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Science & the Death of Nature 
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Reclaiming has released four CDs of 
Earth-based chants and music. All four 
are available on our website.

Many Reclaiming musicians and teachers 
have also released CDs. Witches Brew 
is a good introduction to Reclaiming’s 
musicians.

Visit www.reclaimingquarterly.org/music,  
or contact quarterly@reclaiming.org

Introduction by David Kubrin

The following four articles, though written in the early 2000s, are the offspring of 
an epiphany that ambushed me in London one fine Spring afternoon in 1970. 

I had a year off from teaching at Dartmouth College to do further research in 
London at the British Museum and in Cambridge at its many libraries to follow 
up on my well-received scholarly analysis of Isaac Newton, that pivotal figure in 
what is called the scientific revolution. That revolution established the dominant 
role science has played since as the key ontological, epistemological, and social 
power-broker in Western (hence, in world) culture from c. 1650 on.

My wife Karen 
bought me a gift from 
the Tate Gallery, 
a reproduction of 
William Blake’s 
scathing engraving 
portraying Newton, 
his godlike muscular 
back leaning away 
from the fecund 
lushness of the rock 
on which he sits, 
filled to bursting with 
the rich colors and 
textures and mystery 
of nature’s animate 
powers, while 
Newton’s attention 
is instead focused 
single-mindedly on 

the lifeless geometrical abstractions traced on the flat surface at his otherwise 
featureless feet. 

As I passed the tacked-up print one day, I had what came to me with the force of a 
revelation, of matters mighty, indeed, conceivably pivotal in world history. (Bear 
with me!)

I had just returned to my London flat near Hampstead Heath to fetch juice for 
me and Karen, both of us tripping on mescaline in the very pleasing yard of our 
friends’ flat a block away.

Looking at Blake’s engraving, I realized for the first time that if he had known 
about the real Newton, the one I had been discovering in recent months while 

Isaac Newton by William Blake



rooting around in his {and other 17th 
century) manuscripts, Blake would have 
realized his kinship with Newton.

For Isaac Newton himself believed in 
the same animated nature, pregnant with 
mysterious powers, matter itself more 
spiritual than material, accessible through 
the magical practice of alchemy. Blake 
had seen it in similar ways.

The Newton whom Blake resented was 
the natural philosopher who reduced the 
world to a machine. That is the Newton 
we all learn about. 

But the real Newton did not believe in 
that conceit (though he used it). The 
real Newton on a number of occasions 
actually wrote that all of nature had 
a form of life in it (although the real 
Newton, knowing full well what was safe 
-- for political as well as religious reasons 
-- to say and publish and what was not, 
crossed such heresies out). They were not 
to be published, only circulated perhaps 
to a select few. Mechanism, the basis of 
his Principia (1687) and Opticks (1104) 
explained nature at a superficial level, he 
thought, how forces act on bodies. But 
real understanding, Newton believed, 
would come from discovering the forces 
that acted in bodies. At the heart of matter, 
where it is anything but inert. That is why 
alchemy loomed so large in his attentions, 
with his reading and experimenting in 
alchemy especially pronounced both 
before and after he wrote his monumental 
Principia Mathematica.

1970 was a critical time in the West. 
The 60s had brought forth a rich froth 
of revolt. Fantasy, eroticism, and 
insurrection that was many things at 
once and different for everyone. In that 
roiling decoction, a deep awareness of the 
ecological folly our society was engaged 
in was brewing. It was a draught I and 
many others had begun in the late 60s 
to sip at. On the eve of my fellowship I 
began to learn about the seamier sides of 
agribusiness and the political economy 
of food, of pharmaceutical medicine and 
acupuncture and other forms of non-
Western healing, as well as absorbing 

aspects of “youth culture” into my New 
Left persona as an activist and organizer.

Our society’s destructive impact on the 
natural world sat heavy in my 1970 
basket of anxieties, there with nuclear 
(for starters) war and the endemic racism 
pervading our institutions and culture, the 
foci of my political work during the 60s.

So Blake’s wrong-headed assessment of 
Newton tripped a flood of realizations: 
Newton-as-mechanist, the faux Newton 
we all learn in our philosophy and 
physics and mathematics and ethics 
and, indeed, all the subjects influenced 
by science-- which is to say, by now, all 
subjects That Newton was essential to 
the success of the enterprise, absolutely 
central to the rise of capitalism in 16th 
and 17th century England, to bring nature 
under a totalizing control, in a word (or 
two) to reduce Gaia or Mother Earth 
merely to “resources.” 

At the beginning of the transition to a 
capitalist (hence, resource-devouring) 
economy, the world was nearly 
universally understood as alive, the Earth 
a living being. But once that transition 
was well underway (say, 1700) the matter 
of the cosmos was increasingly depicted 
in sermons as well as published scientific 
treatises (including the Principia) as 
“inert,” mere hard lumps of “brute 
matter.” This is Newton’s alleged legacy. 

But I knew Newton believed otherwise. 
And in a flash I now saw the key to the 
puzzle that had long intrigued historians, 
the rise of Western science in the same 
social crucible, 17th century England, 
that simultaneously was birthing 
capitalism and that had exploded in the 
first modern revolution in European 
history (the English Civil War of 1642 set 
the mold for the 1776, 1789, 1848, 1870, 
and 1917 rebellions and revolutions). 
Nature as inert, as essentially dead matter, 
was a key ideological new teaching that 
enabled, indeed, justified, the wholesale 
assault on the natural world at the sorry 
root of capitalism.

That teaching of the new science had 
buried earlier, more nature-friendly 
comprehensions that had been critically 
important in the early phase of the 
scientific revolution. By around 1700 had 

been effectively suppressed.

I realized in 1970 that I would have to 
tell this story. For I believed it offered a 
critical understanding, a new scaffolding 
to help frame a deeper comprehension 
of our ecological fix by revealing 
the process by which people were 
rendered capable of carrying out the 
unconscionable assaults on the natural 
world these past five or more centuries. A 
conscious redefining of the natural world 
was crafted and taught in schools and 
popular magazines, in what amounted to 
a successful effort to get people to view 
the natural world as an “object” on which 
to impose our (profitable) wills. Though 
similar conceptual models for scientific 
theories were developed across Europe, 
it came to its fullest realization in the 
England that emerged after nearly two 
decades of rebellion, war, and revolution, 
with the monarchy, Church of England, 
and the House of Lords (all of which 
had been abolished during the rebellion, 
the first by the beheading of Charles I) 
restored in 1660 as Newton prepared to 
go to Cambridge.

I realized it would be a difficult tale to 
tell, since anything and everything were 
affected profoundly by the universe-as-
machine teaching. There would be far too 
much for me to investigate, to master, so 
that an adequate accounting might well 
take me decades.

Along the way I have told this story 
in lectures and scholarly lectures and 
scholarly articles, in underground 
mimeos and mailings and an unpublished 
novel, and in a long treatise now at a 
publisher. The assembled four articles 
here represent my clearest, most 
accessible telling of this fascinating 
story, an abridgement and less technical 
version of the historical kernel of a longer 
treatise, Marxism & Witchcraft, where 
the multitude of ramifications of this 
key ideological role played by the new 
science are explored in loving detail, 
including the myriad o£ considerations 
for a 21st century movement for 
environmental justice. 

These articles first appeared from 2000 to 
2004 in issues of Reclaiming Quarterly, 
a journal of witchcraft and magical 
activism.
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