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ONE
A Garden Planet

LIFE
LIKE A SPIDER
SPINS ITS WEB
IN CYCLICAL MELODIES
TELLING ENIGMATIC, SACRED TALES
To DEAF, DUMB, BLIND ME.

—Carolyn Merchant, 1998

A lush garden. Pathways wander invitingly among rolling lawns and
fragrant flowers. Lilies, roses, and herbs send forth a sweet ambrosia.
The air smells continuously fresh. Peacocks strut among the trees in the
near distance and doves make their distinctive three-note coo. A
cottontail, appearing unconcerned, nibbles at grass nearby, while lambs
suckle at their mother’s teat. Nearly hidden among the taller and more
distant cedars, a doe and fawn munch at the undergrowth. A small grove
of fig trees can be glimpsed down a side path. A couple strolls arm in
arm toward a fig grove near the middle of the garden, where a waterfall
gushes over rocks fed by a clear bubbling stream. At the garden’s very
center are two trees known simply as the tree of life and the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil.

Where is this Eden? It is not in the Mesopotamian lands of the pre-
Christian era. It is the new downtown square on the promenade
in Anytown, California. The square is replete with fountains, grassy
knolls, meandering streams, and benches for passersby. Along each side
of the river flowing through the square are the shops of the revived
cityscape. Gracefully arched bridges connect the two sides of the street,
and the shops face the greenbelt along the river. The stores are those
found in hundreds of towns across the nation: Borders Books, Starbucks
Coffee, Cost Plus World Market, Noah’s Bagels, Banana Republic, The
Gap, Crate and Barrel, and Jamba Juice. This is the new American Eden.1



The Garden of Eden story has shaped Western culture since earliest
times and the American world since the 1600s. We have tried to reclaim
the lost Eden by reinventing the entire earth as a garden. The shopping
mall, the “new main street,” the gated community, and the Internet are
the latest visions of a reinvented Eden. From Christopher Columbus’s
voyages, to the search for the fountain of youth, to John Steinbeck’s
East of Eden, visions of finding a lost paradise have motivated global
exploration, settlement, and hope for a better life.

The Recovery of Eden story is the mainstream narrative of Western
culture. It is perhaps the most important mythology humans have
developed to make sense of their relationship to the earth. Internalized
by Europeans and Americans alike since the seventeenth century, this
story has propelled countless efforts by humans to recover Eden by
turning wilderness into garden, “female” nature into civilized society,
and indigenous folkways into modern culture. Science, technology, and
capitalism have provided the tools, male agency the power and impetus.
Today’s incarnations of Eden are the suburb, the mall, the clone, and the
World Wide Web.

As with any mainstream story, however, a counternarrative
challenges the plot. Recent postmodern and postcolonial stories reject
the Enlightenment accounts of progress. Many environmentalists see the
loss of wilderness as a decline from a pristine earth to a paved, scorched,
endangered world. Many feminists see a nature once revered as mother
now scarred, desecrated, and abused, and women as the victims of
patriarchal culture. Similarly, many African Americans and Native
Americans see their history as one of colonization by Europeans who
“explored,” “discovered,” and took over their lands and viewed their
bodies as animal-like and close to nature. But even as they call for new
pathways to a just society, these counterstories of a slide downward (or
declension) from Eden buy into the overarching, metanarrative of
recovery. Both storylines, whether upward or downward, compel us to
find a new story for the twenty-first century.

Narratives form our reality. We become their vessels. Stories find,
capture, and hold us. Our lives are shaped by the stories we hear as
children; some fade as we grow older, others are reinforced by our
families, churches, and schools. From stories we absorb our goals in life,
our morals, and our patterns of behavior. For many Americans,
humanity’s loss of the perfect Garden of Eden is among the most
powerful of all stories. Consciously at times, unconsciously at others,
we search for ways to reclaim our loss. We become actors in a storyline
that has compelled allegiance for millennia.

2 REINVENTING EDEN



But “mastering” nature to reclaim Eden has nearly destroyed the very
nature people have tried to reclaim. The destruction of nature in
America became clearly apparent in the late nineteenth century. The
railroad, the steam engine, the factory, and the mine began to demolish
forests, blemish landscapes, and muddy the air and water. Romantics
reacted sharply. They began to tell a new story of what went wrong—a
story of decline from pristine nature. Explorers, writers, poets, and
painters proclaimed their love for untouched wilderness. The early
conservation movement attempted to redeem both nature and humanity
by saving places of pristine beauty.

Yet the new parks, the modern suburbs, and the garden cities
reclaimed nature at a cost. These Edenic spaces ostracized those
“others” of different classes and colors who did not fit into the story The
green veneer became a cover for the actual corruption of the earth and
neglect of its poor; that green false consciousness threatened the hoped-
for redemption of all people. The middle class appropriated wild nature
at the expense of native peoples by carving national parks out of their
homelands. The new suburbs existed at the cost of poor minorities who
lived with polluted wells, blackened slums, and toxic dumps. Today,
many people of color look back to an apparent Edenic past before
slavery and colonization changed their lives forever.

The narrative of reinventing Eden, told by progressives as well as
environmentalists, raises fundamental questions about the viability of
the Recovery Narrative itself. Do not the earth and its people need a new
story? What would a green justice for the earth and humanity really look
like? Why do people tell stories, and whose ends do they serve? Both
the modern progressive and declensionist stories, however compelling,
are flawed. 

They are products of the linear approach of modern scientific
thinking and also reflect the oppositional polarities of self and other.
New kinds of stories, new ways of thinking, and new ethics are required
for the twenty-first century.

A narrative approach raises the question of the fit between stories and
reality. There is a reality to the progressive story. Great strides have
been made in many peoples struggle for survival and ease of life. There
is also a reality to the Decline from Eden narrative. The environmental
crisis and its connections to overdevelopment, population,
consumption, pollution, and scarcity are critical issues confronting all of
humanity. Through these contrasting stories, we can see both progress
and decline in different places at different times. Progressives want to
continue the upward climb to recover the Garden of Eden by
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reinventing Eden on Earth, while environmentalists want to recover the
original garden by restoring nature and creating sustainability.

The two stories seem locked in conflict. Played out to its logical
conclusion, each narrative negates human life: the mainstream story
leads to a totally artificial earth; the environmental story leads to a
depopulated earth. Pushed to one extreme, the recovered Eden would be
a completely reinvented, totally managed, artificially constructed planet
in which shopping on the web would replace shopping at the mall, the
gated community the urban jungle, and greenhouse farms the
vicissitudes of nature’s droughts and storms. Pushed to the opposite
extreme, the recovery of wilderness implies a humanly depauperate
earth. The tensions between the two plots create the need for a new
story that entails a sustainable partnership with nature.

We interpret our hopes and fears through such powerful cultural
stories. We act out our roles in the stories into which we were born. The
American dream holds out a promise, dangling its rewards for those
who work hard and are lucky enough to find its treasures. For those who
fail, dire consequences may result. These larger stories propel those who
act within them to reinvent the planet as a new world garden. Rich and
poor alike buy into the mainstream recovery story and act it out over
their lifetimes.

The environmental crisis of the 1960s showed that all was not well on
the “garden planet.” Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring alerted the nation to
the disruptive effects of pesticides on the food chain,2 while the testing
of nuclear weapons raised the specter of the widespread effects of
radiation on biotic, especially human, life. In 1967, historian Lynn
White Jr.’s classic article “The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis”
laid the blame for environmental disruption on an idea: Christian
arrogance toward nature. “God…created Adam and, as an afterthought,
Eve to keep man from being lonely,” White wrote, “Man named all the
animals, thus establishing his dominance over them.… Especially in its
Western form, Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the
world has seen.” White’s assessment was, “We shall continue to have a
worsening ecologic crisis until we reject the Christian axiom that nature
has no reason for existence save to serve man,” and the article brought
forth cries of criticism over its assignment of the ecological crisis to a
single cause. Critics such as Lewis Moncrief responded that a more
complex scenario was needed that included capitalism,
industrialization, the American frontier, manifest destiny, urbanization,
population growth, and property ownership. Others argued that the rise
of science and technology contributed to the ability of humanity to
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dominate nature and to the idea that mechanistic science promoted the
separation of humans from nature.3

The complexity of causes leading to environmental degradation as
well as efforts to conserve nature and its resources helped to spawn the
field of environmental history. In the 1970s and 1980s, an array of books
documented the loss of wilderness, the erosion of soils, increased urban
pollution, and the decline of biotic diversity. The early successes of
environmental history helped to create an overarching narrative of
environmental decline as one of the dominant themes in the field. By
the mid1980s, Donald Worster, William Cronon, and others identified
the plots of many environmental histories as “declensionist.” Cronon
compared two different narratives by two different authors about the
1930s Dust Bowl of the Great Plains, both with virtually the same title
(The Dust Bowl and Dust Bowl), and both published in the same year
(1979)—one a story of progress, the other a story of decline. Cronon
wrote, “Although both narrate the same broad series of events with an
essentially similar cast of characters, they tell two entirely different
stories. In both texts, the story is inextricably bound to its conclusion,
and the historical analysis derives much of its force from the upward or
downward sweep of the plot.” The question raised was one of the fit
between stories and reality. How accurately did these or any histories fit
the events in question? Who were the characters in the stories? Who
was omitted? Was all environmental history declensionist history? And
even if that were the case, did this insight in any way undercut the value
of environmental history’s insights into historical change?4

By the 1990s, chaos and complexity theory further challenged
ecology and environmental history. The new approaches disrupted the
idea of a balance of nature that humans could destroy but also restore.
Humanity was not the only major disturber of an evolved prehuman
ecosystem. Natural disturbances, such as tornadoes, hurricanes, fires,
and earthquakes could in an instant wipe out an old-growth forest,
demolish a meadow, or redirect the meander of a river. Humanity was
less culprit and more victim; nature more violent and less passive.
Environmental history moved away from assigning all destructive
change to humans and toward chance and contingency in nature.5

My own view is that both progressive and declensionist stories reflect
real world history, but from different perspectives. Both open windows
onto the past, but they are only partial windows depending on the
characters included and omitted. The linearity of the upward and
downward plots also masks contingencies, meanderings, crises, and
punctuations. Including nature and its climatic and biotic manifestations,
however, adds complexity and contingencies to the unidirectional plots
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of progress and decline. Droughts, freezes, “little ice ages,”
domesticated animals and plants, invasive nonnative species, bacteria,
viruses, and humans are all actors who are often unpredictable and
unmanageable. They inject uncertainties into the trajectories of progress
and decline. As environmental historian Theodore Steinberg argues, “it
is quite simply wrong to view the natural world as an unchanging
backdrop to the past. Nature can upset even the best-laid, most thoroughly
orchestrated plans…. We must acknowledge the unpredictability
involved in incorporating nature into human designs and, in so doing,
bring natural forces to the fore of the historical process.”6

My view is that the new sciences of chaos and complexity not only
reinforce the role of natural forces in environmental history, they also
challenge humanity to rethink its ethical relationship to nature. The new
sciences suggest that we should consider ourselves as partners with the
nonhuman world. We should think of ourselves not as dominant over
nature (controlling and managing a passive, external nature) or of nature
as dominant over us (casting humans as victims of an unpredictable,
violent nature) but rather in dynamic relationship to nature as its
partner. In the following pages I present a new perspective on the
history of humanity’s relationship to nature. I draw on the framework of
progressive and declensionist plots, on the roles of men and women in
transforming and appreciating the environment, on ideas of contingency
and complexity in history, of nature as an actor, and of humanity as
capable of achieving a new ethic of partnership with the nonhuman
world.

In Reinventing Eden, I begin by naming the powerful, overarching
story of modern history as a Recovery Narrative. I show how the new
millennium presents a major turning point for both the progressive
Enlightenment stories and the counternarratives told by women,
minorities, and nature itself. I look at the origins of the Recovery
Narrative as it arose through biblical, ancient, and medieval history and
then set out its political and environmental codification during the
Scientific Revolution and European Enlightenment. I focus on the role
of Christianity in the formation of the Recovery Narrative and do not
attempt to include the influence of Judaism or the Hebrew interpretation
of the Genesis stories. Although I am aware that a very large and
important literature on biblical interpretation exists, my goal is not to
reinterpret biblical scholarship, to write a history of religion, or to
examine the development of religious movements, denominations, and
sects; nor do I attempt to review or assess the vast literature on Eden in
Western culture or Edenic ideas in other cultures and throughout the
world.7
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I then examine the impact of the mainstream Recovery Narrative as it
comprises European culture’s development and transformation of the
New World. American stories—from John Winthrop’s Puritan garden to
Thomas Hart Benton’s manifest destiny—follow and re-create the
progressive Recovery storyline. This powerful story of reclaiming and
redeeming a fallen earth by human labor becomes the major justification
for the westward movement and the effort to remake indigenous
Americans in the image of European culture. Eastern wilderness and
western deserts are turned into gardens for American settlers.

Throughout the ensuing chapters, I also examine the second story, or
what went wrong—the story of Earth in decline. From Plato to Henry
David Thoreau, writers have noted the destruction of nature and the
problems of vanishing forests and fouled waters. I set out the nineteenth
century origins of the romantic counternarrative, the conservation
movement, and the late-twentieth-century narratives of environmental
crisis. The effects of development on nature, women, and minorities are
part of a larger counterstory of the loss of an evolved, earthly abundance
and human equality. Despite nuances, hopeful advances, and upward
trends, these counternarratives of decline and loss relate the all-too-real
experiences of large numbers of people. The continued downward spiral
leads to an impoverished earth where diversity is decreasing and
environmental health is declining. This also is a story in which we live.
It too affects our lives. Over time the Recovery Narrative with its two
storylines—one of progress, the other of decline—has shaped the
earth’s landscape as well as human hopes, desires, and lives.

Within the broad arc of the Recovery Narrative, nature itself has
played a major role in affecting outcomes. Despite the efforts of humans
to control the natural world, contingencies and crises have occurred.
Lurches, advances, and dips disrupt the apparent linearity of the
narrative. Natural disturbances inject unpredictability and question the
foundations of the narrative within the trajectory of modernity itself.
From Noah’s flood in Genesis 7 to the volcanic destruction of Pompei
during the Roman Empire (C.E. 79), to the Lisbon earthquake of 1755
and Hurricane Gilbert in 1988, nature has shaped human actions and
limited possibilities. Nature’s actions along with new sciences that
incorporate contingencies and complexities into their very assumptions
suggest new ways for humanity to relate to the material world.8

Since the 1960s, I have witnessed enormous contention within the
trajectories of progress and decline. Developers and wilderness
advocates are in continual conflict. One group presses for ever greater
profits at the earth’s expense; the other struggles to save what remains of
wilderness on the planet. In the final chapters of the book, I explore
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possibilities for new narratives about nature. I examine new ways of
thinking about the human-nature relationship suggested by postmodern
and postcolonial thinking, as well as the implications of recent theories
of chaos and complexity I offer some new ways to think about a
multiplicity of stories and introduce ideas about nonlinear plots.

Throughout the book, I suggest possibilities for alternatives to
domination based on a partnership between humanity and nature.
Finally, I propose an environmental ethic based on a partnership
between humans and the nonhuman world: rather than being either
dominators or victims, people would cooperate with nature and each
other in healthier, more just, and more environmentally sustainable
ways. I show how complex inter-connections can weave us into cyclical
melodies and envelop us within new enigmatic, sacred tales. 
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PART I

Genesis of the Recovery Narrative



TW0
The Fall from Eden Eden

SHE HAS TAKEN UP WITH A SNAKE NOW. THE
OTHER ANIMALS ARE GLAD, FOR SHE WAS
ALWAYS EXPERIMENTING WITH THEM AND
BOTHERING THEM; AND I AM GLAD, BECAUSE THE
SNAKE TALKS, AND THIS ENABLES ME TO GET A
REST. SHE SAYS THE SNAKE ADVISES HER TO TRY
THE FRUIT OF THAT TREE, AND SAYS THE RESULT
WILL BE A GREAT AND FINE AND NOBLE
EDUCATION…. I ADVISED HER TO KEEP AWAY
FROM THE TREE. SHE SAID SHE WOULDN’T. I
FORSEE TROUBLE. WlLL EMIGRATE.

—Mark Twain, “Extracts from Adam’s Diary”

Two grand historical narratives explain how the human species arrived
at the present moment in history. Both are Recovery Narratives, but the
two stories have different plots, one upward, the other downward. The
first story is the traditional biblical narrative of the fall from the Garden
of Eden from which humanity can be redeemed through Christianity.
But the garden itself can also be recovered. By the time of the Scientific
Revolution of the seventeenth century, the Christian narrative had
merged with advances in science, technology, and capitalism to form
the main-stream Recovery Narrative. The story begins with the
precipitous fall from Eden followed by a long, slow, upward attempt to
recreate the Garden of Eden on earth. The outcome is a better world for
all people. This first story—the mainstream Recovery Narrative—is a
story of upward progress in which humanity gains the power to manage
and control the earth.

The second story, also a Recovery Narrative, instead depicts a long,
slow decline from a prehistoric past in which the world was ecologically



more pristine and society was more equitable for all people and for both
genders. The decline continues to the present, but the possibility and,
indeed, the absolute necessity of a precipitous, rapid Recovery exists
today and could be achieved through a sustainable ecology and an
equitable society. This second story is one told by many
environmentalists and feminists.

Both stories are enormously compelling, and both reflect the beliefs
and hopes of many people for achieving a better world. They differ
fundamentally, however, on who and what wins out. In the mainstream
story, humanity regains its life of ease at the expense of the earth; in the
environmental story, the earth is both the victim of exploitation and the
beneficiary of restoration. Women play pivotal roles in the two stories,
as cause and/or victims of decline and, along with men, as restorers of a
reclaimed planet. But, I argue that a third story, one of a partnership
between humanity and the earth and between women and men, that
draws on many of the positive aspects of the two stories is also
emerging. In this chapter I develop, compare, and critically assess the
roots and broad outlines of these stories.

THE CHRISTIAN NARRATIVE

The Christian story of Fall and Recovery begins with the Garden of
Eden as told in the Bible. The Christian story is marked by a precipitous
fall from a pristine past. The initial lapsarian moment, or loss of
innocence, is the decline from garden to desert as the first couple is cast
from the light of an ordered paradise into a dark, disorderly wasteland to
labor in the earth. Instead of giving fruit readily, the earth now extracts
human labor. The blame for the Fall is placed on woman.

The biblical Garden of Eden story has three central chapters:
Creation, temptation, and expulsion (later referred to as the Fall). A
woman, Eve, is the central actress, and the story’s plot is declensionist
(a decline from Eden) and tragic. The end result is a poorer state of both
nature and human nature. The valence of woman is bad; the end valence
of nature is bad. Men become the agents of transformation. After the
Fall, men must labor in the earth, to produce food. They become the
earthly saviors who strive, through their own agricultural labor, to re-
create the lost garden on earth, thereby turning the tragedy of the Fall
into the comedy of Recovery. The New Testament adds the Resurrection
—the time when the earth and all its creatures, especially humans, are
reunited with God to recreate the original oneness in a heavenly
paradise. The biblical Fall and Recovery story has become the

THE FALL FROM EDEN 11



mainstream narrative shaping and legitimating the course of Western
culture.

