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Abstract: This thesis examines classification in relation to 
colonialism and cultural imbalances. The Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault is a facility located in 
Longyearbyen in Norway and houses seeds from 
most of the countries in the world. The Seed Vault is 
used in this study as a focal point around which 
questions of classification and global hierarchies are 
posed. The thesis entails a section that examines 
classification and colonialism from a historical point 
of view. The concept of documentality is also 
problematised in relation to The Seed Vault and its 
contents, and some examples of libraries that house 
similar entities are juxtaposed with the Seed Vault. 
The thesis uses discourse analysis as derived from 
Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben in order to 
examine the contents of the official website of the 
Seed Vault, which is issued by the Norwegian 
Government. An initial examination of the texts in 
relation to concepts developed by Foucault and 
Agamben led to three overriding themes which 
divides the analytical part of the thesis into three 
sections: Governmentality Through Security and 
Facilitation, The Other and Biopolitics and 
Safeguarding Seeds. The Seed Portal, which is the 
cataloguing system for the Vault, is examined in 
relation to a few of the crops stored (as seeds), but 
mainly the Linnaean classification system is 
discussed in regards to the themes of the study. The 
concepts of zoe and bios, which is bare and 
politicised life respectively, is applied as a possible 
method of understanding the seeds or plants in 
relation to classification. 

Nyckelord: Classification, taxonomy, nomenclature, discourse, 
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1. Introduction 
 
Mrs Ashbury collected flower seeds in paper bags. Once she had written the name, date, 
location, colour and other details on the bags, she would clap them over the dead heads 
of the blooms, in the overgrown flowerbeds or further afield in the meadows, and tie 
them up with string. Then she would cut off the stalks, bring the bagged heads indoors 
and hang them up on a much-knotted line that criss-crossed what was once the library. 
There were so many of these white-bagged flower-stalks hanging under the library 
ceiling that they resembled clouds of paper, and when Mrs Ashbury stood on the library 
steps to hang up or take down the rustling seed-bags she half-vanished among them like 
a saint ascending into heaven. Once they had been taken down, the bags were stored 
under some inscrutable system on the shelves, which had evidently long since been 
unburdened of books (Sebald, 2002, p. 211). 

The above quote is from The Rings of Saturn, which is a novel that engages in 
the act of organising and unravelling simultaneously as it follows W.G. Sebald 
walking through East Anglia while narrating and undoing history. He has just 
come upon a family who are frozen in prosperous deterioration. To them, the 
act of doing is what matters, not what might be the result of their efforts. The 
flowers are indexed according to a system that is intrinsically linked to Mrs 
Ashbury’s actions, but that will be of no use to anyone who is interested in 
finding and planting a particular seed.  

Bowker and Star (1999) defines a classification as “a spatial, temporal, or 
spatio-temporal segmentation of the world” (1999, p. 10). A classification 
system, in turn, is defined by a set of metaphorical or literal boxes in which 
things are sorted to the benefit of knowledge production or bureaucratic 
endeavours (Bowker & Star, 1999).  

The organising of plants according to a botanical hierarchy may be seen as 
pivotal for transferring information on seeds, plants and crops. These 
knowledge systems also pose questions regarding storing and representing 
organic matter in archival structures. Gilbert (2018), in a piece on botanical 
scriptures from the period of the hand press book, approximately 1450-1820, 
writes on the difficulty in describing a plant with words, as he alludes to what 
he calls its mysterious reality. “Neither the most specific nor the most allusive 
words can replace a living presence” (p. 15) he writes as he observes that only 
two known publications from the time use dried plant specimens as 
illustrations.  

According to Schiebinger (2007) the narrative of the history of science entails 
the notion that modern botany has its foundations in the seventeenth century, 
when it gave rise to taxonomy, nomenclature and so called “pure” systems of 
classification. Schiebinger stresses that these systems of knowledge, including 
Linnaeus’ botanical nomenclature, which became the prevailing system of 
classification in 1905, are part of an imperial botanical taxonomy.  

This domination is akin to what Berry (2018), refers to as biopower. According 
to Berry, it was during the Enlightenment that the techniques of reason were 
first applied to biological life, social history and culture. During this period of 
time, forms of life were not only understood as shaped by and existing within 
local conditions, but for the first time extracted and analysed as independent 
objects, that could be manipulated and displayed, in museums, laboratories and 
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under legislative conditions. With this came unprecedented intervention, 
alteration and in some cases domination of nature and populations. For 
Slaughter (1982) the developments in biological science during the seventeenth 
century partly prompted the nomenclatural needs and taxonomic endeavours of 
the time. The simultaneous increase in the colonisation by parts of Africa, 
America, Asia and Oceania by Western European countries entailed a great 
influx of new plants which heightened the need for a system of organisation 
(Schiebinger, 2007). The transportation of seeds from one continent to another 
was a vital part in the process of colonisation for Northern European countries 
such as Denmark-Norway, Great Britain and the Netherlands. According to 
Berry (2018), the “struggle to direct the creative evolutionary activity of living 
systems” (p. 39) is part of what defines the era of biopower in which it is not 
enough to establish settlements and dominate people by force. Systematisation 
of nature, Berry emphasise, becomes a vital part of governing. What she means 
is that colonisation and power relations are not only defined by the actual 
possession of land, people and artefacts, but through systems of control 
through organisation.  

The Svalbard Global Seed Vault opened in February 2008 and can be 
considered an archive of crops essential for human life on the planet. The 
archive, which is sometimes referred to as the Doomsday Vault, is established 
and funded by the Norwegian Government and run by The Norwegian Ministry 
of Agriculture and Food (2019). Sheikh (2017) writes in correlation to this and 
similar establishments:  

Despite their often well-meaning intentions (and let us not be mistaken, there is much 
important work being done), enterprises such as seed vaults (global or local) are 
exemplary of this attempt to master nature - techno-fixes premised upon and extending 
the logic of imperial botanical culture to “freeze” nature. (p. 24) 

The taxonomy used by the Svalbard Global Seed Vault is there in order to 
make the access of much needed information (e.g. finding the proper seed for a 
crop) viable, but to do so may also have implications for the way the artefact is 
interpreted in relation to its hierarchical status. The organising power, which in 
the case of the Svalbard Seed Vault is the Norwegian Government, could also 
be regarded as the governing body in relation to interpretation of the usage and 
preservation of seeds and natural resources. What that means is that however 
well intended the initiative to store and organise the seeds, there is value 
judgement inherent in the methods but also in the action itself.  

The relevance of this study within the field of Library and Information Science 
is twofold: partly, it is a critical study that will have as its focus power and 
ideology in relation to classification. This is an area that has been pivotal for 
Hansson (1999, 2013, 2017) but has also been investigated by for example 
Bowker and Star (1999). The other incentive is that of examining an institution 
such as the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, that is responsible for organising and 
keeping the seeds, with regards to principles of subjugation through language. 
As taxonomy and nomenclature influence the way in which plants are 
perceived, the discourse of the institutions that implement the systems and 
house the specimens has an impact on the way that they are perceived and how 
they are positioned towards other nation states and institutions. Knowledge 
systems have been created with the help of taxonomy since the seventeenth 
century, and with principles that rest on writings by Aristotle (Slaughter, 
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1982). These systems are not neutral or objective but inventions and bearers of 
systems of power (Foucault, 1970). This study builds on the assumption that it 
is part of a sustainable library and information practice to store and share 
alternate kinds of knowledge with enhanced thought and consideration. 
Furthermore, this is a crucial area to scrutinise because the classification of 
seeds and plants is connected to a history of colonial imposition (Schiebinger, 
2007). The Svalbard Global Seed Vault serves as the starting point for a 
discussion in both cases. Hopefully, by bringing these elements together, the 
following text can provide some small but viable input to the field of Library 
and Information Science. 

1.1 Purpose and research questions 
 
This study will use the Svalbard Global Seed Vault as a point of departure in 
order to problematise the relationship between organising and cultural power, 
while also examining classification and nomenclature as part of this. The 
purpose is to further a discussion of the impact that global hierarchies may 
have had on classification systems and how this relates to the construction of 
knowledge, and the Global Seed Vault will be examined as an example of an 
institution that implement and facilitate the systems. Theories on the relation 
between biopower or biopolitics, colonialism and classification will be 
discussed in light of the Seed Archive. Finally, one purpose is to use the 
concluding part of the thesis to discuss ways of thinking more organically 
about systematisation. The research questions are as follows:  

What kinds of power structures are detectable in the discourse of the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault? 

How can the ordering of nature manifest through systems of classification and 
what are the implications of this? 

The first question will be treated by using concepts on discourse as formulated 
by Giorgio Agamben and Michel Foucault to examine texts connected to the 
Global Seed Vault. The latter will be problematised through and by a 
theoretical discussion on the topic. The emphasis will be on the theoretical 
arguments, the stance being that a discussion on these matters is pivotal to the 
field of Library and Information science, but that there are no clear solutions or 
unambiguous answers to the research questions at hand. 

1.2 Approach 
 
The purpose of the following section is to delineate the vantage point from 
which this research is being conducted, and to trace the process of this as 
something happening between the material at hand and the position and 
prerequisite knowledge and assumptions that goes into the writing. See for 
example Haraway (1988), who makes a point and a habit out of disclosure and 
Schiebinger (2007) who uses a methodological tool based on a concept by the 
name agnatology, which entails the study of absences and ignorance. 
“Agnatoly refocuses questions about ‘how we know’ to include questions 
about what we do not know, and why not. Ignorance is often not merely the 
absence of knowledge but an outcome of cultural and political struggle” (p.3). 
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This means that what is not recorded or visible through history is as important 
as that which is. Inherent in the act of classifying or defining is the information 
that delineates by being left out. Therefore, academic writing may seek to 
expose gaps and make them visible. Taussig (2015) argues that writing and 
research are intrinsically linked, and that one should not be scared to dwell on 
the unknown and make the process of it visible. He juxtaposes this with what 
he (fittingly) terms Agribusiness writing, and concludes that: 

Agribusiness writing is a mode of production (see Marx) that conceals the means of 
production, assuming writing as information to be set aside from writing that has poetry, 
humour, luck, sarcasm, leg pulling, the art of the storyteller and subject becoming 
object. Agribusiness writing assumes writing to be a means, not a source, of experience 
for reader and writer alike. (Taussig, 2015, p. 5) 

This is not dissimilar to what Agamben (2009) writes about impotentiality as a 
state that should be sought by both student and researcher, because it is in that 
stage of not-knowing that our full potential lies. This study, therefore, will treat 
writing as part of the method, which will hopefully aid in exposing the process 
and the position of the writer to a larger extent. In much the same way as the 
process of naming and classifying restricts and leaves certain elements out by 
the way of ordering, so does the process of writing in general and that of 
academic writing in particular. Inherent in the necessity of taxation for 
presenting plants and conveying knowledgeable facts through information 
systems is not only the problem of representation but of mind set. In a similar 
manner, academic writing may benefit from adhering to certain, repeatable 
patterns, for the benefit of clarity for reader and writer alike but also because it 
makes easier the comparison and juxtaposition of one study with another. 
However, it also restricts the way of thinking and makes it that much harder to 
be in a state of “impotentiality”, and to turn writing from the act of 
agribusiness to curiosity. Perhaps by widening the strait the work seems a little 
less clear but hopefully it can also gain something by exposing flaws in the 
writing process and treating the on-going process as part of the method, which 
may prove necessary to find different ways of thinking of information systems 
and representation. For the text at hand, this will entail breaking up the regular 
format slightly, not as an excuse to veer from due course but as part of an 
examination of a methodological process.   

According to Foucault: “There are no historical forms of power, whatever they 
may be, that cannot be analysed in terms of domination of some over others” 
(2004, p. 109). Part of the prerequisite for this study is the position that modern 
society rests on a power structure that was shaped by colonialism, and that this 
is an imbalance that keeps reasserting itself. In accordance with postcolonial 
theory, this entails that even when a country is no longer colonised by juridical 
measures, the former colonial power is still highly influential in terms of 
cultural and economical power, partly executed by the control of knowledge 
(Sharp, 2008). Some would even go so far as to say that there is no “post” or 
even “neo” colonialism, but only a prevalent condition in which some are 
continuously exploited by others (Kassim, 2018).  

Foucault (1969) makes the connection between dissemination of knowledge 
and political structures of power and as Hiddleston (2009) notes, he “does not 
engage anywhere directly with the mechanisms of colonialism, but his thinking 
is nevertheless highly influential because he helps us to think through 
mechanisms by which power is constructed and disseminated” (p. 77). The 
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paper at hand assumes the position that cultural and postcolonial studies are 
essential to the field of Library and Information Science partly because of the 
commitment to aid in sharing information and work with the organisation of 
knowledge. If this is to be done in a way that at least aims at making it easier 
for people to share and access information in a form that is not entirely skewed 
and unequally distributed, these concepts may be important to take into 
consideration. The approach here is that this is especially true if the field wants 
to deliver on its ambition to be part of a sustainable future (Nolin, 2010; 
Chowdhury, 2011), and that for this to be truly potent, this is an important 
aspect. Hiddleston (2009) goes on to stress the fact that Said (1978) makes use 
of Foucault’s notions in order to unveil the discourse of colonialism. This ties 
in to the framework developed by Foucault and expanded by Agamben (among 
others) that will be of use in the analytical segment in this essay. These 
concepts and the framework of the discourse analysis will be more thoroughly 
discussed in the methodology section below.  

1.3 Scope and Delimitation 
 
It is important to note that this study is not conducted on seed archives or seed 
vaults in general but uses the Global Seed Vault in Longyearbyen, Svalbard as 
a starting point for the discussion on classification systems and institutions that 
benefits from knowledge structures. The discussion on classifying and 
preserving seeds and plants may however be of a more general character. In 
turn, seeds are used as one example of organic or other materials that separate 
themselves from what has traditionally been found in a library. That the 
delimitation is made with a clear focus on an archive that makes use of the 
classification of plants is not, however, a random choice, which has hopefully 
been made clear by now. This is relevant because it adds an extra dimension to 
the discussion on classification and colonialism that becomes visible through 
the dualism of the capitalisation of foreign plants inflicted on the colonies and 
the structure brought by the system of classification. That the Global Seed 
Vault carries seeds that are stored with the hope of safeguarding the food 
supplies of the world does not make the power balance less delicate.  

1.4 Empirical Material 
 
The material at focus in this study will consist of two categories, that will 
however be studied in much the same manner. The seeds in the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault are organised in an online catalogue called The Seed Portal, 
which will be examined in light of previous research and the section on 
Classification and Colonialism but also in accordance to the theories of 
Foucault and Agamben. The main analytical part of the thesis will use as its 
material texts from the official web page of the Global Seed Vault, officiated 
by the Norwegian Government. All of the available texts on the web page have 
been examined for the purpose of this paper, and some excerpts have been 
chosen to demonstrate the analytical conclusions. It would also be possible and 
probably fruitful to take other texts regarding the Seed Vault in to 
consideration. Such texts could consist of newspaper articles, legal documents 
and other official documents relating to the Svalbard storage. What this study 
is mainly concerned with is however the way that the Svalbard Seed Vault as 
an institution portrays itself towards the outer world. For the purpose of this 
analysis and the limitations in scope of this paper the choice has therefore been 
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made to focus on the official web page: seedvault.no. The Svalbard Global 
Seed Vault will serve as an example in order to further a discussion on power, 
colonialism and classification and as such it can not claim universality, but 
hopefully some valid points can still be made. It is important here to stress that 
this paper relies heavily on theory and that the discussion itself can be seen as 
part of the empirical material. That is, the Seed Vault, the discourse it displays 
and its organisation of metadata is certainly of importance for the present 
study, but it is no less used as point of departure for a theoretical and 
philosophical discussion on classification and political power. 

1.5 The Svalbard Global Seed Vault 
 
Researchers have long since been collecting seeds to catalogue, conserve and 
study, and today there are around 1750 gene banks in over 100 countries that 
store seed samples (NordGen, 2017). The Svalbard Global Seed Vault is 
situated in Longyearbyen, where it was built in the permafrost rock. It 
officially opened in 2008, but the Nordic Gene bank (now NordGen) had 
started housing seeds in an abandoned coalmine outside of Longyearbyen in 
1984. According to the technical and financial report from 2016 it was the 
permafrost conditions along with pre-existing infrastructure that led to the 
initial establishment of a gene bank designated to keep security copies from the 
Nordic seed collection. These were housed in a steel container inside one of the 
coalmines in Longyearbyen (NordGen, 2017). The same text declares that 
discussion on establishing a back-up storage that would collect seeds from 
other gene banks from across the world were in place at an early stage, and led 
to the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and 
Agriculture (ITPGRFA) being finalised in 2001. The treaty aimed at 
establishing a global system for preserving and sharing plant genetic resources. 

