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Gender

and

EnvironmentalHistory

CarolynMerchant
"Asit was the intuitive foresight of [Isabella of Spain] which brought the light of
civilization to a great continent, so in great measure, will it fall to woman in her
power to educate public sentiment to save from rapaciouswaste and complete exhaustion the resourcesupon which depend the welfareof the home, the children,
and the children'schildren."So wrote LydiaAdams-Williams,self-styled feminist
conservationwriter,in 1908. Her compatriotMrs.LovellWhite of Californiaargued
that reversingthe destruction of the earth brought about by "men whose souls are
gang-saws"was a project that required the best effortsof women. These women of
the Progressiveconservationcrusade of the early twentieth century exemplify an
overtly feminist perspective on the environment.,
Donald Worster's"Transformations
of the Earth,"while a rich and provocativeapproachto the field of environmentalhistory,lacksa gender analysis.His conceptual
levelsof ecology (naturalhistory), production (technology and its socioeconomicrelations), and cognition (the mental realm of ideas, ethics, myths, and so on) are
a significantframeworkfor researchand writing in this emerging field. His use of
the mode-of-production concept in differing ecological and cultural contexts and
his account of the changing history of ecological ideas in his major books have
propelled environmental history to new levels of sophistication.
A genderperspectivecan add to his conceptualframeworkin two important ways.
First,each of his three categoriescan be further illuminated through a gender analysis;second, in my view, environmentalhistory needs a fourth analyticallevel, that
of reproduction,which interactswith the other three levels.2What could such a perspective contribute to the frameworkWorsterhas outlined?
Women and men have historicallyhad different roles in production relative to
the environment. In subsistence modes of production such as those of native
peoples, women'simpact on nature is immediate and direct. In gathering-huntingfishing economies, women collect and processplants, small animals, bird eggs, and
shellfish and fabricate tools, baskets, mats, slings, and clothing, while men hunt
CarolynMerchantis a professorof environmentalhistory,philosophy,and ethics in the Department of Conservation
and ResourceStudies at the Universityof Californiaat Berkeley.She has servedon the executivecommittee of the
American Society for EnvironmentalHistory.
1 CarolynMerchant,"Womenof the ProgressiveConservationMovement, 1900-1916,"EnvironmentalReview,
8 (Spring 1984), 57-85, esp. 65, 59.
2 Fora more detailed discussion, see CarolynMerchant,"The TheoreticalStructureof EcologicalRevolutions,"
ibid., 11 (Winter 1987), 251-74. Fora discussionof theoreticalframeworksfor environmentalhistory,see Barbara
Leibhardt,"Interpretationand CausalAnalysis:Theoriesin EnvironmentalHistory,"ibid., 12 (Spring 1988), 23-36.
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larger animals, fish, construct weirs and hut frames, and burn forests and brush.
Becausewaterand fuelwood availabilityaffect cooking and food preservation,decisions over environmentaldegradation that dictate when to move camp and village
sites may lie in the hands of women. In horticulturalcommunities, women are often
the primaryproducersof cropsand fabricatorsof hoes, planters, and digging sticks,
but when such economies are transformedby markets,the cash economies and environmental impacts that ensue are often controlled by men. Women'saccessto resources to fulfill basic needs may come into direct conflict with male roles in the
market economy, as in Seneca women's loss of control over horticulture to male
agricultureand male accessto cash through greatermobility in nineteenth-century
Americaor in India'schipco (tree-hugging) movement of the past decade, wherein
women literallyhugged trees to protest declining accessto fuelwood for cooking as
male-dominated lumbering expanded.3
In the agrarian economy of colonial and frontier America, women's outdoor
production, like men's, had immediate impact on the environment. While men's
work in cutting forests, planting and fertilizing fields, and hunting or fishing
affected the larger homestead environment, women's dairying activities, freeranging barnyardfowl, and vegetable, flower, and herbal gardens all affected the
quality of the nearbysoils and watersand the level of insect pests, alteringthe effects
of the microenvironmenton human health. In the nineteenth century,however,as
agriculturebecame more specialized and oriented towardmarketproduction, men
took over dairying, poultry-raising, and truck farming, resulting in a decline in
women'soutdoor production. Although the traditional contributions of women to
the farm economy continued in many ruralareasand some women assistedin farm
as well as home management, the general trend towardcapitalist agribusinessincreasinglyturned chickens,cows, and vegetablesinto efficient components of factories within fields managed for profits by male farmers.4
In the industrial era, as middle-class women turned more of their energies to
deliberate child rearingand domesticity, they defined a new but still distinctly female relation to the natural world. In their socially constructed roles as moral
mothers, they often taught children about nature and science at home and in the
elementary schools. By the Progressiveera, women'sfocus on maintaining a home
for husbands and children led many women such as those quoted above to spearhead a nationwide conservationmovement to save forest and watersand to create
national and local parks.Although the gains of the movement have been attributed
by historiansto men such as PresidentTheodoreRoosevelt,foresterGiffordPinchot,
3 Sandra Marburg, "Women and Environment: Subsistence Paradigms, 1850-1950," ibid., 8 (Spring 1984),
7-22; Diane Rothenberg, "Erosionof Power:An Economic Basisfor the SelectiveConservativismof SenecaWomen
in the Nineteenth Century," WlesternCanadianJournal of Anthropology, 6 (1976), 106-22; Vandana Shiva,
Staying Alive: Women, Ecology, and Development (London, 1988); Mona Etienne and Eleanor Leacock, eds.,
Wromenand Colonization: Anthropological Perspectives(New York, 1980).
4Carolyn Merchant,EcologicalRevolutions:Nature, Gender,and Science in New England(Chapel Hill, 1989);
Corlann Gee Bush, "The Barn Is His, the House Is Mine,"in Energyand Transport,ed. George Daniels and Mark
Rose (BeverlyHills, 1982), 235-59; CarolynE. Sachs, The Invisible Farmers: Wlomenin Agricultural Production
(Totowa, 1983).
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and preservationistJohn Muir, the efforts of thousands of women were directly
responsible for many of the country'smost significant conservationachievements.
Women writerson nature such as Isabella Bird, Mary Austin, and Rachel Carson
have been among the most influential commentatorson the Americanresponse to
nature.5