The Bible offers two versions of the Christian origin story that
preceded the Fall. In the Genesis 1 version, God created the land, sea,
grass, herbs, and fruit; the stars, sun, and moon; and the birds, whales,
cattle, and beasts, after which he made “man in his own image…male
and female created he them.” The couple was instructed “to be fruitful
and multiply, replenish the earth, and subdue it,” and was given
“dominion over the fish of the sea, the fowl of the air, and over every
living thing that moveth on the face of the earth.” This version of
creation is thought to have been contributed by the Priestly school of
Hebrew scholars in the fifth century B.C.E. These scholars edited and
codified earlier material into the first five books (or Pentateuch) of the
Old Testament, adding the first chapter of Genesis.1

The alternative Garden of Eden story of creation, temptation, and
expulsion (Genesis 2 and 3) derives from an earlier school. Writers in
Judah in the ninth century B.C.E. produced a version of the Pentateuch
known as the J source, The Book of J, or the Yahwist version (since
Yahweh is the Hebrew deity). These writers recorded the oral traditions
embodied in songs and folk stories handed down through previous
centuries. In addition to the Garden of Eden story, these records include
the heroic narratives of Abraham, Jacob, Joseph, and Moses; the escape
from Egypt; and the settlement in the promised land of Canaan.2

In the Genesis 2 story, God first created “man” from the dust. The
name Adam derives from the Hebrew word adama, meaning earth or
arable land. Adama is a feminine noun, meaning an earth that gives birth
to plants. God then created the Garden of Eden, the four rivers that
flowed from it, and the trees for food (including the tree of life and the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the center). He put “the man”
in the garden “to dress and keep it,” formed the birds and beasts from
dust, and brought them to Adam to name. Only then did he create “the
woman” from Adam’s rib: “And Adam said, This is now bone of my
bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she
was taken out of man.”3 

Biblical scholar Theodore Hiebert argues that the Yahwist’s Eden
narrative is told from the perspective of an audience outside the garden
familiar with the post-Edenic landscape. The use of the word before in
the phrases that described God making “every plant of the field before it
was in the earth,” and “every herb of the field before it grew” signify
the pasturage and field crops of the post-Edenic cultivated land in which
the listener is situated. Similarly, the phrases that note that “God had
not caused it to rain upon the earth” and that “a mist from the earth”
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came that “watered the whole face of the ground” indicate a post-Edenic
rain-based agriculture centered on cultivation of the adama, or arable
land.4

The Garden of Eden described in Genesis 2, however, is a different
landscape from that of the post-Edenic adama; it is filled with spring-
fed water out of which the four rivers flow. It contains the “beasts of the
field,” “fowls of the air,” cattle, snakes, and fruit trees, including the
fig, as well as humans “to dress and keep it.” The image of the garden in
which animals, plants, man, and woman live together in peaceful
abundance in a well-watered garden is a powerful image; it provides the
starting and ending points for both plots of the overarching Recovery
Narrative.

Hiebert compares the garden to a desert oasis irrigated by springs.
“The term ‘garden’ (gan),” he notes, “is itself the common designation
in biblical Hebrew for irrigation-supported agriculture.” Irrigation
agriculture was typified by the river valley civilizations of Mesopotamia
and Egypt, in which rivers overflowed onto the land and water was
channeled into ditches running to fields. Of the four rivers mentioned in
Genesis 2, two are the Tigris (Hiddekel) and Euphrates of
Mesopotamia, while the Pison and Gihon “are placed by the Yahwist
south of Israel in the area of Arabia and Ethiopia (2:11–13), and have
been identified by some as the headwaters of the Nile,” notes Hiebert. The
Edenic landscape is thus spring-fed, river-based, and irrigated, whereas
the post-Edenic landscape initiated by the temptation is rain-based.
Irrigation itself later becomes a technology of humanity’s hoped-for
return to the garden.5

Genesis 3 begins with “the woman’s” temptation by the serpent and
the consumption of the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil. (In the Renaissance this fruit became an apple, owing to a play on
the Latin word bad, or malum, which also means apple). The story
details the loss of innocence through the couple’s discovery of
nakedness followed by God’s expulsion from the garden of Adam and his
“wife,” whom he now calls Eve, because she is to become “the mother
of all the living.” Adam is  condemned to eat bread “in the sweat of thy
face,” and is “sent forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground (the
adama or arable land) from whence he was taken,” the same adama to
which he will return after death. But because Adam has listened to his
wife, the adama was cursed. Thorns and thistles would henceforth grow
in the ground where the “herb of the field” (field crops) must be grown
for bread. After the couple’s expulsion, God places “at the east of the
garden of Eden” the cherubim and flaming sword to guard the tree of
life.6
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Fig. 2.1. Adam and Eve enter the enclosed, circular Garden of Eden in lockstep.
The Tree of Life and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil are at the center
of the Garden, watered by a fountain, while the four rivers flow from the
Garden. Ludolphus de Saxonia, Vita Christi (Antwerp, Gerard Leeu, 1487).
Courtesy of the Huntington Library, San Marino, California
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The landscape into which Adam and Eve are expelled is described by
Evan Eisenberg in The Ecology of Eden. By 1100 B.C.E. the Israelites
were farming the hills of Judea and Samaria in Canaan with ox-drawn
scratch plows and planting wheat, barley, and legumes such as peas and
lentils. They pastured sheep, goats, and cattle, and grew grapes in
vineyards, olives on hillside groves, and figs, apricots, almonds, and
pomegranates in orchards. “Where least disturbed,” Eisenberg notes,
“the landscape was [a] sort of open Mediterranean woodland…with
evergreen oak, Aleppo pine, and pistachio…. Elsewhere this would
dwindle to…a mix of shrubs and herbs such as rosemary, sage, summer
savory, rock rose, and thorny burnet. The settlers cleared a good deal of
this forest for pasture and cropland.” They captured water in cisterns
and terraced the land to retain the rich, but shallow red soil for planting,
using the drier areas for pasturage. The arid hill country in which arable
and pasturage lands was mingled was therefore the landscape that would
be inhabited by the descendants of Adam and Eve.7

Genesis 4 recounts the fate of Adam and Eve’s sons, Abel (“keeper
of sheep”—a pastoralist) and Cain (“tiller of the ground”—a farmer).
God accepts Abel’s lamb as a first fruit, but rejects Cain’s offering of
the “fruit of the ground,” grown on the adama. Although the
seminomadic pastoralists and farmers of the Near East often existed in
mutual support, they also engaged in conflict. Cain’s killing of Abel
may represent both that conflict and the historical ascendancy of settled
farmers over nomadic pastoralists. A second explanation stems from the
fact that Israelite farms in the hill country incorporated both farming
and pastoralism into a subsistence way of life. According to Hiebert, the
elder son was responsible for the tilling of the land, whereas the
younger son was the keeper of the sheep. Hiebert argues that God’s
banishment of Cain after the killing of Abel represents a prohibition
against settling disputes through the killing of kin.8 

When human beings fell into a more labor-intensive way of life, their
view of nature reflected this decline. Nature acting through God meted
out floods, droughts, plagues, and disasters in response to humanity’s
sins or bountiful harvests in response to obedience. J.L.Russell notes
that the Christian interpreter Paul “regarded the whole of nature as
being in some way involved in the fall and redemption of man. He
spoke of nature as “groaning and travailing” (Romans 8.22) —striving
blindly towards the same goal of union with Christ to which the Church
is tending, until finally it is re-established in that harmony with man and
God which was disrupted by the Fall.” While the term fall to
characterize the expulsion or going forth from Eden is absent from the
Bible, it becomes commonplace in the ensuing Christian tradition.
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Beginning with St. Augustine, the story is interpreted as a Fall that can
be undone by a savior.9

Before the Fall, nature was an entirely positive presence. The garden,
which is the beginning and end of the Recovery Narrative, is an
idealized landscape. The beasts and herbs of Genesis 1 are described as

Fig. 2.2. In the background Eve, tempted by the serpent, holds the apple from the
Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil as Adam looks on. In the foreground
Adam and Eve, having tasted the fruit, are expelled from the Garden, no longer
in lockstep, leaving the angel with the flaming sword to guard the Tree of Life.
Adam and Eve with a Serpent from Heures a I’usage de Rome, 1488 by J.J.de
Pré. Reproduced in The Garden of Eden by John M.Prest, 1982 and originally
from Medieval Gardens by Sir Frank Crisp, 1924. Reference (shelfmark) 19183
d.26.

 

16 REINVENTING EDEN



“very good,” as are the cattle, fowl, beasts, and trees in the Genesis 2
Garden of Eden. The dust of Genesis 2, from which “man” was formed
and which was watered by “a mist from the earth,” is positive in
valence. The ground, from which the other creatures are made is
positive as well. But after the couple disobeys God, the ground is
cursed. Adam eats of it in sorrow, and it brings forth thorns and thistles.
The serpent changes from being “more subtle” than the other beasts to
being “cursed above all cattle and above every beast of the field.” In the
Christian tradition, the thorns, thistles, and serpent symbolize barren
desert and infertile ground, a negative nature from which humanity
must recover to regain the garden.10

With the Fall from Eden, humanity abandons an original,
“untouched” nature and enters into history. Nature is now a fallen world
and humans fallen beings. But this Fall through the lapsarian moment
sets up the opposite—or Recovery—moment. The effort to recover
Eden henceforth encompasses all of human history. Reattaining the lost
garden, its life of ease from labor, and its innocent happiness (and, I
would add, the potential for human partnership with the earth) become
the primary human endeavor. The Eden narrative is, according to Henry
Goldschmidt, “a story of originary presence which is subsequently
usurped by difference; and then of a final presence, reinstituted,
sweeping away the unfortunate misadventure.”11

The Recovery story begins with the Fall from the garden into the
desert (and the loss of an original partnership with the land), moves
upward to the re-creation of Eden on earth (the earthly paradise), and
culminates with the vision of attainment of a heavenly paradise, a
recovered garden. Paradise is defined as heaven, a state of bliss, an
enclosed garden or park—an Eden. Derived from a Sumerian word,
paradise was once the name of a fertile place that had become dry and
barren; the Persian word for park, or enclosure, evolves through Greek
and Latin to take on the meaning of garden, so that by the medieval
period Eden is depicted as an  enclosed garden. The religious path to a
heavenly paradise, practiced throughout the early Christian and
medieval periods, incorporated the promise of salvation to atone for the
original sin of tasting the forbidden fruit. In the Christian story, time has
two poles—beginning and end, creation and salvation.12

The resurrection or end drama, heralded in the New Testament,
envisions an earth reunited with God when the redeemed earthly garden
merges into a higher heavenly paradise. The second coming of Christ
was to occur either at the outset of the thousand-year period of his reign
of peace on earth, as foretold in Revelation 20 (the millennium), or at
the last judgment, when the faithful were reunited with God at the
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resurrection. Since medieval times, millenarian sects have awaited the
advent of Christ on earth.13

The Parousia is the idea of the end of the world, expressed as the
hope set forth in the New Testament that “he shall come again to judge
both the quick and the dead.” It depicts a redeemed earth and redeemed
humans. “The scene of the future consummation is a radically
transformed earth,” writes A.L.Moore. Parousia derives from the Latin
parere, meaning to produce or bring forth. Hope for Parousia was a
motivating force behind the Church’s missionary work, both in its early
development and in the New World; Christians prepared for this
expected age of glory when God would enter history Moore notes, “The
coming of this Kingdom was conceptualized as a sudden catastrophic
moment, or as preceded by the Messianic kingdom, during which it was
anticipated that progressive work would take place.”14

THE MODERN NARRATIVE

A secular version of the Recovery story became paramount during the
Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century, one in which the earth

Fig. 2.3. After the expulsion from Eden, Adam is forced to till the barren ground
with plow and oxen. G.B.Andreini. “Adamo,” L’Adamo, Sacra Rapresentatione
(Milan, 1617), p. 110. Courtesy of the Huntington Library, San Marino,
California
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itself became a new Eden. This is the mainstream narrative of modern
Western culture, one that continues to this day—it is our story, one so
compelling we cannot escape its grasp. In the 1600s, Europeans and
New World colonists began a massive effort to reinvent the whole earth
in the image of the Garden of Eden. Aided by the Christian doctrine of
redemption and the inventions of science, technology, and capitalism,
the long-term goal of the Recovery project has been to turn the entire
earth into a vast cultivated garden. The seventeenth-century concept of
Recovery   came to mean more than Recovery from the Fall. It also
entailed restoration of health, reclamation of land, and recovery of
property. The strong interventionist version in Genesis 1 validates
Recovery through domination, while the softer Genesis 2 version
advocates dressing and keeping the garden through human management
(stewardship). Human labor would redeem the souls of men and women,
while the earthly wilderness would be redeemed through cultivation and
domestication.15

The Garden of Eden origin story depicts a comic or happy state of
human existence, while the Fall exemplifies a tragic state. Stories and

Fig. 2.4. After the Fall, nature becomes a disorderly wilderness in which
animals, who once lived in harmony, devour each other, while Adam and Eve
are forced to live in caves and clothe themselves in skins. G.B.Andreini. “Eua,
Adamo,” L’Adamo, Sacra Rapresentatione (Milan, 1617), p. 115. Courtesy of
the Huntington Library, San Marino, California
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descriptions about nature and human nature told by explorers, colonists,
settlers, and developers present images of and movement between
comic (positive) or tragic (negative) states. Northrop Frye describes the
elements of these two states. In comic stories, he notes, the human
world is a community and the animal world comprises domesticated
flocks and birds of peace. The vegetable world is a garden or park with
trees, while the mineral world is a city or temple with precious stones
and starlit domes. And the unformed world is depicted as a river. In tragic
stories, the human world is an anarchy of individuals and the animal
world is filled with birds and beasts of prey (such as wolves, vultures,
and serpents). The vegetable world is a wilderness, desert, or sinister
forest, the mineral world is filled with rocks and ruins, and the
unformed world is a sea or flood. All of these elements are present in
the two versions of the Recovery Narrative.16 

The plot of the tragedy moves from a better or comic state to a worse
or tragic state (from the Garden of Eden to a desert wilderness). The
comedy, on the other hand, moves from an initial tragic state to a comic
outcome (from a desert to a recovered garden). Thus, the primary
narrative of Western culture has been a precipitous, tragic Fall from the
Garden of Eden, followed by a long, slow, upward Recovery to convert
the fallen world of deserts and wilderness into a new earthly Eden.
Tragedy is turned into comedy through human labor in the earth and the
Christian faith in redemption. During the Scientific Revolution, the
Christian and modern stories merged to become the mainstream
Recovery Narrative of Western culture (see table 2.1).

TABLE 2.1. REINVENTING EDEN: NARRATIVES OF WESTERN
CULTURE
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THE ROLE OF GENDER

The way in which gender is encoded into the mainstream Recovery
Narrative is crucial to the structure of the story. In the Christian
tradition, God—the original oneness—is male, while in the garden the
woman (Eve) is subordinate to the man (Adam). The fall from the
garden is caused by the woman, Eve; Adam is the innocent bystander,
forced to pay the consequences as his sons, Abel and Cain, are
constrained to develop pastoralism and farming. While fallen Adam
becomes the inventor of the tools and technologies that will restore the
garden, fallen Eve becomes the nature that must be tamed into
submission. In much of the imagery of Western culture, Eve is
inherently connected to and associated symbolically with nature and the
garden. In the European and American traditions, male science and
technology mitigate the effects of fallen nature. The good state that
keeps unruly nature in check is invented, engineered, and operated by
men, and the good economy that organizes the labor needed to restore
the garden historically has been male directed.

In Western culture, nature as Eve appears in three forms. As original
Eve, nature is virgin, pure, and light—land that is pristine or barren but
has the potential for development. As fallen Eve, nature is disorderly
and chaotic; a wilderness, wasteland, or desert requiring improvement;
dark and witchlike, the victim and mouthpiece of Satan as serpent. As
mother Eve, nature is an improved garden; a nurturing earth bearing
fruit; a ripened ovary; maturity. Original Adam is the image of God as
creator, initial agent, activity. Fallen Adam appears as the agent of earthly
transformation, the hero who redeems the fallen land. Father Adam is
the image of God as patriarch, law, and rule, the model for kingdom and
state. 

These denotions of nature as female and agency as male are encoded
as symbols and myths into land that has the potential for development
but needs the male hero—Adam. But such symbols are not “essences”
because they do not represent characteristics necessary or essential to
being female or male. They are historically constructed meanings
derived from the origin stories of European settlers and the cultural and
economic practices they transported to and developed in the New
World. These gender symbols are not immutable; they can be changed
by exposing their presence and rethinking history.

The male/female hierarchy encoded into the Genesis texts both
consciously and implicitly socializes the young into behavioral patterns.
Eve, after ingesting the fruit, is told she will be ruled by her husband,
and the conflation of animals with women as helpmates is also explicit.
In all versions of the story, Eve became Adam’s “wife” after the two
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became one flesh, and she is to be “ruled over” or “dominated” by her
husband after she disobeys God.17

But there is another way to read the gendered message. In the feminist
reading, Genesis 1’s simultaneous creation of men and women indicates
their potential equality (“male and female created He them”). Recovery,
therefore, is an effort to reclaim an original gender equality or
partnership. Genesis 2, on the other hand, depicts the creation
sequentially, first, of a real, material male body from dust and, second,
woman from the body of the male. Hence Eve is second in the order of
creation, implying the subjection of woman to man.18 But some
feminists argue that Eve is not derivative of Adam; he was not awake at
her creation, nor was he even consulted in advance. “Like man, woman
owes her life solely to God,” states Phyllis Trible, “to claim that the rib
means inferiority or subordination is to assign the man qualities over the
woman which are not in the narrative itself.” Eve’s role in initiating the
Fall can also be debated. Was she the weaker, more vulnerable sex and
hence susceptible to the serpent’s temptation? Or, was she actually the
First Scientist—the more independent and curious of the two—as in the
Mark Twain epigraph above. In this reading, Eve was the one who
questioned the established order of things and initiated change. As
original biologist, Eve talks to the snake and nature rather than to God
as does Adam. As prototypic scientist, Eve could hold the key to
recovering Eden through a new science.19

While the Bible does not employ the term partner for the male-
female relationship, today some people are rethinking the Genesis
pas sages in terms of partnership. Theologian Ray Maria McNamara
interprets the creation story in Genesis 1 in terms of a partnership
between God and the earth. She notes that although God said “Let the
earth bring forth grass and herb” it was actually the earth as an active
partner that “brought forth grass and herb…and the tree yielding fruit.”
Another contribution to a partnership interpretation is made by the
Reverend William M.Boyce Jr., who offers a free translation of several
of the Genesis verses. He portrays Adam and Eve as helpers, partners,
and colleagues to one another and a God who views the whole of
creation as very, very good.20

STEWARDSHIP VERSUS DOMINION

While the role of gender is central to the story, equally critical is the
question of human dominion versus stewardship of nature. If Genesis 1
is accepted as the ethical model, as it is in mainstream Western culture,
then the domination of nature could be interpreted as the ideal pathway
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to Recovery. But if Genesis 2 represents the ethical ideal (humans as
stewards over the animals), then Recovery could mean that humans are
the caretakers and stewards of nature. The Bible and the Torah, in
Christian and Judaic traditions, provide interesting variations on the
language of the two creation stories leading to dominance or
stewardship.

The terms dominion mastery, subduing, conquering, and ruling pre-
dominate in different translations of the Genesis 1 story In order to have
dominion, men and women must “be fruitful,” “be fertile,” “become
many,” “increase,” “multiply,” “grow in number,” “have many
children,” and then “replenish,” “fill,” “fill up,” and “people” the
“earth” or the “land.”21 If the fall from Eden entails the loss of
immortality bestowed by the tree of life, humans can henceforth attain
immortality only through sexual procreation. Thus, in the mainstream
story of Western culture, to recover the Garden of Eden means that
people must not only convert the earthly wilderness into a garden, but
must also replenish the earth by expanding the human population over
space and time. The Genesis 1 ethic, claims that humans must
“replenish the earth and subdue it.” Or, as historian Lynn White Jr.
argued in 1967, it is “God’s will that man exploit nature for his proper
ends.”22

Genesis 2 presents stewardship as an ethical alternative to the
domination of nature. God puts “man” into the Garden of Eden and
instructs him “to dress it and to keep it.”The Genesis 2:15 ethic is often
interpreted as the stewardship of nature, as opposed to the Genesis 1:28
ethic of dominion or mastery. In Genesis 2, the earth is a garden—a
local plot of land rather than a vast area for spatial conquest—and the man
is commanded to “dress,” “keep,” “tend,” “guard,” and “watch over” it.
According to ecologist René Dubos, God “placed man in the Garden of
Eden not as a master but rather in a spirit of stewardship.” For many
religious sects wishing to embrace an ecological ethic, stewardship is
the most persuasive ethic that is also consistent with biblical traditions.
Stewardship is a caretaker ethic, but it is still anthropocentric inasmuch
as nature is created for human use.23 Moreover, Nature is not an actor,
but is rendered docile.