Consequently, the Norwegian government was approached by Bioversity 
International on hosting a vault for securing seeds. Bioversity International 
works to “safeguard collections of unique and valuable crop diversity held in 
gene banks around the world” and has given priority to 25 crops they have 
found to be crucial for “food security”(Crop Trust, 2019). In accordance with 
CGIAR and the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation, Bioversity 
International established the Crop Trust, which also supports the Norwegian 
Seed storage. It was decided that the Seed Vault should be established in the 
place where NordGen were all ready storing their seeds and that the Norwegian 
Government would fund the infrastructure and maintenance together with 
NordGen and Crop Trust (Sheikh, 2017). Crop Trust, in turn, is funded by a 
number of different countries, NGOs and other donors, among which are the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (Crop Trust, 2019). 

After evaluating the situation in the mine in 2004 it was concluded that the 
seeds were in need of cooler conditions than the permafrost, at -3,5°C, could 
provide. Also, there were concerns that the hydrocarbon levels in the previous 
coalmine would have a negative effect on the seeds in the long term. Therefore, 
it was decided that the seed storage should be hosted in a new setting in the 
virgin rock of Longyearbyen, where a freezing structure helps keep the 
temperature at -18°C (NordGen, 2016). The vault is designed so as to be secure 
from earthquakes or explosions from the outside. It is also supposed to be safe 
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from seawater rise, but did flood due to climate change in 2017 (Carrington, 
2017).  

Most countries are now keeping seeds in the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, 
which houses 1 million seed samples. Norway is currently storing 1,219,101 of 
its own seeds in the vault while India, which has the largest number of seeds 
stored, has yet deposited 95,585,959 (Seed Portal, 2019). The seeds are stored 
in accordance with an agreement between the Norwegian Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food and the depositing country, which entails a complete 
ownership of seeds for the depositing gene bank and also states that the seed 
containers will remain closed during their time in the Seed Vault. In 2015 the 
Syrian organisation ICARDA became the first to withdraw some of its seeds to 
plant in its new units in Lebanon (NordGen, 2017). 

Apart from Crop Trust, which describes itself as an independent organisation 
acting under international law (Crop Trust, 2019), The Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault is supported by The UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 
which symbolises international backing of the seed archive (NordGen, 2019). 
The Norwegian storage is the world’s largest, and carries seeds from more than 
4000 species of plants. That means duplicates of tens of thousands varieties of 
crops such as beans, wheat and rice are distributed to the Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault from gene banks across the world. The online information system in 
place is run by The Nordic Genetic Resource Centre (NordGen) and carries 
information on taxon names, species, genus, country and continent of origin 
and depositor institutes (NordGen, 2019). 

1.6 Previous research 
 
There are seemingly an infinite number of studies dealing with approaches to 
knowledge organisation. These are often practically oriented towards 
proceedings in classification, as for example Robert Glushko’s (2013) research 
that deals with obstacles in working within these systems and offers solutions 
for organising knowledge systems. Erin Wilson (2009) writes informatively 
and practice based on metadata for plant seeds, using the Linnaean taxonomy 
as a starting point while stating that its universal usage and the fact that it 
works as a precondition for our understanding of the organisation of the 
biological world, also means that it forms the basis for other models of 
taxonomic metadata. Wilson goes on to address the fact that biodiversity is 
being lost due to agricultural conglomerates and climate change, which affects 
the supply of seed varieties. She highlights the stance that metadata on seeds is 
crucial for the initiatives and international projects on biodiversity, such as the 
Svalbard Global Seed Vault, in order that they can exchange and understand 
the information provided among themselves and with the larger community.  

Partha Sarathi Das and Bhupendra Singh Kholia (2010) also stress the 
importance of coordination between different organisations in order to make 
use of taxonomic research, calling for the use of an integrated Plant Taxonomic 
Information System in India. Referring to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity from 1992, that recognises taxonomic information as crucial for a 
sustainable development, the authors list societal and scientific value of 
information in this field. The scientific benefits of taxonomy is much to do 
with the systematisation that allows for researchers to arrange the biological 
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information in order to study, compare and understand patterns of evolution. 
To identify and organise collections of what the authors term ethnobotanical 
information is also listed as an important value of taxonomy that enhance the 
need for an integrated system throughout India. The most significant societal 
value for Sarathi Das and Singh Kholia (2010) just as for Wilson (2009) lies in 
preventing loss of biodiversity and upholding conservation of natural 
resources. Another important aspect of an integrated information system that 
displays taxonomic relations is that it can help “bridge the gap between the 
info-rich and the info-poor sectors” (Sarathi Das & Singh Kholia, 2010 p. 37).  

Mary Slaughter (1982) writes on the rise of scientific taxonomy in the 
seventeenth century, but argues that it was based on, and grew out of 
Aristotelianism. “Taxonomic activity in and out of itself pre-supposed crucial 
philosophical assumptions which were in their origin Aristotelian” (1982, p. 3). 
These assumptions, Slaughter writes, are based on the beliefs that nature is an 
orderly system that can be fully known and described, and that there is an 
essence in living things that can be properly expressed and represented. For 
Aristotle, taxonomy was the method and language of science, and classification 
was a way of explaining and representing nature. In the seventeenth century, 
taxonomy was still a scientific activity aimed at finding the proper definitions 
of things and arranging them according to the “systematicity and orderliness of 
creation” (1982, p. 4). Everything had its place in the Great Chain of Being. 

[P]articularly for those who studied living things, the belief in Aristotelian essences 
persisted through the seventeenth century. When they ask what differentiates a plant 
from an animal, a tree from a shrub, a cucumber from a marigold, they are asking what 
is the essence or nature of these things such that it is similar to or different from the 
essence of those other things. (p. 5)  

This means that botanical taxonomy as it developed in the seventeenth century 
is based on arranging species according to the next higher genus by way of 
determining similarities and dissimilarities in form. Furthermore, Slaughter 
establishes the connection between Aristotle’s groundwork and the taxonomy 
of Linnaeus’.  

Greg Bak (2012) writes on the difference between biological classification and 
other systems of classification as he argues for more dynamic representations 
in information systems. Bak also points out that biological classification is 
currently undergoing changes as external features are being replaced by 
evolutionary descent as a way of determining relationships, something that 
might be the cause of further estrangement from nature (and science) for the 
non-scientist interpreter. Bak emphasises that classification is political, citing 
Weinberger (2007) as he argues that record managing staff are empowered as 
the gatekeepers of the classification systems (Bak, 2012).  

Fiona Cameron (2003) writes on knowledge models and digital information 
systems for organising museum collections, stressing the fact that these 
systems works as an influence on the perception of the data presented. She also 
refers to cultural theorist Jean Francis Lyotard in stating that digital 
technologies does not promote a democratic relationship between institutions 
and users but rather support existing power structures. 

Previous studies that critically assess the very action of classification include 
that by Geoffrey C. Bowker and Susan Leigh Star, which embark on a vast 
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documentation of different kinds of systems of classification while also 
problematising and underscoring its role in shaping hierarchies and structures 
of power. They emphasise the materiality of classification schemes and 
highlight the fact that they are not only symbolic structures but are intertwined 
and imbued in almost every aspect of modern life. The work they perform is a 
trajectory toward uncovering the architecture behind the knowledge systems 
that shape the world. Bowker and Star (1999) emphasise that there are 
practices, such as classification of seeds used in farming, which are inherently 
ethical conundrums because they affect life forms in the long term. Working 
within a similar tradition is Joacim Hansson, who in his doctoral thesis 
performed a critical hermeneutical study of the Swedish library classification 
system (SAB) and writes in a 2006 paper: 

Critical readings of current classification systems must be enhanced in order to create an 
understanding not of the essentialist foundation of knowledge structures, but of the 
social and cultural relations which form the content and structure of these systems. (s. 7) 

Birger Hjørland has developed a set of concepts and analytical tools that aim to 
aid in investigating the effects that varying apprehensions of knowledge as well 
as social and cultural groups has on information theory (Hjørland, 2003, 2009). 
Hjørland’s theory is based on the assumption that concepts and culture exist in 
relation to each other, and that these in turn shape information behaviour.  

Hansson (1999) refers to three different positions within the field of Library 
and Information Studies regarding the classification system’s correspondence 
beyond the primary document. One entails a “universe of knowledge” that 
belongs to an idealistic worldview in which the classification system would 
correspond with and be objectively representative of a universe. There is also 
the position that the system correlates to the joint knowledge in the world, 
which according to Hansson implies a position on systems of classification as 
in direct communication with the different ways of thinking about and 
formulating the purpose of the document. The third position is closer to the one 
offered by Hjørland and forms part of the prerequisites for this study, in that it 
assumes that a system of classification corresponds to and reflects on the 
society in which it is formed. 

Relevant for the present study is also research conducted in adjacent fields. 
Howard Becker (1982), who is a sociologist and art scholar, discuss the way 
that infrastructure shapes the subject at hand; shedding light on the fact that the 
very tradition of framing or the moulds within which we can imagine art being 
made alters its content. 

The study at hand will rely heavily of some of the concepts of Giorgio 
Agamben and Michel Foucault, that can be used in order to discern colonialism 
and patterns of discourse and which will be examined in sections below. These 
concepts are also pivotal for researchers such as Josephine Berry, whose work 
on biopolitics from 2018 has been vital for this study in that it conveys the acts 
of biopower that went in to classification and the ordering of nature during the 
Enlightenment. This in turn helps in understanding what kind of heritage that 
the classification systems, namely Linnaeus’, that are still in use, are imbued 
with. The subject of the earliest systems of professionalised taxonomy is 
something that Londa Schiebinger, who is a professor in the History of 
Science, writes extensively on. The trading and appropriation of plants in the 
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seventeenth century is thoroughly examined in her Plants and Empire from 
2007, which the present study, and especially the section on classification and 
colonialism, has benefited a great deal from.  

1.6.1 Other Sources  
 
Postcolonial and Cultural Studies scholar Shela Sheikh (2017) speaks 
specifically of the postcolonial implications of the Svalbard Archive in relation 
to the feature Wild Relatives (Manna 2017), which narrates the deposition of 
seeds from the Syrian organisation ICARDA (now based in Lebanon) to 
Longyearbyen. That there has been a recent surge of interest in the research of 
naturalists and biologists is clear and not at all surprising if one considers the 
on-going climate crisis and shortage of food and water in many parts of the 
world. Aiolos, which is a scholarly journal of literature, theory and aesthetics, 
recently published a theme number on the perceived essence of plants and the 
ways in which they are thought of and written about. The poet Jonas Gren 
(2018) is featured in Dagens Nyheter on his writing about nature in the face of 
rapid change and the same paper’s Kristoffer Alström (2019) calls for a new 
language that does not romanticise and treat nature as the nostalgic oasis poets 
and novelists are wont to do. Where this subject seems to have its main merger 
with archival studies is, however, the art world. 

As Chris Kraus notes, books that have increasingly been categorised as art 
studies, are often “works of critical theory that might once have been read 
within the humanities” (Kraus, 2015 p. 6). Cabinet, an art and culture 
quarterly, discuss the classification of plants in their section “Inventory”, 
which in each number spends a couple of pages on examining a register or a 
catalogue of varying forms. Bennet Gilbert (2018) writes on the hand pressed 
book and its representation of plants: 

Even the simplest being has an elusive, intense reality whose fullness provokes 
problems of representation [...] A specimen in the presence of text becomes something 
other than a plant, though it is a piece of a plant [...] it represents the plant’s passage 
across time, from life to death to image and finally again to a kind of life–at least, life as 
the specimen collector chooses to represent it. (p. 15) 

Because of the theoretical nature and research oriented works of many artists 
(but also because of its possible importance in finding new approaches to the 
classification of living things) it could be of some relevance to look to, for 
example, Jumana Manna, who is but one example of this, but who’s work is 
very explicitly examines the topics of this study, which becomes clear not only 
in the documentary feature Wild Relatives (2018) but is visible throughout her 
oeuvre.  

The island of Manaháhtaan was sculpted into Manhattan partly with help from 
the enormous amounts of mud that was dumped around its shores from 1690 
and onwards. Part of it came from hills on the island itself but much of it had 
been used as ballast on trade ships from South America or Singapore. That 
meant that seeds not previously inherent in North America spread and flora 
like cheat grass, mugwort and pink purslane started flourishing on the banks 
(Tran, 2013). “These plant species colonized the Hudson ecosystem because 
they were first imported by agents of the nations that colonized their points of 
origin” (Moffitt 2018, p.17). The artist Maria Thereza Alves has been 
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replanting and nourishing these specimens as part of her on-going project 
’Seeds of Change’ (1999–present). 

For more than half of New York’s history, human bodies were also packed in the bellies 
of ships, like ballast, and unloaded in American ports. Alves’s work reveals that the 
effects of colonialism run deep into the soil; but, also, that this same soil – a stolen 
mulch – is itself a colonized body. (Moffitt, 2018, p.17) 

The project began in Marseille, while Alves was studying the ballast flora in 
historical sites (Tran, 2013). Moffitt argues that the displacement of plants has 
connotations with the displacement of people and points out that many US 
immigrants now seeking to cross the Mexican border are indigenous and 
consider the whole area “what the Aztecs called Aztlán, stretching from the 
low Sonoran Desert high into New Mexico and Arizona” their ancestral home 
(Moffit, 2018, p. 17). Jenny Yurshansky makes similar observations in her 
research project Blacklisted: A Planted Allegory (2015). Yurshansky spent 
four years researching and digging up greeneries that has been identified as 
alien by the California Invasive Species Advisory Committee, which is a 
scientific organisation that has as its sole mission to keep a continuously 
growing list of invasive species. In order to safe keep the plants that are legally 
to be reported and or destroyed upon discovery she kept specimens in her 
research studio while creating a register over her collection. It now covers 133 
alien plants, and images and poetic narratives make up the archive. The 
collection is available in a small cardboard box, which consists of an index 
sheet and a card representing each of the 133 with their own specific narrative. 

Alves’ project relies heavily on her own original research and is not entirely 
dissimilar to Slaughter’s work on taxonomy, just as it poses questions akin to 
those of Hjørland, Hansson and Bowker and Star. The sections above has 
aimed at a brief account of the studies of importance for the present one while 
introducing research that this study relies on in a vast, interdisciplinary field. 
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2. On the History of Classification and Colonialism 
 
The only way to gain access to the past, Bowker and Star (1999) write, is 
through systems of classification. This entails an understanding of the 
multivocality hidden by the passage of time and the construction of narratives 
that can appear universal in hindsight. The rise of European botany during the 
Enlightenment came with a system of taxonomy and nomenclature that was far 
removed from the geographic placement of the flora it was assigned to, and 
had little to do with the cultural identities of the people who had originally 
cultivated it: “[…] botanical nomenclature served as an instrument of empire 
detaching plants from their native cultural moorings and placing them within 
schema comprehensible first and foremost to Europeans” (Schiebinger, 2007, 
p. 224). Bowker and Star (1999) notes that examining classification systems 
from a historical point of view entails a four-dimensional archaeology, because 
the systems change as they develop through time, space, perception and 
process. The structures are not consistent but contradictory and appear in 
varying states of movement or decay. 
 
2.1 Taxonomy and Decontextualisation 
 
Aristotelian theory presupposes an essence of things and seeks to find the 
correct definitions through the act of classifying (Slaughter, 1982). It was 
Theoprastus, a colleague of Aristotle, who first applied these principles to the 
classification of plants. The ordering of nature is based on the belief that the 
essence lies in the reproduction system. Theoprastus deduced that the essential 
part of a plant is the stem, because this is where the nutrients are absorbed, the 
result of which is reproduction and the production of fruit or seed. Hence, 
plants were classified according to the properties of the stem, and the first 
taxonomic division is between woody and herbaceous stems. In the 
seventeenth century, these theories, later developed by Cesalpino in 1571, 
came in to use as biological taxonomy started to flourish and dislodged itself 
from folk-taxonomy; in which the context and usage of plant played a larger 
part.1 In the beginning of the seventeenth century plants were treated more and 
more as abstract, isolated objects, described by botanists by their visual 
physical characteristics and structure, which became the criterion for the study 
and classification of plants. By the time of Linnaeus, the scientific expertise 
had developed the taxonomy schema and extended it to the levels of family, 
order and class (Slaughter, 1982).  

When European traders, naturalists and explorers started expanding the 
distance of their travels they came upon an array of plants for medicinal and 
other use that they perceived as economically viable. In 1623 Caspar Bauhin, 
who was a Swiss botanist, listed 6000 plants in his Pinax theatri botanici, 

                                                
1 Cesalpino started applying Aristotelian principles as a way of classifying according to theory 
rather than intuition. He set up the groundwork for systematic classification and was acknowl-
edged as the master of taxonomy by the taxonomers of the seventeenth century as well as of 
Linnaeus. Cesalpino decided that subsequent divisions should be in accordance with the organs 
of fructification and divides plants after number, position and form of reproductive parts, num-
ber and structure of the parts containing seeds and the structure and number of the seeds 
(1982). 
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which has a classification system with binomial nomenclature akin to that of 
Linnaeus’.2 By 1800, Georges Cuvier, a naturalist and zoologist, had recorded 
50000. This abundance meant in part that professionals as botanists, doctors 
and pharmacists became interested in creating systems of classification in order 
to systematise and keep track of plants that were previously unknown to them 
(Schiebinger, 2007). According to Slaughter (1982): ”It was intuitively felt by 
the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century herbalists that new taxonomic levels 
were necessary due to inconsistencies in the received paradigm of folk taxa by 
new specimens.” The sciences of the seventeenth-century, were, as Foucault 
(1970) describes it, defined by the universal search for order. The taxonomic 
table, as well as connecting things in a spatial, hierarchical relationship, 
isolates individual specimens by removing them from the context of their 
environment. The plants from the colonies were harvested and moved from 
their original habitats. When plants are reduced to structure in taxonomy, it 
also marks the final point of abstraction and decontextualisation from the 
environment (Slaughter, 1982).  

