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A TIMELY HISTORY OF IGNORANCE
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By Peder Anker

Odd as it may sound, this fine study centres on the social history of
the peacock flower in the eighteenth century. The flower’s capacity
as abortifacient was unknown to the medical community, an igno-
rance Schiebinger explains by reference to a lack of appreciation
for both local knowledge and the medical needs of women. The
book attempts to study such ‘‘culturally induced ignorance’’ as a
counterweight to histories of scientific production of knowledge
(p. 3). Relying on Robert N. Proctor’s notion of ‘agnotology’ (the
theory of non-transfer of knowledge), Schiebinger has undertaken
an archaeology of taboo ridden know-how in relation to abortifa-
cients.

By eating the right amount of the peacock flower (Poinciana
pulcherrima), a woman can abort her child. This was (and may still
be) guarded knowledge among women who for social or economic
reasons were unable to carry out an abortion by other means. Wo-
men of the New World had both cultural and political reasons for
keeping this knowledge secret, while men from Europe were unable
to learn about the plant’s powers due to their cultural and political
bearings. Even though the peacock flower itself moved easily into
Europe as an ornamental plant, knowledge of its use as abortifa-
cient did not. Given that botany was still closely linked with the
field of materia medica, the non-transfer of such medical informa-
tion indeed represents a striking example of culturally significant
ignorance among European scientists worthy of explanation.
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Most of the book is devoted to the social history of the peacock
flower among Europeans and the people of the Caribbean in the
eighteenth century. Dramatic encounters between slaveholders and
slaves, as well as naturalists and indigenous people, make the book
a fascinating read. Schiebinger elegantly describes the brutal
oppression of slave women, arguing that they used the peacock
flower to avoid giving birth to new slaves. The flower thus came to
serve as a radical means of political resistance. Schiebinger also
shows that the gender of most European naturalists made them
insensitive to the medical role of the flower for indigenous women
of the New World.

The exception to this culturally induced ignorance was Maria
Sibylla Merian of Frankfurt (1647–1717). Unaccompanied by any
male chaperone – unusual for the day – this newly divorced artist
travelled to Surinam at the age of fifty-two in search of exotic in-
sects. Merian’s unusual natural history of Surinam includes ac-
counts of the peacock flower’s social and medical use. Schiebinger
notes that ‘‘colonial botany was crucial to Europe’s successful con-
trol of tropical areas, where voyagers from temperate zones became
sick and died in alarming numbers’’ (p. 74). In this respect, Meri-
an’s work was no exception. She was trying to find medical reme-
dies of relevance to the life of women in the colonies, and her
account is a rare example of the transfer of this knowledge to the
European scientific community.

Merian was the exception that proves the rule. Caribbean indig-
enous knowledge about medical remedies of relevance to women
rarely found its way into the European scientific community. Natu-
ral historians were instead part of a social system of colonial
oppression that sought control of new environments and their peo-
ple by effacing and appropriating their local knowledge. ‘‘Scientists
since the time of Francis Bacon have often been portrayed as
standing on the shoulders of giants, each building new knowledge
firmly upon old foundations’’, Schiebinger contends; ‘‘[in] the case
of exotic abortifacients, however, the foundations of traditional
knowledge were shattered and left to fall into ruin’’ (p. 193).

Schiebinger has done an excellent job in bringing out the ‘Other’
side of colonial botany. Her feminist perspective on the history of
science has resulted in new knowledge about women in the New
World in general and the hidden role of abortifacients in particular.
The amount of evidence in her account is not overwhelming, since
abortifacients were a secret kind of knowledge few people wrote
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about. Schiebinger has, as a result, been forced to rest her reading on
a few key texts and scattered quotes from a wide range of sources.
Historians used to working with an abundance of sources may thus
find her book a bit stretched, while scholars used to dealing with bits
and pieces of evidence will find her interpretation impressive.

Given the religious tint of present debates surrounding fertility
control, it would have been helpful if Schiebinger could have pro-
vided the reader with more information about mainstream religious
opinions on abortion in the eighteenth century. This is not to say
that her book does not reflect upon current affairs. It is thought pro-
voking to learn that even women in slavery had the ability – albeit
not the right – to choose. A book on the history of natural abortifa-
cients hits on a timely topic, especially for women in the religiously
conservative parts of the United States where one now witnesses
serious campaigns to constrain their right to self-determination.
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