Throughout most of Western history, the biblical mandates of
stewardship and dominion have sometimes been explicitly separated
and at other times implicitly merged. For example, medieval enclosed
gardens were often protected, carefully stewarded spaces, while
eighteenth-century garden estates were vast displays of dominion and
power. Early American farms ranged from small patches in the forest
tended mainly for family provisions to large plantations and capitalist
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ranches that dominated the landscape. While the former exemplify
potential partnerships between humanity and the land, the latter
represent the potential for human mastery over the earth. Colonists,
planters, and westward pioneers often explicitly cited the Genesis 1:28
mandate in order to justify expansion. In Western culture, the Genesis 1
and 2 accounts have usually been conflated. In the mainstream
Recovery project, humanity has turned the entire earth into a vast
garden by mastering nature. The Genesis 1:28 ethic of dominion has
provided the rationale for the Recovery of the garden lost in Genesis 2
and 3, submerging the stewardship ethic of Genesis 2:15.

When Adam and Eve tasted the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil, humans acquired their potential omniscience of nature.
Wanting to become more like God, humanity has craved knowledge of
everything. Since the seventeenth century, mainstream Western culture
has pursued the pathway to Eden’s Recovery by using Christianity,
science, technology, and capitalism in concert. That human dominion
over nature, however, has costs in terms of the depletion of the planet’s
resources.24

The Genesis stories provide two ethical alternatives, dominion and
stewardship—both of which are anthropocentric. They do not explicitly
acknowledge nonanthropocentric ethics, such as ecocentrism in which
humanity is only one of a number of equal parts—an ecocentric ethic;
nor is biocentrism a possibility, in which value is grounded in life itself,
rather than being centered on humanity. But another form of ethics is
the partnership ethic I propose that posits nature and humanity as equal,
interacting, mutually responsive partners (see chapter 11). This ethic
combines human actions and nature’s actions in a dynamic relationship
with each other. Here nature is not created specifically for human use,
nor are women and animals seen as helpmates for “man.” Rather,
human life and biotic life exist in mutual support, reciprocity, and
partnership with each other. Gardens could exemplfy places in which
the practice of gardening is a caretaking of the soil and the life it
generates.25

ENVIRONMENTALIST AND FEMINIST
NARRATIVES

An alternative to the mainstream story of Fall and Recovery is told by
many environmentalists and feminists. This second narrative begins in a
StoneAge Garden of Eden and depicts a gradual, rather than
precipitous, loss of a pristine condition. It uses archeological,
anthropological, and ecological data, along with myth and art, to re-create
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a story of decline. Both environmental and feminist accounts idealize an
Edenic prehistory in which both sexes lived in harmony with each other
and nature, but they are nevertheless compelling in their critique of
environmental disruption and the subjugation of both women and
nature. When viewed critically, both can contribute to a new narrative
of sustainable partnership between humanity and nature.

One version of the environmental narrative is exemplified by the
work of philosopher Max Oelschlaeger. Paleolithic people, he notes, did
not distinguish between nature and culture, but saw themselves “as one
with plants and animals, rivers and forests, as part of a larger,
encompassing whole….” In that deep past, people in gathering/hunting
bands lived sustainably and “comfortably in the wilderness,” albeit
within cycles of want and plenty. Contained within the sacred oneness of
the Magna Mater (the Great Mother), hunters followed rituals that
respected animals and obeyed rules for preparing food and disposing of
remains. Cave paintings, for example, reveal human-animal hybrids that
suggest identity with the Magna Mater, while the cave itself is her
womb. Although myth rather than science explained life, Stone-Age
peoples, argues Oelschlaeger, were just as intelligent as their “modern”
counterparts.26

Oelschlaeger sees humankind’s emergence from the original oneness
with the Magna Mater as the beginning of a wrenching division, just
as birth is a traumatic separation from the human mother. He writes,
“No one knows for certain how long prehistoric people existed in an
Edenlike condition of hunting-gathering, but 200,000 years or more is
not an unreasonable estimate for the hegemony of the Great Hunt. Even
while humankind lived the archaic life, clinging conceptually to the
bosom of the Magna Mater, the course of cultural events contained the
seeds of an agricultural revolution, since prehistoric peoples were
practicing rudimentary farming and animal husbandry.”27

Oelschlaeger’s narrative is one of gradual decline from the Paleolithic
era rather than a precipitous fall as depicted in the Genesis 3 story. Near
the end of the last ice age, around 10000 B.C.E., changes in climate
disrupted Paleolithic ecological relations. Animals and grains were
gradually domesticated for herding and cultivation, heralding a change
to pastoral and horticultural ways of life, particularly in the Near East.
Once humans became agriculturists, Oelschlaeger observes, “the almost
paradisiacal character of prehistory was irretrievably lost.” Differences
between humans and animals, male and female, people and nature
became more distinct.28 Humanity lost the intimacy it once had with the
Magna Mater: “Western culture was now alienated from the Great
Mother of the Paleolithic Mind.”29
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The first environmental problems stemming from large-scale
agriculture occurred in Mesopotamia. Canals stretched from the Tigris
to the Euphrates, bringing fertility to thousands of square miles of
cropland; but as these irrigation waters evaporated, salts accumulated in
the soils and reduced productivity. Oelschlager suggests that agriculture
marks a decline from an Edenic past: “If the thesis that agriculture
underlies humankind’s turn upon the environment, even if out of
climatological exigency, is cogent, then the ancient Mediterranean
theater is where the ‘fall from Paradise’ was staged…”30

In the Near East, the great town-based cultures emerged around 4000
B.C.E. By about 1000 B.C.E., the ancient tribes of Yahweh had become
a single kingdom, ruled by David, that practiced rain-based agriculture.
The God Yahweh above the earth represents a rupture with the Magna
Mater of the Paleolithic era and a legitimization of the settled
agriculture and pastoralism of the Neolithic era. The Hebrews rebelled
against sacred animals as idols and placed Yahweh as the one god
above and outside of nature. Time was no longer viewed as a cyclical
return, but as a linear history with singular determinative events. As the
“chosen people,” Hebrew agriculturists and pastoralists became part of
a broad-based transition from gathering/hunting to farming/herding.31

Ecologically, the fall from Eden, told in Genesis 2, may reflect the
differences between gathering/hunting and farming/herding initiated
thousands of years earlier. In the Garden of Eden’s age of gathering,
Adam and Eve pick the fruits of the trees without having to labor in the
earth. The transition from foraging and hunting to settled agriculture
took place some 9,000 to 10,000 years ago (7000–8000 B.C.E.) with the
domestication of wheat and barley in the oak forests and steppes of the
Near East. Around 5,000 years ago (3200–3100 B.C.E.), fruits such as
the olive, grape, date, pomegranate, and fig were domesticated. By 600
B.C.E., when the biblical stories were codified, fruit trees were
cultivated throughout the Near East. The Genesis 2 story may reflect the
state of farming at the time and the labor required for tilling fields as
opposed to tending and harvesting fruit trees.32

The tilling, planting, harvesting, and storing of wheat and barley
represents a form of settled agriculture in which the earth was managed
for grain production. “By the time the Genesis stories were composed,”
writes Oelschlaeger, “man had already embarked on the task of
transforming nature. In the Genesis stories [he] justifies his actions.”33

In Genesis 1, the anthropocentric God of the Hebrews commands that
the earth be subdued. This represents a rupture with the nature gods of
the past that occurred during the transition from polytheism to
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monotheism and was codified during the years of Israelite exile in
Babylon between 587 and 538 B.C.E.

During the Iron Age (1200–1000 B.C.E.), the cultures of Israel and
Canaan had overlapped. Canaanite mythology included a pantheon of
deities: the patriarch El; his consort and mother-goddess, Asherah; the
storm-god Baal, and his sister/consort Anat. Although the worship of
Yahweh predominated, Israelites also worshipped El, Baal, and
Asherah. During the period of the monarchy (ca. 1000–587 B.C.E.), the
figure of Yahweh assimilated characteristics of the other deities, and
Israel then rejected Baal and Asherah as part of its religion. “By the end
of the monarchy,” states Mark S.Smith, “much of the spectrum of
religious practice had largely disappeared; monolatrous Yahwism was
the norm in Israel, setting the stage for the emergence of Israelite
monotheism.”34

Monotheism represented an irrevocable break with the natural world.
Henri and H.A.Frankfort note that the emergence of monotheism
represents the highest level of abstraction and constitutes the
“emancipation of thought from myth.” They write, “The dominant tenet
of Hebrew thought is the absolute transcendence of God. Yahweh is not
in nature…. The God of the Hebrews is pure being, unqualified,
ineffable…. Hence all concrete phenomena are devaluated.” Although
God had human characteristics, he was not human; although God had
characteristics assimilated from other deities, he was the One God, not
one among many gods.35

From an ecological perspective, the separation of God from nature
constitutes a rupture with nature. God is not nature or of nature. God is
unchanging, nature is changing and inconstant. The human relationship
to nature was not one of I to thou, not one of subject to subject, nor of a
human being to a nature alive with gods and spirits. The intellectual
construction of a transcendent God is yet another point in a narrative of
decline. The separation of God from nature legitimates humanity’s
separation from nature and sets up the possibility of human domination
and control over nature. In the agricultural communities of the Old
Testament, humanity is the link between the soil and God. Humans are
of the soil, but separate from and above the soil: they till the land with
plows and reap the harvest with scythes; they clear the forests and
pollute the rivers; their goats and sheep devour the hillsides and erode
the soil. Over time, the natural landscape is irrevocably transformed. At
the same time, however, nature is an unpredictible actor in the story.
Noah’s flood, plagues of locusts, earthquakes, droughts, and devastating
diseases inject uncertainties into the outcome. Efforts to control nature
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come up against chaotic events that upset the linearity of the storyline
and create temporary or permanent setbacks.36

The environmentalist narrative of decline initiated by the transition to
agriculture continues to the present. Tools and technologies allow
people to spread over the entire globe and to subdue the earth. The
colonizers denude the earth for ores and build cities and highways
across the land. Despite this destruction, however, environmentalists
hope for a Recovery that reverses the decline by means of planetary
restoration. The environmental Recovery begins with the conservation
and preservation movements of the nineteenth century and continues
with the environmental movement of the late twentieth century

FEMINIST NARRATIVES

Many feminists likewise see history as a downward spiral from a
utopian past in which women were held in equal or even higher esteem
than men. This storyline was developed in the nineteenth century by
Marxist philosopher Friedrich Engels, who saw the “worldwide defeat of
the female sex” at the dawn of written history, and by anthropologists
such as Johann Bachofen, August Bebel, and Robert Briffault. It was
elaborated in a series of compelling studies by twentieth-century
feminists such as Jane Harrison, Helen Diner, Esther Harding, Elizabeth
Gould Davis, Merlin Stone, Adrienne Rich, Françoise d’Eaubonne,
Marija Gimbutas, Pamela Berger, Gerda Lerner, Monica Sjöö, Barbara
Mor, Riane Eisler, Elinor Gadon, Rosemary Radford Ruether, and a host
of other feminists and ecofeminists. Like the environmental story, the
feminist story captures the imagination by its symbolic force and its
dramatic loss of female power. But like the environmental narrative, it
must be critically evaluated for its overly utopian past from which
women “fell” and its polarization of the sexes into positive female
valences and negative male valences.37

In broad outlines the story of the decline of women, goddesses, and
female symbolism woven by feminist writers is as follows. Elizabeth
Gould Davis in The First Sex, sets out the storyline:

When recorded history begins we behold the finale of the long
pageant of prehistory…. On the stage, firmly entrenched on her
ancient throne, appears woman, the heroine of the play. About
her, her industrious subjects perform their age-old roles. Peace,
Justice, Progress, Equality play their parts with a practiced
perfection…. Off in the wings, however, we hear a faint rumbling
— the…jealous complaints of the new men who are no longer
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satisfied with their secondary role in society…. [T]he rebellious
males burst onstage, overturn the queen’s throne, and take her
captive…. The queen’s subjects—Democracy, Peace, Justice, and
the rest—flee the scene in disarray. And man, for the first time in
history, stands triumphant, dominating the stage as the curtain
falls.38

This story of decline from a past dominated by female cultural symbols
and powerful female deities into one of female subordination is
presented by many feminist writers. The plot is a downward trajectory
throughout prehistory and written history in which female power is lost
or obscured. Recovery, however, can occur with emancipation, social
and economic equality, and the return of powerful cultural icons that
validate women’s power and promise. Merlin Stone conveys the
argument when she writes that in the Neolithic era (ca. 7000 B.C.E.)
people worshipped a female creator, a great goddess who was
overthrown with the advent of newer religions. The loss of paradise, she
holds, is the loss of a female deity. The beginnings of this narrative
occur in the ancient Near East with the overthrow of goddess
worshipping horticulturalists by warriors on horseback.39

Horticulturists who lived during the period from 7000 to 3500 B.C.E.
in Old Europe—the area of present-day Greece and the former
Yugoslavia—were, according to archeologist Marija Gimbutas,
apparently peaceful groups who did not develop destructive weapons.
Men and women were buried side by side, indicating equal status. Their
lives revolved around fertility rituals based on the female principle.
Birth, death, and regeneration were reflected in statues of female deities
with large buttocks, pregnant bellies, and cylindrical necks. The
concepts of male and female, animal and human, were fused. Nature was
venerated, Artifacts show large eggs with snakes wound around them
that symbolized the cosmos, while fish, water birds, butterflies, and
bees captured the vibrancy of the natural world. Gimbutas’s
interpretation of grave sites as representing equality and her conjectures
about the symbolic meanings of markers on vases and statues have been
questioned, but her work is nonetheless compelling in part because the
storyline she imposes on the past is one of great power especially for
women.

Between 4400 and 2800 B.C.E., Gimbutas argues, the apparent
oneness with nature and equality between genders was ruptured. She
identifies three major waves of horse-mounted Kurgan invaders that
conquered Old Europe and introduced hierarchical social relations and
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sun-god worship. Excavated graves from this period reveal male chiefs.
They were buried with servants at their feet, and their graves contained
weapons of human destruction and material possessions to indicate their
high status. Sky gods rather than earth deities appear on pottery,
suggesting a new worship of the heavens above rather than animate
spirits within nature. This interpretation has likewise undergone scrutiny
because it attributes all disruption to external forces and seems to give
far less credence to internal social changes and adaptations to external
events.40

The feminist narrative continues with the overthrow of goddesses in
ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt and their replacement by male
principles. Throughout the Mediterranean world, as a more settled way
of life began, shifting settlements became towns, and civilizations with
recorded histories arose. These cultures were rooted in the cyclical
return of rains. Sumeria (Mesopotamia) blossomed in the fertile
crescent between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Sumerian gods were
identified with nature: sky (An), earth (Ki), air (Enlil), and water
(Enki). Domesticated animals, such as the bull and cow, symbolized
fertility.41

A array of powerful female deities existed who were overthrown and
replaced by male deities. In Mesopotamia, the Sumerian goddess Ishtar
(Inanna) was portrayed with her much smaller son-lover, Tammuz. She
renewed life each spring when she descended to the underworld to
bring Tammuz back from the dead. Over time, however, Ishtar faded in
importance to Tammuz. Another female deity was the life-giving Tiamat,
who symbolized the earth. She was slain by her great great grandson,
Marduk, who went on to create the heavens and the earth, heralding the
rise of patriarchal society. Similarly, the male hero Gilgamesh (second
millennium B.C.E.), who slew the forest god Humbaba, symbolized
agriculture’s encroachment on the ancient forests.42

In Egypt, Isis represented the maternal principle. She produced
vegetation when impregnated by Osiris, her brother-husband. Every
spring her tears overflowed to flood the Nile, which made the soil
fertile. In one hand she carried a sistrum, or rattle, to awaken the powers
of nature. In the other she held a bucket of Nile water, and her gown
was decorated with stars and flowers to symbolize nature.43 Osiris was
the god of the people and bestowed gifts on humankind. He was killed
by his brother Seth and restored to life by Isis, his sister-wife. Osiris,
however, was a deity who descended from Atum-Re, the Sun God, and
was associated with the Egyptian Sun Kings, or pharaohs, who
embodied male power and virility.44
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Feminists argue that a similar transition in the worship of goddesses
to that of gods and a decline in the relative importance of female to
male principles also occurred in ancient Greece. The Mycenaeans, who

Fig. 2.5. Stone-age female figure with large buttocks and breasts, interpreted by
some archeologists and feminists as representing the fertility of the earth and
women. Neolithic Figure, Tel Chagar Bazar, Mesopotamia. Copyright the
British Museum, London
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worshipped the goddess on the island of Crete at the Palace of Knossos
about 1400 B.C.E., founded cities on mainland Greece, bringing with
them worship of the mother goddess, which thrived from 1450 to 1100
B.C.E. Artemis, goddess of the hunt, was worshipped, as were the
fertility goddesses Demeter and Persephone. The Achaean invasions of
the thirteenth century B.C.E. began to weaken matrilineal traditions and
by the close of the second millennium B.C.E., with the advent of the
Dorians, patrilineal succession became established. The goddess Athene
was reconfigured as a motherless female, free of maternal desire and
labor pains, springing from the head of the male god Zeus. Here the
male gives birth to the female, reversing the natural birth process. While
the common people continued to worship Artemis, Demeter and
Persephone, the ruling elite set up Olympian Gods, such as Zeus and
Apollo as a patriarchal, rational idealized pantheon.45

The feminist narrative also reverses the biblical story. It begins with
powerful female creative principles. It was the goddess Anat (Eve),
mother of all the living, who created Yahweh. And, following the
tradition in which  goddesses gave birth to sons who then became their
spouses, Eve created Adam, who then became her consort. Moreover, in
the feminist story, Adam was born of Eve’s rib, not vice versa. The very
idea that Adam should give birth to Eve (as Zeus similarly gave birth to
Athena) reverses the biological process in which women give birth to
men. Notes Elizabeth Gould Davis, “[T]he whole intention of the
distortion manifested in the Hebrew tale of Adam and Eve is twofold:
first, to deny the tradition of a female creator; and second, to deny the
original supremacy of the female sex.”46

The feminist narrative likewise reveals important relationships
between Eve and nature. Eve’s mythological connections to the mother
goddesses Tiamat, Inanna, Ishtar, Isis, and Demeter are reinforced by
her associations with the garden, the serpent, and the tree, all of which
were both nature and of nature. First, the Garden of Eden itself is
nature. It was originally created by the mother goddess, and its loss
represents the loss of intimacy between woman and nature. Second, the
serpent, associated as divine counsel with the mother goddesses and
female deities of Mesopotamia (Tiamat, Ishtar); Egypt (Hathor, Maat);
Crete (the priestesses of Knossos); and Greece (Athena, Hera, Gaia)
was the intimate link between Eve and a nature with which she
communicated through speech. Third, the tree symbolized the fertility
of nature and Eve’s initial ingestion of its fruit initiated sexual
consciousness. In the biblical expulsion story, Eve, the serpent, nature,
and the body are all relegated, after the Fall, to the lowest levels of
being. Merlin Stone sums up the consequences of these ancient
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Fig. 2.6. The Egyptian female deity, Isis, symbolized the fertility of nature as
the Nile annually overflowed to produce crops. She rattles her sistrum to
awaken the powers of nature and with her pail pours water onto the land. Isis, in
Athanasius Kircher, Oedipus Aegypticus (1652). Courtesy of the Bancroft
Library, University of California, Berkeley
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associations between Eve and Nature: “[A] woman, listening to the
advice of the serpent, eating the forbidden fruit, suggesting that men try
it too and join her in sexual consciousness…caused the downfall and
misery of all humankind.”47

While many feminists have found evidence for a transition from
matriarchy to patriarchy, other writers such as Riane Eisler see
humanity as taking a five-thousand-year detour from a partnership
society in prehistory to a dominator society that has existed throughout
most of recorded history. She argues that today we have the possibility
of reestablishing a partnership society in which men and women are
linked as equals rather than ranked as dominant and submissive.
Although feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether does not
employ the term partnership, in Gaia and God she calls for a healing
process that will reconfigure the positive features of Western culture
and Christianity. She advocates a reordering of social relations that will
promote justice in relationships between women and men and among
races, classes, and nations. And in “Gender and the Problem of
Prehistory,” Ruether suggests that “the only way we can, as human,
integrate ourselves into a life-sustaining relationship to nature, is for
both of us, males as much as females, to see ourselves as equally rooted
in the cycles of life and death, and equally responsible for creating ways
of living sustainably together in that relationship.”48

COMPARING THE NARRATIVES

The mainstream, environmentalist, and feminist Recovery Narratives all
have strengths and weaknesses. The mainstream story of the Recovery
of Eden through modern science, technology, and capitalism is perhaps
the most powerful narrative in Western culture. It has been absorbed
consciously and unconsciously by millions of people over several
centuries. This story writ large is one in which people participate as
actors and which they incorporate into their daily lives. As a narrative it
is both inspiring and realizable, providing a positive earthly goal and a
promise of ultimate salvation. A vast treasury of first-rate scholarship
exists on the origins and transmission of the Christian and modern
stories and their impacts and implications for history and society.