Berry (2018) concludes that part of what defines the Enlightenment and the 
rise of modernity is the scrutinisation of living systems. She describes this as 
“a general biopolitical order of modernity in which life itself becomes the 
primary principle of operation and focus for intervention” (2018, p. 42). The 
systems of classification helped in imposing order, but part of the explanation 
for the movement away from folk-taxonomy could also be that England, by the 
middle of the seventeenth century, was starting to become a literate, and print 
based, culture rather than an oral, which also entailed an increase in knowledge 
about plants, partly due to the translation and dissemination of classical texts 
(Slaughter, 1982).  

2.2 Plants and Colonialism 
 
According to the Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy: “Colonialism is a 
practice of domination, which involves the subjugation of one people to 
another” (Colonialism, 2017). In turn, the Swedish National Encyclopaedia 
defines Colonialism as the practice of control and exploitation after conquering 
an area that is not part of the original territory or habitat of the coloniser. The 
main purpose to exert colonialism is defined as the exploitation of natural 
resources and workforces for economical reasons (Kolonialism, 1993).  

The term colony is derived from the Latin word colonus, meaning farmer. It 
was originally used in order to describe a certain settlement or small group of 
people working the soil, usually in a foreign setting. The word’s primary 
meaning has shifted over the last centuries and it is now mainly used to 
describe the European settlements overseas in which the original inhabitants 
are not politically equal with the subjects of the colonial powers (Colonialism, 
2017). The first region to be colonised was Latin America, parts of which was 
exploited by Spain and Portugal following the first encounter with the West 
Indies by Columbus in 1492. Since the sixteenth century the practice has 
developed and undergone several stages and the mercantile phase in which 

                                                
2According to Slaughter (1982), Bauhin’s work is the mark of the complete decontextualisation 
of plants from nature. 
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slave trade was a dominant trait was followed by colonialism through industrial 
capitalism (Hoff, 1993).  

The trade of plants became an important pinnacle in establishing Western 
Europe as the dominating culture. Political economists from across England, 
France, Germany, Denmark-Norway and Sweden in the eighteenth century 
were “Plant mercantilists” and had a firm belief that national wealth depended 
on the knowledge and organising of nature (2007). Many specimens were 
taken from their countries of origin in order to form the basis of wealth for the 
colonial powers (Schiebinger, 2007).  

Denmark-Norway took hold of the islands Saint Thomas, Saint Jan and Saint 
Croix in the West Indies beginning in 1671, and established a trade in sugar 
that relied heavily on the use of enslaved people of African origin. At the time, 
sugar was coveted because of the lack in Northern Europe and a raise in 
demands meant that farming for sugar canes was a profitable occupation. 
According to historian Erik Göbel (2017), Kristian V, who came to rule in the 
Dano-Norwegian Realm in 1671, relied heavily on the ideals of mercantilism, 
which partly entailed the sovereignty of a country and its self-sufficiency. The 
King therefore initiated the colonisation of the West Indian islands in order to 
lower the cost of sugar for the nation, and also insisted that the ship trade, 
refinement and control of the plantations would remain Danish. The cultivation 
of the earth, which was soon carried out by enslaved Africans (In Saint Croix 
they went from being around 1700 in 1742 to 9000 in 1752), was the core of 
the colonial project at the time. With the purchase of St. Croix Denmark-
Norway became a nation of economic notability (Olsen, 2017). According to 
Demos (2016), what he terms the disciplinary formation of ecology is 
simultaneous with the surge of European colonialism during this time. This 
entails the harvesting and cultivation of appropriated land, but also the 
systematisation of botany through taxonomy and nomenclature. 

Destructive and utilitarian, idealized and exorcized nature has been colonized in concept 
as well as in practice. It entailed a multifarious, complex, and at times contradictory 
pattern of bureaucratic rationalization, scientific and technological mastery, military 
domination, integration within the expanding capitalist economy, and legal 
systematization in order to manage and maximize the possibilities of resource 
exploitation. (Demos, 2016, p. 15) 

The European regime, Demos writes, governed not only people but nature, and 
did so through imposing structure and artificial order.  

2.3 Linguistic Imperialism 
 
As Schiebinger (2007) points out, the endorsement of the Linnaean systematics 
and its predecessors could be viewed as part of a linguistic imperialism: “a 
politics of naming that accompanied and promoted European global expansion 
and colonization” (p. 195). Schiebinger cites Peter Kalm, an adept of Linnaeus, 
as writing from London in 1748 that his Historia Naturalis forms the basis for 
all economics, commerce and manufacturing, with the implication that the 
study of botany and the classification of natural life forms the basis for all 
wealth (Schiebinger, 2007, p.6). In this context, it is important to understand 
botany in the sense of the eighteenth century. Together with zoology and 
geology it was developed in the seventeenth century as a specialisation with 
the roots in taxonomy (Slaugther, 1982). The united botanical traditions in this 
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period was only later separated in the categories that we at this point label 
horticulture, agriculture, applied and theoretical botany; of which nomenclature 
and taxonomy is a crucial part (Schiebinger, 2007).  

Linnaeus’ Species Plantarium, which describes all arts of plants known to him 
at the time according to his principles of nomenclature, was published in 1753. 
This publication, together with Philosophia Botanica (1751) that consists of a 
set of rules on how to endeavour in botanical actions in a correct manner, and 
Systema naturae (1758) in which species of animals are organised according to 
the same principles, helped in establishing Linnaeus as the forbearer of modern 
systematics. Linnaeus considered nomenclature a convention and agreement 
within the botanic community, and himself as a “lawgiver bringing order to the 
botanical commonwealth threatened by the ‘invasion’ of ‘vast hordes’ of 
foreign plants and their ‘barbarous’ names” (Schiebinger, 2007, p. 194).  

In order to scientifically refer to a plant over the course of many years it is vital 
that the specimen can be rightly identified.3 Once a name is recognised it can 
only be changed if the plant is reclassified, which means defined as an entirely 
different genus. To ensure stability in nomenclature historical priority prevails, 
which means that the plant shall go by the name by which it was first published 
along with a detailed description. The name is then connected with a botanical 
description to distinguish it from other plants, and often a qualified specimen is 
preserved in a herbarium to ensure its uniqueness (Schiebinger, 2007). This 
priority of publishing means that most plants are named by European males 
from academia, since these were generally the ones who would publish their 
results. This often rendered the gathered knowledge of indigenous collectors, 
gardeners and others who helped inform the botanical society obsolete in the 
process of naming (Schiebinger, 2007).4 

In the middle of the seventeenth century there was a vast array of botanical 
systems, and the need for a more congruent approach became apparent. It was 
not until 1905, however, that Linnaeus’ system was largely accepted by the 
botanical society and witnessed as the foundation of modern botany 
(Schiebinger, 2007). It was the congress in Vienna that year that decided on 
making Linnaeus’ naming system standard when stipulating it in Règles de la 
nomenclature botanique. This in turn meant that names of plants that were 
published in works before 1753 were no longer valid, and that other naturalists 
that had a stronger connection to local cultures in the colonies were overturned 
by Linnaeus’ system that was predominantly centred on specimens from 
Northern Europe (Schiebinger, 2007).  

Botanists have met through the International Botanical Congress regularly 
since 1860, with the overriding purpose to maintain stability in botanical 
nomenclature by creating a set of common rules in order to ensure that each 
plant is known by the same name internationally (Nicholson, 1991). These 

                                                
3 However, Bowker and Star (1999) points to the fact that scientists often work interdiscipli-
nary without being in agreement on the correct classification for certain objects or occurrenc-
es).  
4 An article in The New York Times (Jarvis, 2018) especially emphasised the importance of 
German hobby-botanists when it comes to recording the occurrence of certain insects and plan-
tae over the years, which is now crucial in understanding the effects on their populace due to 
climate change 
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events have been held almost exclusively in cities in Europe and North 
America5 and with delegates mainly from the same regions. The fact that Latin 
was chosen as the preferred language for botanic endeavours further reinforced 
the practice as heavily Eurocentric, but also made the writing understandable 
only to a few, (mainly) male academics. Latin had achieved status as a 
language for the “educated and elegant” (Slaughter, 1982, p. 215), but many 
academics refused to accept it as the scientific language and instead kept 
writing in the vernacular English or French.  

As Bowker and Star (1999) discuss, classification is always the result of a 
process of negotiation, not seldom including conflict and force. “We, the 
holders of Western medicine and scions of colonial regimes, will decide what a 
disease is and simply obliviate systems such as acupuncture or Ayurvedic 
medicine” (p. 45). In many ways, the very existence of a (any) classification 
system is the symbol of valorisation and the embodiment of “dynamic 
compromise” (p. 55). Bowker and Star quote Harriet Ritvo on zoological 
classification in the eighteenth century, saying that scientists often publicly 
objected to vernacular language in classifications and seldom granted 
recognition to competing beliefs, but discretely incorporated knowledge from 
various quarters. “This consistently inconsistent practice illuminates both the 
nature of scientific enterprise during the period and the relation of science to 
the larger culture” (Ritvo, 1997, xii in Bowker & Star, 1999, p. 55). It could be 
argued that it was partly because of Linnaeus’ limited travels and the fact that 
his focus area was Northern Europe that he was able to construe a vast 
taxonomic system without being overwhelmed. Probably one of the reasons 
why his system prevailed and was induced in the convening of 1905 was its 
consistency. 

As Bowker and Star (1999) emphasise, the practical decisions and political 
discussions are often forgotten, or buried in archives, once the classification 
system is in place. According to Schiebinger (2007), early critic of Linnaeus’ 
system was not scarce, and the nomenclature and taxon names were not 
uncontested to begin with. Georges-Louis Leclerc, who was the intendant of 
Jardin du Roi from 1739 onwards: “[O]pposed system building in general and 
ridiculed Linnaeus’ system in particular for being too abstract and, most 
grievously, too artificial” (p. 219). Leclerc did see the need for a common 
method to help botanists and naturalists to communicate and learn about plants. 
However, he regarded most systems as mere representations of ideas, bearing 
no similarity with the actual plants they represented. He also thought it an 
abomination to try and fit exotic plants or animals in to newly invented 
taxonomies of European descent.  

Another French botanist, Michel Adanson, born in 1727, criticised Linnaeus 
because of the fact that his system (which Adanson thought artificial) placed 
too much significance on numerical proportions of the plant, in particular on 
the male parts (Schiebinger, 2007). Because class is above order in the 
taxonomic tree as laid out by Linnaeus, the male parts determine the placement 

                                                
5 Paris 1900, Philadelphia 1904, Vienna 1905, Brussels 1910, London 1924, Ithaca, 1926, 
Cambridge 1930, Amsterdam 1935, Stockholm 1950, Paris 1954, Montreal 1959, Edinburgh 
1964, Seattle 1969, Leningrad 1975, Sydney 1981, Berlin 1987, Tokyo 1993, Saint Louis 
1999, Vienna, 2005 and Melbourne 2011. The latest, however, was held in Shenzhen in 2017. 
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of the specimen in the system. Also opposed to this way of classifying was the 
founder of a journal by the name of Asiatick Researches, the botanist Sir 
William Jones, who thought it inexplicable why Linnaeus thought it such a 
great honour to promote the name of a person by attaching it to a plant. Like 
many others, Jones advocated the use of common and indigenous names. José 
Antonio de Alzate y Ramírez, a priest and botanist in the Spanish colonies, 
commented that the system obliterated important information about the plants. 
Many botanists advocated that names indigenous to the places from where the 
plants were imported should be retained. Whitelaw Ainslie, who was an 
English surgeon in Madras, made a point of reinstating Indian terms to plants 
because the ones provided by European botanists where obscure and 
incomprehensible for native practitioners. Adanson was also adamant in his 
critique of Linnaeus’ revision of nomenclature and advocated that names that 
were already well known by botanists and naturalists should prevail, and not be 
changed arbitrarily into Latin versions. For example, he objected to renaming a 
tropical flowering plant Dillenia (after Johann Dillenius from Oxford 
University) instead of keeping the traditional name of Sialita (Schiebinger, 
2007).6  

Adanson had a pragmatic view on the naming of plants, and thought it best to 
keep vernacular and traditional names, not least because it made it easier for 
people who worked with the specimens but were not botanists, such as 
physicians, apothecaries or harvesters of herbs or plants for medical use. If 
there was a choice between several names, Adanson advocated the use of the 
shortest, which was most easy to pronounce for as many people as possible. 
“Specifically attacking Linnaeus, who never travelled outside of Europe, 
Adanson wrote ‘if dogmatic authors had travelled, they would have seen that in 
those other countries [Africa, America or India] our European names are 
treated as barbarous’” (Schiebinger, 2007, p. 221).  

Schiebinger ascribes the fact that Linnaeus’s system has outlived that of 
Adanson and others partly to “personal idiosyncrasies and institutional 
politics” (Schiebinger, 2007, p. 222). According to her, Linnaeus was better at 
managing his legacy, producing work that clearly emphasised his own role in 
recasting the grounds for the history of botany. What is more, as S.M. Walters 
has emphasised, the fact that Linnaeus’ work is now treated as the pivotal 
beginning of modern botany has resulted in European flora taking centre stage 
in the process of classification and nomenclature (p. 225). 

2.4 Post-colonialism 
 

This book has not the slightest need of a preface, yet I have written one, in order to 
bring the argument to its conclusion; for we in Europe too are being decolonized: that is 
to say that the settler which is in every one of us is being savagely rooted out. (Sartre, 
Fanon, 1963, p. 21) 

So says Jean-Paul Sartre in the preface to The Wretched of the Earth, Frantz 
Fanon’s anti-colonial work written from, and within, the Algerian war for 
independence. It is well worth reading Fanon, and Sartre, when writing a text 
                                                
6 There was such a strong Anti-Linnaean movement in France during this time that in 1772 the 
Jardin Royal des Plantes was reorganised on orders of Louis XV, and a “natural” system with 
indigenous and vernacular names was adopted.  
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like the present. As is made clear from Fanon, and emphasised by Sartre (all 
the more so since he is in the position of a superfluous outsider), Fanon does 
not speak or write for Europeans, but for the people who have been colonised: 
“It is to them he says: ‘Europe has laid her hands on our continents, and we 
must slash at her fingers til she lets go” (Fanon, 2001, p. 11). As Sartre points 
out, Fanon, as a French speaker born in Martinique, uses the language of the 
colonisers and transforms it, makes it his own, in order to resonate among the 
colonised. 

Violence in the colonies does not only have for its aim the keeping of these enslaved 
men at arm’s length; it seeks to dehumanize them. Everything will be done to wipe out 
their traditions, to substitute our language for theirs and to destroy their culture without 
giving them ours. (Fanon, 2001, p. 13) 

More contemporary scholars, such as Taiaiake Alfred (2005) and Leanne 
Simpson (2014) also argue that integration for indigenous peoples within a 
Western liberal thought conception may be seen as a continuation of 
colonialism. Alfred (2005) suggest that discontinuation of the condition is 
possible trough thorough change within these societies; lead by the people, and 
not through reconciliation and adaptation to Western politics. For Alfred, 
capitalism defies the indigenous way of life and can only act as a reiteration of 
power from former colonial settlers (Alfred, 2005). Simpson too defies the 
actions of contemporary politics that transform indigenous people to ethnic 
minorities through the process of recognition. A system invented and guided 
by the former oppressors imposes a structural hierarchy. For Simpson, this 
means that any real liberation can only be achieved through a politics of 
refusal, where one does not adhere to a system built and created by a foreign 
logic (Simpson, 2014).  

So-called Neo-colonialism entails a political imbalance in which the colonising 
power still has political dominance and exerts an economical exploitation 
without official reign of the territory (Hoff, 1993). Some scholars claim that 
this is still something deeply imbedded in the imbalance between Northern 
Europe and North America and many of the countries that were previously 
colonised, and that post-colonialism is a misleading term because it entails the 
end of colonialism (Hoff, 2017; Kassim, 2018). From this perspective, the fact 
that botanists such as Adanson wanted to use local and vernacular language in 
nomenclature can be seen as a noble attempt, but it may also be true that the 
plants should not have been organised according to any type of system coming 
from the outside, from above, and in any case that if such a system were to 
exist, it should not, could not, be imposed in the manner of the Linnaean 
system. That the botanists attending the international conventions are mainly 
European, that the discussions in the seventeenth and eighteenth century 
appears to have occurred between male botanists of European descent, often 
from the countries (such as France and England) that benefited most from 
colonisation, is not surprising, partly perhaps because what we study or at least 
what is recounted in this study is not the result of the Fanon’s of botany.  

