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- And, outside the glass wall of his utop1an city which had arisen out
of the ruin of the “final” war between the country and the city is a
green wilderness in which primitive rebels live off the land, alive to
their humanity, and seek to free the ultimately urbamzed brother
within. ;

The Death of Nature

CAROLYN MERCHANT

_The fundamental social and intellectual problem . for the
seventeenth century was the problem of order. The perception of

disorder, so important to the Baconian doctrine of dominion over |

nature, was also crucial to the rise of mechanism s a rational
antidote to the disintegration of the organic cosmos. The new
mechanical philosophy of the mid-seventeenth century achieved a
reunification of the cosmos, society, and the self in terms of a new
- metaphor — the machine. Developed by the French thinkers
Mersenne, Gassendi, and Descartes in the 1620s and 1630s and
elaborated by a group of English emigrés to Paris in the 1640s and
1650s, the new mechanical theories emphasized and reinforced
elements in human cxperie'ncc developing slowly since the late
Middle Ages, but accelerating in the sixteenth century.

New forms of order and power provided a remedy for the disorder
- perceived to be spreading throughout culture. In the organic world,
order meant the function of each part within the larger whole, as
deterniined by its nature, while power was diffused from the top
downward through the social or cosmic hierarchies. In the
mechanical world, order was redefined to mean the predictable
behavior of each part within a rationally determined system of laws,
while power derived from active and immediate intervention in a
secularized world. Order and power together constituted. control.
Rational control over nature; society, and the self was achieved by
redefining reality itself through the new machine metaphor
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As the unifying model for science and society, the machine has
permeated and reconstructed hwman consciousness so totally that
today we scarcely question its validity. Nature, society, and the
human body are composed of interchangeable atomized parts that
can be repaired or replaced from outside. The “technological fix”
mends an ecological malfunction, new human beings replace the old
to maintain the smooth functioning of industry and bureaucracy,
and interventionist medicine exchanges a fresh heart for a worn-out,
discased one. . . . T

The removal of animistic, organic assurhptions about the cosmos

 constituted the death of nature —- the most far-reaching effect of the

Scientific Revolution. Because nature was now viewed as a system of
dead, inert particles moved by external, rather than inherent forces,
the mechanical framework itself could legitimate the manipulation

of nature. Moreover, as a conceptual framework, the mechanical

order had associated with it a framework of values based on power,
tully compatible with the directions taken by commercial capitalism

The mechanistic view of nature, developed by the seventeenth-
century natural philosophers and based or a Western mathematical
tradition going back to Plato, is still dominant in science today. This
view assumes that nature can be divided into parts and that the
parts can be rearranged to create other species of being. “Facts” or
information bits can be extracted from the environmental context
and rearranged according to a set of rules based on logical and
mathematical operations. The results can then be tested and verified
by resubmiitting them to nature, the ultimate Judge of their validity.
Mathematical formalism provides the criterion for rationality and

certainty, nature the criterion for empirical validity and acceptance

or rejection of the theory.

The work of historians and philosophers of science notwithstand- -

ing, it is widely assumed by the scientific community that modern

science is objective, value-free, and context-free knowledge of the

external world. To the extent to-which the sciences can be reduced
to this mechanistic mathematical model, the more legitimate they
become as sciences. Thus the reductionist hierarchy of the validity of
the sciences first proposed in the nineteenth century- by French
positivist philosopher August Comte is still widely assumed by
intellectuals, the most mathematical and highly theoretical sciences
occupying the most revered position. ' '
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The mechanistic approach to nature is as fundamental to the
twentieth-century revolution in physics as it wids to classical
Newtonian science, culminating in the nineteenth-century unifica-
tion of mechanics, thermodynamics, and electromagnetic theory.
Twentieth-century physics still views the world in . terms of
fundamental particles — electrons, protons, neutrons, mesons,
muons, pions, taus, thetas, sigmas, pis, and so on, The search for the

) ultlmate unifying parmcle, the quark, continues to engage the efforts
of the best theoretical physicists.