Yet however comprehensive and positive as a narrative, the main-
stream Recovery story is also an ideology of domination over nature
and other people. In the following chapters, I will argue that, among
other things, this narrative provides a justification for the takeover of
New World lands and peoples and the management and transformation
of forests, fields, and deserts. The Christian narrative is based on the
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belief and assumption that a monotheistic deity exists who has ordained
a mode of behavior for humanity and designated roles for men and
women. Such beliefs are based on acts of faith rather than credible
evidence. Whatever positive ethics of care and stewardship arise from
such beliefs, there exists an equal catalogue of war and violence against
humanity and atrocities against the earth in the name of that deity. The
deity can take on any attributes any group wishes to assign to it, and
becomes a rationale for any actions a particular group wishes to take.
As such, God (however defined and by whatever religion or sect) can be
seen as a social construct that becomes a justification and an ideology
for human behavior. The sacred texts that reveal such a deity can be
viewed as humanly constructed stories arising out of specific social,
historical, and environmental circumstances. 

The environmentalist and feminist narratives likewise have strengths
and weaknesses. They use climatological, archeological,
anthropological, historical, and mythological evidence to support the
storylines. The stories can be criticized, revised, or rejected on the basis
of how they use, accept, and organize their evidence. To the extent that
they deal with prehistory, their validity depends on how they interpret
archeological, anthropological, and mythological evidence and the
generalizability of that evidence.

Deciding how an early society behaved toward nature from
surviving, nondecomposable artifacts is enormously difficult. Whether a
Magna Mater or a variety of nature spirits or goddesses existed in
prehistory is built on conjecture and extrapolation from later historical
documents and anthropological observations. Whether mythologies
recorded later in time actually reflect social realities or influence human
behavior is problematical. Moreover, of the many statues and images
that have survived, some are female, others are male, and still others are
male/female or simply anthropomorphic. Some female images are
buxom or pregnant with broad buttocks oriented toward the earth, while
others are slender with outstretched arms reaching toward the sky,
casting doubt on the universality of female fertility symbols. Other
problems arise from the causes of transformation from a presumed
egalitarian or matriarchal to a patriarchal society. External migrations
such as warriors on horseback who infused sky gods into earth-centered
egalitarian cultures or invasions of dominant outsiders places too much
weight on external as opposed to internal processes, adaptations, and
mutual influences. Such critiques undercut the power of the overarching
storyline of the environmental and feminist narratives.

Additional problems exist with respect to the very concept of narrative
itself. A narrative, whether Christian, environmentalist, or feminist, is
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an ideal form into which particular bits of content are poured. The form
is the organizing principle; the content is the matter. Like Plato’s pure
forms that explain the changing world of appearances, a narrative is a
variant of idealism. What is real is the idea itself. In this sense, a
Recovery Narrative is an idealist philosophy. To the extent to which
people believe in or absorb the story, it organizes their behavior and
hence their perception of the material world. The narrative thus entails
an ethic and the ethic gives permission to act in a particular way toward
nature and other people.

Narratives however are not deterministic. Their plots and ethical
implications can be embraced or challenged. Naming the narrative gives
people the power to change it, to move outside it, and to reconstruct
it. People as material actors living in a real world can organize that
world and their behaviors to bring about change and to break out of the
confines a particular storyline.

My own view is that out of the global ecological crisis a new story or
set of stories will emerge, but the new stories will arise out of new
forms of production and reproduction as sustainable partnerships with
nature are tested and become viable. Revisions of older spiritual
traditions may help to create a new story, but spirituality alone cannot
bring about a transformation. Nevertheless, probing the meanings of
narrative, gender, and ethics embedded in the Bible and other historical
narratives is critical for the planet’s future. In chapter 11, 1 propose a
partnership ethic that may help to guide decision making and the
construction of sustainable livelihoods in the twenty-first century. 
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THREE
Recovering the Garden

COLUMBUS,
ADMIRAL OF THE OCEAN SEA,
CATALOGING, CONTROLLING, LEADING ME
OUT OF THE SHADOW OF THAT NETHERWORLD,
WHERE ALL LIES SILENT AND UNHEARD.

—Carolyn Merchant, 1998

The dreams of the Greeks, Romans, and early Christians were motivated
by their longing for a better world beyond the shadows of their everyday
lives. In between Old World biblical accounts of a lost Eden and
Christopher Columbus’s voyages to find Eden in the New World,
Western history is filled with Greek and Roman images of a golden age
and Christian visions of salvation. By 1300, Dante Alighieri’s Divine
Comedy had deftly entwined these two narratives. In this classic
allegory, Virgil guides Dante out of a forested wilderness, through the
Fall into the Inferno, and then upward to the earthly Eden of purgatory
whence he enters the heavenly Eden of salvation.

In this chapter, I argue that these ancient and medieval narratives are
integral steps toward the mainstream Recovery Narrative of reinventing
the entire earth as Eden. By the seventeenth century, the medieval
escape from Earth to a heavenly Eden would become the secular
creation of an earthly Eden. The Greek and medieval stories are thus
vital components that merge into Western civilization’s transformation
of nature into culture, darkness into light, and chaos into order. My own
view is that while these progressive developments are positive for
Western middle- and upper-class society, they are achieved at the cost of
the earth’s cultural and biotic diversity. The divergent stories of human
progress and environmental decline do not lead to the possibility of
partnership between humanity and nature, yet elements of the two
stories suggest that a sustainable synthesis might be found in the future.



THE MEDITERRANEAN ENVIRONMENT

Integral to the mainstream Recovery Narrative is the development of
domesticated animals and crops, along with literacy, art, and philosophy
that culminated in the Mediterranean world. Classical Greece, during
the period 600–200 B.C.E., was situated within mountainous, forested
uplands with rocky, but fertile soils. An agricultural system that
included cattle, sheep, pigs, and goats provided meat, leather, and dairy
products; horses and donkeys supplied transportion and hauling; barley
and wheat produced bread. Additionally there were now grapes, olives,
and fig trees for fruits; chickens and geese for eggs; and bees for honey

Greek and Roman civilizations were the beneficiaries of livestock
and crop domestication that had occurred centuries earlier. Jared
Diamond has argued that the “major five” Eurasian domesticated
animals (the sheep, goat, cow, pig, and horse) gave the ancient world as
well as modern Europeans a biological advantage as they expanded
around the globe. The sheep and goat were domesticated around 8000
B.C.E., the cow, which is part of the larger group of cattle, including
oxen, about 6000 B.C.E. in Asia, India, and north Africa. The pig was
domesticated in China and south-west Asia around 8000 B.C.E. and the
horse in the Ukraine around 4000 B.C.E. Diamond further argues that
the grain crops that made settled agriculture possible were domesticated
in the Fertile Crescent around 8000 B.C.E. These included the
broadcast cereal crops: two types of wheat, Emmer and Einkorn (the
first with two grains in each spikelet, the second with one) and barley;
the pulses—lentils, peas, and chickpeas—and flax that yielded fibers for
clothing. Additionally, nuts and fruits, in particular olives, figs, dates,
and grapes appeared in the Fertile Crescent around 4000 B.C.E. Finally,
fruits, such as apples, pears, plums, and cher ries, were domesticated in
the Fertile Crescent by around 500 B.C.E. (the period of the Garden of
Eden story). Diamond’s conclusion is that the major five domesticated
animals, along with broadcast grains and fruits, provided the
foundations for settled agriculture, which in turn spawned the
development of culture: writing, mathematics, art, music, law,
literature, and especially philosophy.1

GREEK AND ROMAN NARRATIVES

By the fifth century B.C.E., Greek philosophers had established a
dichotomy between a changing natural world and an unchanging
abstract world of ideas, creating the philosophical assumptions behind
the Recovery Narrative’s movement from inconstant fallen nature to the
prediction and management of nature. Heraclitus of Ephesus (540–475
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B.C.E.) boldly asserted that all is change: “You cannot step twice into
the same river, for other waters are ever flowing onward.” By contrast,
Parmenides of Elea (504 B.C.E.) argued that no change is possible
because of the tautology: Being is. Being is one, whole, indivisible,
irreducible, and unchangeable. In short, it is existence itself and can be
divided only by nonexistence. But not being, by definition, does not
exist. These two contradictory philosophies formed the basis of Plato’s
(427–347 B.C.E.) distinction between the ever-changing world of
appearances and the unchanging real world of pure forms, exemplified
by mathematics and ideals such as the good. Plato argued that the
natural world can never lead to truth. Truth is constituted only by the
world of pure forms divorced from nature. The appearances therefore
constitute the unpredictable, natural world, while mathematical ideals
become the basis for the predictable, managed world. Greek
philosophy’s narrative movement from inconstancy to predictability is a
major foundation of the progressive Recovery Narrative.

Western culture merged the Greek and Christian narratives to create a
compelling vision of the Recovery of Eden. The Greek world of
appearances is strikingly similar to the Christian world of fallen nature.
Greek philosophy contributed the intellectual framework for the modern
version of the Recovery Narrative. Parmenidean oneness represents the
unchanging natural law that has lapsed into the appearances of the
Platonic world. This phenomenal world, like the Christian world, is
incomplete, corrupt, and inconstant. The fallen can partake of the
original unity only by recol lecting the pure unchanging forms. By the
time of the Renaissance, Platonism had become sufficiently
Christianized to provide paradigmatic ideals (such as the Garden of
Eden) to convey the meaning of the earthly signs and signatures leading
to the Recovery.

NARRATIVES OF DECLINE

Yet Greek narratives also depicted a slide downward from a prior
golden age. Hesiod (eighth century B.C.E.) told of a time when
immortal men lived “like gods” on Olympus, where all was “of gold,”
and were fed by the spontaneity of the earth’s products. The “grain-
giving soil bore its fruits of its own accord in unstinted plenty, while
they at their leisure harvested their fields in contentment amid
abundance.” In subsequent periods—the Ages of Silver, Bronze,
Heroes, and Iron, the last of which was the present age—the
environment degenerated and people were subjected to unceasing
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agricultural work, trouble, and discord. The Golden Age and its life of
leisure seemed forever lost.2

The degradation of the Greek environment bore out Hesiod’s story.
Domesticated animals covered most of the landscape, overgrazing the
vegetation, devouring new shoots of grass and trees, and cutting the
soils with their sharp hooves. Intensive cultivation on limited fertile
soils promoted erosion and depleted nutrients, offset to some extent by
contour plowing and terracing. Harvesting wood for dwellings, temples,
carts, chariots, ships, furniture, weapons, and fuel wrought havoc on the
higher mountain forests, reducing their extent from approximately one-
half to a current one-tenth of the land cover, and resulting in erosion of
soil and sand. Hunting of large animals and birds, fishing and shellfish
gathering; quarrying of marble; and mining for gold, silver, and iron
depleted biota and nonrenewable ores.3

Plato, in the Critias, described the environmental destruction. In
ancient times—nine thousand years ago—the gods had tended humans
as if they were sheep, guiding them not by force, but as a helmsman
steers a boat. Society comprised artisans, farmers, and warriors and the
land supported the people, as well as a vast army. Attica contained
excellent fruits, pastures for animals, and brought forth an abundance of
produce. Wood was plentiful, the hills and plains contained rich soils,
and rainfall was captured in streams, rivers, and fountains. Trees were
tall and of sufficient diameter to form strong roof timbers. Plato goes on
to observe: “Such was the natural state of the country, which was
cultivated…by true husband-men, who made husbandry their business.
[It] had a soil the best in the world, and abundance of water, and in the
heaven above an excellently attempered climate.” Now, however, the
remnant of land that still existed was “a mere skeleton,” in which
remained only “the bones of a wasted body.” Only traces of timber were
to be found in the mountains, and the woodlands sustained only bees.
Rainfall was no longer absorbed by the soil, but poured down the barren
hills to the sea, eroding the land.4

Roman writiers were likewise sensitive to environmental destruction.
Ovid, in the Metamorphoses (C.E. 7) depicted the changes to nature and
humanity after the decline from an initial golden age. The golden age,
he held, was a time when a bountiful (unplowed) mother earth brought
forth grains, fruits, honey, and nectar. People were happy, peaceful,
“unaggressive, and unanxious.” Spring lasted forever, people gathered
berries on the mountains, and the wind blew gently across native
flowers. But in the subsequent silver, bronze, and iron ages, swindling,
strife, violence, and war became commonplace. People dug into the
earth for gold and mother earth gave birth to monsters in the shape of
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men who were “contemptuous of gods, and murder-hungry and
violent.”5

This Greco-Roman framework of decline from a prior state of
leisure, happiness, and plenty in a bountiful, diverse environment to one
of labor and discord in a degraded environment is similar to the loss of a
life of leisure in the Garden of Eden depicted in the biblical stories.

NARRATIVES OF PROGRESS

The Roman tradition, however, also generated a progressive narrative
based on the cycles of nature and a positive view of human potential.
During the Renaissance, this narrative would become incorporated into
a story of human and natural development set out in stages. Virgil (70–
19 B.C.E.) wrote of a progress from “savagery” to “civilization”
imbedded within a metanarrative of cyclical return. Nature was a
principle of development that derived from the Latin word nascere, “to
be born.” Each developmental stage was inherent in its predecessor—an
actualization of a prior potential. The word nation also derived from
nascere; hence the nation-state was born from the state of nature.6

Virgil’s narrative of the development from nature to nation moves
through four stages that mimic the human life cycle. The first stage
is death and chaos—a world filled with presocial “wild” peoples
(winter). This gives way to stage two: birth and the pastoral, in which
people graze their sheep on pastured lands (spring). The third stage is
symbolized by youth or farming, by plowing and planting gardens
(summer). Stage four is maturity, represented by Rome as the city in the
garden (fall). Virgil believed that these stages continually cycled, so
that stage four was followed by a return to death and chaos. This
contrasts with the Christian myth, where recovery leads to redemption
and a return to the original Garden of Eden. Within each of Virgil’s
stages, however, lies the potential to lapse prematurely into the earlier
chaotic or “savage” state.

The Eclogues, or pastoral poems, characterize Virgil’s idyllic stage
two. Human labor has domesticated animals, transformed forests into
meadows, and dammed springs to form pools for watering livestock. But
Virgil’s shepherd is relatively passive, watching flocks while reclining
in the shade of a tree. This pastoral stage is like the Christian Garden of
Eden—its loss is mourned and its innocence yearned for—but in the
Roman story, the pastoral passes “naturally” to the third, or agricultural,
stage.

Virgil’s Georgics, or agricultural poems, describe a period in which
humans actively labor to cultivate not only the earth but themselves. In
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this stage, the potentials of both society and earth are actualized and
perfected. When farmers till the ground and tend their crops, nature’s
bounty brings forth fruits: “Father Air with fruitful rains” descends on
the “bosom of his smiling bride” to feed her “teeming womb.”
Agriculture is initiated by one of the most important gods, Jove, who
earlier had “endowed that cursed thing the snake with venom and the
wolf with thirst for blood.” “Toil taught men the use and method of the
plough.” Agricultural instruments are forged for the first time,
becoming “weapons hardy rustics need ere they can plow or sow the
crop to come.”7

The Aeneid reveals Virgil’s view of the fourth stage. Here Rome
emerges as a city of culture and civilization within a pastoral and
agricultural landscape. This is urbs ‘in horto—the city in the garden.
The four developmental phases of nature and nation exist both
temporally as stages and spatially as zones. The city actualizes the
progression from a chaotic “wild” periphery, through a pastoral outer
zone and a cultivated inner zone, to a central “civilized” place. Because
nature is viewed as a cyclical development, the decline and fall of Rome
is preordained in the final return to winter and chaos.

Yet a second golden age evolves from this chaos as “the great line
of the ages is born anew.” The “virgin” (justice) returns and a “newborn
boy” appears “at whose coming the iron race shall first cease and a
golden race will spring up in the whole world.” The Roman idea of a
newborn child and the Christian vision of the incarnation of Christ
converge, offering future Europeans and Americans the possibility of a
new birth into an Edenic golden age.8

Like Virgil, the Roman poet Lucretius (98–55 B.C.E.) saw nature as a
movement from savagery to civilization, but unlike Virgil’s optimistic
story of continual rebirth, Lucretius’s story is pessimistic and tragic.
Nevertheless, it too points toward the possibility of a progressive
outcome. In De Rerum Natura (Of the Nature of Things) the early state
of human nature was disorderly, lawless, and chaotic. Before the
discovery of plow agriculture, wild beasts consumed humans and
starvation was rampant. But early civilization, nurtured by the taming of
fire and the cooking of food, foundered on the discovery of gold, as
violent wars were spawned by human greed. Lucretius lamented that
“things down to the vilest lees of brawling mobs succumbed, whilst
each man sought unto himself dominion and supremacy.” But out of
chaos came order and civilization. People out of their own free will
submitted to laws and codes. The creation of civil law imposed order on
disorderly humans.9
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Lucretius’s pessimistic view of nature and human nature presaged
political theorist Thomas Hobbes’s (1588–1679) “state of nature” and
“war of all against all,” out of which would emerge the seventeenth
century social-contract theory of government, a political philosophy
integral to the Recovery Narrative (see chapter 4). In Lucretius’s poem,
humans were competitive and warlike, contesting with each other on the
commons and in the marketplace. The poem ended in death, as plague
and pestilence overcame the city, breaking off on a note of extreme
pessimism and utter terror as piles of dead bodies burned on funeral
pyres and all hope was lost. Similarly, the earth went through cycles of
life and death. At first, the earth “who deserves her name as mother”
brought forth birds, beasts, and humans. “When the earth and air were
younger, more and larger things came into being.” The fields were like
wombs, and the earth’s pores gave forth milk like a mother’s breasts.
But when the earth aged, she became a worn-out woman. Nature died,
returning to the chaos of winter.10

The Greco-Roman view of nature as a cyclical process of movement
from savagery to civilization and back to conflagration and rebirth
would be transformed to one of a linear escape from the earth to a
heavenly Eden in the Middle Ages and to a recovery of Eden on earth
during the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century.

ROMAN AND CHRISTIAN STORIES
CONVERGE

During the final years of the Roman Empire, the Greco-Roman tradition
of confidence in human reason, physical ability, and potential to
transform the Earth was challenged by the Christian view of escape from
the Earth into other-worldly salvation. Greeks and Romans had seen
themselves as godlike men who were remarkably similar to manlike
gods. Christians created a gulf between humanity and God. St.
Augustine (C.E. 354–430) articulated the Christian belief that humans
were sinful, fallible, and helpless. They were continually mortified by
the sins of the flesh, and could seek redemption only in Christ. Their
sole hope for betterment lay in the afterlife.