The Danish National Archives in Copenhagen houses numerous rows of 
documents from the colonisation and slave trade in the West Indies that 
occurred between the seventeenth and the nineteenth century. The records 
show that when enslaved people arrived on ships to St Croix, where they were 
prompted to work on the Danish sugar plantations, they were usually indexed 
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under new names, often traditionally European or otherwise indicating a 
perceived personality trait. According to Poul Olsen, chief counselor at the 
National Archives, this was one way of enforcing the idea that the enslaved 
should relinquish their African identity (Olsen, 2017). Bowker and Star (1999) 
devote a chapter to “The Case of Race Classification and Reclassification 
under Apartheid” in which they exemplify how classification systems can be 
central in obscuring political struggle, inequality and discrimination in 
nomenclature and taxonomics. “As layers of classification systems become 
enfolded into a working infrastructure, the original political intervention 
becomes more and more firmly entrenched” (p. 196). The classification of the 
Apartheid system goes beyond the scope of this essay, but, as Bowker and Star 
write, this “de jure separation” existed in South Africa since the beginning of 
the Dutch Settlement in 1647, and the classification and renaming of plants and 
specimens are the results of the same colonial roots that underpinned the 
division of people into racial groups (p. 196).  

As Bowker and Star (1999) repeatedly stress, that which is left out is soon 
forgotten, and that which was chosen, by force, deliberate choice, or blatant 
coincidence becomes standardised. As Schiebinger (2007) also emphasises, 
partly through her method of Agnatoly, which is a way of finding and focusing 
on what is left out, the languages and words obliterated alters meaning and 
change political outcomes in way of their absence.   

According to Demos (2016), biotechnology and the belief in infinite growth 
carries colonisation into the future “owing to neoliberal globalization, 
international trade policies, deregulated environmental protections, and the 
patenting of biological matter, all of which have brought ruin and devastation 
to many tribal and subsistence farming communities worldwide” (p.15). In 
spite of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault’s quest of preserving seeds for future 
use, it too constitutes a belief in biotechnology while also representing the 
valorisation through categorisation that can be seen throughout the above 
sections as prominent in the history of colonialism.7   

                                                
7 See for example NordGen (2017) and also Sheikh (2017) or Taussig (2016) for a discussion 
on food shortages, genetic engineering and the threat posed to traditional farming by both juri-
dical impediments and biotechnology. 
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3. Documentality and Defining 
 
The seeds in the Svalbard Global Seed Vault are undoubtedly resources, 
selected to support goal-oriented activity and transformed by an organising 
system (cf. Glushko, 2013). The plants are already ordered according to the 
Linnaean system of taxonomy and nomenclature, and when seeds arrive at the 
Vault they are described accordingly and catalogued in the Seed Portal in order 
to facilitate interaction with the public and, mainly, the depositors. This section 
aims at discussing how to define the seeds’ function within the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault and how to define the Vault in itself, partly by placing it in a 
context with other institutions that may appear similar. 
 
3.1 Documents 
 
The dried seeds destined for storage in the Seed Vault are packed in specially designed 
airtight aluminium pouches. For shipment to Svalbard and for storage in the Seed Vault, 
the pouches are packed in standard 60x40x28 cm boxes, appropriate for the Seed 
Vault’s shelves. The boxes are made of plastic, wallboard or wood, and numbered and 
labelled with names of depositors as well as their shelf position. All the information is 
uploaded to the Seed Portal, which is the NordGen-managed database (NordGen, 2019). 

With Michael Buckland’s (1991, 1997) complex answer to the question “What 
is a document?” as a starting point, Bernd Frohmann (2008) discuss what it 
means to define something and whether or not questions about definition are 
fruitful: “Can we think productively about documents and documentation 
without definitions?” (p. 291). Frohmann asserts that, even after considering 
the renowned librarian and documentalist Suzanne Briet’s acclaim that even an 
antelope can be a document depending on the setting, a document is not easily 
defined. There is no answer that could satisfy all aspects of the question on 
what a document is, partly because the definition itself is so dependent on a 
pre-existing framework. Therefore, an antelope, or a rose, or a seed, does 
constitute a document but also does not, in accordance with the way we choose 
to define the context, and the world, in which they exist (Frohmann, 2008). 

Hansson (2014, 2017) uses the concept of documentality in order to analyse 
libraries and their specific function and role in society through a material 
perspective. This concept is in some ways opposed to the discourse analysis 
that will be applied in the analytical segment of this thesis, but it is still a 
helpful tool in discussing an approach on how to define the Svalbard Global 
Seed Vault. Hansson distinguishes between two types of documentality, 
constitutive and performative, which are usually in place in a library. A 
library’s existence is in many ways dependent on its documents, and most 
people, Hansson (2014) writes, are in agreement that a library is a collection of 
documents. Furthermore, constitutive documentality entails that the documents 
are catalogued and organised according to a classification system, and that 
there are documents that stipulate the political, institutional and economical 
foundations for the existence of the institution. Performative documentality on 
the other hand may consist of ethical guidelines, local or regional plans for 
development or policy documents that aim to define the libraries function 
within its institutional or social borders (Hansson, 2014, 2017). 
 
For Frohmann (2008), it seems, what constitutes a document has to be 
redefined depending on the situation, and the materiality of it does not ensure 
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its consistency but rather the opposite. It would not be advisable, in his view, to 
decide on a context that in each and every situation would ensure the 
interpretation of a thing as a document. 

But if we want to extend documentation to new situations – if we want to multiply the 
concept of the document – we can (like Einstein) tell a story and how to apply it, and 
connect our extensions to theories, arguments and relevant intellectual resources to try 
to bring about an enlarged understanding of what documents and documentation can be. 
We can also use specific tactics, such as beginning with a clear case of a thing we agree 
is a document, or an activity we agree is an instance of documentation, and then 
introduce new cases by analogy, similarity, and resemblance. (p. 296) 

Frohmann’s claim is that when Briet suggests that the antelope could be a 
document, the concept can be extended to include that definition only so far as 
she has an argument (that the antelope is a document, not in nature but once 
placed in a zoo). Briet’s argument is not, however, applicable to every 
situation. Insofar as it is even viable to decide what a document is and what it 
is not, there is no golden standard. To exist, the document is dependent on its 
context, but often there are a multitude of reasons why something could or 
could not be perceived as document. The reasoning itself plays an important 
part here, because if it is clear and vast, in either direction, it helps constitute 
the result (Frohmann, 2008). 

3.2 The Svalbard Global Seed Vault  
 
For the purpose of this paper it is of some value to identify the Svalbard Global 
Seed Vault as a structure akin to a library, which carries documents. That the 
seeds be called documents is not a necessity in itself, but it helps in defining 
the Seed Vault as a library just as seeing it as a library helps in thinking about 
the seeds as documents. This, in turn, aids the process in which one can place 
The Svalbard Global Seed vault in a larger context and might make it easier to 
apply the analysis to other, similar institutions.  

Hansson describes three theoretical definitions of documents that, according to 
Frohmann, may be helpful in considering the seeds as documents. One is that 
they are multiple (in comparison information is seen as one entity existing 
outside of the different vessels that may contain it) documents are also seen as 
material, and documents can be analysed in order to understand organisational 
and institutional agency (Hansson, 2017; Frohmann, 2004, 2007, 2012). That 
seeds are multiple and material is hardly debatable. It could be argued, also, 
that the existence of the seeds and the kind of seeds that are stored is what 
defines the institutional and organisational agency of the Seed Vault. Jonas 
Söderholm (2018) refers to Buckland (1997) to establish potentiality as one 
possible aspect of documentality. In terms of the seeds they represent potential 
harvest, but the framework of the Seed Vault enhances them to the level of 
security, a promise of the long-term survival of the human race. When 
ICARDA’s crop was destroyed in the Syrian war, the act of withdrawing seeds, 
planting them in a new setting and returning their accessions can be seen as 
representing peace and survival.  

As discussed above, placement and context are important aspects when 
determining if something could be defined as a document. What Frohmann 
concludes is that Buckland’s (1991) proposition regarding circumstances may 
be narrowed if we apply more criteria (Frohmann, 2008). This means that there 
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need not be any one definition, but that one property added to another make up 
the fabric of what is to be considered a document in each specific case. 

The benefits of extending the concepts of document and documentation are located 
here, and with a closely associated aim, that of multiplying these concepts and seeking 
ways of also extending and encouraging hospitality to many different areas of their 
application. (p. 301) 

Frohmann (2008) brings forward the example of curiosity cabinets in 
sixteenth-century England and Europe as a way of explaining the 
interchangeable quality and the plasticity of the concept of document. The 
purpose of the curiosities where not, as with some objects in a museum, to 
convey information but rather to restrict it, to set the boundaries for what could 
be expressed and not among the genteel that would visit the cabinets. If the 
antelope in a zoo invites the onlooker to a conversation and acts as a link 
between itself as a document and other documents, the objects in the curiosity 
cabinets existed to police ”quite specific discursive exclusions” (p. 297). This 
means that if we accept that a document could be a thing according to the 
principle that the thing has to communicate and provide some evidence for its 
existence, be classifiable and indexed, the curiosities would not be included 
since they had no such qualities and no apparent connections between them. 
Frohmann (2008) then draws attention to the fact that the objects from some of 
the curiosity cabinets are recorded and catalogued by the Fellows of Royal 
Society of Restoration in England, who has treated them by the same 
documentary procedure as they would any other intellectual resource: 

We thereby see that the objects to which we propose extending the concept of 
“document” perform some of the same significant functions, have some of the same 
significant effects, and exercise some of the same significant powers, as items we accept 
without question as documents. (p. 299) 

Furthermore, the curiosities offered a way of maintaining social superiority of 
aristocratic English men by creating a distinction between those who where 
entertained by the objects and other groups in society of different social status 
and economical and political power (Frohmann, 2008). Without the curiosities, 
Frohmann argues, an official paper with a royal seal or other proof of 
significant value would be needed to grant the aristocrats similar status. In this 
way, the example works as a way of emphasising the interchangeability 
between the curiosities and a document. 

But are there not ways of thinking about documents that do not rely on definitions, and 
that succeed quite apart from any imperative to provide them? If the moral of my story 
is taken to heart, unless there is a demonstrable and overriding necessity to engage only 
in talk governed by well-formed definitions, fixed meanings, and clear rules when we 
think about documents, then given that we don’t generally rely on such precision 
instruments, there ought to be ways of thinking about documents and documentation 
that also get along without them. (Frohmann, 2008, p. 295) 

From this one could conclude that there is not only a lack of fixed definitions 
in regard to what constitutes a document, but also that such measures are not 
desirable. This is in compliance with the idea that a fluent and flexible 
approach is beneficial for a viable thought process. The suggestion is not that 
anything could be a document given the right set of arguments, but rather that a 
well founded and discernible proposition is vital. The seeds in the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault are, as the curiosities, handled and sorted in a way that 
resemble the way another type of document would be treated within the library 
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or archive. As seen below, it is also common that seed libraries share space, 
and knowledge organisation systems with libraries that hold books. 

3.3 Seeds and Libraries  
 
Since 2010, Northern Onondaga Public Library in Syracuse facilitates a project 
called LibraryFarm on parts of its unused grounds, where patrons are able to 
lend small allotments and help farm them. In a proposal for the farm, librarian 
and initiator Meg Backus states: “’[I]nformation here includes traditions, 
processes, and…living biological objects like plants and bugs and 
microorganisms and people’” (Backus in Kraus, 2014, p. 10).  

In trying to define the difference between collections of things available in 
public libraries, as opposed to printed and audio-visual media, Robison and 
Shedd (2017) claim utility. They conclude that seeds or tools have a practical 
purpose that books or journals do not. Therefore they satisfy a material need 
rather than one for information. Information resources are also practical, they 
state, but things collections are not information in their own right, but informed 
by printed knowledge. Patrons in seed and farming libraries do learn about 
horticulture, sustainability and other aspects of farming and harvesting seeds, 
but by way of library workshops and events facilitated by the library (Robison 
& Shedd, 2017).  

Adele Clarke and Joan Fujimura (1992) try to reverse infrastructure in their 
The Right Tools for the Job: At Work in Twentieth-Century Life Sciences, in 
which they convey the history of biology through the supplies (rats, petri 
dishes, test tubes, to name a few) that encase the research. These materials 
constrain and shape the way in which research is performed and Life Science 
develops. In Backus’ mind too, things contain and give off information. Jonas 
Söderholm (2018) advocates the position that the tool, or thing, has its own 
agency. For Söderholm, this is an important distinction because it means that 
the material can be analysed as documents that communicate and act as 
meaningful entities in social and communal situations. From this perspective, 
the seeds in the Svalbard Seed Archive are not only there to satisfy a material 
need, but also communicate with the surroundings. They can be seen as 
common denominators between countries, as well as a way of determining 
status and rank among professionals and areas of agriculture. As Robison and 
Shedd (2017) allude to, the facilitation of collections of things is not very 
different from those that libraries have always dealt with:  

Through the expenditure of common funds, libraries can select, collect, process, 
describe, and make available items that benefit a larger community of patrons, for both 
educational and recreational purposes […]. Things collections are another chapter in 
libraries’ long time missions to create community synergy (p. 3). 

Robison and Shedd emphasise that libraries have always housed various 
formats and been part of society in various ways, and that there is no such 
thing as a typical library collection.  

According to Hansson, who questions whether it is possible to define 
University libraries as such, given that only 5 per cent of the annual acquisition 
budget in 2014 was spent on physical material, i.e. books:   
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As library practices are increasingly directed towards information literacy, the very idea 
of defining the library through its holdings seems no longer valid – or so the argument 
often goes. […] Attention has turned from physical collections towards social activities, 
be it tourist information, interactive social media exhibitions, author evenings or other 
kinds of programme activities. (Hansson, 2014, p. 10) 

As Youngs (2017) write, the LibraryFarm is often listed as a makerspace, but it 
could also be considered a sub branch of the library, a library program, unique 
library collection and learning centre. She regards the seed libraries as a 
modern take on the practice of seed sharing. The seeds are checked out from 
the public library in the same manners as books, even if returning or depositing 
seeds is optional. Heirloom seeds have been saved and passed freely between 
people for thousands of years, but recently genetically diverse seeds are scarce. 
Farmers are increasingly dependent on large seed corporates that do not 
provide the variety that small suppliers were able to.  

Kelly Wilson, who is a librarian in the Pima County Public Library in Tucson, 
describes the Seed Library as a way of offering unlimited access to both seeds 
and information, but also states: “On the big-picture scale and at the root of it 
all, every seed library is serving the grand purpose of contributing to global, 
long-term, food security” (Wilson according to Tanner & Goodman, 2017, p. 
63). The LibraryFarm and Seed Libraries could be seen as part of what 
Hansson (2015) describes as an on-going effort to redefine, especially public, 
libraries as social arenas. The Svalbard Global Seed Vault however, is far from 
a social space, but the purpose of safeguarding seeds for future generations is 
similar. Food security, resilience and preservation are, in Tanner and 
Goodman’s account of Seed Libraries, reoccurring terms (Tanner & Goodman, 
2017). In 2015 the Syrian organisation ICARDA, now relocated to Lebanon, 
was the first to withdraw seeds it had deposited and, in accordance with the 
terms, ICARDA then returned seeds from the harvested crop to the Vault 
(Sheikh, 2017). Despite this, there is a vast difference between the Seed 
Libraries housed in public spaces and the Seed Vault in Longyearbyen, where 
each country has exclusive rights to its own seeds and no lending or sharing 
activities occur within the facilities. One of the conditions for depositing in 
Svalbard is, however, that the depositor agree to the use of seed samples for 
plant breeding, research and educational purposes.  

Peeters (2017) points to the difference between seed libraries that he visits in 
Brussels (zadenbibliotheek in Dutch, grainothèque in French), and the 
Svalbard Global Seed Vault or other so called gene banks: 

Right now they have 143 seed samples, stored in small paper bags and shelved in the 
library next to books with information about seeds. […] It’s not so much the ideal of 
safeguarding biodiversity for a distant future beyond the flood that the seed library 
thrives upon, but its permanent use and care in today’s world. […] The local seed 
library produces a commons, a living, transforming bank of knowledge and experience, 
of embodied relations. (p. 6) 

In conclusion, some of the differences between the Svalbard Global Seed Vault 
and the Seed Libraries are associated with the fact that many of the latter are 
housed in public libraries, which in turn is partly due to the pre-existing 
cataloguing systems and the staff that can manage them. The action of 
returning seeds to a Seed Library collection follows a specific protocol, just as 
when seeds are deposited in the Global Seed Vault, if not, in the former case, 
according to regulations by the government. Libraries, according to Hansson 
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(2014), have traditionally been defined by their level of constitutive 
documentality, which implies that if the seeds are considered documents, the 
Seed Vault could be framed as a library. The seeds are also catalogued and 
organised according to a classification system. What the Vault lacks in form of 
constitutive documentality are documents that claim the existence of a library.  
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4. Method and Analytical Framework 
 
The analytical segment of this study will be conducted with the help of 
discourse theory. Hansson (1999) identifies the classification system in itself as 
a text, from which it is possible to discern the discourse in which the 
categorisations are made. Discourse analysis will be applied here in the sense 
that the aim is to analyse power relations visible through the “Seed Portal” 
(which is where the seeds of the Svalbard archive are listed) and the texts in the 
official web page of the archive (seedvault.no). Foucault (2001), who is one of 
the key theorists in the field and who started to develop the framework for 
discourse analysis in his The Archaeology of Knowledge, applies the term in a 
wider sense than the strictly linguistic and uses it to dismantle the connection 
between knowledge and power that are visible in disciplinary structures. 