Worster'sconceptual frameworkfor environmental history can thus be made
more complete by including a gender analysisof the differentialeffects of women
and men on ecology and their differentialroles in production. At the level of cognition as well, a sensitivity to gender enriches environmental history. Native
Americans, for example, construed the natural world as animated and created by
spiritsand gods. Origin myths included tales of mother earth and fathersky,grandmother woodchucksand coyote tricksters,cornmothers and tree spirits. Such deities
mediated between nature and humans, inspiring rituals and behaviorsthat helped
to regulate environmental use and exploitation. Similar myths focused planting,
harvesting, and first fruit rituals among native Americansand in such Old World
cultures as those in ancient Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Greece, which symbolized
nature as a mother goddess. In RenaissanceEurope the earth was conceptualized
as a nurturing mother (God's vice-regent in the mundane world) and the cosmos
as an organism having a body, soul, and spirit. An animate earth and an I/thou
relationship between humans and the world does not prevent the exploitation of
resourcesfor human use, but it entails an ethic of restraintand propitiation by setting up religious rituals to be followed before mining ores, damming brooks, or
planting and harvesting crops. The human relationship to the land is intimately
connected to daily survival.6
When mercantile capitalism, industrialization, and urbanization began to distance increasingnumbers of male elites from the land in seventeenth-centuryEngland and in nineteenth-centuryAmerica, the mechanisticframeworkcreatedby the
"fathers"of modern science legitimated the use of naturefor human profitmaking.
The conception that nature was dead, made up of inert atoms moved by external
forces, that God was an engineer and mathematician, and that human perception
was the result of particles of light bouncing off objects and conveyedto the brain
as discretesensationsmeant that nature responded to human interventions, not as
active participant, but as passive instrument. Thus the way in which world views,
myths, and perceptionsare constructedby gender at the cognitive level can be made
an integral part of environmental history.7
5 Merchant,"Womenof the ProgressiveConservationMovement";VeraNorwood, "Heroinesof Nature: Four
Women Respond to the American Landscape,"EnvironmentalReview, 8 (Spring 1984), 34-56.
6 PaulaGunn Allen, TheSacredHoop: Recoveringthe Feminine in American Indian Traditions
(Boston, 1984);
Riane Eisler,The Chaliceandthe Blade (San Francisco,1988); PamelaBerger,The Goddess Obscured. Transformation ofthe GrainProtectressfromGoddessto Saint (Boston, 1985);JanetBordand Colin Bord,EarthRites:Fertility
Practicesin Pre-IndustrialBritain (London, 1982); CarolynMerchant,TheDeath of Nature: Wlomen,Ecology,and
the Scientific Revolution (San Francisco,1980).
7 Merchant,Death ofNature. See also EvelynFoxKeller,Reflectionson GenderandScience (New Haven, 1985),
33-65. On gender in American perceptions of nature, see Annette Kolodny, The Lay of the Land. Metaphoras
Experienceand History in American Life andLetters (Chapel Hill, 1975); and Annette Kolodny, TheLand before
Her: Fantasyand Experience of the American Frontier, 1630-1860 (Chapel Hill, 1984).
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While Worster'sanalyticallevels of ecology, production, and cognition may be
made more sophisticatedby including a gender analysis,ideas drawnfrom feminist
theory suggest the usefulness of a fourth level of analysis-reproduction -that is
dialecticallyrelated to the other three. First,all species reproducethemselvesgenerationally and their population levels have impacts on the local ecology. But for
humans, the numbers that can be sustained are related to the mode of production:
Morepeople can occupy a given ecosystemunder a horticulturalthan a gatheringhunting-fishingmode, and still more under an industrialmode. Humans reproduce
themselves biologically in accordancewith the social and ethical norms of the culture into which they are born. Native peoples adopted an arrayof benign and malign population control techniques such as long lactation, abstention, coitus interruptus, the use of native plants to induce abortion, infanticide, and senilicide.
Carryingcapacity, nutritional factors, and tribally accepted customs dictated the
numbers of infants that survived to adulthood in order to reproduce the tribal
whole. Colonial Americans, by contrast,encouragedhigh numbers of births owing
to the scarcityof labor in the new lands. With the onset of industrializationin the