Between the fall of Rome (C.E. 476) and the Renaissance, Europe
passed through the Dark Ages, feudalism, the Crusades, and the
subsequent revival of classical learning. In the Dark Ages, communities
were isolated from each other by stretches of thick forest, symbolically
filled with darkness, danger, wolves, and witches. These dark forests
constituted the wilderness out of which modern society would craft its
narrative of emergence into enlightenment. The darkness-into-light

RECOVERING THE GARDEN 43



story was consistent with a hierarchical cosmos with the dark interior of
the earth at the bottom and the brilliant light of God’s empyrean sphere
at the top.

Over the five centuries from C.E. 1000 to 1500, forests were cut,
swamps were drained, and pasture lands created. Feudal manors,
including their villages and surrounding farms, and religious cloisters
isolated their inhabitants from the dangers lurking in the darkness.
These enclosed places constituted reclaimed, earthly gardens offering
protective spaces against the wild. They reflected an effort to make the
everyday realities of medieval Europe more secure. In the farmlands of
England, gardens were fenced off from both hunted wild animals and
herded domestic animals. Walls, hedges, and thorn fences surrounded
secure, often circular, spaces. Villagers cooperatively plowed the open
fields where grain was grown, while domestic animals grazed on the
pastures of the commons. Forests, too, held common resources—deer,
rabbits, berries, firewood, and water. Over the centuries, darkness
receded into the light of open fields punctuated by church steeples
reaching toward the heavens. 

DANTE’S FALL AND SALVATION
NARRATIVE

The primary narrative of medieval Christianized Europe was a rejection
of a painful earthly wilderness and a fervid hope for a heavenly paradise
in the afterlife. Although Virgil’s story was a narrative of cyclical return
rather than one of Fall and Salvation, the Roman poet Virgil was
accepted as an early prophet of the new Christian religion. Dante
Alighieri (1265–1321) chose Virgil to be his guide as he transformed
the GrecoRoman cyclical plot into the medieval Fall and Salvation
narrative.

Dante’s Divine Comedy (1300) illustrates the comic, happy outcome
of the search for redemption of both the fallen human soul and the fallen
desecrated earth. The plot begins in a dark wilderness. Dante and Virgil
move down through the levels of limbo and hell to the center of the
earth. Then they progress upward to the earthly paradise on the
mountain of purgatory, where the pagan Virgil leaves Dante and the
Christian Beatrice takes over. Together Dante and Beatrice ascend
through the highest levels of the celestial and Empyrean spheres to the
heavenly paradise. Although Dante encounters the earthly Eden as part
of his pilgrimage, he continues upward on his journey to salvation. The
plot anticipates the redeemed earth, but does not yet embrace the
modern story’s possibility of reinventing the earth as Eden.11
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In the classic comic plot, exemplified by the Divine Comedy, the
tragic elements of decline are converted to the happy outcome of
salvation. “In Christianity’s vision of redemption,” observes literary
scholar Robert Pogue Harrison, “the entire earth and all of its nature
become…a park, or artificial garden.” In the Christian belief system,
nature—including fallen human nature—is redeemed through Adam’s
mastery over the animals, just as Dante’s own wilderness is redeemed
during his epic journey. Through an individual’s own will, the
wilderness or animal within can be rehumanized and saved. Over
historical time, the will of nature can also be tamed, sanctioned by
God’s own law and plan for salvation. “Whether we call it redemption
or mastery,” states Harrison, “this law guarantees the happy ending of
the comedy as a whole.”12

In the process of redeeming the earth, human salvation may also be
found. “The comedy in this case,” writes Harrison, “is ‘salvation
history’ Its law declares that the wildly diversified freedom of nature
shall be overcome and that only the human will shall remain ‘free,’ in
accordance with God’s law.” In the religious vision, nature and human
nature are both integral components of the recovery process:
“According to Christian doctrine, the process of redemption involves
the redemption of the earth as a whole, not merely its transcendence…
Nature too must be drawn into the comedy.”13 The three books of the
Divine Comedy structure the Fall and Salvation narrative.

The Inferno begins with Dante’s own “bewilderment” in the
wilderness of the “dark forest.” Dante is lost, an outlaw from God’s
moral law. “In the middle of our life’s path,” he confesses, “I found
myself in a dark forest, where the straight way was lost.” The forest is
deprived of the light of God, just as Dante’s own soul is deprived of the
light of salvation. The wilderness represents the animality of the fallen
material world. When the landscape changes from forest to desert, it is
still a wilderness, but it now leads to a mountain that reveals the light of
transcendence. But beasts block Dante’s way The forest traps his will,
preventing his ascent through reason to the light above. His guide,
Virgil, then appears. Paradoxically, Virgil first leads him downward
through the circles of Hell into the material center of the world.14

While lost in the forest, Dante describes nature in the wild and bleak
symbols of tragedy. He finds himself in a “dark wood,” a “wood of
wilderness, savage and stubborn,” “a bitter place.” The beasts that
spring across his path are the wild beasts of the forest and jungle—a
leopard, a lion, and a she-wolf. The mountain that he must ascend
seems to be a “barren slope,” a “wasteland,” an “evil place.” Turning
downward under Virgil’s guidance, Dante descends into hell, crossing a
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“desert slope” in a “whirling storm” surrounded by “air of endless black.”
The travelers encounter the souls of the damned, tormented by hornets,
wasps, and “disgusting maggots.” Nature is portrayed as a fallen world
caused by the sin of Adam and Eve. “As in autumn when the leaves
begin to fall, one after the other…so did the evil seed of Adam’s Fall
drop from that shore…”15

When Dante emerges from hell onto the opposite side of the world,
he encounters the mountain of purgatory During his climb up the
mountain, he articulates a new vision of human possibility consistent
with the classical learning represented by Virgil. On completing his
ascent, Dante once again finds himself in a forest. But this time it is the
prelapsarian forest of the earthly paradise—the Garden of Eden. In this
divine forest all savagery has vanished; it is a forest redeemed as a park.
This “heavenly forest” is “thick with living green,” filled with “sweet
air,” the “joyful sounds” of birds, and the “clearest of all waters on our
earth.” It is an “ancient wood,” the “cradle of mankind,” a land “rich in
every species.” Its trees bring forth “fruit that no man has ever plucked
on earth.”16 This vision of the earthly Eden will constitute modernity’s
Recovery Narrative.

In this divine forest, Dante encounters the consequences of Eve’s
original sin. He is indignant: “The righteous zeal made me curse the
pre sumptuousness of Eve: to think that, while all earth and Heaven
obeyed His will, a single woman, newly made, would dare strip off the
veil imposed by Him!” Eve should have been submissive rather than
willful. But if Eve is responsible for the loss of the earthly paradise,
Beatrice represents the possibility of attaining the heavenly one. She
appears here for the first time as Dante’s new guide.

Dante walks with Beatrice “through the high wood, empty now
because of her who listened to the snake.”17 He encounters the “Tree of
the Knowledge of Good and Evil” whose “every branch has been
stripped of leaf and fruit.” On their approach, however, the tree bursts
into bloom as if springtime has just arrived. The blooming tree
symbolizes the possibility of a redeemed earth. Dante falls asleep and
awakens to see apples on the tree, symbolizing Christ and the promise
of resurrection. He feels himself to be “a tree renewed, in bloom with
newborn foliage, immaculate, eager to rise, now ready for the stars.” Yet
even this renewed promise does not tempt him to linger in this earthly
Eden. He continues the upward journey toward the heavenly Eden and
the possibility of salvation above the earth.18

With Beatrice guiding him, Dante ascends through the celestial
spheres toward the heavenly paradise. This heavenly territory is
portrayed in happy, comic symbols. A stream flows “between two
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banks painted by spring in miracles of color.” Sparks of dew reflecting
off fragrant flowers look “like rubies set in rings of gold.”The

Fig. 3.1. Dante’s concept of the cosmos was earth-centered, with Hell on the
opposite side of the earth, Purgatory above the earth, and Paradise in the realm
of the Empyrean, beyond the spheres of the planets and fixed stars. “Dante’s
Conception of the Universe,” reproduced from F.J.C.Hearnshaw, Medieval
Contributions to Modern Civilisation (New York Henry Holt, 1922)
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Empyrean heaven is a “hillside rich in grass and flowers,” and the souls
of the redeemed are reflected in a serene lake. The petals of an eternal
rose open perfectly before him. Here “God rules directly without
agents” and the “laws of Nature in no way apply.” The wilderness of the
Inferno has given way to the garden park of purgatory, which in turn
has been replaced by the rose of paradise. Darkness has been
transcended, material nature vanquished, and wilderness mastered by
law. God’s law, says Harrison, is the “will of civilization to overcome
nature and achieve unconditional human mastery over the earth.”19

When he reaches the heavenly paradise, Dante first focuses on the
Virgin Mary so he can gain the strength to see “the lovely garden
flowering in the radiance of Christ.” Sitting at Mary’s left is Adam, “that
father, the one through whose presumptuous appetite mankind still
tastes the bitterness of shame.” Saint Peter sits on her right. Adam
represents belief in the Christ to come, while Saint Peter symbolizes the
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Christ already come. Adam, who paid the penalty for his sin for over
five thousand years, has been redeemed and is now in heaven.20

Eve, however, is nowhere to be found. She is absent from the
comedy, berated for her sin, and only acknowledged as the mother of all
mankind. It is another woman, Beatrice, who with Christ guides Dante
toward resurrection. Beatrice is an intellectual pilot who answers his
fumbling questions with clear logic and sets up scientific experiments
with mirrors and light rays to demonstrate her points. She prefigures
scientia— Enlightenment science as the road to the recovery of
paradise.21

EVE AS THE FALL, MARY AS THE
RECOVERY

Eve is blamed even more forcefully for the loss of paradise in
subsequent versions of the Fall and Salvation narrative. The late

Fig. 3.2. After the Fall from Eden, labor was divided between the sexes. Here
Adam labors in the earth with his spade, while Eve rocks her child’s cradle and
spins. Ludolphus of Saxony (d. 1378). Speculum humanae salvationis (early
15th century). Courtesy of Corpus Christi College, Oxford University
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fourteenth-century writer Ludolphus of Saxony’s (d. 1378) The Mirror
of Man’s Salvation  (Speculum humanae salvationis), and artist Lucas
Cranach’s “Adam and Eve” (1526) made Eve responsible for the loss of
Eden. Ludolphus’s version begins with Lucifer’s “fall” from God’s
grace. Lucifer descends from heaven into hell, and then returns as a
serpent to tempt Eve. He selects the woman for his victim, believing her
to be less wise and wary than the man. Eve was created not from
Adam’s foot to be despised, nor from his head to override him, but from
his side to be his helpmate. But Eve violated her mandate causing the
Fall from paradise.

Had she remained sweet and meek, Ludolphus asserted, paradise
would never have been lost. In responding to Lucifer’s temptation, Eve
attempted to be like God. Adam, on the other hand, ate the fruit only
out of love for Eve: “The woman therefore sinned more than the man
because she thought herself capable of being made like God.”22

Ludolphus warned his readers to be wary of wicked women and to
admire the nobility of Adam. Eve’s boldness had caused her husband’s
fall along with her own. If God’s commandment had been kept, neither
death, illness, adversity, nor natural disaster (in the form of fire, floods,
or wild beasts) would ever have been cast on “man.” A similar message
is conveyed by Lucas Cranach. Here Eve is the bold instigator of the
unfortunate experiment, while Adam is a reluctant participant.

The outcome of the medieval narratives is that through Christianity,
the Fall can be reversed by the hope of Salvation, presaging the
optimism of the modern Recovery Narrative. The Virgin Mary’s womb
becomes a metaphor for the garden into which the Holy Ghost cast his
special blessing, producing Christ as mankind’s savior. The enclosed
garden symbolized the womb of the virgin. Mary was a garden of
sweetness, blossoming with the fullness of life. She offered hope for
recovering heaven.

Dante and Ludolphus play critical roles in setting up the modern
Recovery Narrative. Their stories are compelling, blaming Eve for the
Fall and crediting the possibility of Recovery to Beatrice and Mary. Eve
represents fallen nature, which must be transformed and redeemed,
while Beatrice and Mary symbolize the recovered garden that can be
penetrated through science and faith. But while Eve’s curiosity initiates
the Fall, it also sets up a method of questioning nature that Beatrice’s
enlightened knowledge brings to fruition. While Mary’s womb
symbolizes the enclosed medieval garden, its penetration also sets up
the possibility of the expansive, geometrically designed gardens of the
eighteenth century Enlightenment.23 
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Fig. 3.3. Eve offers Adam an apple from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good
and Evil in the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve, Lucas Cranach, 1526. Courtauld
Institute Gallery, Somerset House, London, used by permission
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THE VIRGIN MARY AS GARDEN

Small enclosed gardens, symbols for the womb of the Virgin, were
cultivated outside churches and monasteries in medieval Europe. Like
the ancient goddesses of Mesopotamia and Egypt who awakened the
fertility of the land, the Virgin Mary was associated with the fertility of
the garden and the harvest of crops. Like the mother goddess Ishtar
holding her son Tammuz on her lap and Isis suckling her son Horus, the
virgin Mary cradles the infant Jesus. Art historian Pamela Berger, in
The Goddess Obscured, traces the transformation of the Greco-Roman
grain protectress Ceres (Demeter) into Mary, mother of the male Christ.
Demeter is shown holding stalks of wheat, with serpents around her arms.
By the eleventh century C.E., the grain protectress is shown nursing a
serpent and cow. In later paintings, she appears with Adam and Eve on
her lap, with the snake now depicted as the serpent of the Garden of
Eden story. In the grain miracle stories of the medieval Christian church,
the grain protectress was transformed into a saint, protecting the harvest
from evil and miraculously causing grain to ripen as she passed. Over
the course of time, Mary replaced Demeter, obscuring the pagan origins
of the grain goddess and replacing her with a Christian symbol.24

The medieval enclosed gardens also symbolized the mysteries of
womanhood, the sexual purity of the Virgin, and the association of
virginity with the Garden of Eden. Christ grew in the womb of the
Virgin Mary, just as the tree of life had grown in the Garden of Eden. A
monk, by symbolically penetrating the womb of the Virgin, gained
access to the mysteries of everlasting life once found in Eden. Sacred
herbs facilitated the path to redemption. Their emblematic qualities
could be ingested visually, psychically, or physically to simulate a
resemblance between the individual soul and God.25

The enclosed garden was infused with sexual imagery. This hortus
conclusus derived from erotic passages in the biblical Song of Solomon:
“A Garden enclosed is my sister, my spouse; a spring shut up, a
fountain sealed.” In Geoffrey Chaucer’s Merchant’s Tale (c. 1386), the
lover, Damyan, fabricates a key to unlock the circular garden and makes
love to a maiden sitting in a fruit-bearing tree. In gaining access to the
garden, the male lover simultaneously penetrates the female womb.

The enclosed garden not only symbolized sexual access to the inner
secrets of nature, it contrasted sharply with the wilderness outside its
walls. The sixteenth century French painting St. Genevieve with her
Flock por trays the consecrated virgin (Patron Saint of Paris) with a
flock of sheep encircled by a protective stone wall set on a hillside with
trees and flowers. The wilderness outside the garden contains the
thorns, thistles, and serpents of the desert as well as the wolves, bears,
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and stags of the dark forest. These wild beasts reveal a fallen nature run
amok, depicting the landscape of the Fall from Eden.26

The enclosed garden of the medieval world exhibits the potential for
the practice of a partnership ethic between people and the earth,
inasmuch as the garden is small and can be tended by a caring gardener
who assists the earth in bringing forth life. The small-scale garden and
the cooperative field system of the medieval period could fulfill both
human needs and nature’s needs for the reproduction of life. But the
symbolic associations of the enclosed garden that posit domesticity
against a negative wilderness and female against male undercut its
potential for a sustainable partnership. The direction of mainstream
culture was away from the small-scale garden and rotated fields and

Fig. 3.4. The medieval enclosed garden, shown here as a circle of stones
protecting St. Genevieve and her flocks, symbolized an Edenic age in which
humans and animals lived in harmony. St. Genevieve Guarding her Flock (Oil
on canvas) by French School, 16th century, Musée de la Ville de Paris, Musée
Carnavalet, Paris, France, archives Charmet/Bridgeman Art Library, used by
permission
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toward the estate garden as display of power and the plantation as large-
scale agriculture.

During the seventeenth century, Francis Bacon would combine the
idea of a fallen nature caused by Eve’s disobedience with the idea of
regaining the garden by penetrating the female womb. His Recovery
project proposed wresting from nature “her” secrets in order to recover
the dominion lost in the Fall (see chapter 4). This story, written by
Bacon and the fathers of modern science from the “book of nature,”
presented the possibility of recreating the entire earth as a new Eden. It
was propelled both by a new hope of restoring the perfection of Adam
and by the millenarianism of the late Middle Ages.27

MILLENARIAN OPTIMISM

The redemption of fallen humanity and the fallen earth at the
millennium is described in the biblical Book of Revelation. From this
source, Joachim of Fiore (1135–1202) constructed a dramatic historical
narrative that gave hope of restoring the earth and recovering the
Garden of Eden. History’s narrative structure now moved from the
Creation (where Adam and Eve lived within God’s garden) to the Fall
(which severed man from God) to the Redemption, when humanity
recovered the garden and the tree of life and returned to the original
oneness with God. History had three ages, corresponding to the Father,
the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The Old Testament began with the
Creation and the Fall and covered the period through the Incarnation of
Christ, while the New Testament spanned the Incarnation to the Last
Judgment envisioned in Revelation. Joachim’s narrative thus reversed
the tragedy of the Fall to the comedy of creating a New Earth through
the Second Coming of Christ.28

Millenarian sects anxiously awaited the Second Coming and the
salvation and new life it promised. The year 1000 represented a rupture,
or apocalyptic moment in history. The three nines of 999 and 1999 and
the three zeros of 1000 and 2000 are numbers with cosmic import. The
year 1000 was viewed as “an evening of the world,” and as the year 999
progressed, cultural and artistic work in the monasteries of Europe came
to a halt in anticipation of the millennium.29

The hope of creating the new earth through technology was suggested
by John Scotus Erigena as early as the ninth century. Erigena called for
the mechanical arts to assist humanity in its Recovery of the dominion
lost by Adam in the Fall. Although Adam had full knowledge of the
“useful arts,” he had lost those insights through original sin. Like Plato,
Erigena believed that humans once possessed full knowledge of truths
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that were now obscured in mankind’s fallen state, Study of the arts,
however, could assist humanity in regaining its initial state of perfection.
The mechanical arts were humanity’s link to God, and their pursuit was
a means to redemption. Erigena suggested that recovery of the arts
would restore fallen man to his state of original perfection and oneness
with God.30

Influenced by Erigena, the twelfth-century canon, Hugh of St. Victor,
concurred that developing the crafts in the present fallen world could
contribute to the restoration of original perfection. Michael Scot (ca.
1175–1253) and Vincent de Beauvais (d. 1264) followed Hugh of St.
Victor, proposing that “the primary purpose of the human sciences is to
restore fallen man to his prelapsarian condition.”31

The Franciscan scholar and scientist Roger Bacon (ca. 1210–1292)
brought together Joachim of Fiores narrative—that the end of history
was the advent of a new earth—with the idea that humanity could
restore its likeness to God through the mechanical arts. He advocated
that these arts should be developed to prepare for the final battle against
Satan (the Antichrist), and human knowledge lost in the Fall must be
restored. The restoration story that took shape during the Renaissance
coincided with the development of the mechanical arts—mills, pumps,
gears, bridges, and presses—that processed natures resources into items
useful for the improvement of “man’s estate.” The great technological
breakthroughs of the Renaissance—the printing press, the compass, and
gunpowder— helped to propell the explorations of the New World and
the trade of the emerging nation-states.32

EDEN MAPPED AND EXPLORED

The New World explorations were next steps toward first finding and
then recreating Eden on earth. On his third voyage in 1498, Christopher
Columbus believed he had discovered the Garden of Eden on the main-
land of what is now known as South America. Here, “in the land I call
Gracia, I found quite a mild climate where the land and the trees are as
green and lovely as the orchard of Valencia in April.” He associated the
four rivers he found there with. the four rivers flowing out of Eden. In
a letter he wrote, “Holy scripture testifies that Our Lord made the
earthly paradise and in it placed the tree of life, and from it issues a
fountain that produces the four great rivers of the world, the Ganges, the
Tigris, the Euphrates, and the Nile. I do not find in any of the writings
of the Romans or Greeks anything that establishes the location of this
earthly paradise, nor have I seen it authoritatively placed on any map of
the world. I do not believe that the earthly paradise in is the form of a
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rugged mountain as it has been described. Instead, I believe that it is at
the summit of this pearlike protuberance, to which one can gradually
ascend…here I have found all the signs of this earthly paradise.”33

Other explorers corroborated this Edenic description of the new lands
of the Americas. In 1518 Alonxo da Zuarza called Hispaniola “an
enchanted island where the fountains play, the streams are lined with
gold, and where nature yields her fruits in marvellous abundance.” The
flowers of America reminded Amerigo Vespucci of Eden, while Simão
di Vasconcelos located the earthly paradise in Brazil.34

Others located Eden in the Old World. Sir Walter Raleigh, in his
1614 History of the World, mapped Eden across the Arabian Desert in
Mesopotamia. He depicted paradise and the four rivers flowing from it—

Fig. 3.5. Sir Walter Raleigh depicted the Garden of Eden, with its two trees and
four rivers (the Tigris, Euphrates, Pison, and Gihon) flowing from it, in
Mesopotamia. Sir Walter Raleigh, The History of the World (1614). Courtesy of
the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley
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the Tigris, Euphrates, Gihon, and Pison—beside an image of the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil; Adam and Eve were shown below the
tree. PD.Huet’s De la situation du paradis terrestre (1691) also set the
terrestrial paradise in Mesopotamia near the Persian Gulf. Solomon van
Til concurred. In 1719 he depicted Eden as a forest plantation of
regularly planted trees located in Mesopotamia.35

A new attitude of mastery over nature accompanied the rise of
mercantile capitalism made possible by both New and Old World
explorations. As trade quickened in the northern countries of Europe,
entrepreneurs mined the earth for metals, cut the forests for ships, and
constructed roads, bridges, and mills. Nobles enclosed their fields for
private use, producing grain and wool for local and international
markets. Pasture sizes increased and an agricultural improvement
movement stressed higher yields. Medieval symbols were traded for
modern representations appropriate to the emerging capitalist
economies.