The wider theoretical framework will be based on texts that are not concerned 
with the topic at hand but that develop concepts which can be used to 
analytically examine the discourse of an institution like the Svalbard Global 
Seed Vault. The theories are post-structural ideas on power and knowledge as 
developed mainly by Foucault (1976), who identifies biology and taxonomy as 
part of the many discourses that developed from the seventeenth century and 
onwards. Some concepts of Foucault’s as developed by Giorgio Agamben will 
be applied purposefully. These are formulated around the idea of biopolitics 
that is exemplified through the division between zoe, which is natural or bare 
life, and bios, which is politicised life. The study will be one of qualitative 
measures and seeks to delve on these concepts rather than grasp at more 
general statements on institutions that house documents. Following the analysis 
a discussion will ensue that makes use of other theorists, such as Félix Guattari, 
Josephine Berry and Maurice Blanchot.  

The ontological standpoint is a relativistic stance that entails the notion that 
there is no objective truth, but only phenomena that relate to one another 
(Bryman, 2011). This does not presuppose that there are no “real” phenomena, 
but simply underscores the fact that the discourse alters the way in which we 
perceive them (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). This is important to stress, because 
the once so clear divide between objective positivist descriptions and 
subjective constructivism is not only out-dated but also not very helpful in the 
analytical process. With that said, the condition is that there is no such thing as 
a stable and non-negotiable discourse, but that what is perceived as objective 
truth is often created through systems of knowledge and power. It is some of 
the mechanisms in these systems that the forthcoming analysis hopes to 
identify. 

[T]his power is a vast and net-like organisation that traverses and produces forms of 
knowledge, and is propagated not only by the state but by individuals as they live out 
and reproduce its effects. No single individual possesses power, but it is channelled and 
exercised through the web of individuals that make up the social fabric. (Hiddleston, 
2009, p.81) 

According to Foucault, the production of discourse is what shapes knowledge 
and enforce power structures in society. All statements, spoken or written, 
should be seen in relation to the events they propel. Foucault exemplifies this 
by showing that types of behavioural disorder forms part of the discourse and 
that the choices made in organisational structures and cataloguing are part of, 



 

 27 

and help formulate it. Madness is constructed as an object partly by describing 
certain behaviours in pathological terms. In much the same sense, the plant, 
through any system of classification, becomes that to which order or name it is 
assigned. On the discourse of sexuality, Foucault writes: “As if in order to gain 
mastery over it in reality, it had first been necessary to subjugate it at the level 
of language, control its free circulation in speech, expunge it from the things 
that were said, and extinguish the words that rendered it too visibly present” 
(Foucault, 1990, p. 17). What happened to the vernacular discourse when sex 
was censored from official language is a different topic, but it is important to 
stress here that part of the formation of a discourse is also that which is 
excluded from it. 

Discourse, for both Foucault and Agamben, is also created through divides: 
between the madman and reason (Foucault, 2001) and the figure of Homo 
Sacer, the one that can be sacrificed and thus is excluded, and lawgiving 
society (Agamben, 1998). In any discourse analysis that uses this theory as a 
point of departure it will therefore be of value to discern patterns of normality. 
In Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault (2001) speaks of illusory coherence as 
the way in which the dominating language reassures its position by abolishing 
questions or irregularities. Discourse is not only visible in the presence of 
language but also in that which is seen as inherent to the point that it needs not 
to be mentioned. For example, it is clearly stated that every country that 
deposits seeds in the Svalbard archive owns the rights to its own seeds. This 
kind of language might however serve to hide the fact that the hosting country 
as well as a few influential institutions holds power over what is stored and 
how it is organised. Other factors, such as implications of funding, may also be 
of interest in discerning patterns of power.  

Foucault and Agamben have both been criticised for writing from a perspective 
of Western cultural hegemony. Gayatri Spivak (1988) highlights the fact that 
Foucault’s marginalised subject is still European, with a voice and an agency 
far from that of the colonised other, which is something never recognised in his 
writing. Similar critique has been directed toward Agamben by Judith Butler 
(2004), who, in an essay on indefinite detention for prisoners of Guantanamo 
Bay, argues that Agamben forgoes the question of race and ethnicity in his 
analytical framework for the state of exception, which entails the inclusion or 
exclusion of subjects in the nation state. This critique is well worth 
considering, but does not dilute the fact that the methodological framework of 
Foucault or Agamben can be used to discern patterns of power inherent in 
colonialism. Hiddleston observes that Edward Said “used Foucault’s notions of 
power and discourse to think more specifically about the mechanics of 
colonialism” when writing Orientalism, his ground-breaking work on 
colonialism and the exotification of Asia and the Middle East (Hidddleston, 
1999, p. 85). ”Said uses Foucault here because the notion of discourse enables 
him to move between text and world, and to support his affirmation of the 
dialogue between culture and politics” (Ibid). 

In regards to Agamben – his concept is developed partly with that of Carl 
Schmitt’s “State of Exception” in mind. Carl Schmitt was a German jurist and 
political theorist (and member of the Nazi Party) who established the 
connection between sovereignty and the strategy of the state of exception. 
Agamben (2005) argues that this is a powerful tool in creating a totalitarian 
setting. That he does not mention colonialism specifically does not necessarily 
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entail neglect of the subject matter, but one could also use this fact to argue 
two different positions of interest for the paper at hand: 1. It is good that 
neither Agamben nor Foucault speak from a position of subjects whose 
experiences they in fact can never possess. 2. While the previous statement 
should be taken into consideration it is still important to acknowledge and 
problematise that which is not part of one’s inherent context. One could, and 
probably should, do so but also be acutely aware of the limitations that it 
brings. This study takes the second stance while also acknowledging that the 
frameworks of Foucault and Agamben can be applied to analyse any discourse 
of power and knowledge and that a concept developed within a certain 
hegemonic tradition can also be applied in order to discern the discourse that is 
part of creating that particular knowledge system. Said taught for most of his 
life in Columbia University believing this was true. 

In the following section, Foucault’s theory of discourse is to be used in order to 
discern and clarify the way certain knowledge systems are construed, more 
specifically the language and structure of the official web page of the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault and its recordings and systemisation of the seeds. Agamben, 
who builds on Foucault in many instances, is specifically interesting for the 
purpose of this thesis because of the way he exemplifies the way in which 
divides in different forms of biological life are construed through language. 
The term of biopolitics refers to the ways in which political power is directed 
toward the bare necessities of human life and how life forms are regulated 
through inclusion and exclusion within the juridical system (Agamben, 1998). 
The seeds, in similarity with Homo Sacer, are being included but excluded in 
the nation state and spread across borders, adhering to the juridical system of a 
new country but still belonging to the original Nation State. Agamben also 
develops the distinction between the Greek concept of zoe, which is bare life, 
and bios, which is life plus the specific framework of political and juridical 
discourse imposed on that life. It is possible to view the plants and seeds in 
themselves as the bare, natural life of zoe, while the classification and 
systematisation transforms them into something closer to bios, by ordering 
them in a hierarchal system of taxonomy that is (somewhat artificially) 
invented and imposed. In that way, the structure is what builds the knowledge 
system, creating the specific discourse within which the life form is controlled. 

According to Bowker and Star  (1999) “Traces of bureaucratic struggles, 
differences in world-view, and systematic erasures do remain in the written 
classification system, however indirectly” (p. 55). What they suggest is a 
reading of the classification system that entails looking for that which is 
excluded and in doing so learning about the compromise, social or political 
conflict that helped shape the systems: “Our argument being that one can read 
a surprising amount of social, political, and philosophical context from a set of 
categories” (p. 55).  

The use of Linnaeus’ system of classification by The Seed Portal is established 
above. Beyond applying the Linnaeus’ system, the metadata and taxonomy of 
the seed portal builds on the inclusion and exclusion of information. The texts 
on the official web page of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault will be examined 
with the help of three overarching concepts that stem from Agamben’s theory 
on discourse.   



 

 29 

5. Empirical Findings and Analytical Discussion 
 
The Seed Portal, which is the cataloguing system for the Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault will be examined below in relation to a few of the crops stored (as 
seeds), but mainly the Linnaean classification system is discussed in regards to 
the themes of the study. The concepts of zoe and bios, which represents bare 
and politicised life, is applied as a possible method of understanding the seeds 
or plants in relation to classification. 

Texts from the official web page representing the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, 
issued by the Norwegian government, will thereafter be discussed in relation to 
concepts developed by Foucault and Agamben. The initial examination of the 
articles on the web page led to three overriding themes which divides the 
presented material into three sections: Governmentality through security and 
facilitation, The Other and Biopolitics and Safeguarding Seeds. 

5.1 The Seed Portal  
 
By the latter part of the nineteenth century the necessity of identifying people 
who committed a crime for the second time, because those would be sent to the 
colonies rather than prison, prompted Henry Faulds, a bureaucrat in the English 
colonial administration, to develop a fingerprint classification system. “For the 
first time in the history of humanity, identity was no longer a function of the 
social “persona” and its recognition by others, but rather a function of 
biological data, that could bear no relation to it” (Agamben, 2011, p. 49). But 
by that time the natural life in form of the body had already been the subject of 
law for close to 200 years. 

The first recording of bare life as the new political subject is already implicit in the 
document that is generally placed at the foundation of modern democracy: the 1679 writ 
of habeas corpus. Whatever the origin of this formula, used as early as the eighteenth 
century to assure the political presence of a person before a court of justice, it is 
significant that at its center is neither the old subject of feudal relations and liberties nor 
the future citoyen but rather a pure and simple corpus. (Agamben, 1998, p. 123) 

The notion is that the scripture of habeas corpus makes it so that life in itself is 
the focus of the juridical system “not the free man and his statues and 
prerogatives, nor even simply homo, but rather corpus […] and democracy is 
born precisely as the assertion and presentation of this ‘body’”(p. 124). By 
making habeas corpus the definition of law within Western democracy, 
Agamben argues, zoe, or “bare anonymous life” instead of the bios of a 
qualified citizen, became the focus of early European democracy (Agamben, 
1998).  

The seeds stored in the Longyearbyen archive are organised according to the 
Linnaean system and searchable through an online archive called Seed Portal 
(NordGen, 2019). The categories of the portal are those of: Seed samples, 
Taxon names, Species, Genus, Country of origin, Continent of origin, 
Depositor institutes, Depositor and genus and Depositor, date and crop. The 
taxon details also lists Vernacular names, Taxon authority and Species epithet, 
among other things. Under Seed details, one also finds the Institute code, 
Deposit box number and Regeneration month and year. The system appears 
relatively thorough and comprehensive. One has to go into details to find the 
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vernacular names, which are all in English even though the bulk of the seeds 
are not deposited from countries with English as their first language. As 
Bowker and Star (1999) point out, “Each standard and each category valorises 
some point of view and silences another”, which is, as they also state, 
unavoidable and not inherently wrong, but can result in discriminating 
valorisation (p. 5). 

Wilson (2009) observes that the metadata provided on the Seed Portal is 
notably vague. She concludes however that this is a reflection of the purpose of 
the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, which is preservation. Therefore, the 
organisation has no real interest in being accessible. The circumstances have 
altered since Wilson conducted her study, and notably one organisation has 
withdrawn seeds. The Seed Portal has not changed or embellished its metadata 
substantially. 

The country with the largest number of seeds deposited is India; Mexico is the 
second largest with 39,585,837 seeds while Svalbard and Jan Mayen Islands 
only has a 1000 seeds by 5 accessions. Sweden in turn has 6,526,354 and 
Norway 1,226,263. 

The species with the highest number of deposited accessions and seeds is 
Oryza Sativa with 54,207,050 seeds from 125 countries. Oryza does mean rice 
in classical Latin and Sativa is another word for cultivated, so if one knows 
Latin the scientific name is useful. The same can be said of Phaseolus vulgaris, 
which the seed portal has given the vernacular epithet of kidney bean. It too is 
one of the most common in the archive with 4,526,038 seeds from 112 
countries. French bean, haricot bean, salad bean, snap bean, string bean, 
frijoles (Spanish), feijão and feijoeiro (Portuguese for the seed and the plant, 
respectively), and Mharagwe (Swahili) are other names for the same plant, not 
listed in the Seed Portal. The name Phaseolus was introduced by Linnaeus in 
his Species Plantarum in 1753 and is derived from Latin and Greek, in which it 
means approximately “bean”.  

When the taxonomy that forms the basis for the Linnean system started to 
develop in the seventeenth century, scientists agreed that the relation between 
the taxonomic structure and taxonomic nomenclature was not properly satisfied 
by natural language. The goal, following Aristotelian principles of definitions, 
was that every recognised category and its members should have its unique 
designation. The definitions should also constitute the essence of the plant, so 
that there is no separation between naming and defining. The definition of the 
plant is constituted by its name, and the taxonomic table in turn is made up by 
these definitions. “The taxonomy is an encyclopaedia, nomenclature and 
dictionary all at the same time” (Slaughter, 1982, p. 66). To some extent, the 
vocabulary seeks to be transparent, and according to Aristotelian botany, the 
name should indicate something essential about the plants life. Linnaeus 
strived to find self-defining generic names8, but most names in his 
institutionalised taxonomy are only designatory, and “the specialised 
nomenclatures of botany and zoology were fixed by Linnaeus in an artificial 
kind of Latin (which is about as close as natural language can get to numbers)” 
(Slaughter, 1982, p. 216). The plant names represent the plant by becoming its 

                                                
8For example Triopteris (three wings) is a genus which carries three petals. 
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definition. As previously discussed, however, the Linnean taxonomy strips the 
plants of other properties and contexts and according to Slaughter (1982), 
Linnaeus work reaches the final point of decontextualisation through 
classification. From folk-taxonomy, in which a plant would be described with 
information on its various names, its visual appearance, growth and usage via 
later systematisation in which the physical characteristics is the prominent part 
of the description. “We see this in Gerard’s Herbal (1597) where the typical 
herbal information is given, but is laid out in a systematic way. The 
description, place, time and virtues are sections literally blocked out on the 
page” (Slaughter, 1982, p. 52). By this time, however, the physical appearance 
of a plant was still seen as representative of its essence. 

The genus of Adansonia has 17 accessions and 8500 seeds in the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault, 500 of which are deposited by Tanzania and the rest by 
Kenya. The vernacular name is Baobab and the tree grows naturally in parts of 
Africa, Arabia and Australia. Linnaeus named the tree Adansonia for French 
botanist Michel Adanson, who, as described above, was very set against the 
practice of naming species in Latin and Greek. Adanson did not agree with the 
usage of his name for the Baobab tree, and also believed Linnaeus manner of 
making names sound Latin by adding ia, um or us to be unsophisticated 
(Schiebinger, 2007). According to Slaughter, naming was a widely debated 
subject, and to borrow roots from Latin was a common practice. It is difficult 
to escape the imperialist notion that comes with placing the names of 
European-educated, male scientists9 on plants found in the colonies. The 
Svalbard Global Seed Vault and its Seed Portal only applies the taxonomic 
nomenclature as decided by the international botanical congress in 1905. This 
thesis in turn uses the Svalbard Global Seed Vault to shed light on the 
problematic implementation and to discuss its implications. As Slaughter 
writes “The field of botany presents a good example of the problems of naming 
and defining.” The Seed Vault is responsible for the way it presents its 
metadata through the Seed Portal and how accessible it is, it plays no part in 
inventing the taxonomy that organises the plants to begin with. However, the 
continuous use of this system does further legitimise and cement its meaning. 
As we have seen, the naming and trading of plants played an important role in 
the colonial bioprospecting of the seventeenth century (Schiebinger, 2007). 
Northern Europe, between Holland and Sweden, the countries around the 
North and The Baltic Sea played a huge role in thought and political theory in 
the seventeenth century (Foucault, 2007, p. 15). A seed deposit situated in 
Northern Europe harbouring seeds from former colonies it is if nothing else 
poignant example. Systematisation and hierarchical archiving can also be seen 
as part of creating a discourse. However, this can be related to any system of 
classification and thus the divide and transformation that any item in an 
archival or library system must adhere to.  

