had become a desirable product. But 
Hays’s analysis overlooks the history of production during and after World 
War II (Commoner’s technological revolution), which provoked stern reac-
tion from a much broader social base. Ironically, the technical decisions that 

went into producing the amenities that characterized the postwar era also 
precipitated the most significant threat to the physical environment in hu-
man history. The environmentalism that responded to that threat—as this 
study proposes to show—was never so homogeneously middle class or in-
terested solely in a clean environment as a quality-of-life issue. Indeed, in 
many instances American environmentalism was reactionary and addressed 
much more pressing issues of survival. In Commoner’s environmental ac-
tivism, a clean environment was rarely just a desirable commodity; it was a 
social necessity. So while a good deal of energy behind postwar environ-
mentalism came from a growing interest in “the good life,” it is important 
that we also trace the response to the production decisions that introduced 
a host of new environmental hazards throughout the American landscape.°® 

Individually, and sometimes cumulatively, these new hazards galvanized 
the American public into action, frequently in agreement with Commoner’s 
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assertion. By 2000, a Gallup poll found that 83 percent of Americans were 
sympathetic to the goals of the environmental movement.’ But the year af-
ter Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring was published, the historian Arthur 
Ekirch, Jr., mused on the “paradoxical ability” of Americans “to devastate 
the natural world and at the same time to mourn its passing.”® While Amer-

icans seemed to agree with the broadest goals of environmental protection, 
the Gallup poll also noted that only 16 percent were “active participants,” 
whereas more than half of those polled were sympathetic but uninvolved. It 
was a recurring phenomenon. Within a couple of decades of the energy cri-
sis that rapt the American consciousness during the mid-1970s, for ex-
ample, American drivers had pushed gas and oil consumption to per capita 
levels higher than those prior to the oil crisis of the 1970s.? Hal Rothman 
has suggested that Americans are “halfhearted” environmentalists, reluc-
tant to make the difficult choices that might alter their current lifestyles.'° 
Americans are buying and consuming more plastics, emitting more toxins 
into the air, and encouraging wasteful industries that promote cost-
efficiency over environmental responsibility. And the consequences of these 

decisions have hardly been benign. The nation’s wild places are under siege 
by developers; sprawl has turned many American cities into wastelands; 
cancer rates have steadily increased, especially among children; more chil-
dren are developing asthma and other respiratory diseases; carbon dioxide 
levels continue to increase; and Americans are still consuming a dispropor-
tionate and—many would argue—unsustainable share of the Earth’s re-
sources.'! The environmental crisis, then, is two-pronged: the first is the 
objective hazards wrought upon nature and human health, and the second 
is the relative apathy of the American public to address it. 

To make matters worse, in 2004, two young environmental writers, 
Michael Shellenberger and Ted Norhaus, proclaimed the “death of envi-
ronmentalism.” Reflecting on the environmental movement’s failing efforts 
to confront global warming, they argued that modern environmentalism 
was incapable of responding to this new ecological crisis. According to 
Shellenberger and Norhaus, the American environmental movement’s 
“foundational concepts, its methods for framing legislative proposals, and 
its very institutions are outmoded,” and “what the environmental move-
ment needs more than anything else right now is to take a collective step 
back and rethink everything.””? While the leaders of national environmen-
tal organizations were energetic in their denials of Shellenberger and 
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Norhaus’s claims, it was clear that the essay had landed a serious blow. The 
criticism that modern environmentalism was outmoded was not new, how-

ever. Seventeen years earlier, Commoner had argued that the environmen-
tal movement had lost its way and was failing to realize its promise. In a 
long piece in The New Yorker, Commoner reflected upon the progress of 
the American environmental movement: “The environmental movement is 

old enough now... to be held accountable for its successes and failures. 
Having made a serious claim on public attention and on the nation’s re-
sources, the movement’s supporters cannot now evade the troublesome, 
potentially embarrassing question: What has been accomplished?” Com-
moner’s response: Not enough. In spite of the groundswell of environ-
mental concern that preceded and followed Earth Day, the state of the 
environment seventeen years later was not markedly improved. “The orig-
inal thrust of the environmental movement,’ Commoner reminded his 
readers, “envisioned not an environment that was a little less polluted than 
it was in 1970, or holding its own against an expanding economy, but an 
environment free of mindless assaults on ecological processes.” '? So where 
did the movement stand in 1987? “The question is whether the move-
ment’s goal can be reached by the present spotty, gradual, and now dimin-
ishing course of environmental improvement or whether some different 
course must be followed.”'* Commoner had long been navigating such a 
different course. 

