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Abstract

The seminar explores insects as historical actors and their diverse interactions with human
societies over time and space. It offers an overview of recent approaches in environmental
history and multispecies ethnography while providing an analytical framework to understand
global processes of natural resource exploitation, knowledge formation, and imperialism.

Learning objective

The objective is to analyze human-insect interactions by identifying key historical factors
(economic, scientific, political). Students will integrate current frameworks in the study of
environmental history through the combination of primary sources and interdisciplinary
research. They will develop skills rooted in their interest in insects and learn to translate them
into feedback to peers.

Content

Scholars typically approach Nature-related histories by focusing on environmental change, the
commodification of resources, and the legacy of natural history collections. Examples of this
approach include studies on deforestation, dam constructions, the rubber boom, and the
colonial history of European museums and collections. In contrast to these commonly explored
topics, insects are often underrepresented in historical research, both as living creatures and
metaphors. Addressing this gap, the seminar explores human-insect interactions from a global
historical perspective between 1600 and 2000. This exploration encompasses a critical and
relational understanding of the history of the scientific study of insects (entomology) and the
processes of imperial expansion and global territorialization. To achieve this, students will learn
how human-insect interactions led to radical transformations in diverse environments, reflecting
a particular modern conception of nature influenced by control anxieties related to economic
profit and tropical diseases. Moreover, students will examine how ways of knowing about insects
and the environment were influenced by broader correlated economic and imperial factors.
Focusing on insect (hi)stories, the aim of this seminar is to apply new methodologies for non-
human agencies and source analysis on both micro and macro scales in global and environmental
histories.
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Onaga, Lisa, and Dominik Huenniger. 2024. ‘Introduction: Expanded Perspectives on Tiny
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Raffles, Hugh. 2011. Insectopedia. New York: Vintage Books. (Selection)
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https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3615934
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Classic Texts. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Davis, Frederick Rowe. 2019. ‘Pesticides and the Perils of Synecdoche in the History
of Science and Environmental History’. History of Science 57(4): 469-92.
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