As seen above, some scholars claim that colonialism is inherited and 
redistributed, partly through language. Agamben uses the figure of the Homo 
Sacer, from archaic Roman law, referring to an outcast who “may be killed and 
yet not sacrificed”, as a way of explaining how the sovereign power of modern 
democracy makes the individual body of each person the core of political 
                                                
9 Which was almost always the case, but for “one freed slave in Surinam and several well-born 
women” (Schiebinger, 2007, p. 218). 
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conflict (Agamben, 1998). Sovereignty, according to Agamben (2005), is 
created through this exception, and he argues that the sovereign himself is akin 
to the figure of Homo Sacer, and that the power rests on the continuous state of 
exception. This calls for a longer explanation for which this thesis is not the 
place, but it is mentioned here because it forms the basis of the dualist 
paradigm that help define the fabric of exclusion and inclusion of which 
discourse, in accordance to Foucault and Agamben, is created and by which we 
can perhaps understand, for example, how the other is created in the texts that 
are being analysed down below. According to Agamben, Western politics is 
defined by this exclusion, which entails an inclusion, of bare life, and it is 
within this structure that the relation between politics and life can be discerned. 

The fundamental categorical pair in Western politics is not that of friend/enemy but that 
of bare life/political existence, zoe/bios, exclusion/inclusion. There is politics because 
man is the living being who, in language, separates and opposes himself to his own bare 
life and, at the same time, maintains himself in relation to that bare life in an inclusive 
exclusion. (1998, p. 8) 

The stance here is that the plants of which the seeds in the Svalbard Global 
Seed Vault are derived can be seen as paired in a similar manner with the 
classification system, where the plants would represent bare life, zoe and 
exclusion and the organising principles to which they adhere political 
existence, bios and inclusion. That Western politics was formulated around the 
same time as the height of Europe’s colonisation enhances that perspective 
(Berry, 2018).  

If anything characterizes modern democracy as opposed to classical democracy, then, it 
is that modern democracy presents itself from the beginning as a vindication and 
liberation of zoe, and that it is constantly trying to transform its own bare life into a way 
of life and to find, so to speak, the bios of zoe. (Agamben, 1998, p. 9) 

For Agamben, language, in similarity to the sphere of law, defines itself 
through the exception. He exemplifies the non-juridical or the non-linguistical 
with “mere violence in the form of the state of nature”, and that which 
presupposes law and language. 

Language is the sovereign who, in a permanent state of exception, declares that there is 
nothing outside language and that language is always beyond itself. The particular 
structure of law has its foundation in this presuppotional structure of human language. It 
expresses the bond of inclusive exclusion to which a thing is subject because of the fact 
of being in language, of being named. (1998, p. 21) 

This means that there is an opening between the non-linguistical and language 
in which it is possible to discern the correspondence between certain terms and 
their denotations. Just as the state of exception exposes the law in that a rule 
usually entails and is defined by its own transgression, language exposes itself 
through discourse, where the potentiality to signify is lost in the “concrete 
instance of speech” (1998, p. 21). According to Agamben, words are always 
more abundant than they can denote, and only through deconstruction can one 
be aware of these limitations. It is through an understanding of this excess, and 
of the exception within which language resides, that one can come closer to the 
bare life of language. For Agamben, law has no life outside of the exception, it 
exists only in the life of men, whose decisions “traces and from time to time 
renews this threshold of indistinction between outside and inside, exclusion 
and inclusion” (Agamben, 1998, p. 27). If this correlates to language, it entails 
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its existence only within the limitations of discourse. The endeavour of a 
linguistic interpretation makes it necessary to understand that the norm can 
only be constructed through, and in relation to, the exception (Agamben, 2005, 
p.40). For Slaughter, the study of systems of classification is a linguistical 
endeavour and she connects the “separation of language (speech, discourse) 
from a living context” with the development of logical scientific classification 
(p. 39). 

5.2 Governmentality through Security and Facilitation 
 
In the following sections, texts from the official web site (issued by the 
Norwegian Government) of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault are analysed in 
accordance to the theories of Foucault and Agamben. The site has been 
examined with the framework of Foucault and Agamben’s theories on 
discourse in mind, which has inevitably affected the reading. Three 
overarching themes: Governmentality through security and facilitation, The 
other and Biopolitics and Safeguarding Seeds, have been identified. The 
examples below are chosen for the sake of the discussion of the themes, but 
also because they reflect and are representative of the contents on seedvault.no. 
 
For Foucault, Governmentality is a form of power that takes its knowledge 
from political economy and is targeted at the population through different 
security measures. Since the Middle Ages, Foucault argues, the administrative 
power of government has gained momentum, which has eventually lead to the 
control of population through a discourse of safety and security. This does not 
mean that the previous apparatus of sovereignty or discipline has disappeared, 
but rather that they are executed through the act of government. “In reality one 
has a triangle, sovereignty–discipline–government, which has as its primary 
target the population and as its essential mechanism the apparatus of security” 
(2007, p. 102). Following the headline “History” in the official web site of the 
Svalbard Global Seed Vault is a text that relays the Norwegian governments 
partnership with NordGen and Crop Trust, but also that:  

The agreement states that the responsibility for the Seed Vault rests with the Ministry 
[…] Statsbygg, the Norwegian government’s key advisor in construction and property 
management is responsible for day-to-day surveillance and monitoring, and the 
maintenance of the facility (Svalbard Global Seed Vault, hereafter SGSV, 2019).  

The following part of the text underscores that the Government of Norway is 
the sole founder of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault and that the “overall 
responsibility for the Seed Vault rests with the government, under the 
Norwegian Ministry of Agriculture and Food” (SGSV, 2019). 

Foucault (2007) sees it as one of the fundamental properties of the discourse of 
security that what he calls the political technique will be executed on the 
milieu, that is, the whole of the human habitat, “and the sovereign will be 
someone who will have to exercise power at the point of connection where 
nature, in the sense of physical elements, interferes with nature” (p. 23). 

If the building structure of the Seed Vault was included in this analyse, one 
could claim that in itself it represents such a power, the entrance, that is 
described as a “simple concrete construction” makes its way out of the rock in 
Longyearbyen, far removed from nature yet very much in it, leading way into 
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the mountain that harbours seeds from all over the world. However, the name 
itself and fragments describing the Vault on the website will suffice for lack of 
an image: “carved into a hillside above Longyearbyen airport, 130 meters 
above sea level […] carved into virgin solid rock […] The seed storage area 
itself is located more than 100 meters inside the mountain, and under layers of 
rock that range between 40 and 60 meters thick” (SGSV, 2019).  

The text about the facility fails to mention that it was flooded in 2017 as a 
result of climate change (Carrington, 2017). As Foucault and, especially, 
Agamben frequently discuss and as this analyse will return to, the exclusion or 
silence is part of creating a discourse, in that it helps delimit it and makes clear 
what is to be presented and included in normative language (Foucault, 2001; 
Agamben, 1998). In the broad sense, Foucault (2007, p.17) writes, ”discipline 
belongs to the order of construction” as he proclaims that artificial cities are 
built with the Roman camp and its organisation in way of disciplining the army 
as a model.10 The square or the rectangular forms the basis of the structure 
from which the town or the territory is built, and the location of each house 
determines its social status. The institution that is the Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault is built to resemble a fort and the language used to describe it enforces 
the discourse of power and credibility.11As discussed in the section on 
documentality, the context, as in place, can also be vital in determining what 
the resources within should be defined as. 

Following the rubric “The Organisation”, seedvault.no tells us that the 
reception of seeds is usually undertaken three times a week “[…] at regularly 
scheduled and pre-announced Seed Vault openings, or on occasions organised 
to meet unforeseen scheduling requirements” (SGSV, 2019). Foucault, in 
describing how organisation in the context of governmentality is organised on 
the principle of security, writes  

[…] discipline structures a space and addresses the essential problem of hierarchal and 
functional distribution of elements, and security will try to plan a milieu in terms of 
events or series of events or possible elements, of series that will have to be regulated 
within a multivalent and transformable framework. The specific space of security refers 
then to a series of possible events; it refers to the temporal and uncertain, which will 
have to be inserted within a given space. (Foucault, 2007, p. 20) 

In many of the texts on the government website, this type of discipline is 
discernible through the voicing of security, safety and resistance: “establishing 
the timetable and process […] first line of resistance […] provides extra layer 
of protection […] backup […] For security, all seed boxes are scanned to 
ensure that no items other than seed pouches enter the Seed Vault” (SGSV, 
2019). 

The managing of the vault is described in terms of “seed operations” and with 
language that may appear sterile, far removed from nature or anything 
resembling bare life: “[…] liaising with gene banks about options for 
conserving seeds, preparing documents, facilitating seed shipments, and 
                                                
10 Foucault also states that he could have chosen Gothenburg as an example of this, because it 
is built on the same principles, in this case however it is the city of Richelieu that is intended.  
11 In a similar manner, many libraries that are being built today are constructed as land marks, 
promoting the status of the city through the building itself, its content and the discourse within 
which they reside.  
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receiving seeds into the Seed Vault and documenting them” (SGSV, 2019). 
These operations could also be witnessed as a way of infusing the zoe of bare 
life with the politicised bio. “The ordering of space”, which for Schmitt, 
Agamben (1998) writes, is a means of taking control over land, entails 
including chaos in order, bringing the exception inside. This can be translated 
to the ordering of nature, and traced back to the land possession of colonialism 
and the systematisation of vegetation in new systems of classification. 

As part of the unstoppable drifting of political power toward governmentality–in which 
a liberal paradigm curiously converges with a statist paradigm–Western democracies 
are preparing to establish an archive containing the DNA of every citizen, as much to 
ensure security and repression of crime as to manage public health. (Agamben, 2011 p. 
51) 

Agamben writes as he emphasises the dangers that such a discourse, or 
paradigm, of security brings with it. Not least because of the unkempt power 
that would rest with the sovereign of such information, but also because of the 
implications biometric and biological identification will have in creating a 
subject. “What kind of identity can one construct on the basis of data that is 
merely biological? Certainly not a personal identity” (Agamben 2011, p. 51). 
This can be seen as a point of merger for the question of a classification 
system, namely that of Linnaeus, that the Svalbard Global Seed Vault uses and 
the discourse discernible in the texts issued by the Norwegian government.  

“Our Operations” is a text that refers to “a public sector administration 
enterprise”, that “has established surveillance and monitoring systems with 
which it continuously oversees the Seed Vault facility, making sure that the 
seeds are kept safe, dry and cold at a stable temperature of minus 18°C” 
(SGSV, 2019). There is nothing peculiar with the need to keep the seeds in 
spry conditions, but the language helps in further disconnecting the seeds from 
nature. Words like “surveillance”, “monitoring” and “safe” seems strangely out 
of context here, more akin to the monitoring of people of which Agamben 
writes. One could argue that this is the type of language that make up the fabric 
of a discourse of security through facilitation. The Svalbard Global Seed Vault 
is construed as a stronghold, a powerful institution that will shield and protect 
the food supplies of the world. The vocabulary also helps in setting it apart 
from other, similar institutions in the world, that are not trusted, as we shall see 
below, to keep its seeds as safe and secure. 

5.3 The Other 
 
One of the essential characteristics of modern biopolitics (which will continue to 
increase in our century) is its constant need to redefine the threshold in life that 
distinguishes and separates what is inside from what is outside. (Agamben, 1998, p. 
131) 

For Foucault (2002), knowledge is intrinsically linked to political power, and 
the creation of knowledge systems can be seen as a discrimination and 
marginalisation of those who are not familiar with, or do not abide to, the 
dominant discourse. Foucault (2001) argues that the very exclusion is part of 
what shapes the discourse, that is in need of a division that sets it apart and 
reaffirms the experience of consistency within the norm.  
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We have seen how the facility of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault is described 
as a solid and dependable structure, where conditions are ultimate for the 
storing of seeds and a rigid surveillance system and security operation is in 
place, along with a system for cataloguing. Furthermore, all seeds deposited in 
the Seed Vault are classified in accordance with Linnaeus’ taxonomy, which 
aids the abstraction and politicising of bare life, thus enhancing the divide 
between zoe and bios. This section will examine the way in which the 
institution that is the Svalbard Global Seed Vault relates to its depositors.  

Reasons listed on seedvault.no as to why other nations should deposit their 
seeds in the Norwegian property include “human made catastrophes, human 
strife, or because they lack the resources needed to ensure proper storage” 
(SGSV, 2019). The Director of the national gene bank in New Zealand lists 
the advantages of depositing seeds in The Global Seed Vault and describes 
the setting as geologically and geographically stable, saying: 

If you’re wise, you want to have a backup of your seed collection somewhere – because 
anything can happen, anytime. Here, in New Zealand, earthquake is a major risk but 
also a simple fire can threaten gene banks. Just look at what happened in Syria where 
war broke out of nowhere (SGSV, 2018).  

According to Agamben (1998), one of the contradictory pairs that constitutes 
modern democracy, is that while law treats the biological being of a person as 
its target “man as a living being presents himself not as an object but as the 
subject of political power” (p. 9). In this way, the object may act as an 
emancipated subject, but still succumbs to the discourse that has as its target 
“the new biopolitical body of humanity” (Ibid). This can be discerned here 
through the way in which one of the fundamental parts of bare life, which is 
food, is being transformed to a political matter, but also an entity that needs 
safeguarding and organising, preferably not by the objects for whom it exists to 
sustain, and who willingly gives it up, at the same time creating the boundaries 
of the discourse by acting as the exception of it. After a deposit from a 
Zambian gene bank, the director is paraphrased accordingly “the entire world 
has benefited a lot from the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, and he urges all gene 
banks to use it” (SGSV, 2019).  

“It has often been observed that the juridico-political order has the structure of 
an inclusion of what is simultaneously pushed outside” Agamben (1998, p. 18) 
writes as he refers to both Deleuze and Guattari, Foucault and Blanchot. For 
Agamben, this is a threshold-situation which he calls “relation of exception”, 
which means that something is included only by its function as excluded. 

This week, NordGen carried new seeds into the Svalbard Global Seed Vault. The 
deposit comes from the regional gene bank SPGRC [...] which sent eight boxes all the 
way from Zambia […] still has many other challenges to handle.[…] SPGRC 
coordinates national gene banks of different countries, with different economic levels. 
Not all countries can do as well with conserving plant genetic resources as they would 
like. (SGSV, 2019) 

Some of the facilities that deposit seeds in the Global Seed Vault are included 
in its order only insofar as they create their own inferiority to it. The above 
excerpts exemplify the divide. The facilities are not seen as Global but are 
instead what defines the Svalbard Seed Vault as being just that. The depositing 
nation states defines and re-establishes the institution of the Global Seed 
Vault’s existence as Norwegian and part of former colonising powers by being 
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the opposite. “[T]he exception is included in the normal case precisely because 
it does not belong to it” (Agamben 1998, p. 22) and “cannot be a member of 
the whole in which it is always already included” (p. 25). 

The Nordic Genetic Resource Centre (NordGen):  

[L]iaises with the gene banks that wish to take advantage of the long-term secure 
conservation that the Seed Vault offers their seed collections, and advises on the 
required steps for depositing those seeds. This includes approving the material to be 
deposited, establishing the timetable and process for the deposit, providing guidance for 
the appropriate packaging, labelling and documentation of the material to be deposited. 
(SGSV, 2019)  

The depositing gene banks are, as Foucault expresses it, “subjugated on the 
level of language” (Foucault, 1976, p. 17). They are not formally under any 
obligations, other than providing seeds for research, but texts as the one above 
helps in formulating a discourse of power, setting the contributing gene banks 
apart as they “take advantage” of “secure conservation” are “advised”, 
“approved” and guided towards the appropriate conduction of documentation. 

Foucault (2007) established the connection between biology and power, or 
“how, starting from the eighteenth century, modern Western societies took on 
board the fundamental biological fact that human beings are a species” (p. 2), 
in 1978. He never deals directly with the fabric of citizenship, but as 
Hiddleston (1999) writes: “his analysis of discourses of normativity and 
exclusion can be deployed as an examination of the subjugation of the 
colonised as a result of his or her ethnic difference” (Hiddleston, 1999, p. 81). 
Agamben (1998), in turn, develops the concept of biopolitics as the way in 
which mechanisms of power are imposed on natural or bare life through law 
and politics, and extends Foucault’s theory to also include the question of 
citizenship.  

In the light of those concepts, the depositing of seeds from parts of the world 
that are former colonies to parts of the world that used to colonise becomes 
problematic. Not only because it means that one single nation state (with 
support from other powerful institutions) is in charge of cataloguing and 
keeping some of the worlds collected food resources, but because those very 
actions, however well meaning, helps in re-establishing the subjugation of the 
former colonies, and the division between people based on citizenship.  

It is almost as if, starting from a certain point, every decisive political event were double 
sided: the spaces, the liberties, and the rights won by individuals in their conflicts with 
central powers always simultaneously prepared a tacit but increasing inscription of 
individuals’ lives within the state order, thus offering a new and more dreadful 
foundation for the very sovereign power from which they wanted to liberate themselves. 
(Agamben, 1998, p. 121) 

Under the rubric “India eager to deposit more seeds in Svalbard” India is 
described as having one of the largest collections of seeds in the world, and 
even though Dr Singh at India’s National Gene Bank says they are looking at 
cold locations to store safety duplications of seeds within the country, the text 
also explains that India “only just started to deposit security samples in the 
Seed Vault, but is eager to speed up this process significantly, hopefully with 
new seed shipments to Svalbard later this year” (Asdal, SGSV, 2019). The 
article also explains that the Indian institutes are working at documenting and 
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evaluating their material and that around fifty per cent of the conserved 
material is accounted as of now. India or other depositors are never mentioned 
as the other, but often acts as a contrast to the Svalbard Global Seed Vault. 
Foucault writes in relation to the institutional control over discourse (on the 
subject on discourses concerning sex) that there was “an institutional 
incitement to speak about it […] a determination on the part of the agencies of 
power to hear it spoken about” (Foucault, 1976 p. 18).  