This study charts the course of American values toward the environment 
since World War II, using Barry Commoner as a lens. Insofar as a coherent 
thesis directs, justifies, and coordinates the chapters that follow, it is that the 

erowing recognition of an environmental crisis emerging during the post-
war era fostered a restructuring of environmental activism defined by a 
novel apparatus. That apparatus consisted of the importance of dissent; the 
dissemination of accessible technical information; and the need for a more 
public discussion of environmental risk. The adoption of this apparatus and 
its effective use were the mechanisms of Commoner’s science of survival— 

method and practice—and constituted the remaking of American environ-
mentalism. The following narrative traces Commoner’s efforts to develop 
an effective apparatus, its early successes in the 1960s, its ultimate defeat in 
mainstream environmentalism in the 1970s, and its more recent renewal or 

revival with the advent of the environmental justice movement. 
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One of Commoner’s biggest obstacles involved captivating the Ameri-
can public and alerting them to the dangers inherent in environmental haz-
ards. Indeed, he quickly discovered that initiating a public dialogue on 
social problems and risk analysis was particularly difficult in the state of 
Cold War conformity that emerged after World War II. Conformity stim-
ulates and bolsters a tyranny of an unwitting majority, and allows little 
room for dissenting thought. In many respects, then, Commoner’s chal-
lenge to the Cold War social conformity and his role as a public intellec-
tual constitute his most significant contributions to American social 
activism. Commoner outlined the central tenets of his political activism in 
a commencement address titled “The Scholar’s Obligation to Dissent,” in 
which he discussed his social duty as a scholar: 

The scholar’s duty is toward the development of socially significant truth, which 
requires freedom to test the meaning of all relevant observations and views in open 
discussion, and openly to express a concern with the goals of our society. The 
scholar has an obligation—which he owes to the society that supports him—to-
ward such open discourse. And when, under some constraint, scholars are called 
upon to support a single view, then the obligation to discourse necessarily becomes 
an obligation to dissent. In a situation of conformity, dissent is the scholar’s duty 
to society.! 

Because the postwar era was marked by a prevailing consensus and con-
formity—in no small measure a reaction to a decade of economic de-
pression during the 1930s and then cultural uncertainty during World War 
II—the need for dissenting opinions had rarely been greater. Historically, 
however, dissent has rarely been easy. Because the very act of dissent upsets 

the delicate conformity upon which social stability is founded, conformists 
are frequently considered the defenders of social interests and dissenters are 
regarded as selfish individualists. But in Why Societies Need Dissent, Cass 
R. Sunstein argues that the opposite is perhaps more accurate. “Much of 
the time,” he claims, “dissenters benefit others, while conformists benefit 
themselves.” !* Commoner’s dissent, this first branch of the new apparatus, 
sought to create a forum in which questions and concerns might be raised. 

Information and its dissemination were equally important. For a democ-
racy to function properly, dissent and open discourse are vital, but these 
freedoms are not terribly useful if the public lacks the tools necessary to 
make informed decisions. Acknowledging this, Sunstein also notes that 
“conformity is often a sensible course of action... . One reason we con-
form is that we often lack much information of our own.”!’ Providing in-
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formation, however, was the scholar’s primary mission. As Commoner as-
serted in his commencement address, “The scholar’s duty is ... not to 
truth for its own sake, but to truth for society’s sake.” '!* To that end, Com-
moner saw the public intellectual’s role as vital to the moral glue that coun-
tenanced social progress. In effect, through this devotion to dissent, public 
intellectuals embodied “a self-appointed moral conscience of their soci-
ety.”'? Their role, in Commoner’s reading, was to translate and distribute 
widely to a lay audience the technical information that would assist in 
broader public participation in decision-making. During the 1950s and 
1960s, Commoner was instrumental in building a science information 
movement, a movement of activist scientists who sought to provide acces-
sible scientific information to an increasingly concerned public. 

