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THE LEGACY OF CAROLYN MERCHANT’S
THE DEATH OF NATURE

KAREN J. WARREN

Macalester College

s ’\ / omen and nature have an age-old association—an affiliation that has

persisted throughout culture, language, and history.” So begins Caro-
lyn Merchant’s (1980) groundbreaking book, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecol-
0gy, and the Scientific Revolution. It is a simple beginning for a book with a
profound scholarly legacy for environmental history, philosophy, and feminism. In
rigorous detail, Merchant shows how the controlling images and metaphors of
nature as female have functioned historically to justify the domination of women
and nature. Focusing primarily on the scientific revolution, Merchant explores the
ethical implications of a worldview that reconceptualizes nature as a machine rather
than a living organism. The uniqueness of The Death of Nature is its unprecedented
scholarly attention to the ways in which the feminization of nature and the
naturalization of women are linked historically to the justified dominations of
women and the earth.

KEY THEMES AND THEIR IMPACT

There are three key themes in The Death of Nature that contribute to its historical
significance and subsequent influence. The first is the role dominant images and
metaphors play in shaping culturally accepted values and behaviors toward women
and nature. The ancient identity of nature as a nurturing mother, a kindly beneficent
female who provided for the needs of mankind in an orderly, planned universe,
linked the female earth to an organic cosmology, that according to Merchant, was
undermined, transformed, and replaced as the prevailing metaphor of the scientific
revolution. Merchant argues that by examining the transition from “the organism
to the machine as the dominant metaphor,” one discerns how traditional cultural
constraints on human actions toward the earth (e.g., constraints against mining) are
transformed into cultural sanctions for the scientific, technological, and economic
exploitation of nature (e.g., in favor of mining, draining, deforestation). The
constraints grow our of and reflect a worldview that one may not slay a mother,
mutilate her body, or “dig into her entrails for gold”; the sanctions grow out of and
reflect a worldview in which nature is either a machine or disorderly female that
needs to be mastered and controlled by the man of science.

Merchant is not claiming that there were no domination metaphors before the
scientific revolution; there were (e.g., in Greek philosophy and Christian religion).
Nor is she claiming that there were no nurturing metaphors during the renaissance;
there were (e.g., in revived forms of Platonism, Aristotelianism, and Stoicism).
Merchant is clear that “The organic and mechanical philosophies of nature cannot,
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therefore, be viewed as strict dichotomies, nor can most philosophers be placed
solidly in one camp or another” (p. 103). Rather, Merchant is showing how, as asociety’s
needs and wants change, cultural constraints can change into cultural sanctions through
the demise of metaphors, worldviews, and their associated values (p. 41).

Merchant’s main argument is that during the 16th and 17th centuries, the female
imagery of the earth as nurturing mother was gradually transformed into an
opposing image of female nature as disorderly, wild, and uncontrollable chaos,
capable of rendering violence (e.g., storms, droughts) and needing to be subdued,
controlled, and mastered by the man of science (p. 2). Merchant illustrates this by
discussing mining. By reference to the early writings of Pliny (23-79 AD.),
Merchant illustrates the restraining force of the beneficent mother image. Pliny
writes that although “upon her surface” the earth “has presented us with . . . sub-
stances . . . for our benefit,” what is “concealed from our view, what is sunk far
beneath her surface” is what the earth does not wish to be disturbed. Pliny argues
that the earth’s resources may not be exhausted by human avarice by imaging the
earth as a kindly, nurturing mother (p. 30). However, during the scientific revolu-
tion, the image of nature as disorderly, chaotic, wild, untamed female, coupled with
the new values of scientific progress, human control and power over nature, and the
use-value of the earth’s resources for improving human well-being ascended in
importance. For example, in “On Metals” (1556), Agricola argues that the earth is
given “to man that he might cultivate it and draw out of its caverns metals and
mineral products,” without which humans could not cultivate the earth, catch fish,
shear sheep, slaughter animals, or cook fruit (p. 37). By claiming that “it is not the
metals themselves which are to be blamed but the evil passions of men,” Agricola
attempts to separate the older normative constraints against mining from the image
of the metals, so that new values about metals and mining could be introduced.
Francis Bacon (1561-1626), a celebrated “father of modern science,” took the
image further, reducing female nature to a resource for economic production (p. 165).
Bacon portrays nature as a female whose “plots and secrets” must be discovered
by “the man of science,” she must be “bound into service,” made a “slave,” put “in
constraint,” and “molded” by the mechanical arts (p. 169). Merchant uses these
illustrations to show that sanctioning mining amounted to sanctioning commercial
exploration and (eventually) the exploitation of the earth’s resources.

A second key theme of the book is so obvious that it easily could be overlooked
for the significant achievement it was in 1980: In a scholarly way, The Death of
Nature unearths, for the first time, the complex interconnections—historical, sym-
bolic, literary and artistic, economic, conceptual, ethical, and philosophical—
between the domination of women and the domination of nature in the Western
intellectual tradition. As such, it is a classic in ecofeminist scholarship.

This is not to say that there were no previous scholars who addressed ecofeminist
themes and positions. In France in 1974, Francois d’Eaubonne introduced the term
ecofeminisme in Le Feminisme ou la Morte to describe the potential of women to
bring about an ecological revolution. A year later, in 1975, Rosemary Radford
Ruether argued in New Women New Earth that the demands of the women’s and
ecology movements must be united to bring about a radical reshaping of the
socioeconomic relations and underlying values of modern industrial society. And
in 1978, Susan Griffin published an unconventional book, Woman and Nature, in
which she drew on a diversity of texts to explore “man’s attitude that woman is both
inferior to him and closer to nature.” But, ecofeminism did not emerge at national
and international levels as an area of scholarly research until the publication of The
Death of Nature.

