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Pref ace: 1990 

In the decade since The Death of Nature first appeared, its major themes 
have been reinforced. Today, a global ecological crisis that goes beyond 
the. environmental crisis of the 1970s threatens the health of the entire 
planet. Ozone depletion, carbon dioxide buildup, chloroflurocarbon emis-
sions, and acid rain upset the respiration and clog the pores and lungs of • the ancient Earth Mother, rechristened ''Gaia;'' by atmospheric chemist 

)amesL6velock. Toxic wastes, pesticides, and herbicides seep into ground "' 
water, marshes, bays, and oceans, polluting Gaia's circulatory system. • 
Tropical rainforests and northern old-growth forests disappear at alarming 
rates as lumberers shear Gaia of her tresses. Entire species of plants and 
animals become extinct each day. A new partnership between h11mans 

v''--•---..----·,-•-·-··--·-·--·-·-- ... 
~J~.~£~tb..i~_!!!gt!ntly needed. ·· 

Celebrating the twenty-fifth anniversary ofRachel Carson's Silent Spring • 
(1962), a 1987 conference on ''ecofeminist.pe~pectives" called upon 
women to lead an ecological revolution to restore planetary ecology. 
During the past decade, women over the entire globe have emerged as 
ecological activists. In Sweden, they have protested the use of herbicides 
on forests by offering jam made from tainted berries to members of 
Parliament. In India, they joined the Chipco, or "tree hugging" move-
ment, to preserve fuelwood for cooking in protest over market lumbering. 
In Kenya's Greenbelt movement, they planted millions of trees in an 
effort to reverse desertification. In England, they camped for many years 
at Greenham Common to protest the deployment of nuclear missiles that 
threatened the continuation of life on earth. German women helped to 
found the Greens Party as a platform for a green future for the country 
and the planet. Native American women protested uranium mining linked 
with an increased number of cancer cases on their reservations. At Love 
Canal near Niagara Falls, housewives demanded action from New York. 
state offices over an outbreak of birth defects and miscarriages in a 
neighborhood built on the site of a former hazardous chemical dump. 

Simultaneously, feminist scholars were producing an explosion of books 
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PREFACE: 1990 

,9.ll~a.n.cient go,ddf!,ss~s that be<::arrieJhe basis for a renewed earth-rooted 
spirituality. They revived interest in statues, images, poetry, and rituals 
surrounding prehistoric earth goddesses, the Mesopotamian Innana, the 
Egyptian Isis, the Greek goddesses Demeter and Gaia, the Roman Ceres, 
and European paganism, as well as Asian, Latin American, and African 
female symbols and myths. Concerts, street theater, solstice and equi-
noctial rituals, poetry, bookstores, and lecture series celebrated human 
resonance with the earth. 

Yet these celebrations of the connection between women and nature 
contain an inherentceontradiction; Ifwomen ~~:~!Y. identify ~i,~.,9.f ture 
andboth are devaj,µed in modern.Western culture, don't such efforts work 
against women;s.,prqspects fon,their•own liberation?-Is not the conftation 
of woman and nature a form of essentialism? Are not women admitting 
that by virtue of their own reproductive biology they are in fact closer to 
nature than men and that indeed their social role is that of caretaker? 
Such actions seem to cement existing forms of oppression against both 
women and nature, rather than liberating either. 

But concepts of nature and women are historical and social construc-
tions. There are no unchanging' 'essential'' characteristics of sex, gender, 
or nature. Individuals form concepts about nature and their own relation-

., ships to it that draw on the ideas and norms of the society into which 
they are born, socialized, and educated, People living in a given period 
construct nature in ways that give meaning to• their own lives as elites or 
ordinary ps,Qple, men or women, Westerners or Easterners. The historian 
must ask,\"How have people historically conceptualized nature?" "How 
have they behaved in relationship to that construction?'' ''What historical 
evidence supports a particular interpretation?'f 

Between the sixteenth andseventeenth cerfturies the image of an or-
ganic cosmos with a living female earth at its ceriter gave way to a 
mechanistic world view in which nature was reconstructed as dead and 
passive, to be dominated and controlled by hufuans. The Death efNature 
deals with the economic, cultural, and scientific changes through which 
this vast transformation came about. In seeking to understand how people 
conceptualized nature in the Scientific Revolution, I am asking not about 
unchanging essences, but about connections between social change and > changing constructions of nattlre". Similarly. when women today attempt 
to change society's domination of nature, 1:\1~¥.,~e acting to overturn 
moder_n constructions of nature and women as culturally passive and 
subordinate. 
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PREFACE: 1990 

When the historian raises questions about the way nature was viewed 
in another era, she is also asking questions meaningful to her own epoch. 
One reason the historical changes described in The Death of Nature are 
of interest is that we may be experiencing a similar revolution today. The 
machine image that has dominated Western culture for the past three 
hundred years seems to be giving way to something new. Some call the 
transformation a "new paradigm"; others call it "deep ecology"; still . 