nineteenth century, a demographic transition resulted in fewer births per female.
Intergenerationalreproduction, therefore, mediated through production, has impact on the local ecology.8
Second, people (as well as other living things) must reproducetheir own energy
on a daily basis through food and must conserve that energy through clothing
(skins, furs, or other methods of bodily temperaturecontrol) and shelter. Gathering
or planting food crops, fabricatingclothing, and constructinghouses are directed
toward the reproduction of daily life.
In addition to these biological aspects of reproduction,human communities reproduce themselves socially in two additional ways. People pass on skills and behavioralnorms to the next generation of producers,and that allows a culture to reproduce itself over time. They also structuresystems of governanceand laws that
maintain the social orderof the tribe, town, or nation. Manysuch laws and policies
deal with the allocation and regulation of natural resources,land, and property
rights. They are passed by legislative bodies and administeredthrough government
agenciesand a systemof justice. Lawin this interpretationis a means of maintaining
and modifying a particularsocial order.These four aspectsof reproduction(two biological and two social) interact with ecology as mediated by a particularmode of
production.9
Such an analysisof production and reproductionin relation to ecology helps to
delineate changesin forms of patriarchyin differentsocieties. Although in most so8 EsterBoserup, The Conditions ofAgricultural Growth:TheEconomicsofAgrarian Change underPopulation
Pressure (Chicago, 1965); Ester Boserup, Women'sRole in Economic Development (New York, 1970); Marvin
Harris, CulturalMaterialism:The Strugglefor a Science of Culture (New York, 1979); Carolyn Merchant, "The
in TheEarth
Realmof SocialRelations:Production,Reproduction,and Gender in EnvironmentalTransformations,"
as Transformedby Human Action, ed. B. L. TurnerII (New York,forthcoming);RobertWells, Uncle Sam'sFamily:
Issues and Perspectivesin American Demographic History (Albany, 1985), 28-56.
9 For a more detailed elaboration of reproductionas an organizing categorysee Merchant,EcologicalRevolutions.
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cieties governancemay have been vested in the hands of men (hence patriarchy),
the balance of power between the sexes differed. In gatherer-hunterand horticultural communities, extractionand production of food may have been either equally
shared by or dominated by women, so that male (or female) power in tribal
reproduction(chiefs and shamans)was balanced by female powerin production. In
subsistence-oriented communities in colonial and frontier America, men and
women sharedpowerin production, although men played dominant roles in legalpolitical reproductionof the social whole. Under industrial capitalismin the nineteenth century,women'sloss of powerin outdoor farmproductionwascompensated
by a gain of powerin the reproductionof daily life (domesticity)and in the socialization of children and husbands (the moral mother) in the sphere of reproduction.
Thus the shifts of power that Worsterargues occursin different environments are
not only those between indigenous and invading cultures but also those between
men and women.10
A gender perspective on environmental history therefore both offers a more
balancedand complete pictureof past human interactionswith natureand advances
its theoretical frameworks.The ways in which female and male contributions to
production, reproduction, and cognition are actually played out in relation to
ecology depends on the particularstage and the actorsinvolved. Yet within the various acts of what Timothy Weiskel has called the global ecodramashould be included scenes in which men's and women's roles come to center stage and scenes
in which nature "herself"is an actress.In this way gender in environmentalhistory
can contribute to a more holistic history of variousregions and eras."

10 Ibid., Nancy E Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood. "Woman'sSphere" in New England, 1780-1835 (New
Haven, 1977); BarbaraLeslieEpstein, The Politics of Domesticity: Wlomen,Evangelism,and Temperancein Nineteenth CenturyAmerica (Middletown, 1981);Ruth Bloch, "AmericanFeminine Ideals in Transition:The Rise of
the MoralMother, 1785-1815,"FeministStudies, 4 (June 1978), 101-26; BarbaraWelter, "TheCult of TrueWomanhood, 1820-1860,"American Quarterly, 18 (Summer 1966), 151-74.
11On environmentalhistoryas an ecodrama,see Timothy Weiskel, "Agentsof Empire:Steps towardan Ecology
of Imperialism,"EnvironmentalReview, 11 (Winter 1987), 275-88.

