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The Origin of a Peculiar Term

In the voluminous writings about plants and animals by western peoples as far back as Aristotle (-
384 to -322), there is much that seems strikingly familiar. This arises from the tendency to treat the lives of
non-human organisms as interesting and important in their own right. Once we get beyond the old style of
expression, we find that Aristotle speaks to us today because he wants to know the kinds of things that want
to know. A serious pleasure in the contemplation of nature is probably universal in humans, but a literature
rooted in confirmable facts has very definite, restricted cultural roots. Nothing comparable is found outside
of the western tradition until quite recent times. This tendency, plainly present in classical antiquity and
revived with the european Renaissance, is known as natural history.

It is an odd term. In classical Greek and Latin, a history was an orderly discourse on any learned
subject of the real world. Aristotle's History of Animals, for example, is the core of his zoological writings,
in which he described the various animals that he knew and how they lived. In time, "history" came to be
restricted to the meaning we know today, a treatise on the human past, while other areas of inquiry took on
terms of their own. Qutside of its core modern meaning, "history" now exists in our vocabulary only in the
centuries-old term natural history, a practitioner of which is a naturalist.

Even so, the realm of natural history has not remained constant throughout its many centuries. In
the beginning it covered almost everything outside of civilized humanity and its works, including such
things as the motion of the seas, the formation of rocks, the medicinal uses of plants, and the lifeways of
"savage" peoples. In his Natural and Social History of the Indies, first published in 1590, the early Spanish
chronicler José de Acosta aimed for a comprehensive treatment of all that was known of the New World at
that time in both the natural and human realms. Francis Bacon, writing in the early 17th century, conceived
of natural history in a similarly all-encompassing way. As a fair approximation, its scope then was that of
the natural sciences today. B

However, by the time of the first major treatise on the subject in English, Gilbert White's The
Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne of 1789, we already find a narrowing of concept. It bears
mention that part of the great charm of White's book -- it continues in print today in several editions --
derives from his treatment of Selborne in the manner of a foreign traveler, so that his approach to his native
- village was not very different from Acosta's in treating the exotic localities of Central America.

The High Tide of Natural History

White was writing at the interface between two eras, the Enlightenment and the Romantic period, in
which natural history enjoyed considerable prestige. It was a fashionable activity for educated people, and
many saw it as the key to understanding the deeper mysteries of the world. It is no exaggeration that during
this time natural history contributed very substantially to a radical re-organization of ideas about the form
and workings of the non-human world. Its fashion and impact are seen in its penetration of art and
literature, for which it was a source of powerful images. The Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, for
one, showed a keen interest in science and made frequent allusions to new findings in his verse. Whitaker
(1995) speaks of a "culture of curiosity" that prevailed especially in Britain at the time, in which a truly

accomplished person was expected to turn his mind to "the rare, novel, surprising, and outstanding in all
spheres of life."