The final pillar in Commoner’s apparatus was risk. As a biologist, Com-
moner applied his understanding of his social responsibility to questions 
of environmental risk. In the years following World War II, specialists had 
managed to reduce risk assessment to a series of statistics that measured 
hazards in parts per million (or parts per billion) and actuarial equations 
of what constituted acceptable social risk. These equations were designed 
to objectively determine the statistical threats to human health from newly 
introduced hazards. Environmental pollutants were noticeably harmful to 
human health at varying levels of exposure. Statistically, then, risk assess-
ment calculated acceptable levels of risk based on a predetermined num-
ber of people (in a predetermined subset) experiencing specific health 
problems that could be related to their exposure to a specific pollutant. 
The problem, however, was that these kinds of evaluations typically do not 
account for the geography of race or class. Even within “acceptable” pa-
rameters of risk, some people, communities, or regions experienced dis-
proportionate exposures to environmental hazards. Further, just as risk 
varies in space, it also varies over time; evaluations of acceptable risk were 
subject to change as new scientific knowledge became available and to 
changing public opinion. In Uncertain Hazards: Environmental Activists 
and Scientific Proof, Sylvia Noble Tesh shows that lay citizens inter-
pret risk differently than experts and that statistical objectivity is rarely a 
criterion.”° But here was the impetus for Commoner’s dissent and his dis-
tribution of scientific information: even if it was not as scientifically quan-
tifiable, the public deserved to participate in a credible forum on what 
constituted acceptable risk. 
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The history of the quantification and qualification of risk assessment, 
therefore, plays a critical role in this study. I submit that the modern en-
vironmental movement is engaged in a struggle to alter the manner in 
which risk is identified and assessed; in light of Shellenberger and 
Norhaus’s recent diagnosis, it is a struggle the environmental movement 
is currently losing. In his seminal study of risk analysis, the sociologist 
Ulrich Beck argued that the production of wealth was inevitably con-
nected to the production of societal risks. Because the postwar techno-
logical revolution had introduced a variety of hazards that defied easy 
solution, Beck argued that society had turned its attention from the pro-
duction of goods to the management of those hazards and the social con-
troversies that ensued. But by shifting society’s focus away from 
production, a perpetual vicious circle emerged as new hazards continu-
ally presented themselves, thereby founding what Beck termed “risk so-
ciety’?! With respect to environmental concerns, these risks were 
manifested in threats to human health, the mismanagement or overex-
ploitation of resources—or what economists might call natural capital— 
and the unforeseen social and environmental costs of technological 
progress. As Frederick Buell summarized the situation: “No longer does 
society need to deal only with social conflict resulting from the unequal 
distribution of environmental goods; it now has to cope also with the ten-
sions and conflicts that come from the inequitable distribution of envi-
ronmental bads.’?? To Commoner, questions of what constituted 
acceptable risk, who made that determination, and what groups of 
people were most susceptible to risk required fundamental revision. He 
insisted that these questions demanded public participation; scientific 
experts or policy makers had no moral authority to make these kinds of 
decisions unilaterally. What Commoner was advocating through envi-
ronmental protest was a radical overhaul of how democracy and the gov-
ernance of production in the United States worked. 

Commoner’s new apparatus challenged one of the central tenets of Amer-
ican technological progress: that expert management and technical ex-
pertise were apolitical. Following this powerful tenet, the history of the 
American twentieth century might profitably be read as a story of the rise 
of the modern technological nation. According to Thomas P. Hughes, 
Americans would see in that story “that not only their remarkable achieve-
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ments but many of their deep and persistent problems arise, in the name of 
order, system, and control, from the mechanization and systematization of 
life and from the sacrifice of the organic and the spontaneous.””’ The rise 
of the modern technological nation is characterized by the growing stock 
placed in expertise and the development of an “iron triangle” of govern-
ment, industry, and science, which effectively limited the potential for 
open, democratic politics and public input.** “Leaving it to the experts” 
clearly constituted a shift toward unquestioning conformity and a related 
suppression of information. Commoner found this unacceptable. Such an 
“objective” approach ignored or downplayed public concerns and press-
ing social questions of what criteria and ethical standards should be used 
to regulate pollution and protect human health. Throughout his career, 
Commoner’s writings and activism pointed to the tension between expert-
ise and the public interest; the two were not universally compatible. 