RECREATING THE EARTHLY EDEN

Having discovered the apparent location and remnants of Eden,
scientists took the next step in constructing the modern Recovery
Narrative: they attempted to re-create the Garden of Eden physically.
Seventeenth century botanical gardens and zoos were among the
earliest efforts to reassemble the parts of the garden dispersed
throughout the world after the Fall and the Flood. The scattered parts
were collected and reassembled in one place to re-create the book of
nature. Formal gardens were designed, planned, and superimposed on
the “natural” landscape and meticulously maintained by the modern
gardener. The gardens at Padua (1545), Leyden (1587), Oxford (1621),
and Paris (1626) were laid out in squares with numbered beds and
central fountains. They featured plants collected from the four quarters
of the globe—Asia, Africa, Europe, and America. These ordered gardens
symbolized both an improvement of nature through labor and an
improvement of the human condition.36 

During the seventeenth century, the “gamekeeper cultures” of the
medieval period became the “garden cultures” of the modern world.
According to sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, the premodern rulers or
feudal lords were more like gamekeepers than monarchs. The
gamekeeperlord maintained his territory in a state of self-reproduction
rather than molding and cultivating it in accordance with a preconceived
plan as would a modern gardener. The “wild” plants and animals,
including humans, lived off their own resources in response to time-
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evolved habits. The gamekeeper-ruler acted as a supervisor, or
guardian, of this existing order. The earth continued to produce its own

Fig. 3.6 Salomon van Til envisioned “Terra Eden” as a forest plantation in
Mesopotamia, watered by mountain snows, out of which flowed the four
Biblical rivers. Til, Salomon van. Dissertationes philologico—theologicae.
Lugd. Batav., 1719, Tabula paradisi [map]. General Research Division, The
New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.
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goods, while the game-keeper guarded against “illegal” poaching by
outsiders for the sake of his own subjects.37

The garden cultures of modernity, epitomized by the formal
organization of Louis XIV’s (1643–1715) palace and grounds at
Versailles, represented a new form of social order. As opposed to a
refuge against the wild, the modern garden was an active intervention in
nature that remade the wild into the tame. The nobility’s vast rectangular
gardens displayed the power and wealth of the upper classes over both
nature and the lower orders of society. The ornately walled gardens,
with their carefully tended geometric beds of flowers, elaborate statuary,
and elegant fountains that could be turned on and off to amaze visitors
demonstrated the control of nature and society made possible through
wealth.38

The stately garden of modernity had to be maintained against the
encroachment of the social wilderness just outside its boundaries. In
addition to the weeds, pests, and wild beasts that could undermine the
garden’s inherent order, there were social undesirables. Immigrants,
minorities, misfits, and the dregs of society had to be kept beyond the
garden gates. As opposed to feudal gamekeepers, modern gardeners
required a higher level of self-conscious hubris to organize the land and
society. They remade the entire territory around them in the image of a
new social order. They developed and transmitted new techniques for
ruling and maintaining an emerging political order through the power of
the modern state.39

Yet the formal garden represented only the nascence of a much wider
project to transform the entire earth into a garden. Elites came to believe
that Eden could be re-created not only by assembling its pieces into
gardens and zoos and by laying out geometrical patterns on the estates of
nobles, they embraced the far grander vision that the whole earth could
be reinvented as a second Eden.40

In settling the New World, a new earth could be reconstructed using
the original garden as the paradigmatic ideal. The earth could be
plowed, cultivated, and improved as people mixed their labor with the
soil. Science and technology would be the means of transforming
nature, while labor in the earth would be the means of saving human
souls. Both the cultivated earth and cultivated humans could be
prepared for the final moment of redemption, or parousia, when earth
would merge with heaven to restore the original oneness.

The Recovery of Eden through its reinvention on earth is premised on
the transformation of wilderness into garden. Nature must move from
outlaw to law. This transformation of nature as active force to nature as
law is reflected in the Renaissance distinction between natura naturans
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(nature naturing) and natura naturata (nature natured). As Eustace
Tillyard explains in The Elizabethan World Picture, “This giving a soul
to nature— nature, that is, in the sense of natura naturans, the creative
force, not of natura naturata, the natural creation—was a mildly
unorthodox addition to the [levels of] spiritual or intellectual beings….
[Richard] Hooker, orthodox as usual, is explicit on this matter. [Nature]
cannot be allowed a will of her own…. She is not even an agent… [but]
is the direct and involuntary tool of God himself.”41 Nature’s chaos
must be subdued. 

Fig. 3.7. The formal garden of the early modern world was a display of power
that ordered the land in geometrical patterns, sharply demarcating the civilized
world from the mountainous wilderness beyond. “Chatsworth Garden,”
reproduced from Johannes Kip, Britannia illustrata (London: H.Overton and
J.Hoole, 1709), courtesy William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, University
of California, Los Angeles
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CONCLUSION

Renaissance thinkers believed that both nature and human nature could
be managed by natural law. To do so, the state of nature as an unruly
and unpredictable form of “natural” society needed to become the
predictable, manageable state of civil society.The unpredictability of
nature’s droughts, diseases, and disasters needed to be tamed. During
the seventeenth century, the Genesis narrative of the Fall into
wilderness and the medieval story of the Fall and Salvation would be
converted to the modern Enlightenment story of the Recovery of Eden
on earth. The declensionist narrative depicting a precipitous fall from
Eden to desert, the slide downward from golden age to Iron Age, from
original wisdom to ignorance, was reversed by hope of Recovery Both
nature and human nature were capable of redemption. The way upward
could be found through science, technology, capitalist development, and
a new vision of the modern state. 
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FOUR
From Wilderness to Civilization

WHEN I LOOK BACK, THE GARDEN is A DREAM TO
ME. IT WAS BEAUTIFUL, SURPASSINGLY
BEAUTIFUL, ENCHANTINGLY BEAUTIFUL; AND
NOW IT IS LOST, AND I SHALL NOT SEE IT ANY
MORE…. I HAVE LEARNED A NUMBER OF THINGS,
AND AM EDUCATED NOW, BUT I WASN’T AT FIRST.
I WAS IGNORANT AT FIRST…. IT IS BEST TO PROVE
THINGS BY ACTUAL EXPERIMENT; THEN YOU
KNOW; WHEREAS IF YOU DEPEND ON GUESSING
AND SUPPOSING AND CONJECTURING, YOU WILL
NEVER GET EDUCATED.

—Mark Twain, “Eve’s Diary”

Recovering the lost Eden became Western culture’s major project
during the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century. Reason and
experiment were the keys to reinventing Eden on earth. During this
century-long transformation, the Fall and Salvation narrative of the
Middle Ages was secularized. Rather than an escape from the earth to a
heavenly Eden, the new narrative remade the planet in the image of the
lost Eden. Explorations of the New World, expanding capitalism, and
the rise of science and technology stimulated new visions for the mind
and new possibilities for the land. In this chapter I argue that a secular
Recovery Narrative took shape that offered a new story within which
members of a rising middle-class could live their lives. Upward
mobility, provided by expanding industries in Europe and property
ownership in New World colonies, sparked the hopes of many for a
better worldly life. In the Protestant countries of northern Europe,
human labor was glorified as the means of improving nature. Nature
could be reshaped to reclaim the lost Eden, while New World Edens
could be settled and improved. A new scientific understanding of God



as the laws of a rationally apprehended universe paved the way to the
Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. God’s glory in the world was
celebrated through nature and nature’s laws.

The new secular Recovery Narrative emerged from both a real and
perceived decline of nature. Natural resources were exploited and
depleted in the making of the modern world. Forests were cut, swamps
drained, rivers dammed, common lands enclosed, wildlife decimated,
and biotic diversity depleted. During the same period, elites lamented the
“decay of nature,” as order in both society and the cosmos seemed to be
breaking down. Here I will show how an environmental narrative of
declining resources and the “decay of nature” prepared the way for the
mainstream, secular Recovery Narrative. My own view is that however
beautiful and compelling the Scientific Revolution’s analysis of nature
as a mathematical order may be, its very success also implicates it in the
domination of nature. The very linearity and determinism of its
mathematical analysis, combined with its construction of nature as
passive and manipulable, preclude the possibility of a sustainable
partnership. Nevertheless, the beginnings of environmental conservation
and wilderness appreciation that become elements of a sustainable
partnership begin to emerge by the late seventeenth century.

TRANSFORMING THE EUROPEAN
ENVIRONMENT

During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, populations all over Europe
gradually increased, rising from around thirty six million in 1000 to
about eighty million in 1300, stimulating the reclamation of arable and
pasture lands from surrounding forests and wetlands. In 1000, the
peninsulas and islands of Europe (Italy, Spain, Portugal, Denmark, the
Netherlands, and the British Isles) had been about 5–10 percent forested;
in France, Germany, and Austria a quarter of the land was in forests;
and in central Europe and Scandinavia one to two-thirds of the land was
forested. As towns grew, food surpluses produced in the countryside to
feed townspeople increased pressure on arable lands, stimulating
additional forest clearing. The heavy plow, invented in the sixth century,
and the three-field system of agriculture, introduced in France around
800, spread across Europe during the ensuing centuries. The three-field
system left one-third of the arable land fallow each year, while wheat,
rye, oats, barley, and peas were rotated on the remaining two-thirds.
Nature’s unpredictability in the form of droughts, freezes, cold winters,
storms, and climate variations often meant food shortages and famines.
In many regions, soils became eroded and exhausted of nutrients.
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Pasture and marginal soils were brought into production. By 1300,
forest cover had dramatically declined over much of Europe.1

From the mid-fourteenth to the mid-fifteenth centuries, outbreaks of
bubonic plague—another of nature’s unpredictable actors—decimated
populations. The “Black Death,” so terrible in scope for the human
populace, temporarily restored much of the land’s fecundity. Forests
grew back renewing timber supplies, marshes returned, and soils
recovered fertility. Yet environmental recovery was short-lived as the
European population again increased (from approximately ninety
million in 1600 to around two hundred million in 1800). Population
pressure was coupled with a new phenomenon—mercantile capitalism—
that reshaped European land and life beginning in the sixteenth
century.2

An inexorably expanding market economy, which arose in the city-
states of Renaissance Italy and spread gradually to northern Europe,
intensified medieval tendencies toward capitalism. Stimulated by the
European discovery and exploitation of the Americas, the spreading use
of money facilitated open-ended accumulation. Cities flourished as
centers of trade and handicraft production, giving rise to a new class of
bourgeois entrepreneurs. These new businessmen supplied ambitious
monarchs with the funds and expertise to build strong nation-states, and
their rise undercut the power of the landowning nobility. As commerce
and trade expanded, forests were cut for lumber and charcoal, and
cleared lands were turned into pastures. Between 1650 and 1750, large
tracts of forested lands were cleared for agriculture and industry.
Shipbuilding; tanning; glass, and soap making; and tin, lead, copper,
and iron mining and smelting helped denude the forest cover. Swamps
were drained, mine shafts sunk, and ore extracted from the “bowels of
the earth.” Streams were polluted, fish killed, and fields fouled with
runoff. Everywhere, early capitalist development altered the landscape.
In 1700, European land use comprised 230 million hectares of forests
and woodlands, 190 million hectares of pasture lands, and 67 million
hectares of croplands. By 1850, forests and wood lands had declined to
205 million hectares, while pasture had risen to 150 million hectares and
croplands to 132 million hectares.3

FROM WILDERNESS TO CIVILIZATION

The emerging bourgeoisie adopted a new secular narrative that
legitimated the changes wrought on the earth. Capitalism’s origin story
moves from desert wilderness to cultivated garden. In the new story,
undeveloped nature is transformed into a state of civility, producing a
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reclaimed Garden of Eden.4 The wild is tamed, wilderness subdued. The
Recovery of Eden Narrative is the story into which most Westerners
have been socialized and within which we live our lives today. This
story is one of converting wilderness into ordered civil society—
creating a reinvented Eden— through science, technology, and
capitalism.

In the sixteenth century, the most palpable forms of undeveloped
nature were forests and wastes. Wild places were synonymous with
uncultivated, uninhabited forests, wastes, and deserts. While woodlots
on the edges of towns and fields were known and used, deep forests
were dark and unknown—places in which one might become
bewildered and lost. Wastes were open, unused lands with little
vegetation. “Wilde” and “wylde” pertained to untamed animals living in
a state of nature and to uncultivated, undomesticated plants. “Wild”
persons were viewed as savage, uncivilized, rude, uncultured, licentious,
unruly, and unpredictable.5

The term wilderness derives from teutonic terms dating back to the
eleventh century, such as wildern (wild savage land), wilddeor (wild
deer), and wilddren (wild man). Wilderness was a place in which
travelers might lose their way and wander aimlessly without
destination. Fairy tales and folk tales portrayed forests as evil places in
which a hero or heroine might be abducted and led into temptation.
Satanic rituals and witches gatherings were presumed to occur in evil
haunts in the deep forest. In religious terms, lost in the wilderness
meant a lost soul wandering in the present world, as contrasted with a
future life in heaven.6

But wildrenes and wylderne could also mean a retreat, a place to
worship God in the desert wilderness as described in the Bible. The
wilderness was thus a place in which one could gain insights into the
meaning of its opposite—civility. The inhospitable arid desert of the
Old Testament contrasted sharply with the bountiful, fruitful Garden of
Eden and with the promised land of milk and honey. The expulsion from
the Garden into the wilderness equated the latter with the evil
introduced when Eve submitted to the temptation of the serpent. The
desert represented a land to be subdued and irrigated, a land whose
fertility was tied to the scarcity of rainfall. Indeed, humanity had a
mandate to “make the desert blossom as the rose (Isaiah 35:1).”7

The perception of nature as forested wilderness or desert became
important in the modern era. For Protestants such as John Calvin, John
Locke, the New England Puritans, and the pioneers who settled the
American West, God had authorized human dominion over the earth.
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Therefore forests and deserts ought to be improved by converting them
to productive farms and gardens.8

The idea of “civilized society” contrasts with wilderness and
postdates it. The word civic, which appeared in English literature in the
late fifteenth century, pertained to a group of people living together as a
community within a well-governed social order. To be “civil” was to
act in a polite, courteous, and orderly manner. To become “civilized”
was to be brought out of a state of barbarism, to be instructed in the arts
of living, and to be elevated in the scale of humanity. A civilized person
was enlightened, refined, and polished. The term civilization itself
appeared in the eighteenth century and pertained to a developed or
advanced state of human society.9

THE STATE OF NATURE

At stake in defining “civil society” as an antidote to the Fall from Eden
was the very meaning of nature itself. The “state of nature” was the
polar opposite of “civilization.” Emerging during the Renaissance was a
perception that bestial characteristics and animal-like passions in the
human body and soul must be suppressed in all civilized humans. The
opposites of wildness and animality were civilization and humanity.
During the sixteenth century the lines drawn between animality and
humanity, wilderness and civilization, disorder and order, sharpened.
The wild, chaotic animal-like dances and sexual encounters of witches
with the devil-goat at the witches’ Sabbath revealed to “civilized”
Europeans the weaknesses of women for the unbridled sexual lust of
animal-like copulation and of errant males for the sins of sodomy and
bestiality.10

Tales of wilderness in European and Anglo-Saxon folklore were
dramatized by fifteenth- and sixteenth-century explorations of the New
World. The “savages” of the new lands became symbols of the
wildness and animality that could gain the upper hand in “civilized”
persons. As European elite culture set itself increasingly above nature as
represented by its own medieval past and by New World “savagery,” a
code of manners was adopted that advocated the suppression of
beastlike qualities in humans and the transformation of wildness into
civility.11

Knowing the habits of the “savages” of North America enabled elite
Europeans to characterize themselves as civilized and their own society
as civil. The voyages of discovery and descriptions of America by New
World colonists were used to define the meaning of wild and by
extension the meaning of “civilized.” Persons living in the “state of
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nature” were presumed to be lawless. Wild men, it was argued, had no
laws, religion, property, or manners. In his Natural and Moral History
of the Indies (1604), Joseph de Acosta asserted that the first men to
inhabit the Indies were “savage men and hunters,” who then “bred up”
into “civill and well governed Common-weales.” In 1609, Garcilaso de
la Vega observed that New World natives “lived like wild beasts without
religion, nor government, nor towns, nor houses, without tilling or
sowing the soil, or clothing or covering their flesh Like wild beasts they
ate the herbs of the field and roots of trees and fruits growing wild and
also human flesh.”12

The 1607 settlement of Jamestown in North America engendered
mixed reactions concerning Indians. In 1609, a Virginia colonist found
people who lived “like herds of deer in the forest.” Indians were seen as
being as “wilde” as “wilde beasts.” While some accounts portrayed
Indians as happy in the state of nature, “courteous, gentle of
disposition” and “civil and merry,” the Virginia Massacre of 1622 that
killed many of the Jamestown colonists, reinforced European fears of
Indians as wild, brutish, and savage.13 Indians, like nature, could be
chaotic and unpredictable. Contributing to the perception of nature as an
unruly and lawless place therefore were human experiences of the deep
forest, biblical accounts of the desert as wilderness, the witch trials of
the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, and perceptions of New
World peoples as wild and savage. Such factors pointed to the need to
restore order to society and nature.

