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Carolyn Merchant:
By Michal Meyer

wienty-five vears after The Death of Nerture, Carolyn Merchant is 4s strong-

ly committed to the Scientific Revolution and to 2 vision of a world that
can learn from the past as she ever was. In her latest book, Refnventing Eden
{published 2003}, the Scientific Revolution plays a pivotat role in the story of
a secular Bden and its re-creation on earth. Science, technology, and soclety
provide ways to examine both the Scientific Revolution and ot own 21" cen-
tury troubles, and possibly find some soluiions.

Merchant is not apologetic about linking past and present, about her pas-
sion for the Scientific Revolution and present-day ills. “Tt drives the questiors-
you ask of the past, but it dossn't determine the way you write the history. It is
not a presentist history of finding what you are locking for, but rather assess-
ing it as honestly as you can, We give up the claim of objectivity for the hape
for honesty

The 250 anniversary of the publication of The Death of Nature has
given Merchant, professor of environmental history, philosophy, 2nd ethies at
the University of California, Berkeley, an opportunity to revisit the issues and
implications raised in that book. Merchant was keynote speaker at 2 confer-
ence on the Scientific Revofution held at the University of Florida in February
2005 and-took part in a session on The Death of Nature at Houston in March
with the American Society for Environmental History (ASEH). A session on the
book is planned for the upcoming History of Science Society Meeting in
Novernber. Ot of that, sags Merchant, will come a publication in fsis sched-
uled for Fane 2006, ' o

The civil-rights movement,
feminism, and the ecology move-
ment that grew out of the Sixties
shaped Merchant’s early views.
Rachel Carson’s Sileret Spring and
Betty Friedan’s The Fenuinine
Mystgue, both published in the
early Sixties, contributed to that
shaping, [n 1967 Merchant gradu-
ated from the University of
Wisconsin with a dissertation on the
LIS pipg COntrOversy among
Leibniz, Descartes, Newton, and
their followers in the latter Paft of
the 17 and first half of the 18
century. She began teaching histo-
ry of science at the University of
San Francisco in 1369, and tanght
classes on science and scciety, the
history of the Scientific Rey-
olution, and the history of the
oceult sciences in ihe Renaissance.
Mix this historical work with the
civil-rights movement, protests
against the Vietnam War, the first
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C:u'ol Merchant at the HSS Executive Office.

t in the Present

Barth Day 12,1970 and one can eppreciate the genesis of The Death of Nature.
“It grewsout of the 1970s and cut of the tensien in history of science as to
whether there were internal and/or external influences on the history of sci-
ence. The question was: Did science develop out of infernal inconsistencies
within itself, such as the work of Copernicus leading into the work of Kepler,

Galileo and ukiimately Newton? Or did the context of social change in the

Fenaissance, the explorations of the New World, and the rise of nation states,
along with the craft iraditions in technology, the impostance of scieniific soci-
eties and religion play 4 role in'the way that science ultimately toek shape? In
The Death of Nature, 1 asked how did the rise of niechanistic science influ-
ence the ecological crisis that we have today and, in particular, how did the
mechanistic woild view lead o a sense that humans could dominate nature.”

Merchant’s environmental and ecological interests led her to ask new
questions. While mechanization of the world picture in the Sciensific Rev-
oluficn was a hot topic, few, if any, historians of science were zsking about
its impications for the environment.

The book made a splash in the history of science, , and the ripples extended
beyond the academic community. “It got mentioned in Newsweek and in a
hearing on science and technology in Congress,” says Merchant. “It drew the
attention of Women's Studies because it dealt with imagery of the nature of the
world as female - the idea of the nurturing mother earth and virgin nature —
and T also had discussed the role of womer, not cnly in the craft tradition and
18 fmdwzves but of womer in science. Environmentalists also took notice

because it helped in past to explain
the ethic and the philosophy that
legitimated the management of
nature and the control of nature.”
Merchant had written an aca-
demic hook that could speak to the
issues of the day: to the sense of an
ecological crisis and to the role of
wonen in science and theét oppor-
" tunities. The discussions generated
by the hook delighted her. “For a
bock that came out of an academic
context and yet was responding to
social influences it achieved a sense
that these issues (history of science
of the 17 century) had much
deeper meanings for our [ives today
than we might have fmagined a
couple of decades prior. T felt I was
contributing to 4 historical under-
standing of how we got to where we
were in the Seventies and onward.”
Though the recepticn of the
hook was largely positive. there
were dissenting voices. Some, says



Merchant, had 1o do with the infhuence of idess and of social evenis on soi-
ence, and the impact of science on social change. “How do you justify those
sot of connections? How do you show causality? Those wera the issues histori-
ans of science faced as they were trying o meld the internal/exiernal in histe-
ry of science.” Othier questions had to do with seeing nature s female, the role
of women in society and in science and ihe connections hetween them. Finally,
the relevance of the past for scciety today was called into question, “Is it pre-
sentism to laok at the present and ther go back and find ideas that are living
in the present in the past? Are we disiorting history f we ask those kinds of
questions of the past?”

