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 IMPARTIALITY IN THE MATRIX OF TAXONOMY: CARL VON LINNÉ AND FOLKLORE

Bernd Roling

I. Introduction

Carl von Linné owes his fame in the modern era primarily to his establishing of taxonomy and the concomitant development of binomial nomenclature, in accordance with which animals and plants are still classified to this day.
 Linné had been working on this system and its theoretical principles from 1730 onwards, and formulated the system’s foundations in his Philosophica botanica. Animals, vegetables, minerals: all three realms of nature could in this way be placed within a universal order; to classify a creature was to correctly name and define it. Starting with Uppsala and the botanical worlds of his neighbours’ gardens, Linné devised a grid
 whose concrete and objective manifestations were the species of the entire world, while the higher orders, the classes and genera, could have their place – at least in the mind of their Creator, who had determined this order from the very beginning
. It was this very mind of the Creator which Linné felt at work within himself during the act of naming a creature. Linné could, as he recorded in the introduction to his Systema naturae, become the Creator’s instrument, like a second Adam.
 It is obvious that the classification process must be counted among the great achievements of the 18th century; the fact that it was a paradigm, if not the most important manifestation of the era’s drive to classify, was previously and very rightly highlighted by Michel Foucault in The Order of Things.

But how should the scientist act when the conventional structure of creation, accepted by the majority of the population, and the scientific mind of the observer could not, to put it in simple terms, be brought into harmony? How should the educated man treat those phenomena which appeared to defy classification and definition, and therefore objectification? The testing ground for a comparative confrontation of such divergent frames of reference could be comprised of those phenomena and occurrences which in the folkloric tradition laid claim to reality, but which were deemed inferior in a proto-scientific approach based on empiricism, causality, demonstrability, and definition: the objects of the folkloric realm of experience, collective mythemes, oral traditions, and above all the objects of what such a scientific perspective would deem superstition. This article intends to show that Linné makes the rules of objectivity applicable for these objects as well, and treats them according to the standard of impartiality, even if he does not explicitly use this term. The universe of Linné, the Swedish nobleman and the king’s personal physician, was thus enriched with data, with obiecta, to which we would today deny the status of ‘real’, at least by our standards of scientific rigour. 

� I am grateful to the university libraries in Göttingen and Helsinki for their support in the creation of this study. I am also beholden to Anne Eusterschulte, Dorothee Huff, Hanns-Peter Neumann, and Anita Traninger. 
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