THE DECAY OF NATURE

The idea of nature as a lawless place was reinforced by the apparent
decay in the cosmos itself. By the late sixteenth century, the medieval
worldview of a hierarchically ordered, immutable cosmos was breaking
down. The hierarchy of the heavens, that moved upward from the earth
to the moon, through the seven spheres of planets, to the fixed stars and
empyrean heaven, was challenged by the work of Copernicus (1473–
1543). His 1543 book On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres
placed the sun in the center of the cosmos and removed the earth to the
third sphere. Tycho Brahe’s (1546–1601) observations of a new star in
the heavens in 1572 and of comets blazing across the sphere of the fixed
stars introduced the idea of corruptibility and decay in the cosmos. In
1609, Johannes Kepler’s (1571–1630) New Astronomy demonstrated
that the planets moved in elliptical orbits, challenging the notion of
perfectly circular paths. Galileo Galilei’s (1564–1642) observations
with the telescope in the Sidereal Messenger (1610) showed the moon
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to have craters, the sun to have spots, Jupiter to have moons, and Venus
to have phases. To elite Europeans, these observations reinforced
biblical notions that the decay of nature had been introduced into the
world by the Fall of Man.14

Godfrey Goodman’s The Fall of Man, published in 1616, carried the
theme of death and decay a step further. In the Fall from Eden,
humanity not only introduced death to itself, but to all of nature. The
parts of man and of nature had all declined from a perfect state of youth
to old age, decay, and ultimately death. The Fall introduced decay into
the human body, or microcosm, which in turn produced corruption in
the larger world, or macrocosm. The decay of nature was evidenced by
the decline of fish in the seas, infertility in the soils, and corruption in
the heavens themselves (such as spots on the moon and comets that
marred the perfection of the heavenly spheres). That nature needed
repair, Goodman held, was shown by the development of technology
While the ancients had not needed agriculture, living as they did in a state
of abundance, the moderns, who were in a state of decline, needed it to
restore the lost fertility of nature.15

Other writers concurred that the Fall of Man had introduced death
and decay into nature itself. The seventeenth-century poet Henry
Vaughan (1622–95) wrote that man “drew the Curse upon the world,
and Cracked the whole frame with his fall.”16 Henceforth, he “sighed
for Eden” and longed “for home.” In Paradise Lost (1668), John Milton
(1608–74) wrote that when Eve ate the apple, “Earth felt the wound, and
Nature from her seat,/Sighing through all her works, gave signs of
woe.” The earth “trembled from her entrails,” “Nature gave a second
groan,” and the sky “wept at completing of the mortal Sin Original.”17

But for some writers, the idea of nature’s decay was set within a larger
story of cyclical decay, followed by the rebirth of the earth.

THE SACRED THEORY OF THE EARTH

Thomas Burnet’s Sacred Theory of the Earth (1684) presented an epic
narrative of the decline of the earth. The story began with the Creation,
and proceeded to the Fall, and then the decay, and conflagration of the
entire world. The destruction, however, ended with the subsequent
rebirth of the earth, thus holding out hope of regaining paradise. Like
the Christian Edenic and Greek golden-age theories, Burnet’s narrative
began with a perfect earth in perpetual spring, lapsed into a fall and
period of decay, out of which it entered a new period of rebirth and
rejuvenation. The earth, Burnet believed, was formed out of chaos with
the four elements all in their proper spheres, earth at the center, water on
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the surface, air above, and fire beyond. The original earth was “smooth,
regular, and uniform; without Mountains, and without a Sea.” The earth
known by Adam and Eve was one of perfection, as befitted a paradise.18

After the fall from Eden came the Great Flood, initiating decay
throughout the entire surface of the once perfect earth. In the flood, the
“Earth was broken and swallowed up,” and “Nature seem’d to be in a
second Chaos.” Storms raged on the seas; forests and cities were
drowned. The irregular, malformed earth that resulted was the earth of
the present era.19

The next stage of the earth, Burnet predicted, would be its
conflagration. The fire would begin in Rome, seat of the Antichrist.
After the burning ceased, paradise would be reproduced and the
thousand-year reign of Christ on earth would begin. A second race of
men would then arise on the new earth. This “new Order of Nature”
would last until the new race rose in final conflict destroying Satan, at
which time the Saints would rise to heaven, and the earth itself would
become a fixed star. At that point the “whole Circle of Time and
Providence” would be completed.20

Burnet’s sacred story of the earth’s decay and conflagration
represented the acme of the millennial religious narratives that saw the
history of the world in pessimistic terms as a Fall followed by
Salvation. It appeared during the same decades that the optimistic story
of upward progress was emerging. By the 1620s, the secular,
mainstream Recovery Narrative was beginning to take shape under the
pen of Francis Bacon.  

FRANCIS BACON’S RECOVERY NARRATIVE

Modernity’s vision of the Recovery of Eden derives most immediately
from philosopher Francis Bacon (1561–1626). Lord Chancellor to King
James I, who had commissioned the King James version of the Bible,
Bacon was a prolific and persuasive writer. In the 1620s, he
energetically proclaimed a secular program for recovering paradise.
Bacon believed that the human race had lost its “dominion over creation.”
Before the Fall, Adam and Eve were sovereign over all other creatures
and “like unto God.” Bacon saw science and technology as the means to
control nature and thereby recover the right to the original garden: “Man
by the Fall, fell at the same time from his state of innocency and from
his dominion over creation. Both of these losses can in this life be in
some part repaired; the former by religion and faith, the latter by arts
and science.” He boldly asserted that “man” can “recover that right
over nature which belongs to it by divine bequest….” Bacon’s narrative
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Fig. 4.1. Thomas Burnet’s cyclical theory of history represented the creation of
the perfect earth, followed by the Flood of Noah whose receding waters
produced the malformed earth of the present era. After the present Earth’s
conflagration, a New Earth would be formed and a new race would destroy
Satan, at which time the Saints would rise to heaven and the Earth would become
a fixed star. Thomas Burnet, The Sacred Theory of the Earth (1684), courtesy of
the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley

70 REINVENTING EDEN



plot reversed the decay of nature. It moved from the tragedy of the Fall
upward to the comedy of survival and recovery.21

The principal villain in Bacon’s secular Recovery Narrative was
nature, cast in the female gender. Although Eve’s inquisitiveness may
have caused “man’s” Fall from “his” God-given domain, for Bacon the

Fig. 4.2. The frontispiece of Francis Bacon’s (Baron Verulam) Novum Organum
(New Organon), 1620, showed a ship sailing between the Pillars of Hercules
bearing knowledge of the world. In Greek mythology, Hercules undertook a
voyage to set free Prometheus who had stolen fire from the gods for mankind’s
benefit. The book formed part of Bacon’s Instauratio Magna (The Great
Instauration), or reorganization of the sciences and restoration of man to that
command over nature lost in the Fall from Eden. Francis Bacon. Novum
Organum (1620; reprint London, 1856)
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relentless interrogation of nature (as fallen Eve) could regain it. Bacon
used the inquisition and the courtroom as models for cross-examination
of nature: “I mean (according to the practice in civil causes) in this
great plea or suit granted by the divine favor and providence (whereby
the human race seeks to recover its right over nature) to examine nature
herself and the arts upon interrogatories.”22

Salomon’s House, in Bacon’s New Atlantis (1624), carried the
Recovery theme further. Rather than extolling the traditional erotic or
contemplative entry into the virgin’s womb described in the biblical
Song of Solomon, Bacon advocated a forceful entry into nature’s womb
through the Song of Science. In the “new Atlantis,” plants and animals
were actively manipulated “for the relief of man’s estate.” Interrogating
nature through experiment, the Baconian scientists of Salomon’s House
could recover the human dominion over nature lost by Eve. Since the
Fall, nature had become chaotic and plants and animals wild and
uncontrollable. But scientists could restore order to the garden by
inventing docile, domesticated plants and animals, such as those in the
original Garden of Eden.23 Other philosophers realized even more
clearly than did Bacon the connections among mechanics, the trades,
middle-class commercial interests, and the domination of nature.
Increasingly, they spoke out in favor of “mastering” and “managing”
the earth for the benefit of humankind.

THE MECHANICAL WORLDVIEW

During the seventeenth century, the Christian narrative of dominion over
nature was combined with science, technology, and capitalist
development to reinforce the possibility of remaking the earth as a
controlled, managed Garden of Eden. Social values of order and control
paved the way toward acceptance of a new narrative of dominion over
nature. The mechanical worldview created by the “fathers of modern
science” drew on philosophical assumptions consistent with the power
of machine technologies to control the natural world. Early capitalist
development was based on watermills, windmills, furnaces, forges,
cranes, and pumps that transformed and multiplied the energy of sun,
wind, wood, and coal to produce ships, guns, cannons, ammunition,
cloth, paper, planks, flour, glass, and a myriad of iron implements and
utensils. The large pumping, milling, and lifting machines found
everywhere in daily life made plausible a model of nature as a machine.
The cosmos was likened to a clock that regulated time in equal units.
God was depicted as a clockmaker, mathematician, and engineer who
constructed and directed the world from outside.
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In the 1620s, French natural philosophers Marin Mersenne (1588–
1648), Pierre Gassendi (1592–1655), and René Descartes (1596–1650)
revived and placed in a Christian context the ancient atomic theories
espoused by the Greek pagan philosophers Democritus (460 B.C.E.) and
Epicurus (341–270 B.C.E.) and the Roman poet Lucretius (98–55
B.C.E.). For the mechanists, it was God who created the atoms and put
them into the cosmos at the beginning of time. The world was
composed of material particles in motion that combined and separated
to form the external world.

For Descartes, motion was not inherent in the corpuscles themselves,
but was put into the world by God at the beginning of the cosmic story
and transferred from one particle to another. God sustained the created
world from instant to instant throughout time. Owing to God’s immutable
intellect, the laws of nature were both unchanging and intelligible to the
human mind. The external (extended) world of nature was described in
terms of measurable quantities such as size, weight, and speed. The
internal (unextended) world of the mind was the source of clear and
distinct ideas—the basis for truth. The logic underlying the
mathematical method was the key to valid knowledge of the external
world. Mathematical descriptions of the material world were the ground
of certainty and yielded the laws of nature. In his Discourse on Method
(1637), Descartes argued that through knowing the forces of bodies we
could “render ourselves the masters and possessors of nature.”24 

The assumption that nature was subject to law-like behavior meant
that phenomena could be reduced to orderly predictable rules,
regulations, and laws. Sir Isaac Newton’s laws of mechanics and the
principle of gravitation, put forward in his 1687 Mathematical
Principles of Natural Philosophy, described the actions of the “world
machine.” His mechanical worldview, fully formulated by the end of
the seventeenth century, restored “law and order” to a society in chaos
from the wars of religion, the English civil war, and the collapse of
Ptolemy’s earth-centered cosmos.25

Modern science depends on a structural reality that allows for the
possibility of control whenever phenomena are predictable, regular, and
subject to natural laws. The assumption of the order of nature is
fundamental to the concept of power over nature, and both are integral
components of the modern scientific worldview. Such a worldview,
grounded in the prediction, management, and control of nature, is
completely consistent with a Christian narrative of remaking the world
in the image of the Garden of Eden. By the late seventeenth century,
Christianity’s idea of dominion over nature had merged with science,
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technology, and capitalism to form the secular, mainstream Recovery
Narrative.26

PARADISE AND PROPERTY

The mainstream Recovery Narrative entailed reshaping the earth and
manipulating its resources. While science and technology made the
material transformation of nature possible, capitalism gave the emerging
bourgeoisie the economic tools to change the earth. Capitalist
development involved a new view of property. The premodern
European tradition had associated property with the principles of
hierarchy and patriarchy. God had established social rules at the
creation that were passed down from Adam to succeeding generations.
Property maintained the social order of monarchs and feudal lords by
transferring family lands through the male line. Women could hold
moveble property and were themselves forms of movable property who
could be controlled by men. Authority and inequality were accepted as
both proper and natural. These principles, sanctioned by the biblical
story of the order of creation, ruled every aspect of life from the family
upwards to the community, society, and the cosmos.27 But the emerging
bourgeoisie substituted a new origin story for the evolution of private
property out of the “state of nature.”28 

The acquisition of private property was the key to humanity’s
progress from the “state of nature” into ordered civil society. As early
as 1625, Dutch statesman Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) maintained that
private property had been created through stages of development when
“common ownership, first of movable objects, later also of immovable
property, was abandoned.” In 1651 English Philosopher Thomas
Hobbes’s (1588–1679) Leviathan described the “state of nature” as a
place in which there were no arts or letters and where civil society itself
could not even exist.29 By 1672, German jurist Samuel Pufendorf (1632–
94) had combined Grotius’ view of private property with Hobbes’s
concept of nature. “The race of man,” Pufendorf said, “never did live…
in a simple state of nature.” When Adam gave his children permission
to set up different establishments, he wrote, “those things [were] made
property which [were] immediately and indivisibly of use….” Private
property therefore could be extracted from nature.30

Ownership of private property became an integral part of the
emergence of civilization from the state of nature. To be civilized was
to impose order on personal life; civilization represented the imposition
of order on the land. Laying out an orderly grid on the landscape
enclosed land within a boundary, creating the potential for its ownership
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as private property The bounds of that “improved” property separated it
from the wild. Outside the boundary was disorderly wilderness, inside
ordered civilization. The civil was thus imprisoned within the wild—an
enclosed garden that offered protection from external disorder in either
nature or society.

JOHN LOCKE’S CIVIL SOCIETY

English philosopher John Locke’s (1632–1704) Two Treatises of
Government (1690) set out the ideals of the new “civil society” that
viewed the entire earth as an ordered garden. Today most people read
only the “Second Treatise,” relegating the first to the dustbins of an
arcane past. But the two treatises must be read together to grasp why
Locke’s version of history turned the received story of his day upside
down. Locke used his expert storytelling skills to reconstruct the past. His
new ordering of information was designed to convince members of both
his own and opposing political persuasions. His narrative bolstered the
case that government received its mandate from the order of nature in
the form of parliament, not from the Bible in the form of monarchy31 

Locke’s work fits squarely on the cusp between the premodern and
modern traditions. His new story showed that property was essential to
the possibility of a reclaimed earthly paradise. He convincingly asserted
that those who owned property had received their authority to govern
from nature, not as a divine right from God. His new story thus wrested
power from monarchs and placed it squarely in the hands of the
bourgeoisie.32

Locke challenged the King’s ownership of property by calling on the
Christian doctrine of human dominion over nature. Even before land
became private, he argued, creatures in the state of nature could be
owned by individuals. After the Fall, the human race retained its
dominion over “every living thing that moveth on the Earth.” In
Locke’s story, God did not intend that a king have dominion over other
human beings, but “only the Dominion of the whole Species of
Mankind over the inferior Species of Creatures,” those created on the
fifth and sixth days, namely cattle (tame animals), beasts (wild
animals), and reptiles (creeping animals).33

God reaffirmed mankind’s rule over nature after the Flood, when
Noah and his sons were given dominion over the “Fowls of the Air, the
Fishes of the Sea, and the Terrestrial Creatures.” These creatures, Locke
proclaimed, became the property of “Man” because they were essential
to his self-preservation and survival. They were used to fulfill
individual needs, even before the advent of private land ownership.
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Thus, “Man’s Property in the Creatures was founded upon the right he
had, to make use of those things, that were necessary or useful to his
Being.” Property, therefore, derived first and foremost from a person’s
“natural right” to use the “inferior Creatures” for subsistence and even
to destroy them to fulfill basic needs. The state of nature, not the
monarchy, therefore legitimated the existence of private property.34

Locke further challenged the old story of the divine right of kings by
creating a new story in which civil society itself arose out of “the state of
nature.” In the tradition of the new science, Locke used a series of
logical arguments, but it was his brilliant new story that became
historically persuasive. To convince his audience, he first rewrote the
story of the Fall of Adam and Eve from paradise and then showed how
the human race could recover from the Fall.35 His Recovery of Eden
story is embedded in the text of his Two Treatises of Government. We
can extract the underlying narrative logic in five “chapters:” the
Creation; the Fall; the State of Nature; the Evolution of Private Property;
and the State of Civil Society.

“Chapter 1,” as extracted from Locke’s First Treatise, begins with
the creation of Adam and Eve. God made Adam a “perfect man, his
body and mind in full possession of their strength and reason.” He gave
Adam the ability to act according to “the dictates of the law of reason,”
so he could provide for his own support immediately and completely.
As man and wife, Adam and Eve constituted the first society. In
Locke’s new story, Eve is a modern woman. Although she was
subjugated to her husband Adam, as women in Locke’s day were
considered to be, Locke gives her reason and includes her in the
dominion over the other creatures. In a further innovative move, he
significantly lets her have property in these creatures. Living in the
original Eden, therefore, nature is experienced by the first couple as
peaceful; human beings are by nature altruistic; and society, as
constituted by the first couple, is potentially egalitarian.36

Locke’s next “chapter,” like the Bible’s, details a radical disjunction:
humanity falls out of Eden into “the state of nature.” Here again Locke
makes the story consistent with the modern world for which he is
writing. In his version of the Fall, Adam and Eve have retained their
God-given ability to reason. After the Fall, they became the first parents.
Because the children were products of natural birth, rather than God’s
immediate action, they were born with undeveloped powers of reason.
While subject to the “law of nature,” they required maturity to fully
understand and act according to the laws of reason. In Locke’s narrative,
reason and dominion over nature afforded the first couple and their
successors the possibility of reversing the Fall. The state of nature
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retained its paradisiacal potential. But nature was worthless until they
acted to transform it into a new paradise.37

In Locke’s third “chapter,” the progeny of Adam and Eve continue in
the state of nature, where they are free to act according to their own
conscience. They continue to live in this state until they voluntarily form
a community and begin to act as a political body. When people agree on
a common government and set of laws to live by—and where the
possibility for judicial appeal exists—they can move out of the state of
nature to a new life in the state of civil society.38

PRIVATE PROPERTY AND THE RECOVERY
OF EDEN

The fourth “chapter” of Locke’s narrative makes the final bold leap that
creates capitalism’s origin story as arising out of the state of nature
through the evolution of private property. Locke recasts the mandate of
Genesis 1:28 (“Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth, and
subdue it”), incorporating what are now modern society’s concepts of
appropriation, property, cultivation, improvement, and money directly
into his own biblical account of subduing the earth. “The law [that] man
was under was for appropriating,” he asserted. “God commanded, and
[man’s] wants forced him to labor.” Locke thus sets out the conditions
necessary for mercantile capitalism: the transformation of undeveloped
nature through labor and private property into civilized society.39

In the course of the long climb out of “the state of nature” into the
recovered Eden, private property emerges in three stages. It evolves
from gathering, hunting, and fishing to farming, and from farming to
marketing commodities. First the extracted product, then the land, and
finally the fabricated commodities become an individual’s property to
be bartered or exchanged for money. An extracted product, such as an
acorn, becomes an individual’s property from the moment it is gathered
and continues to be personal property through each ensuing stage:
bringing it home, cooking it, and eating it. Similarly, property emerges
at each stage of the hunt, from the point of spotting a deer, to pursuing
and capturing the animal, and finally to eating it, when the ingested meat
has become one’s own bodily property. Even fish captured from the
ocean, “the last great common,” Locke asserts, become the property of
the fisher.40

Locke’s second stage of property development entails the activity of
farming the land. Land and labor together create property Extending
Genesis 1:28, from merely subduing the earth to enclosing land from
the commons and owning it as private property, Locke writes: “That
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was his property which could not be taken from him wherever he had
fixed it. And hence subduing or cultivating the earth, and having
dominion, we see are joined together. The one gave title to the other.”41

The third stage of property development is commerce (or commercial
capitalism). At this stage an individual produces commodities for
exchange according to the “agreed-upon” standard of money. The
seventeenth century growth in commercial enterprise generated
increased production and exchange of food. But commerce also required
the construction of stone quarries, coal mines, saw mills, iron works,
fulling mills, cloth-dying vats, brick works, furnaces, and ships. Gold,
silver, and diamonds provided the medium for exchange and the
incentive to increase the number and value of the goods produced. Land
could be accumulated and gold and silver could be “hoarded up,”
leading to an unequal distribution of wealth.