This content downloaded from
165.106.1.52 on Mon, 20 Jan 2025 13:04:39 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



188 ORGANIZATION & ENVIRONMENT / June 1998

The last, and perhaps philosophically the most important, key theme is the
book’s challenge to the well-entrenched dichotomy between culture and nature in
Western intellectual thought. For traditional Western philosophy, the distinction is
crucial: The historically dominant view is that what is both most distinctive and
most valuable about humans is the capacity to reason (or rationality, consciousness,
the mind). It is as conscious, experiencing subjects-of-a-life that humans qua
rational agents, moral selves, and knowers are distinguished from nonconscious,
nonrational objects, bodies, and nature. Merchant has shown ways the culture-
nature value dualism has functioned historically and hierarchically to assign higher
status, value, or prestige to male-identified traits of culture and males, while
assigning lower status, value, or prestige to female-identified traits of nature,
females, and people of color. Merchant concludes, “If nature and women, Indians
and blacks are to be liberated from the strictures of this ideology, a radical critique
of the very categories nature and culture, as organizing concepts in all disciplines,
must be undertaken” (p. 144).

Scholars in all disciplines have taken up Merchant’s challenge. Whether it is
philosophical explorations of the role of rationalism in a systematic inability to
acknowledge humans as ecological selves, dependent on nature; literary critiques
of concepts of nature and wilderness in “nature writing”; the development of visual
arts, plays, and music with liberatory women-nature themes; or rethinking anthro-
pology and development models that fail to take seriously women-nature connec-
tions, the ecofeminist critique of nature-culture dualisms has blossomed. The Death
of Nature deserves credit for much of this flourishing scholarship.

CONCLUSION

What, then, is the influence of The Death of Nature? 1t is, simply, enormous!
The Death of Nature provides the first distinctively ecofeminist, scholarly perspec-
tive on history ecology. It does so by critically examining the role of controlling
images of nature in the subordination of women and exploitation of the earth; by
ambitiously documenting how female imagery has been used historically to de-
scribe nature and enable the transformation from an organismic to a mechanistic
worldview; by insightfully weaving together cultural, economic, and philosophical
factors contributing to this transformation; and, by providing an impressive array
of literary, artistic, scientific, and philosophical examples of the role of women-
nature imagery in justifying the domination of women and nature.

Whether one agrees with the details, even the main argument, of The Death of
Nature is not ultimately what determines the impact and influence of this book.
What secures the place of this book as a classic citation is the questions it asks, the
analyses that those questions invite, and the breadth of scholarly investigation that
has arisen in an attempt to answer those questions.

REFERENCES

d’Eaubonne, F. (1974). Le feminisme ou la Morte. Paris: Pierre Horay.

Griffin, S. (1978). Woman and nature: The roaring inside her. New York: Harper & Row.

Merchant, C. (1980). The death of nature: Women, ecology, and the scientific revolution.
New York: Harper & Row.

Reuther, R. R. (1975). New women new earth: Sexist ideologies and human liberation. New
York: Seabury.

This content downloaded from
165.106.1.52 on Mon, 20 Jan 2025 13:04:39 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



	Contents
	p. 186
	p. 187
	p. 188

	Issue Table of Contents
	Organization & Environment, Vol. 11, No. 2 (June 1998) pp. 133-256
	Front Matter
	ENVIRONMENT AND RESOURCE PROTECTION: Does NAFTA Make a Difference? [pp. 133-154]
	JAMES RORTY'S SOCIAL ECOLOGY: Technology, Culture, and the Economic Base of an Environmentally Sustainable Society [pp. 155-179]
	Citation Classics and Foundational Works
	LANGUAGE, ORGANIZATION, AND ENVIRONMENT: An Introduction to the Symposium on "The Death of Nature" [pp. 180-182]
	"THE DEATH OF NATURE" AND THE BIRTH OF THE ECOLOGICAL HUMANITIES [pp. 183-185]
	THE LEGACY OF CAROLYN MERCHANT'S "THE DEATH OF NATURE" [pp. 186-188]
	"THE DEATH OF NATURE": Retrospective and Prospective [pp. 189-192]
	CAROLYN MERCHANT AND "THE DEATH OF NATURE" IN SWEDEN [pp. 193-197]
	"THE DEATH OF NATURE": A Retrospective [pp. 198-206]

	Art and the Natural Environment
	A BEGINNER'S MIND [pp. 207-211]
	IN DEFENSE OF DEFENSE [pp. 212-212]
	SECOND GLANCE: LEGISLATION HAS ALLOWED EXTENSIVE LOGGING IN PACIFIC NORTHWEST FORESTS UNDER THE PRETENSE OF IMPROVING FOREST HEALTH IN BURNED OR DISEASED AREAS [pp. 213-213]
	EAGLES, SOUTH RONALDSAY, ORKNEY [pp. 214-218]
	TWO DAYS FROM HOME [pp. 219-219]
	LUNCH BREAK AT THE OREGON MUSEUM OF SCIENCE AND INDUSTRY [pp. 220-220]

	Comments, Letters, and Debates
	REPLIES TO FOX [pp. 221-226]
	REJOINDER TO FREEPORT AND LOYOLA [pp. 227-240]

	Book Reviews
	Review: untitled [pp. 241-243]
	Review: untitled [pp. 243-246]
	Review: untitled [pp. 246-248]
	Review: untitled [pp. 248-251]

	About the Authors [pp. 252-254]
	Call for Papers: "Academy of Management Journal (AMJ)" Special Research Forum [pp. 255-256]