Indeed, it is important to note that the science under debate throughout 
this study was—at the outset of the various struggles—rarely conclusive. 
As Commoner grappled with government and industrial scientists over the 
relative safety of fallout from aboveground nuclear testing or the potential 
hazards of mercury, existing knowledge and scientific data could not con-
clusively support either argument. To the extent that Commoner consti-
tuted a voice of caution in a world addicted to technological optimism and 
progress, he also presented a powerful critique of post-World War II ex-
pertise. That new technologies were introduced to the public and inte-
grated into the marketplace before their safety had been fully established 
was, to Commoner, a palpably dangerous feature of the postwar techno-
logical revolution. Industrial scientists were exposing society to unantici-
pated risks and dangers. 

However, pivotal to Commoner’s new apparatus was—paradoxically— 
the authority of science as a form of knowledge and as a rhetorical tool. 
Commoner never disputed science’s usefulness, but rather how it was used. 
And this is one of the more compelling features of postwar American en-
vironmentalism: Donald Worster has commented that “what is especially 
surprising... is that the campaign against technological growth has been 
led not by poets or artists, as in the past, but by individuals within the sci-
entific community. So accustomed are we to assume that scientists are 
generically partisans of the entire ideology of progress. . . that the ecology 
movement has created a vast shock wave of reassessment of the scientist’s 
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place in society.’*> For more than fifty years, Barry Commoner was at the 
vanguard of that scientists’ movement. Scientists were intellectual leaders, 
but they were also prominent actors in the debate over environmental pol-
icy. As much as the atomic bomb raised palpable concerns over the poten-
tial for social and environmental destruction, it also gave rise to a flerce 
moral debate within the broad scientific community that had spawned it. 
In the wake of the bomb, science had become politically interesting, and 
scientists had immersed themselves—often fractiously—in politics. A bit-
ter disagreement broke out among scientists over how they should use their 
newfound social and political prestige. Connections between the social re-
sponsibility of postwar scientists and modern environmentalism exist 
within the framework of what values are inherently important to Ameri-
can society and how those values changed after World War II. 

To properly understand Commoner’s role and radicalism and his emer-
gence as a leading spokesperson in American environmentalism, we must 
start by recognizing the extent to which the technological leviathan against 
which he railed was firmly entrenched within the American popular imag-
ination. Chapter 1 introduces the culture and context of consumer and 
technological enthusiasm after World War II, and examines the early post-
war debates among scientists over their social responsibility, particularly 
in relation to the public discourse of risk. The detonation of the atomic 
bomb made it abundantly clear that scientists had uncovered forces that re-
quired considerable caution, and decision-making now demanded politi-
cal and moral assessment just as much as it did scientific. Within the 
scientific community, Commoner and a small group of scientists sought to 
emphasize scientists’ responsibilities to the public. The historian Donald 
Fleming has called these younger activists “politico-scientists.”?° The un-
dercurrent throughout Chapter 1 examines the changing shape of Ameri-
can science in response to American technological optimism and the 
popular acceptance of the importance and centrality of technology to the 
modern condition.”’ 

According to Fleming, one of the pivotal roles of the new politico-
scientists was to serve as a kind of fifth estate. In addition to mediating be-
tween experts and laypeople, politico-scientists were dedicated to 
providing accessible scientific information to the public as a kind of highly 
specialized fourth estate. This responsibility came directly from Com-
moner’s apparatus, and was central to the politico-scientists’ belief that a 
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functioning democracy required an informed citizenry. The single most im-
portant case involving the science information movement—of which 
Commoner was the primary founder—was raising public concern over the 
hazards from atmospheric nuclear weapons testing. Chapter 2 relates 
Commoner’s participation in the debate over nuclear fallout and explores 
the importance of information as a necessary tool for democracy and for 
environmentalism, as it helps to discern and define acceptable risk through 
social as well as scientific means. 