Mercirant sees her work — where the language, ofien vinlent, of
Nafure revealing her secrets affected both science znd
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nialigt, but that ascribe equality to 2l peoples, espacially to men and wormen.
1 call this new ethic, which will be part of a new narrative, the “partnership
athic.” [ use the ferm partner to reflect that men and women can be partners
with nature in an interactive dynamical relationship with give and take,
rather than as mandpulators, managers and dominators over it.”

Merchant’s passion for history continues to speak to the issues of ‘now.
“The present generates questions that you can ask of the past. That i particu-
Yarty true of environmental history, singe changes in the environment reflect
views on how people can transform nature using scieace and technology.” 1

L]

wornen — s fitfing into that larger critique about the refa-
tienship between women and sclence, one that inchudes the
work of Londa Schiebinger, Sandva Harding, Evelyn Fox
Keller, and Donna Haraway,

Much has changed since the publieation of the Death of
Nature. “There is more emphasis today on the social con-
struction of science and on the social construction of nature.
We are also nouch more critical of modernism in trving to
show jts flaws, the problems of Enlightenment and rational-

ism1, and alse the contributions made by the Enlightenment.
By the same token these critical stances raise the question of
“where do we go from here?’ Do we fust deconstruct the past
and say these were the results of neccolonialism, of linguistic

questions of how nature was described?” The changes in sci-
ence itself, from a mechanistic approach te one of chaos and
complexity, says Merchant, have led to a more complex un-
derstanding of human inferactions and human interpretation
of the wortd. With this in mind, her latest book, Retnveniing
Eden, cffers a new way of living in the world, a way that
Merchant calls a “partnership ethic.”

“In Reinventing Eden 1 see the Scientific Revolution as 2
transformative moment in which the story of reinventing the
earth as Hden took place through the simultaneous reinforce-
merit of science, technology, capitalism and the Protestant
ethic. These came together to make humanity believe that it
could reinvent Eder: on earth by cutting forests, krigating
deserts, managing the environment, and repianting it with
monocultures. The medieval period and the Renaissance had
thought of salvation as a return to Eden by an escape from P
earth, whereas the Scientific Revolution thought of the recre- e

“Gerald Holton is the dean of
Linstein scholars.”
—Denuis Qverbye,

NEW YORK TIMES

Mever bas the sower of scientific research to
solve axisting problems and uncover new ones
bean mare evident than it Is today. Yet there
exists widespread ignorance ahout the larger
SRS contexts within which sciantific research is

swimmemss | Caried out. For example, the point of view
I ) i1 some screntisis adapt in their work or in their
SRSV R | . . .
wryd . F1E - i ] social commitments may hecome clearer if
1.1 considered in light of the opposing views held
12 by other scientists.

This is a theme Gerald Holton addresses in his

ation of Eden on earth as a secular project.”

Reinventing Eden takes a more nuanced view of the
Scientific Revolution than The Death of Nature. Although
science in the 179 century had a mainstream progressive
interpretation that was part of the rise of riation stases and
concepts of civilization, Merchant says, it also had negative
implications for the subordination of nature and of women in
science, while also creating opportunities for women.

It is a more activist view. “You can view the history of
mechanism as part of a progressive narrative or as part of 4
declensionist narrative, in which it plays a role in the decline
of pristine nature and in: the desecration of the earth, lead-
ing to the ecological crisis. One way out of this, for me, is
through the emergence of new nasratives born out of social
and economic conditions that are not imperialist, not colo-

new collection, Whether considering conflicts
between Heisenherg and Finstein, Bohr and
Einstain, cr P. W. Bridgman and B, F. Skinner;
tracing . 1. Rabi’s shift of attention fram superb
seience o education and scientific statesman-
ship, or examining the emergence, in the fast
few decades, of the need to connect scien-
tific research to sacietal needs—in each cass,
Holton demonstrates & masterly undarstand-
ing of modern science and how it influences
our world. Mew in cloth,
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