The International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics 
(ICRISAT) is described as “very well equipped” and while it conducts projects 
“within genomics and molecular methods that are supportive to other ICRISAT 
R&D activities and is active in national Indian and international cooperation” 
(2019) there is no mention of why it would not be well equipped, or what is 
meant by that description. One has to assume that it is in contrast to other 
smaller or less equipped depositors. Silence, Foucault writes, does not define 
the absolute limit of discourse. There is no binary relation between that which 
is said and that which is not, but rather many different silences that each 
determines what a speaker can say or name in relation to the occupied position. 
In this way, subjugation at the level of language can be discerned through the 
absence of an explanation (Foucault, 1976).  

For Agamben (1998), the very foundation of Western politics is that it is in a 
constant state of exception, therefore the exclusion is at the core of the political 
being, and man uses language in order to separate and oppose himself from 
“his own bare life and, at the same time, maintains himself in relation to that 
bare life in an inclusive exclusion” (p. 8). 

5.4 Biopolitics and Safeguarding Seeds 
 
With caution of the fact that the concept of biopolitics was developed and 
applied as a means to understand the human body in relation to modern 
politics, the proposal here is that food and the scarcity of it is closely linked to 
the core of bare life and the biological body. Berry (2018) links the 
systematisation of nature through classification and scientific endeavours 
during the enlightenment to catalogue, enhance and improve nature with the 
rise to a system of biopower and biopolitics.  

In the last century, researchers began collecting seeds from farmers’ fields and from the 
wild, not to plant but to conserve, to catalogue, to study – in order to facilitate their use 
as the raw material for breeding improved varieties. (SGSV, 2019) 

For Foucault (1976), biopolitics become visible in the boundary lines between 
biological and economic domains, often through multitudes of discourses. 
What, for Agamben (1998), constitutes modern democracy is not that it 
abolishes the thought of sacred life, but “rather shatters it and disseminates it 
into every individual body, making it into what is at stake in political conflict” 
(p. 124). This connects to the way in which biopolitics according to Foucault 
intervenes at the level of physical conditions for the human being. The 
biopolitical “deals with a nature, or rather the perpetual conjunction, the 
perpetual intrication of a geographical climatic and physical milieu within the 
human species” (Foucault, 2007, p. 21). Today, Agamben writes, politics deals 
only with the value of life. This assumes biological assets being valued through 
political strategies (Foucault, 2007), and for Agamben (1998) that politics and 
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the question of bare life are interlaced. For him, the integration of science and 
politics during the first decades of the twentieth century is one of the essential 
characteristics of modern biopolitics. 

If there is a line in every modern state marking the point at which the decision on life 
becomes a decision on death, and biopolitics can turn into thanatopolitics, this line no 
longer appears today as a stable border dividing two clearly distinct zones. This line is 
now in motion and gradually moving into areas other than that of political life, areas in 
which the sovereign is entering into an ever more intimate symbiosis not only with the 
jurist but also with the doctor, the scientist, the expert, and the priest. (p. 122) 

The stance in this thesis is that seeds are connected to bare life in that they are 
biological un-politicised, bare, if you will, life. At the same time, the bare life 
that is human is dependent on seeds in their way of food. The control of food is 
one way of controlling and asserting power over bare life, at the same time 
dispersing the line between decisions on life and decisions of death. The seeds 
are transformed to the political life of bios with help from the scientist, the 
expert, the taxonomy, classification and nomenclature. That the Global Seed 
Vault should be situated in Norway could be seen as a political power structure 
in itself. What this section will demonstrate is how the biopolitics is 
discernable in clinical, scientific terminology (mentions as “gene banking of 
seeds”, “in vitro conservation” and “molecular lab” are not scarce) surrounding 
the handling of seeds in the instance of the Vault, but also in the recurring 
mention of safety and food provision. In the text on Zambian deposits the 
Vault is described as “a safety net, not only for SADC but for the world in 
general” and the Seed Vault describes its purpose as providing facilities “for 
the safe deposit of seeds samples that have distinct genetic resources of 
importance to food security and sustainable agriculture.” (SGSV, 2019)  

The connection between population and seed (food) control does not appear 
strained. Foucault shows us how power structures shape the life forms of 
subjects, penetrating their very bodies, while Agamben (1998) makes the 
connection “between the juridico-institutional and the biopolitical models of 
power” (p.6). When bare life, he argues, is what is at stake in the political 
realm, it also reaffirms the very figure of sovereignty. This is discernible in the 
language of scientific intervention, but also if we admit the connection between 
the control of food availability and population:    

Plant genetic resources are the raw material that scientists and plant breeders use in 
developing new or improved crop varieties that can support agriculture and future food 
production. Improved varieties are needed for growing more and better food, for 
making crops resistant to new pests and plant diseases, and for adapting to changing 
climates and growing conditions (SGSV, 2019). 

Under the heading “A safe backup”, the Seed Vault refers to the FAO’s Second 
Report on the State of the World on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and 
Agriculture:  

Genotypes are conserved as genetic material accessions in gene banks […] improve the 
yield, resilience or disease resistance of the agricultural varieties. The world’s gene 
banks are the first line of resistance to the external problems that agriculture faces. 
(SGSV, 2019)  

“Placing biological life at the center of its calculations” Agamben (1998) 
writes, “the modern state therefore does nothing other than bring to light the 
secret tie uniting power and bare life” (p. 6). 
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Foucault (2001) argues that the dominating language asserts its superiority by 
ways of writing that leaves little or no room for questions and uncertainties. In 
a text titled “SPGRC in Zambia Urge all the World’s Gene banks to Use the 
Seed Vault”, a statement about one of the depositing gene banks is formulated 
as follows:  

To SPGRC, it’s very important to make sure that their collections are kept safe. But for 
it to be safe it has to be kept in more than one location. That’s why they prioritize 
sending seeds to Svalbard. (SGSV, 2019) 

As stated above, Agamben (1998) builds on Foucault’s approach towards 
relations of power, which assumes the unprecedented position that power is 
manifested in the way that it seeks to intervene in the very life forms and bare 
life of subjects. In the following excerpt, the necessity of food for the upkeep 
of bare life is apparent, and at the same time biological matter is “penetrated” 
by the politics of agribusiness:  

Feeding the huge Indian population is on the top of the political agenda in our country, 
and we feel that the government is prioritizing our gene bank activities when it comes to 
allocation of funds and resources explains NGPGR Director, Dr Kuldeep Singh. 
(SGSV, 2019)  

In this way, power and sovereignty, through governing, science, and 
organisation, is established through the discourse of the Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault.  

One of the great innovations of the techniques of power in the eighteenth century was 
the emergence of “population” as an economic and political problem: population as 
wealth, population as manpower and population balanced between its own growth and 
the resources it commanded. Governments perceived that they were not dealing simply 
with subjects, or even with a “people”, but with a “population”, with its specific 
phenomena and its peculiar variables: birth and death rates, life expectancy, fertility, 
state of health, frequency of illnesses, patterns of diet and habitation. All these variables 
were situated at the point where the characteristic movements of life and the specific 
effects of institutions intersected (Foucault, 2007 p. 25) 

The above quote demonstrates partly what Bowker and Star (1999) and 
Agamben (2011) writes on the cataloguing and classifying of people that 
became abundant as governments started dealing with, and asserting power 
over, as Foucault states: population. How population’s have been controlled 
and regulated is a vast subject of Foucault’s, but for the purpose of this thesis, 
it is of interest to note the language in which the seeds are transformed in to 
vessels for food provision vis-à-vis the population: 

Overcoming poverty and hunger, reducing malnutrition and preventing environmental 
degradation, are the main ICRISAT objectives that also are manifested in separate R&D 
programs. Dr Joanna Kane-Potaka, Assistant Director General at ICRISAT explains 
about the ICRISAT Smart Food project and displays a large number of innovative food 
products made from the emphasized crops sorghum and millet (SGSV 2019). 

The aim here is not to diminish the above incentives, but to point to the 
connotations these formulations bring forth. The fragment suggests that food 
shortage can be solved by intervening in food production, and also reduces the 
problem to something that is possible to “overcome”. All the while seeds are 
being deposited, in a part of the world that for several centuries took advantage 
of natural resources, food and medicinal plants in and of the former colonies. 
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The very right to ones body, to satisfying needs, to health and to happiness is, 
as Agamben (1998) formulates it, what is at stake in a biopolitical setting.   
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6. Concluding Discussion 
 
Scientific taxonomy is based on the philosophy of essentialism and the belief 
that everything has its place within the Great Chain of Being. Subsequent 
generations adhered to these Aristotelian principles, and the approach brought 
with it a theory influenced by the belief in an inherent and definable essence of 
nature. As seen above, Slaughter (1982) asserts that decontextualisation also 
becomes part of the science of taxonomy. In order to be classified, “[…] a 
thing must be removed from the immediacy of its environment, removed from 
all the contexture, mystery and complexity of life” (p. 9). The plant organisms 
are seen as structures consisting of vital elements that make up the essence of 
the plant. It is the isolation of these elements that permits organic forms to be 
transformed in to linear language that constitutes the ordered elements of a 
taxonomy (1982).  

This section aims at providing a discussion on some of the themes of the 
present study while also reflecting on works that point in the direction of ways 
to deal with the systematisation of nature more organically. 

6.1 Reduction 
 
When Guattari (2009) speaks of reduction of semiotization by the dominant 
language, or the language of power, he also stresses the importance of 
investigating on the micro level, not only because it poses the possibility to 
understand something on the macro level but also because it is the exact place 
where changes can and need to be made. 

The problem is this: one cannot strive toward a political objective without identifying as 
well all the microfascisms, all the modes of semiotic subjugation of power that 
reproduce themselves through that struggle, and no myth of a return to spontaneity or to 
nature will change anything. (p. 280) 

With this in mind, one can view the Svalbard Global Seed Vault as a 
reproduction of discourse and a continuous system of knowledge, and by 
analytically examining it on the micro level the incitement was to grasp at an 
understanding that would otherwise not be possible.  

According to the Food Agriculture Organisation (FAO, 2019), around 75% of 
the worlds crops is currently generated from the total of twelve plants. This is a 
very real problem, and the foraging and preserving of plant varieties is not 
something inherently wrong but rather incredibly pertinent. This thesis does 
not aim at describing the Svalbard Global Seed Vault as a superfluous 
initiative, but rather to problematise its heritage and some of its implications. 
One could ask, for example, why an institution that bears the emblem “Global” 
is not owned by all the depositing institutions but instead run by one single 
government, in cooperation with Crop Trust, who has as its tagline “Securing 
our food, forever”. The goal is not, either, to expose said government as a 
colonising power, but rather to try and understand what prompted the 
classification system that the Seed Vault and the rest of the Western 
hemisphere still adhere to. It is not unproblematic that the Vault is located in 
the very part of the world that agreed on the nomenclature of that system, 
overriding vernacular and indigenous names while taking advantage of the 
natural recourses from the colonies. The discourse of the Svalbard Global Seed 
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Vault is also akin to that of industrial agribusiness (some of which are the 
funders of Crop Trust), companies that has focused on manipulated “miracle 
seeds”, which, according to the FAO, has been a large contributing factor in the 
disappearance of heirloom crops (FAO, 2019). 

Sheikh (2017) also highlights the role of the Seed Vault(s) in capitalising on 
and manipulating the crops of the world, as she writes “the Global Seed Vault 
and its smaller, local partners exemplify giant archives in the service not only 
of the conservation of biodiversity but also, through the reframing of so-called 
nature and the greedy logic of agribusiness, of natural resources as commercial 
return” (p. 26). She describes the seeds as something that could be likened to 
one of the definitions of document described above; interacting with the 
environment, cultivated and shared according to local traditions. In 
juxtaposition she places the Global Seed Vault with its “agribusiness archive 
par excellence, summoning agribusiness notation (the vault’s database) and 
technocapitalist “sorcery” to protect it, restore and capitalise upon it” (p. 25). 

6.2 Removal 
 
Jeroen Peeters tries to imagine a different type of library in the essay Reseeding 
the library, gleaning readership, as he writes in relation to classification of 
plants in general: “Nature is not created but planted, and it evolves over time. 
Seed dispersion in the forest happens through wind, water and animals, and it 
involves movement and a surrounding ecosystem. In that sense, the scientific 
project of a taxonomy of seeds fails in that it doesn’t grasp the ’language of the 
forest’” and of the Svalbard Archive in particular: “Geared towards 
safeguarding crops, and not biodiversity at large, it has a slightly instrumental 
character. [...] Or are the seeds stored there, and perhaps the pollen or a handful 
of dirt, an index of that complete language of the forest?” (Peeters, 2018, p.14). 

In Thoreau and the Language of Trees, Richard Higgins describes Thoreau’s 
annoyance when he has to leave his rural home and travel to Boston for a visit 
to the Harvard Library, believing that the forest should act as a library and the 
books not be hidden away on shelves but placed on branches in the trees. Leaf 
turning should be accompanied by the different sounds of the surroundings and 
for Thoreau the forest represents an archive in itself (Higgins, 2017).  

We may, therefore, rest assure that among her productions nature has not really formed 
either classes, orders, families, genera or constant species, but only individuals who 
succeed one another and resemble those from which they sprung. (Jean-Baptiste 
Lamarck, 2011, p. 37 in Berry, 2018, p. 38) 

The French biologist Jean-Bapiste Lamarck’s Zoological Philosophy, which 
was published in 1809, relays the emergence of a chain of life, what Lamarck 
terms “transformism”. This work, and the development of evolutionary theory 
in general, is part of what for Berry (2018) constitutes “a separation of entities 
from the natural and social worlds” which takes place partly in the curated 
space of the museum or archive (p. 39). According to Berry, the contradiction 
of biopolitics is that while it values life as the absolute good, it also abstracts it 
to economical profit. “Biopower converts life into an autonomous value, a 
variable that is inserted into a speculative milieu, whose regulative principles 
are fundamentally economic” (p. 312). For Berry the milieu also entails a space 
where the production of knowledge is systematised, which the classification of 
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living things is part of. According to Taussig (2015), one can also extend 
Foucault’s concept of biopower to include the enhancing of plants through bio-
engineering, which he sees as a new form of governance. 

This resonates with the separation from biological time or biological lives from 
economical ones. Mellor (2019) makes a point of this rupture in An Eco-
Feminist Proposal arguing that women, colonised and otherwise exploited 
people “bear the costs and burdens of socially and ecologically unsustainable 
economies” (p.189). The economical system demands a rational classification 
that is not so easily applicable on the biological.  

It is this historically gendered work that enables homo economicus to assume a position 
of transcendence towards the space and time of the natural world–and towards other 
creatures, human or otherwise–rather than to acknowledge the immanence of embodied 
creaturely existence. (Mellor, 2019 p. 191) 

The plant mercantilists during the height of the colonial era in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries relied heavily on a taxonomic system that would 
classify plants in a way that removed them from the natural world and in to the 
sphere of economics.  

Aristotle and Theoprastus were followed in their taxonomic endeavours by the 
more practical studies of Dioscorides. His Materia Media listed plant features 
as shape, colour and habitation. It also had thorough descriptions on how the 
plants listed could be used. This way of classifying allows the plant to remain 
somewhat in its natural habitat and is closer to oral folk wisdom and folk 
classification than the logical analysis that later prevailed. 

6.3 Carrying the Knowledge of Grain  
 
Bawden and Robinson (2015) stress that one aspect of the work towards a 
sustainable society is making all kinds of information accessible. That entails 
safeguarding experience that is passed orally from one generation to the next. 
This may be seen as another example of information practices that require 
alternative modes of classification. Nolin (2010) writes: 

Development of sustainable information sharing: in addition to creating access, 
structure and visualization of data, people from different cultures must be supported in 
their participation in establishing contexts, forums, media and institutions for 
understanding, informed decision-making and mutual sense-making for the evolution of 
sustainable development. This is vital for the key concept of participation, which is 
emphasized in Agenda 21. (p. 19) 

Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (2011) argues that oral knowledge is vital for 
the reintroduction of indigenous culture and traditions in governing and 
knowledge structures. This is important when working to rebuild societies from 
within and introducing pre-colonial history, especially when it comes to global 
institutions such as the Svalbard Seed Vault. With that in mind, perhaps one 
should think more in terms of people from indigenous cultures supporting 
information sharing than the other way around. 