Shedding light on the connection between science and activism is criti-
cal to our environmental understanding because it helps us to appreciate 
how scientists came to be among the intellectual leadership of the new en-
vironmentalism. Commoner would call the 1963 Nuclear Test Ban Treaty 
one of the first major victories for the modern environmental movement. 
For Commoner, the transition from opposition to nuclear fallout to envi-
ronmental concerns such as fertilizers and air pollution was perfectly nat-
ural. Advocating a more holistic approach to science and health problems, 
he became one of the leading popular ecologists of the 1960s, marking 
the rise of modern ecology as a popular field of inquiry critical to iden-
tifying the social and environmental health of the American landscape. 
Chapter 3 recounts Commoner’s adoption of popular ecology after the 
Test Ban Treaty and his focus on the dangers presented by the petrochemi-
cal industry. Moreover, whereas chapter 2 examined the importance of in-
formation, chapter 3 explores how the politico-scientists presented that 
information. Environmentalists borrowed one of their most effective rhe-

torical methods from the Puritan evangelists of the First Great Awakening 
(eighteenth century). As nature’s prophets, ecologists would use their sci-
entific status to insist that the world was on the brink of ecological de-
struction from a variety of human-induced causes. In so doing, Commoner 
and others capitalized on their authority as scientists, but also appropri-
ated a field in which they had little formal training. By 1970, on the eve of 
Earth Day, TIME magazine would refer to the ecological messages as the 
new jeremiad, conflating ecology with environmental politics. The rhe-
toric of the jeremiad was particularly effective in making headlines and 
generating an audience for the necessity of greater environmental respon-
sibility, but it also strongly associated the environmental movement (and 
ecology) with alarmist diatribes in order to drive people to environmental 
action. 
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The “Age of Ecology” and the jeremiads spawned by it that swept the 
United States in the 1960s—made popular by the Test Ban Treaty and 
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring—helped raise the general ecological literacy 
of citizens and laid a path for subsequent environmental action that would 
lead to the first Earth Day in 1970. After deliberating on the significance 
of Earth Day, chapter 4 follows a particularly well-publicized debate in 
which Commoner contributed to a major rift in the environmental move-
ment by engaging in a vociferous debate with Paul Ehrlich, another popu-
lar and charismatic ecologist, over the origins of the environmental crisis. 
The rift itself is historically significant for understanding the divisions 
within American environmental interests, the politics of environmental 
concern, and the breadth of environmentalism. Perhaps the jeremiad’s 
great failing was that it gave rise to a cacophony of voices and interests that 
diluted concern for the environment and deflected interest from pressing 
social issues relating to environmental degradation. The jeremiad’s tenor 
lent itself to singular explanations for environmental decline, and limited 
Commoner’s success in asserting that environmental problems could be 
addressed only in conjunction with poverty, civil rights, and peace. 

During the euphoria of Earth Day, Commoner began to change his mes-
sage from one of social activism to an increasingly blunt attack on the eco-
nomic systems that gave rise to the environmental crisis. Indeed, the 1970s 
might be read as a decade of crisis. The decade began with the environ-
mental crisis, which was followed in swift succession by the energy crisis— 

spurred by the OPEC oil embargo—and the economic crisis, which fol-
lowed on the heels of the energy crisis. As analysts scrambled to make 
sense of these crises, Commoner pointed to the fact that they all derived 
from the same root cause. Chapter 5 examines the shock waves of the 
1970s oil crisis and expands on the relationship between risk and eco-
nomics. As Commoner boldly outlined in The Closing Circle (1971) and 
The Poverty of Power (1976), there was a clear enemy, and it was free mar-
ket capitalism, which governed the means of production in socially irre-
sponsible ways. It was not a new argument; to Commoner, the American 
economic system was complicit in diminishing the integrity of science af-
ter World War II. 

The 1980s were a decade of mixed gains for environmentalism. The Rea-
gan administration was overtly hostile to environmental interests, but in re-
action to that, membership in environmental groups swelled and activists 
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found new ways to enforce important pieces of environmental legislation. 
For Commoner, the 1980s constituted a decade of returning to age-old foes: 
waste disposal, dioxin, and other toxic threats. What had become abun-
dantly clear to him through his career was that Americans did not experi-
ence these threats equally. Chapter 6 discusses the relationship between 
poverty and environmental risk. As Commoner and numerous other ob-
servers noted, there was a direct association between one’s socioeconomic 
standing and the extent to which one was exposed to environmental pol-
lutants in the United States. Poor and disempowered communities were 
much more likely to suffer exposure to dangerous toxins. Commoner was 
one of many environmentalists to point to this disturbing link between 
poverty and environmental health. Environmental justice—the combina-
tion of social and environmental activism—has recently provoked divi-
sions within American environmentalism which stem from a question of 
priorities. Rather than representing a direct threat to existing strands of the 
movement, however, Commoner saw environmental justice as a welcome 
expression of environmentalism’s pluralism at the end of the twentieth 
century. 