. , others call for a postmodern ecological world view. 
1} Emerging over the past decade are a number of scientific proposals 

l /\ , that challenge the Scientific Revolution's mechanistic view of nature. 
f" I 1, Accordi~g to physicist J?avi~ _B_ohm_, a mechanistic science based on the 

L, assumption that matter 1s d1v1s1ble mto parts (such as atoms, electrons, •r or quarks) moved by external forces may be giving way to a new science 
'Jbased on the primacy of process. In the early twentieth century, he argues, 

relativity and quantum theory began to challenge mechanism. Relativity 
theory postulated that fields with varying strengths spread out in space. 
Strong, stable areas, much like whirlpools in a flowing stream, represent 
particles. They interact with and modify each other, but were still con-
sidered external to and separate from each other. Quantum mechanics 
mounted a greater challenge. Motion is not continuous, as in mechanistic 
science, but occurs in leaps. Particles, such as electrons, behave like 
waves, while waves, such as light waves, behave like particles depending 
on the experimental context. Context dependence, which is antithetical 
to mechanism and part of the organic world view, is a fundamental 
characteristic of matter. 

Bohm's process physics challenges mechanism still futher. He argues 
that instead of starting with parts as primary and building up wholes as 
secondary phenomena, a physics is needed that starts with undivided, 
multidimensional wholeness (a flow of energy called the holomovement) 
and derives the three-dimensional world of classical mechanics as a 
secondary phenomenon. The explicate order of the classical world in 
which we live unfolds from the implicate order contained in the underlying 
flow of energy. 

Another challenge to mechanism comes from the new thermodynamics 
of Ilya Prigogine. The equilibrium and near-equilibrium thermodynamics 
of nineteenth-century classical physics had beautifully described, closed, 
isolated systems such as steam engines and refrigerators. Prigogine's far-
from-equilibrium thermodynamics allows for the possibility that higher 
levels of organization can spontaneously emerge out of disorder when a 
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system breaks down. His approach applies to social and ecological sys-
tems, which are open rather than closed, and helps to account for biolog-
ical and social evolution. 

The recent emergence of chaos theory in mathematics suggests that 
deterministic, linear, predictive equations, which form the basis of mech-
anism, may apply to unusual rather than usual situations. Chaos, in 
which a small effect may lead to a large effect, may be the norm. Thus 
a butterfly flapping its wings in Iowa can result in a hurricane in Florida. 
Most environmental and biological systems, such as changing weather, 
population, noise, nonperiodic heart fibrillations, and ecological patterns, 
may be governed by nonlinear chaotic relationships. Chaos theory reveals 
patterns of complexity that lead to a . great understanding of global be-
haviors, but militate against overreliance on the simple predictions of 
linear differential equations. · 

I'· 1") What all these developments point to is the possibility of a new world 
_.,,\ view that could guide ~enty-first-centu. ry ·citizens in an ecologically 

sustainable way of life.frhe mechanistic framework that legitimated the 
- industrial revolution with its side effects of resource depletion and pol-

lution may be losing its efficacy as a framewor9 A nonmechanistic 
science and an ecological ethic, however, must support a new economic 
order grounded in the recycling of renewable resources, the conservation 
of nonrenewable resources, and the restoration of sustainable ecosystems 
that fulfill basic human p .. /sical and spiritual needs. Perhaps Gaia will 
then be healed. 
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Introduction 
Women and Ecology 

\/:w· ~men and nature have an age-old ~.:ii>OCiation-an affiliation \ 
that has persisted throughout culturt:, language, and history.,,_} 

,/ Their ancient interconn~ctions have been dramatized by the simul-
taneity of two recent social movements-women's liberation, sym-
bolized in its controversial infancy by Betty Friedan's Feminine 
Mystique (1963), and the ecology movement, which built up during 