The use of Latin in Linnaeus’ classification system makes the connection 
between knowledge and power all the more poignant. To lose agency over 
language, especially for substantial things as plants for sustenance and 
medicinal use, also means that the balance of power shifts. Schiebinger (2007) 
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writes of the botanist Buffon, that he: “In direct opposition to Linnaeus […] 
advocated using native names. Native names (as opposed to newly coined 
Latin names) gave a clue to the geographic distribution of species” (p. 220).  

The crown of the Baobab tree bears similarity with a root system, and 
according to an old myth, the tree is planted upside down on account of 
insulting the gods. The faux-Latin name of Adansonia fails to capture any of 
this. The Natural History Museum in Great Britain has recently named an 
insect that was discovered in Kenya in the 1960’s Nelloptodes Gretae, after 
Greta Thunberg. According to Max Barclay, a researcher at the museum, the 
insect has, up until now, been lacking a name (TT, 2019). As seen above, this 
merely means that a name for it has never previously been officially recorded.   

Subsequent scientists that grew distant from the Aristotelian paradigm in 
favour of atomism, concluded that “Neither the observable properties nor the 
names guarantee that we are dealing with the real natures (species) of nature” 
(Slaughter, 1982, p. 196). 

Maurice Blanchot (1995), in an essay that alludes to the problem of naming 
because the act defines rather than convey, expands on the poet Francis 
Ponge’s relation to things: 

Now, here is a man who does more observing than writing, he walks in a pine forest, 
looks at a wasp, picks up a stone. He is a sort of scholar, but this scholar fades away in 
the face of what he knows, sometimes in the face of what he wants to know […] he has 
gone over to the side of objects, sometimes he is water, sometimes a pebble, sometimes 
a tree, and when he observes things, he does it for the sake of things, and when he 
describes something, it is the thing itself that describes itself. (p. 334) 

As Blanchot writes, it is impossible to accomplish something in the unlimited 
or to act within the infinite. When literature names something, he argues, the 
full extent to which the author intends to capture it can never be accomplished, 
but when left without a name, the thing is completely lost. That the 
nomenclature does not demonstrate all of the plants properties is inevitable, 
and some of the efforts may appear strained. (Chantarelle (chantarellus) has its 
name after the Greek kantharos, which refers to tankard or cup). But apart from 
being invasive and aid in the erasure of indigenous history, the names could 
also be followed by abundant explanations and contain history of political 
changes: 

In their 1794 Florae Peruvianae et Chilensis […] Hipólito Ruiz and José Pavón 
included a note in the description of each genus explaining the individual honoured by 
the name. Historian Mauricio Olarte has documented how the names in this work 
encapsulate the political history in Spain: prior to 1810 New World plants were named 
to commemorate the deeds of Spanish botanists, after 1810 and New World movements 
for independence, new genera were defiantly named by creole botanists for creole 
botanists. (Schiebinger, 2007, p. 211) 

In this way, the history of colonisation and uproar is also discernable when 
new classification systems develop. However, before Linnaeus’ taxonomy 
became universal there was what Schiebinger refers to a “system-madness”. 
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That limitations were desirable is understandable.12 Schiebinger cites Leclerc; a 
botanist contemporary of Linnaeus, as writing that he thought no method of 
classification could truly capture nature, because it “advances by imperceptible 
nuances so that it is impossible to describe it with full accuracy by strict 
classes, genera, and species” (Schiebinger, 2007, p. 219). If it is true that 
Linnaeus’ success was partly due to the fact that he rationalised this fact, there 
is also evidence that he relied heavily on the visualisation and embodiment of 
plants in his writings. Charmantier (2011) quote Linnaeus from Genera 
Plantarium, the first of his manuscripts, published in Leiden 1737: 

I do not recommend drawings to determine genera, in fact I absolutely reject them, 
although I confess that they are of great importance to boys and those who have more 
brainpan than brain; I confess that they convey something to the unlearned […] We will 
therefore try to express by words all marks just as clearly—if not more clearly—as 
others with their splendid drawings. (p. 366) 

Charmantier stresses the importance of botanical illustrations in eighteenth 
century botany, even though these images had lost a lot of the properties of the 
living plant and the imagery was “defined by the prevalent taxonomic system” 
(Charmantier, 2011, p. 366). Linnaeus’ statement can be viewed as part of, or 
even inducing, the demise of the importance of imagery in science that 
occurred at that time. According to Charmantier, there is also a consensus as to 
the view that Linnaeus could not draw, but she argues that in fact he relied 
heavily on the use of illustrations and was an advocate for visual 
representations, especially of plants. “Moreover, his thinking was profoundly 
visual—he routinely used map metaphors and highly visual representational 
devices in his various publications” (2011, p.  367). Slaughter (1982) argues 
that the decline in visual presentation of plants during the seventeenth century 
might have enhanced the decontextualisation from nature that was helped by 
written (printed) descriptions. She deduces that the abstraction of a plant into 
parts and elements appears necessary in order to systematise and classify in a 
specialized context. Slaughter also argues that pictorial representation of plants 
developed along with the verbal descriptions. The use of woodcuts that were 
copied from older books, which resulted in inaccurate and nondescript 
renditions, was replaced by cuts with real plants as models. In Otto Brunfels’ 
Herbarium from 1530 the portraits were so detailed that they were accused of 
describing the characteristics of the specimens rather than standardised 
representations of the genera. Slaughter (1982) cites later collaborations 
between author and artist in order to present schematic representations of the 
generic forms as “perhaps the clearest example of the tendency towards 
abstraction that accompanies decontextualisation” (p. 54). 

The two hand pressed books that Gilbert (2018) takes into consideration 
express very different approaches to the classification and presentation of the 
plants within. One, written by Baptiste Duchesne in 1820, is a Forest 
Herbarium with a lengthy and elaborate title, dedicated to Louis XVIII.13 

                                                
12“Michel Adanson in France counted sixty-five unique systems of botany in 1763; his coun-
terpart in England, Robert Thornton, enumerated fifty-two different systems in 1799” (Schie-
binger, 2007, p. 219). 
13Full title: Forest herbarium, or a collection of the species of trees and shrubs that fill the 
forests: What could merit our veneration and make known to us the omnipotent hand of the 
Creator more than trees, the benefits they produce for us, and their majestic aspects, in pres-
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Duchesne was the supervisor of the royal forest and the book consists of 42 
pressed and dried pieces of shrubs and branches of trees. 

Each sample is sewn with green thread onto heavy white paper on which is printed the 
specimen’s Latin botanical and French colloquial names; these are in turn placed 
between two sheets of extra-thick, deep blue Holland paper. The book is bound in gilt-
lettered, straight-grained red morocco leather (Gilbert, 2018, p. 15).  

Gilbert reads the book as a collage over the beauty of nature, in stark contrast 
to the informative texts on the keeping of trees Duchesne otherwise wrote. 
“The lush pages and huge cuttings of this book show us an Elysium of 
enormous, abundant trees and shrubs: a fully enchanted natural world” (p. 15). 

The other book, which was printed in Copenhagen in 1720, has a very different 
approach, which is also made clear by the (still very explanatory but 
significantly less embellished) title.14 Written by a physician by the name of 
Balthasar Johannes Buchwald, it contains dried specimens from the medical 
garden of the King of Denmark and is directed at botanic professionals and 
pharmacologists. Buchwald’s book, in contrast to Duschesne’s, is “squat, thick 
and dense, rather than tall and grand; the garden it preserves useful, rather than 
ideal” (2018, p. 15). For Gilbert, this also represents the two authors differing 
view of life. 

One would find 239 specimens in a perfect copy; the text for each includes its Latin, 
Danish, German and French names plus the months of blooming. The cuttings are glued 
to the page beneath these lexica, and discussions of therapeutic uses with references to 
ancient and modern literature are located below the specimens. The columns of text 
govern the spaces allocated to the specimens, whereas in Duchesne’s book the plants 
branch as they will, challenging the rectangular page. (Gilbert, 2018 p. 15-16) 

The books could also be seen as different aspects of what Berry (2018) calls 
the suturing of parts into a whole, which for her constitutes the ordering of 
natural things during the Enlightenment. The premise, for the books existence 
and for Berry’s concept, is the separation from nature. 

6.4 Preservation and Progress 
 
Cataloguing of plant specimens, Sheikh (2017) writes, can be seen both as a 
means of advancement and of preservation. The dichotomies of heritage and 
preserved culture versus technological solutions, corporation and progress can 
also be viewed as a construction that helps limit the discourse. In Manna’s 
2018 film, the modern technology helps preserve the seeds at -18°C in the 
Svalbard Seed Vault and when they are replanted in Lebanon it is the local 
traditional methods that helps cultivate the seeds so that they can adapt to the 
new environment. 

In contradiction, there is a vast difference between Walid, a displaced Syrian 
farmer appearing in Manna’s film, who has a seed collection of local heritage 
varieties, sorted in brown bags with his hand writing (reminiscent of Mrs 

                                                                                                                            
ting to us one of the most beautiful works of nature! Dedicated and presented to the King. By 
J.-B. Duchesne the younger, head gardener to his Majesty. 
14Full title: Medical, practical, and botanical specimen book, or, a short and clear explication 
of the plants and herbs grown in Denmark most commonly used in medicine. 
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Ashbury) and the ”frozen time of the vault, with its capitalist associations of 
accumulation and institutional power” (Farzin, 2018, p. 130). Farzin likens 
Walid’s seed library to an open-access alternative to the Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault. 

Manna’s Cache (Insurance Policy) (2018) consists of clay structures 
mimicking khabyas, which were previously used in the Middle East for the 
storing and preserving of seeds. In contrast to the khabyas are installations of 
coal slag mined in Svalbard on which Manna comments: ”It’s ironic that the 
same mountain where coal was being extracted–coal being one of the main 
reasons for the industrial revolution and climate change as we know it today–
has now become where we preserve the worlds seeds” (Farzin, 2018, p.131).  

By taking the position of the plants, Yurshansky hopes to offer several 
dimensions to her classification system, and the botany is represented through 
a tracing of its journey and settlement in a new landscape. Part of the project 
consists of the numerous styles in which the tales are retold and the plants 
come alive through journals, recounted oral histories, logs and letters from 
travels, poetry and recipes. 

By anthropomorphizing these plants they are removed from the anonymous grouping of 
the scientific classification system that they have been organized and represented by in 
the rest of the project and are offered individual voices, much like the immigrants 
whose stories cannot be easily summed up by one anecdote or characterization. What 
the stories of these plants offer us is a reflection of a landscape that is cultural as much 
as it is botanical. (Index Foundation, 2018)  

Alves’ project also raises questions on the origin of seeds and plants and their 
placement within a system of categorising. Alves’ sheds light on the parallels 
between different systems that construct discourses. “What epoch in the 
geographical history of a place defines its ’naturalness’? At what moment do 
seeds become native? What are the socio-political histories of place that 
classify the framework of belonging?” (Tran, 2013, p. 1). Much as the 
categorisation of what is considered food is connected to it being in or outside 
the plate (Douglas, 1966), Yurshanky’s and Alves’ work highlights the fact 
that what is categorised as invasive is an invention of classification systems 
and correlates with the society that creates the value systems. 

Agamben (1998) quotes Aristotle, as he writes on the “natural sweetness” of 
the bare life, zoe, comparing it to a beautiful day. 

In contrasting the “beautiful day” (eumēria) of simple life with the “great difficulty” of 
political bios […] Aristotle may have given the most beautiful formulation to the aporia 
that lies at the foundation of Western politics. The 24 centuries that have since gone by 
have brought only provisional and ineffective solutions. In carrying out the 
metaphysical task that has led it more and more to assume the form of a biopolitics, 
Western politics has not succeeded in constructing the link between zoe and bios, 
between voice and language, that would have healed the fracture. Bare life remains 
included in politics in the form of the exception, that is, as something that is included 
only through an exclusion. How is it possible to “politicize” the “natural sweetness” of 
zoe? (p. 11)   

This study has used the Svalbard Global Seed Vault as a point of departure in 
trying to problematise the discrepancy between nature (or “natural sweetness”) 
and the powers that organise it. The Seed Archive has been treated as a focal 
point around which questions of colonialism, classification and the constitution 
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of a document has been posed. Since the Enlightenment, bare life in the form 
of flora appear to be included only through its exclusion, decontextualized and 
removed from natural language it stretches thin in linear order.  

6.5 Future Work 
 
There are many other ways in which this thesis could have been written, and 
many other areas within the research that could have been examined. For 
further investigations it would be helpful to look more closely at some of the 
choices in nomenclature and classification mentioned here. Hopefully, this 
work has helped in showing that names carry a lot of history and angles to 
examine, and many of the aspects that are only briefly mentioned here would 
benefit from a closer look in accordance to the process of naming things. It 
would also have been fruitful to look at the system of the Seed Portal more 
closely, perhaps in relation to the subject of information retrieval or different 
attempts to decolonise the archive. There are many aspects to and connections 
between colonialism and classification that have not been examined here and 
that require further research. Seed libraries and archives in themselves are also 
worthy of attention, perhaps in relation to materiality and documentality. Folk 
taxonomy and alternatives to classification is another area one could expand 
on. It could also be valuable to use the concept of documentality as Hansson 
(2017) suggests, as a practice-oriented concept to examine ethical principles in 
the institutions, akin to libraries or archives, that handle seeds or crops. Finally 
to explore deeper the relation between the concept of bios and systems of 
knowledge and classification would probably be fruitful.   
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7. Sammanfattning på svenska 
 
Masteruppsatsen undersöker klassifikation i förhållande till kolonialism och 
kulturell maktobalans. Som utgångspunkt för diskussionen använder den sig av 
Svalbard Global Seed Vault som symboliskt men också reellt exempel. I 
Longyearbyen i Norge förvaras fröer från hela världen i ett skyddsrum utgrävt i 
en bergssida där det råder permafrost. De flesta länder i världen har valt att 
skicka fröer till Svalbard som ser till att de hålls nedfrysta vid 18 minusgrader, 
för att spara fröer för framtiden och ha kvar arter som eventuellt kan försvinna 
eller dö ut på grund av klimatförändringar eller andra eventualiteter. Fröerna 
tillhör det land som lämnat in dem, men i avtalet mellan varje institution och 
norska regeringen ingår att ett visst antal exemplar upplåts, bland annat till 
forskningssyften. Uppsatsens problemformulering bygger på en förmodad 
obalans i världen som bland annat härstammar från den kolonialism som 
många länder i Nordeuropa utövade på länder i Asien, Amerika och Afrika från 
1600-talet och in i 1900-talet. Parallellt med kolonialmakternas intagande och 
övertagande på flera kontinenter och en snabbt ökande handel med 
naturresurser, bland annat i form av medicinalväxter och matplantor som 
exempelvis sockerrör, utvecklades en rad olika klassifikationssystem för 
växter. Den föreliggande uppsatsen argumenterar för att det finns ett samband 
mellan det fysiska och faktiska landövertagandet och inordnandet av 
växtligheten i nya system. Uppsatsen redogör kort för det historiska sambandet 
mellan klassifikation och kolonialism. Den undersöker också konceptet 
dokumentalitet i förhållande till fröerna och den förvarande institutionen. 
Diskursanalys som bygger på Michel Foucault och Giorgio Agambens 
teoribildning tillämpas på texterna på Svalbard Global Seed Vaults officiella 
webbsida och några övergripande teman har lokaliserats. En analyserande 
diskussion tar upp exempel från sidan och diskuterar dem i relation till 
Foucault och Agambens koncept. Vidare undersöker uppsatsen The Seed 
Portal, i vilken de inkommande fröerna har katalogiserats. Språk och 
användningsområde problematiseras i förhållande till ovan nämnda teman och 
de vanligaste grödorna diskuteras i relation till sina latinska namn. Koncepten 
zoe och bios, som representerar det naturliga eller bara livet i kontrast till det 
kultiverade eller politiserade, appliceras som en möjlig modell för att förstå 
förhållandet mellan grödornas grundtillstånd och klassificeringen av desamma. 
Fröförvaringen i Svalbard och liknande institutioner, samt det generella 
förhållandet mellan natur, miljöförstöring och kolonialism har de senaste åren 
diskuterats och problematiserats genom konst och kulturkritiska skrifter. Det 
ligger till grund för redogörelsen av ett par konstnärliga uttryck i förhållande 
till ämnena som diskuteras i uppsatsen. En avslutande diskussion ämnar lyfta 
och knyta ihop de frågor som figurerat uppsatsen igenom, det vill säga om 
förhållandet mellan klassifikation och kolonialism. En av slutsatserna är att det 
kan vara problematiskt att alla världens länder låter förvara sina fröer i en 
institution som, trots det namnet insinuerar, inte är samägd globalt utan snarare 
ägs och kontrolleras av en stat belägen i det globala nord i samarbete med en 
ideell förening som bland annat finansieras av multinationella företag med 
intressen i plantförädling. Diskursanalysen visar också på ett förhållningssätt 
som i viss mån är exkluderande. Vidare går det att konstatera att klassificering 
är problematiskt ur ett postkolonialt perspektiv, men att nomenklatur alltid till 
viss del kommer att begränsa och aldrig till fullo kan representera tinget det 
beskriver, vilket ställs på sin spets när levande material ska inordnas i system.
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