Commoner’s active role in all of these issues helps us to understand the 
relationships between these disparate elements of environmental decline 
and the movement that sought to arrest that decline. Cumulatively, these 
chapters explain the relationship between Commoner’s social and environ-
mental dissent and his efforts to alert the American public. But his activism 
involved a complication of standard environmental concerns. To Com-
moner, environmentalism was intimately and inextricably linked to other 
social movements that collectively expressed a sense of disillusionment and 
disenchantment in postwar America. The consistent thread throughout 
these disparate movements was a struggle for social empowerment, partic-
ularly as it related to the postwar technological revolution. “Social guid-
ance of technological decisions is vital not only for environmental quality 
but for nearly everything else that determines how people live: employment; 
working conditions; the cost of transportation, energy, food, and other ne-
cessities of life; and economic growth,’ Commoner wrote in 1987. “And so 
there is an unbreakable link between the environmental issue and all the 

other troublesome political issues... . Environmentalism reaches a com-
mon ground with all the other movements [civil rights, women’s rights, gay 
and lesbian rights, antiwar, against nuclear power and for solar energy, 
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world peace, ... the much older labor movement], for each of them also 
bears a fundamental relation to the choice of production technologies.”* 

In gauging his successes and setbacks, Barry Commoner and the Science 
of Survival explores the significance of Commoner’s social and scientific 
activism. As a discipline built around the significance of empirical and re-
producible data, science was supposed to be a self-correcting enterprise. 
Its self-correction was designed to enhance scientists’ grasp of scientific 
knowledge, but also to guard the larger public citizenry from the dangers 
of faulty science and its application. But if the environmental crisis was any 
indication, the watchdog had, in effect, inadvertently surrendered its bark. 
And to Commoner and his colleagues there was a clear correlation be-
tween recent technological mistakes and the erosion of the central tenets 
of open scientific endeavor. As he rightly noted in Science and Survival, one 
of science’s major duties to society is “prediction and control of human in-
tervention into nature.””? The story that follows suggests that after World 
War II, American science failed to keep human well-being as its primary 
objective, but also that American science was the tool most relied upon to 
evaluate and resolve the environmental crisis. Commoner’s work to galva-
nize the public into action against numerous environmental problems tells 
an engaging story about dissent in America and the significance of a more 
public conversation about environmental health and risk. 
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In the Thunderclap’s Wake 

When the late war ended in a thunderclap, it left two noteworthy developments in 
its wake. Science had become politically interesting, and scientists had become in-
terested in politics. 

—Joseph H. Rush 

It would be rather difficult to overstate the cultural significance of the 
Great Depression and World War II on the postwar American psyche. Af-
ter almost two decades of depression and war, the American public was 
desperate for a rest—a return to normalcy (whatever that was)—and the 
promise of a restored individual and national affluence. This meant af-
fordable homes; affordable cars; machines to help remove the burdens of 
household work; chemicals that ensured greener lawns, more abundant 
produce, and cleaner clothes. And cheaper, too. World War II restimulated 
a long-flagging economy and created an outlet for production. After the 
war, “big ticket” items were in demand and more affordable than they had 
ever been. Americans with money to spend were lured by new technologies 
that proliferated in the market. The unprecedented growth of new 
technologies—and, more important, the popular acceptance of them— 
suggested the realization of a brave new world. This new wave of chemi-
cals, machines, and conveniences helped usher in a novel kind of consumer 
culture that Lizabeth Cohen has called a “landscape of mass consump-
tion.”! Combined with the beginning of the Cold War, mass consumption 
bred a kind of mass consensus or conformity, against which dissent was 
not a welcome feature of sociopolitical discourse. 

Behind this culture of consumerism was a deep-seated technological op-
timism, firmly rooted in American history. In the 1930s, the historian 
Charles A. Beard, an acute observer of the American condition, hailed 
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