_ _the 1960s and finally captured national attention on Earth Day, 
· ( 1970. Common to both is an egalitarian perspective. Women are 

. struggling to free themselves from cultural and economic contraints 
; that have kept them subordinate to men in American society. Envi-

ronmentalists, warning us of the irreversible consequences of con-
j tinning environmental exploitation, are d~eloping an ecological 

/ ethic emphasizing the interconnectedness between people and na-
( .ture. Juxtaposing the goals of the two movements can suggest new 
f values and socialsfructures, based not on the domination of wofueif 

••••••• • • • ,., •-•'' •-•,>-•••••••••~ •••~•"'"•"••"•W •• ••-~'--~•-.• -.,~--~~---l and nature as resources but on the full expression of both male and 
l female talent and on the maintenance of environm.ental integrity. \_;: . . _, . . -----·-------- -- . . . . .. 
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INTRODUCTION 

New social concerns generate new intellectual and historical 
problems. Conversely, new interpretations of the past provide per-
spectives on the present and hence the power to change it. Today's 
feminist and ecological consciousness can be used to examine the 
historical interconnections between women and nature that devel-
oped as the modern scientific and economic world took form in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries-a transformation that shaped 
and pervades today's mainstream values and perceptions. 

Feminist history in the broadest sense requires that we look at 
history with egalitarian eyes, seeing it anew from the viewpoint not 
only of women but also of social and racial groups and the natural 
environment, previously ignored as the underlying resources on 
whicri"Western culture and its progress have been built. To write 
history from a feminist perspective is to turn it upside down-to see 
social structure from the bottom up and to flip-flop mainstream 
values. An !!galitarian perspective accords both women and men 
their place in history and delineates their ideas and roles. The im-
pact of sexual differences and sex-linked language on cultural ide-
ology and the use of male, female, and androgynous imagery will 
have important places in the new history. 

The ancient identity of nature as a mirturing mother links wom-
en's history with the history of the environment and ecological 
change. The female earth was central to the organic cosmology that 

-wasundermined by the Scientific Revolution and the rise of a mar-
ket-oriented culture in early modern Europe. The ecology move-
ment has reawakened interest in the values and concepts associated 
historically with the premodern organic world. The ecological mod-
el and its associated ethics make possible a fresh and critical inter-
pretation of the rise of modern scie'nce in the crucial period when 
our cosmos ceased to be viewed a'.s an organism and became instead 
a machine. 

Both the women's movement and the ecology movement are 
sharply critical of the costs of competition, aggression, and domina-
tion arising from the market economy's modus operandi in nature 
and society. Ecology has been a subversive science in its criticism of 
the consequences of uncontrolled growth associated with capitalism, 
technology, and progress-concepts that over the last two hundred 
years have beert treated with reverence in Western culture. The vi-
sion of the ecology movement has been to restore the balance of na-
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ture disrupted by industrialization and overpopulation. It has em-
phasized the need to live within the cycles of nature, as opposed to 
the exploitative, linear mentality of forward progress. It focuses on 
the costs of progress, the limits to growth, the deficiencies of tech-
nological decision making, and the urgency of the conservation and 
recycling of natural resources. Similarly, the women's movement 
has exposed the costs for all human beings of competition in the 
marketplace, the loss of meaningful productive economic roles for 
women in early capitalist society, and the view of both women and 
nature as psychological and recreational resources for the harried 
entrepreneur-husband. 

It is not the purpose of this analysis to reinstate nature as the 
mother of humankind nor to advocate that women reassume the 
role of nurturer dictated by that historical identity. Both need to be 
liberated from the anthropomorphic and stereotypic labels that de-
grade the serious underlying issues. The weather forecaster who 
tells us what Mother Nature has in store for us this •weekend and 
legal systems that treat a woman's sexuality as her husband's prop-
erty are equally guilty of perpetuating a system repressive to both 
women and nature. Nor am I asserting the existence of female per-
ceptions or receptive behavior. My intent is instead to examine the 
values associated with the images of women and nature as they re-
late to the formation of our modern world and their implications for 

'our lives today. 
In investigating the roots of our current environmental dilemma 

and its connections to science, technology, and the economy, we 
must reexamine the formation of a world view and a science that, 
by reconceptualizing reality as a machine rather than a living or-
ganism, sanctioned the domination of both nature and women. The 
contributions of such founding "fathers" of modern science as 
Francis Bacon, William Harvey, Rene Descartes, Thomas Hobbes, 
and Isaac Newton must be reevaluated. The fate of other options, 
alternative philosophies, and social groups shaped by the organic 
world view and resistant to the growing exploitative mentality needs 
reappraisal. To understand why one road rather than the other was 
taken requires a broad synthesis of both the natural and cultural 
environments of Western society at the historical turning point. 
This book elaborates an ecological perspective that includes both 
_riature and humankind in explaining the developments that resulted 
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in tll~ death of nature as a living being and the accelerating exploi-
tation of both human and natural resources in the name of culture 
and progress. 