Mathematical formalism isolates the elements of a given quantum
mechanical problem, places them in -a latticelike matrix, and
rearranges them through a mathematical function called an operator.
Systems theory extracts possibly relevant information bits from the
environmental context and stores them in a computer memeory for
later use. But since it cannot store an infinite number of “facts”, i
must select a finite number of potentlally relevant pieces of data
according to a theory or set of rules governing the selection process.
For any given solution, this mechanistic approach very likely
excludes some potentially relevant factors.

. Systems theorists claim for themselves a holistic outlook, because
they believe that they are taking into account the ways in which all
the parts in a given system affect the whole. Yet the formalism of the
calculus of probabilities excludes the possibility of mathematizing
the gestalt — that is, the ways in which each part at any given
instant take their meaning from the whole. The more open,
adaptive, organic, and complex the system, the less successful is the
formalism. It is most successful when applied to closed, artificial,
precisely defined, relatively simple systems. Mechanistic assumnp-
tions about nature push us increasingly in the direction of artificial

environments, mechanized control over more and more aspects of -

human life, and a loss of the quality of life itself.

In the social sphere, the mechanistic model helps to guide
technological and industrial development. In The Technological
Society, Jacques Ellul discussed the techniques of economics and the
mechanistic organization of specialties inherent in and entailed by
the machiness and mathematical methods themselves. The
calculating machine, punch card machine, microfilm, and computer
transform statistical methods and administrative organization into

specialized agencies centered around one or ‘more statistical

categories.
Econometrlc models and stochastics are used to operate on
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statistical data in order to analyze, compare, and predict. In social
applications, attempts to predict public reaction through the
calculus of probabilities may make a public informed of its
confirmation to a trend act in the inverse manner.

But the public, by so reacting falls under the influence of a new prediction

. which is completely determinable . . .. It must be assumed, however, that

one remains within the framework of rational behavior. The system works
all the better when it deals with people who are better integrated into the
mass . . . 'whose consciousness is partially paralyzed, who lend themselves
willingly to statistical observations and systematization.

Such attempts to . reduce human behavior to statistical
probabilities and to condition it by such psychological techniques as
those developed by B. F. Skinner are manifestations of the
pervasiveness of the mechanistic mode of thought developed by the
seventeenth century scientists. . . .

The March 1979 accident at the Three-Mile Island nuclear
reactor near Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, epitomized the problems of
the “death of nature” that have become apparent since the Scientific

Revolution. The manipulation of nuclear processes in an effort to .

control and harness nature through technology backfired into
disaster, The long-range economic interests and public image of the
power company and the reactor’s designer were set above the
immediate safety of the people and the health of the earth. The

- hidden effects of radioactive emissions, which by concentrating in

the food chain could lead to an increase in cancers over the next
several years, were initially downplayed by those charged with
responsibility for regulating atomic power. ,

Three-Mile Island is a recent symbol of the earth’s sickness
caused by radioactive wastes, pesticides, plastics, photochemical
smog, and fluerocarbons, The pollution “of her purest streams” has
been supported since the Scientific Revolution by an ideology of
“power over nature”, an ontology of interchangeable atomic and
human parts, and a methodology of “penetration” into her
innermost secrets, The sick earth, “yea dead, yea putrified”, can
probably in the long run be restored to health only by a reversal of
mainstream values and a revolution in economic priorities. In this
sense, the world must orice again be turned upside down.

As natural resources and energy supplies diminish in the future, it
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_will become essential to examine alternatives of all kinds so that, by
adopting new social styles, the quality of the environment can be
sustained. Decentralization, nonhierarchical forms of organization,
recycling of wastes, simpler living styles involving less-poltuting
“soft” technologics, - and labor-intensive rather than capital-
intensive economic methods are possibilities only beginning to be
explored. The future distribution of energy and resources among
communities should be based on the integration of human and B
“natural ecosystems. Such a restructuring of priorities may be crucial }
if people and nature are to survive.