Locke argued that such accumulation was fair, because it was done
by the “tacit and voluntary consent” of society as a whole.42 The
progressive accumulation of goods and improvement of land was
morally justifiable because it did not deprive anyone of the possibility
of individual ownership. Locke reasoned that there was still plenty of
land in the world for every person to acquire their own plot, even if the
population were to double! Hence, acquisition of private property held
no moral onus. Moreover, governments could regulate the amount of
land an individual could own, even though people could still accumulate
private possessions.43

The fifth and final “chapter” of Locke’s Recovery Narrative is the
creation of civil, political society. When people move out of nature into
civil society, they have vanquished the state of nature. Only war or the
dissolution of government can cause a relapse—a new lapsarian moment.
Locke presents civil society as a peaceful state in which people act as
one political body. Any number of people can consent to give up their
“natural liberty” and “put on the bonds of civil society,” leaving the rest
behind in the state of nature.44 Property is the incentive that causes them
to give up their natural liberty. People will give up the power of self-
preservation and individual punishment of others in the “unsafe” and
“uneasy” state of nature in exchange for legislative and judicial
protection in the state of civil society. The gain is peace, civility, and
protection of private property.45

Locke’s new version of history made him the dominant storyteller of
his age. His narrative of Fall and Recovery set up his story as the new
natural story. No longer is Adam the father of kings, no longer are
people mere subjects of a divinely derived monarchy Locke presents the
emergence of “civilized man” from the state of nature by domination,
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the appropriation of nature by ownership, and the transformation of
gathered goods into items of trade and commerce as the “natural”
upward course of events. Future writers would elaborate and expand
this basic storyline, turning it into the idea of progress. Locke’s first
chapter of the Fall from Eden would quickly become a mere prologue to
the assumed trajectory of civilization’s rise from the state of nature into
modernization. The state of nature was accepted as a fallen world that
could be reshaped and reconstituted as an improved garden, an ordered
landscape, a redeemed earth.46

ADAM SMITH’S CAPITALIST NARRATIVE

During the eighteenth century, Adam Smith and others elaborated on
the Baconian-Lockean Recovery Narrative. In contrast to Locke, who
had concentrated on the consequences of the Fall, Smith focused
exclusively on progress. He described four phases of economic
development: “The four stages of society are hunting, pasturage,
farming, and commerce.” While Locke’s story had omitted the pastoral
stage and only begun to include the implications of commercial
capitalism, Smith’s narrative set out a “Newtonian” system of capitalist
economic laws. Smith argued that the two lower stages of hunting and
pasturage should eventually be replaced by the two higher stages of
agriculture and commerce in an interlinked system. Both Locke and
Smith agreed that the emergence of private property was central to the
progression.47

Smith’s system of the four stages of the development of civil society
was worked out and delivered in his lectures at Glasgow University
during the 1750s and ‘60s. It appeared in the posthumously published
Lectures on Jurisprudence (compiled by a student in 1762–63) and in
the Wealth of Nations in 1776. In his lectures, Smith connected each
developmental stage to a mode of subsistence and a form of law and
government. He cited Grotius, Hobbes, Pufendorf, and Locke as
predecessors of his the-ory. Smith was critical of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s romantic version of “the savage life” which, he said,
presented “only the indolent side” of “primitive” life. Smith’s four-stage
theory linked ideas of human social development with the
Enlightenment concept of progress. Both ideas became very influential
during the latter half of the eighteenth century.48

An interpretation of the state of nature as potentially good but
worthless without improvement is integral to the Enlightenment’s
narrative of Recovery through progress, property, and polity. While
nature has the potential to provide humans with the necessities of life, it
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is doomed to lie in waste unless transformed by human intellectual and
physical labor (science and technology). But nature is also the source of
the moral order that guides human development away from evil and
toward good. Human society, through the administration of justice, can
overcome those deficits that arise from a fallen nature and a fallen
human nature.49

Smith argued that nature instills conscience in humans, helping them
to carry out God’s plan. But nature as actress can also be recalcitrant
and mean, so that “she” herself must be kept in check by systems of
science, technology, and justice. People must be prepared to override an
unjust nature in favor of the divine plan originally imposed by God;
thus, “man is by Nature directed to correct, in some measure, that
distribution of things she herself would otherwise have made.”50 

Smith’s reassessment of history constructed a “master narrative” in
which males were the human heroes who raised society to ever higher
economic levels, while women’s labor was largely invisible. As
Kathryn Sutherland points out, “The consumer economy which Smith
celebrates declares at once the feminising properties of commodities
and the strict masculine preserve of commercial activity. Establishing
the ascendancy of the market place within a progressive society
involved…its redescription as feminine space and its appropriation as
the primary ground for the construction of male subjectivity in the
person of the master-manufacturer…. Over two hundred years later, the
question remains—where are the women in the wealth of nations?”51

The role that Smith and others assigned to men in the creation of
property and polity fused premodern patriarchy with modern capitalism.
It was men’s role to keep unruly women, nature, and “uncivilized”
peoples in check; it was civilization’s role to keep wilderness in check.
While private property was initially a sheltered enclosure within the
wild, as capitalism became the dominant world system, property came
to enclose the wild as an enclave within civilization. Order and rule
surrounded the disorderly and unruly Just as outlaws were incarcerated
within the prison system, so the wild was incarcerated within the
civilization system.52

THE ROOTS OF ENVIRONMENTAL
CONSERVATION

Development of natural resources during the period of mercantile
capitalism that spanned the late Renaissance to the Enlightenment
produced an awareness of environmental decline and the need for its
reversal through conservation. Here the possibility of environmental
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recovery begins to counter the downward trajectory of environmental
decline. In England, a tremendous toll had been taken on the nation’s
forests as trees were cut for the shipbuilding and iron industries and for
pasturing sheep for the clothing industry. Air and water pollution
increased in urban areas due to iron manufacture, glassmaking,
brewing, dying, lime burning, salt and soap boiling, and other small
industries that depended on coal, wood, and charcoal. In 1661, diarist
John Evelyn presented King Charles II with his book Fumifugium, a
report on air pollution. In response to the problem of burning “sea-
coal,” a highly sulphurous coal that caused pneumatic distress among
Londoners, Evelyn recommended that wood be substituted for coal by
reforesting the woodlands surrounding the city. He also suggested that
the substitution of coke for smelting be instituted, chimney heights
increased, and flowers planted to offset the noxious odors of the sea-
coal.53

In Silva, A Discourse of Forest Trees and the Propagation of Timber
in His Majesty’s Dominions (1662), Evelyn recommended that the
decline of forests could be reversed by the replanting of trees. He noted
that “prodigious havoc” had been wrought by the tendency to
“extirpate, demolish, and raze…all those many goodly woods and
forests, which our more prudent ancestors left standing.” He
recommended that England’s forests be conserved, their trees replanted,
and that laws be enacted to curtail cutting near navigable waterways. In
France, Jean-Baptiste Colbert, minister to Louis XIV, reported to the
king in 1661 that “France will perish for lack of woods.” The French
Forest Ordinance was passed in 1669 to reorganize the administration
of the king’s forests. The new method divided woods into equivalent
sections to be harvested every 20 years while stands of large timber
needed for shipbuilding were to be harvested every 120 years.54

The evolution of a conservation consciousness was supported by a
new image of a designed universe with God as a wise conservator and
humans as caretakers of nature. Theologian John Ray’s Wisdom of God
Manifested ‘in the Works of the Creation (1691) argued that God
expected humans to use nature’s bounty to glorify their creator as they
increased trade and prosperity throughout the globe. Gold and silver
existed in the right abundance to use as money for commerce and trade.
The abundance of life and resources on earth was evidence of the
wisdom of God and his design of a “spacious and well furnished
world.” The present earth presented “natural advantages” to those
willing to develop its vast variety of minerals, metals, animals, and
plants. The “many pleasant and nourishing fruits, many liquors, drugs,
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and good medicines,” were placed there by a wise creator whose products
should be used for the improvement of human life.55

Similarly, William Derham’s Physico-Theology (1713) accepted the
idea of a designed earth in which humans were stewards over the
creation. God made men in his own image as wise conservators whose
mission was to glorify God and improve the human condition. Derham
quoted Matthew 25:14: “That these things are the gifts of God, they are
so many talents entrusted with us by the infinite Lord of the world, a
stewardship, a trust reposed in us; for which we must give an account at
the day when our Lord shall call.” Like Ray, Derham called for the use
and commercial development of the earth’s resources, stating, “We can,
if need be, ransack the whole globe, penetrate into the bowls of the
earth, descend to the bottom of the deep, travel to the farthest regions of
this world, to acquire wealth….” Derham’s language echoed that of
Bacon and, like Bacon, his objective was the improvement of “man’s
estate,” but by the late seventeenth century Derham could focus on the
glory of God as manifested in the creation and humans as wise stewards
of that creation. Just as God was the caretaker, steward, and wise
manager of the natural world, so humans had a responsibility to imitate
that mandate.56

In the conservation of John Evelyn and Jean-Baptise Colbert and the
designed earth of John Ray and William Derham lie the roots of
environmental recovery. Here an awareness of environmental decline
wrought by improvident depletion of resources for commercial gain
could be countered by conservation. Conservation was rooted in an
ethic of human stewardship over creation while nevertheless supporting
the growth of trade and commerce central to the mainstream Recovery
Narrative.

THE EMERGENCE OF WILDERNESS
APPRECIATION

The idea of a nature as a rational order that emerged during the
Scientific Revolution led not only to conservation but to an aesthetic
appreciation of nature. As civil society gained the upper hand over wild
nature, an appreciation of the wild became possible. The disorder that
remained outside the order of nature was divided into two states—the
negative wild and the positive wild. The negative wild was exemplified
by unruly passions aroused by the baseness of the body; the positive
wild by the sublime passions of the soul. Poets and philosophers began
to write about nature in terms of the emotions aroused by beautiful
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scenery and sublime vistas. God appeared as the creator of an awesome
universe in which even chaos and disorder took on positive meaning.

Beyond the pure mathematical analysis of the world, which appealed
to the power of reason, were the senses and the passions by which
people perceived and felt the outer world of nature. Descartes’s
separation of mind and body raised questions about the emotions
aroused by nature. As Marjorie Hope Nicolson puts it in Mountain
Gloom and Mountain Glory, “The Cartesian shears that had separated
‘the world out there’ from ‘the mind in here’ had laid upon thoughtful
men a burden of discovering how nature affected the mind and how
[the] mind knew nature.” In respond ing to nature, reason and emotion
could become fused. “Under the stimulus of ‘extraordinary Ideas,’”
states Nicolson, “Reason and Passion rise together to new heights, one
affecting the other, until the Soul reaches that state of exaltation in
which it both thinks more clearly and feels more vehemently than
before.” This experience was the apprehension of the sublime.57

In England, writers such as poet John Dennis (1657–1734), essayist
Anthony Ashley Cooper (the third Earl of Shaftesbury, 1621–83), and
playwright Joseph Addison (1672–1719) spoke of the “sublime” in their
literary work. For Dennis, God’s works evoked feelings of “delightful
horror” and “terrible joy.” Shaftsbury praised a diverse and abundant
nature whose “wildness pleases” and which was created by a God of
plenitude. In the Pleasures of the Imagination (1712), Addison
distinguished between the “natural” and “rhetorical” sublime, with the
former evoking the “primary pleasure of the imagination” and the latter
only “secondary” pleasure.58

English philosopher Edmund Burke, in his Philosophical Enquiry
‘into the Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757),
viewed forests, mountains, and waterfalls as sublime places. The sublime
produced emotions of awe, astonishment, and dread. Burke wrote: “The
passion caused by the great and sublime in nature, when those causes
operate most powerfully, is Astonishment; and astonishment is that state
of the soul, in which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of
horror.” In addition to the ability of nature to fill the viewer with awe,
there were several related dimensions of the sublime. “Astonishment,”
Burke continued, “is the effect of the sublime in its highest degree; the
inferior effects are admiration, reverence and respect.” But the most
noteworthy experience of the sublime was terror. The notion of the
sublime was akin to the experience of terror and dread at the power of
the Deity. “Indeed terror,” Burke wrote, “is in all cases whatsoever,
either more openly or latently the ruling principle of the sublime.”
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Burke compared the sublime and the beautiful in terms of their power
to evoke feelings of awe and appreciation: “Sublime objects are vast in
their dimensions, beautiful ones comparatively small; beauty should be
smooth, and polished; the great, rugged and negligent…the great ought
to be dark and gloomy; beauty should be light and delicate; the great
ought to be solid, and even massive. They are indeed ideas of a very
different nature, one being founded on pain, the other on pleasure.”59 

In German philosopher Immanuel Kant’s Observations on the
Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime (1761), wilderness took on new
and positive meanings. Like Burke, Kant distinguished between feelings
of beauty and sublimity aroused by views of nature: “Finer feeling,
which we now wish to consider, is chiefly of two kinds: the feeling of
the sublime and that of the beautiful,” he wrote. “The stirring of each is
pleasant, but in different ways. The sight of a mountain whose snow
covered peak rises above the clouds, the description of a raging storm, or
Milton’s portrayal of the infernal kingdom, arouse enjoyment but with
horror; on the other hand, the sight of flower-strewn meadows, valleys
with winding brooks and covered with grazing flocks, the description of
Elysium…also occasion a pleasant sensation but one that is joyous and
smiling.”

According to Kant, there were several types of sublime feelings all
nuanced with respect to the emotions generated: “The sublime is in turn
of different kinds. Its feeling is sometimes accompanied with a certain
dread, or melancholy; in some cases merely with quiet wonder; and in
still others with a beauty completely pervading a sublime plan. The first
I shall call the terrifying sublime, the second the noble, and the third the
splendid.”60

Looking at mountains—seeing God’s action in the land through
thunderstorms and lightning—was now looked upon not as the work of
the devil but as evidence of God’s power and goodness. The sublime
was manifested in waterfalls, mountains, and canyons, and in sunsets,
rainbows, and oceans. The idea of the sublime as a religious experience
became an important component of the European Enlightenment.
Nature was now cathedral, temple, and Bible.

CONCLUSION

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a set of ideas emerged
that became central to the possibility of reinventing Eden on earth. The
construction of a secular narrative of Recovery through Enlightenment
was based on a particular set of assumptions about nature and society. The
“state of nature” was a fallen world (represented by the female gender)
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that could and should be improved by humans. The best state of nature
was an ordered, improved garden rather than a forested wilderness or a
barren desert. Human society could likewise develop from a fallen or
“primitive” state to a higher or “civilized” state (through the agency of
the male gen der). Agriculture and commerce were higher and more
desirable forms of human life than hunting or pastoralism, and both
improved the state of nature. Private property became a necessary
condition for the emergence of settled agriculture and commercial
capitalism as stages of upward progress. Acting through reason and
nature, God sanctioned the recovery process.

At the same time, ideas of the wild and of wilderness were split into
positive and negative valences. The negative wild encompassed those
outside of civilization: the lower classes, minorities, “savages,” and wild
animals who must be controlled so that civilization could exist and
against which it could define itself. The positive wild exemplified
God’s awesome power to affect the natural world. While human reason
allowed humanity to understand God’s laws and to explain the natural
order, human passions allowed the apprehension of his awesome power
as manifested through the majesty of wilderness.

By the late-eighteenth century, the mainstream story of Western
culture had become a secular Recovery Narrative—a story of
reinventing the whole earth as a Garden of Eden. It was this narrative,
first in its earlier Baconian-Lockean form, and later in Adam Smith’s
more fully articulated capitalist form, that subtly guided and legitimized
the European settlement and development of the American continent.
Simultaneously, however, a counternarrative of wilderness appreciation
was emerging among elites that would be expressed through poetry, art,
literature, and landscape architecture.

In their emphasis on the domination and control of nature, the
philosophers of the Scientific Revolution moved away from the
possibility of partnership ethics. Yet in John Locke’s assignment of
reason to Eve can be found a positive potential for full participation by
women in the understanding of nature, a trajectory realized two
centuries later in Mark Twain’s characterization of Eve (in this
chapter’s epigraph) as experimental scientist. Moreover, Eve’s emotions
of the Garden of Eden as “surpassingly beautiful” are shared by the men
of the Enlightenment who express awe over the sublimity of nature. A
partnership ethic, which depends on the full participation of men and
women in the care of nature and the acceptance of nature’s wildness, as
well as its predictability, can be seen as latent in the two narratives of
progress and decline. 
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PART II

New World Edens



EPILOGUE

I HAD A VERY GOOD NAME FOR THE ESTATE, AND
IT WAS MUSICAL AND PRETTY—GARDEN-OF-
EDEN. PRIVATELY, I CONTINUE TO CALL IT THAT,
BUT NOT ANY LONGER PUBLICLY. THE NEW
CREATURE SAYS IT IS ALL WOODS AND ROCKS
AND SCENERY, AND THEREFORE HAS NO
RESEMBLANCE TO A GARDEN. SAYS IT looks LIKE
A PARK, AND DOES NOT LOOK LIKE ANYTHING but
A PARK.

—Mark Twain, “Extract from Adam’s Diary”

When Mark Twain wrote the Diaries of Adam and Eve in the 1890s, he
made no reference to God as creator. Adam and Eve simply find
themselves in the garden and set about the business of living. Eve is the
scientist who experiments and observes, Adam the more uncertain and
obedient of the two. Eve sets out to name and understand the new world;
Adam escapes her and builds a solitary shelter. After the Fall into the
real world, it is Adam who takes charge and Eve who follows him
around just because he is masculine. In the end, however, Adam realizes
that Eve means more to him than the lost garden and that indeed
wherever she is, there is Eden. The Diaries are both a commentary on
the realities of life in nineteenth-century America and a bold vision of
its reversal in an Edenic world. Twain’s insight remains refreshing
although it is not one of partnership. My own vision is one in which
both women and men are equally intelli gent, equally skeptical, and
equally accommodating of each other. A partnership relationship goes
beyond equality for women and men in the marketplace, beyond
equality in the home and school. It involves mutual respect, mutual give
and take, and mutual understanding of needs, as well as equal
opportunities for education and work.



For Twain’s Adam, Eden is a garden to be accepted as a backdrop to
life; for Eve, it is a park to be explored, studied, and loved. Adam
samples the grapes and melons; Eve gazes at the stars, revels in the
flowers, and makes friends with the animals. After the Fall, Adam takes
up hunting and fishing, and Eve gives up her experiments with fire, her
questions about shooting stars, and her puzzlement over falling water to
focus on love and child rearing. Eve’s experience of Eden before the
Fall comes closest to a partnership between humanity and nature. She is
interested in everything about her world, but not in destroying it. She
interacts with animals and plants as equals, not as a superior scientist
who studies them for their usefulness only. Twain’s Diaries, however,
present nineteenth-century stereotypes of female and male responses to
nature. Eve is the one who appreciates the color and majesty of nature in
Eden; Adam is interested primarily in its practical value. In a
partnership world, both women and men would have equal capacities
for understanding nature’s use value and an appreciation of its aesthetic
value. Both would have equal abilities to use nature’s gifts to fulfill
vital needs and to respond to nature’s need to simply be. Both would
have equal capacities for love and child rearing.

A partnership ethic is only one part of a new narrative or set of
narratives about the human relationship with nature. And new narratives
are only one part of what is needed for a sustainable world. The global
ecological crisis and the decline of nature need to be reversed by new
ways of producing, reproducing, and interpreting life on the planet.
Poverty, hunger, and sickness need to be reversed by new forms of
economics, politics, and science. Minorities and third world nations
need to be full participants in global economics and ecology. Ecological
economics, organic farms and gardens, sustainable livelihoods, green
politics, wild places, ecological designs, human-scale cities, reverence
for nature, chaos and complexity theories, and partnership ethics are
among many new ways to achieve a sustainable relationship with nature.
Nature’s fate and humanity’s fate are deeply intertwined. May both
survive and fully live. 
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