The central problem of this book is informed by the concerns of 
the present. Yet the perspectives of our own age do not dictate the 
account that results. Instead they help us to formulate questions 
and to reveal aspects of the Scientific Revolution that might other-
wise escape us and that have validity for a history of the period. 
Several different revolutions took place in the various sciences of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and I do not attempt· a 
comprehensive integration of them here. Yet during the same age 
in which the much celebrated Copernican revolution was trans-
forming people's image of the heavens above, a more subtle yet 
equally pervasive revolution was altering their concept of the earth 
underfoot-the ancient center of the organic cosmos. 

By examining tl:il!transition from the organism to the machine as 
the dominant metaphor binding together the cosmos, society, and 
the self into a single cultural reality-a world view-I place less 
emphasis on the development of the internal content of science than 
on the social and intellectual factors involved in the transformation. 
Of course, such external factors do not cause intellectuals to invent 
a science or a metaphysics for the conscious purpose of fitting a so-
cial context. Rather, an array of ideas exists, available to a given 
age; some of these for unarticulated or even unconscious reasons 
seem plausible to individuals or social groups; others do not. Some 
ideas spread; others temporarily die out. But the direction and cu-
mulation of social changes begin to differentiate among the spec-
trum of possibilities so that some ideas assume a more central role 
in the array, while others move to the periphery. Out of this differ-
ential appeal of ideas that seem most plausible under particular so-
cial conditions, cultural transformations develop. 

Nor is the specific content of science determined by external fac-
tors. Instead social concerns serve consciously or unconsciously to 
justify a given research program and to set problems for a develop-
ing science to pursue. Cultural norms and social ideologies, along 
with religious and philosophical assumptions, form a less visible but 
nonetheless important component of the conceptual framework 
brought to the study of a scientific problem. Through dialectical in-
teraction science and culture develop as an organic whole, frag-
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menting and reintegrating out of both social and intellectual ten-
sions and tendencies. 

Between 1500 and 1700, the Western world began to take on fea-
tures that, in the dominant opinion of today, would make it modern 
and progressive. Now, ecology and the women's movement have be-
gun to challenge the values on which that opinion is based. By criti-
cally reexamining history from these perspectives, we may begin to 
discover values associated with the premodem world that may be 
worthy of transformation and reintegration into today's and tomor-
row's society. 

NoTE ON TERMINOLOGY. Nature in ancient and early modern 
times had a number of interrelated meanings. With respect to indi-
viduals, it referred to the properties, inherent characters, and vital 
powers of persons, animals, or things, or more generally to human ,, 
nature. It also meant an inherent impulse to act and to sustain ac-
tion; conversely, to "go against nature" was to disregard this innate 
impulse. With respect to the material world, it referred to a dynam-
ic creative and regulatory principle that caused phenomena and 
their change and development. A distinction was commonly made 
between natura naturans, or nature creating, and natura naturata, 
the natural creation. 

Nature was contrasted with art (techne) and with artificially cre-
ated things. It was personified as a female-being, e.g., Dame Na-
ture; she was alternately a prudent lady, an empress, a mother, etc. 
The course of nature and the laws of nature were the actualization 
of her force. The state of nature was the state of mankind prior to 
social organization and prior to the state of grace. Nature spirits, 
nature deities, virgin nymphs, and elementals were thought to re-
side in or be associated with natural objects. 

In both Western and non-Western cultures, nature was tradition-
ally feminine. In Latin and the romance languages of medieval and 
early modern Europe, nature was a feminine noun, and hence, like 
the virtues (temperance, wisdom, etc.), personified as female. (Lat-
in: natura, -ae; German: die Natur; French: la nature; Italian: la 
natura; Spanish: la natura.) The Greek word physis was also femi-
nine. 

In the early modern period, the term organic usually referred to 
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