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PROJECT

Histories of Plants and Cultures, ca. 1840–1920

The relationship between history and the life sciences has often been the subject of debate. One of the most recent
examples is the rise of archaeogenetics: how data from the analysis of ancient DNA contribute to the
reconstruction of the past is controversial and has led to multiple reflections about the aims, subject matter, and
methodology of historical vs. biological research. This is interesting in itself, but these debates also have a long
history, which has not yet been written, and to which I want to contribute with my project at the
Wissenschaftskolleg.

Specifically, I will look at similar controversies between European nineteenth-century scholars, with archaeology,
history, and oriental studies on one side, and botany, zoology, and chemistry on the other. One of the particularly
contested questions in this context was how the history of culture and civilizations ought to be written. Botanists
claimed a special role in this field, as the beginning of human culture presumably was linked to the beginning of
agriculture, i.e., the cultivation of crops. Botanists argued that their expertise was indispensable for this history,
because only they were able to examine the relevant sources: namely plants or plant remains. My project observes
in selected examples how this agenda of a history of cultivated plants unfolded and how the humanities reacted. It
thus sheds light on a little-known area of overlap between the so-called “two cultures” that gave rise to lively (and
often constructive) debate between natural scientists and humanists about their different methodologies,
conventions, and expertise, well beyond the worn-out dichotomy of “understanding” vs. “explaining.”
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COLLOQUIUM, 07.01.2025

On the Origin of Cultivated Plants and Civilized People



In the second half of the nineteenth century, European scholars and scientists were deeply engaged in finding
historical explanations: for the diversity and global distribution patterns, of plants, animals, and people; for the
development of humankind in general; and for the rise, spread, and sometimes fall, of human “civilisation” in some
parts of the world. The history of cultivated plants became a hot topic in all of these endeavours. It was one of the
few areas where human history and natural history seemed inextricably intertwined and could potentially
illuminate each other in significant ways. Yet little agreement was reached on how these histories were related,
which sources were relevant, and whose expertise was required. The paper traces different approaches, seeks to
explain why the issue was considered so important, and explores some of the ensuing controversies.
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