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»Haunting is one way in which abusive systems of power make themselves known and their impacts felt in everyday life. […] [G]hosts appear 
when the trouble they represent and symptomize is no longer being contained or repressed or blocked from view.« 

Avery F. Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination.

THE HAUNTING GHOST OF A BOTANIST



I am not classical knowledge producer. My practice as a writer is 
rare but fed by passion and auto(didactic) studies. I grew up with 
working-class parents at the countryside and taught myself. This 
was due to the social and cultural structures dominant at that time 
and space. I am an artist and teacher working in secondary educa-
tion level.

I am meandering through threads of thought figures that knot 
a net of a bigger string picture on politics of knowledge and impe-
rial power structures. The authors I will quote here, and the lines 
of thought I outline, are based upon the research I started on one 
colonial Austrian researcher, named Karl Hügel, further, results of 
discussions and exchange with friends and colleges on decolonial 
and class relations are illustrated. What has motivated me at this 
research is my interest on the formation of social hierarchies and 
class correlating with knowledge. 

Two years ago, I went to the park close to the school where I 
am teaching. The park is called Hügelpark. But there is and are no 
“Hügel” (German word for: hill; singular and plural). Instead of a 
Hügel, I found a monument in the park. A bust of a guy with the 
same surname Karl Alexander Freiherr von Hügel.  According to 
the engravings that monument is dedicated to “Dem ruhmreichen 
Förderer des Gartenbaues” (The glorious patron of horticulture). I 
wanted to know more and started digging in the mud.

 “Dig where you stand”, I remembered Tomaš Schoiswohl, an 
artist and researcher, saying, introducing this phrase as a historio-
graphical technique. Its implementations are quite interesting on 
behalf of knowledge production because with this technique the 
research does not have to travel far away, neither is he/she about 
to find some hidden clues which need to be “explored”. This prac-
tice of a researcher is actually quite demystifying. Belinda Ka-
zeem-Kaminski describes her artistic research practice similarly to 
unearth1, what keeps me on trace and is about to dig up and bring 
to the forefront what has been buried in the past.

 
Karl Alexander Freiherr von Hügel

Hügel lived in the nineteenth century, was not just a hor-
tologist but a botanist, a cartographer, a self-entitled geog-
rapher and anthropologist; in short, an expeditor and travel 
writer. He was  from European aristocratic decent, serving 
in the military of the Austrian Empire and is known for 
helping the counterrevolutionary Prince Metternich to es-
cape from the revolutionary mob in 1848 to Great Britain. 

In 1831, he started travelling for six years. He went to 
West Asia, South Asia and South East Asia, and from there 
to Australia and New Zealand and then back via the Cape of 
Good Hope to Europe.

 

1 Belinda Kazeem-Kaminski, in Hauntopia/ What If, Academy of Fine Arts 
Vienna, Venice/Vienna 2017.

Hügel was not alone with such a research enterprise in Europe. 
Since the formation of scientific discourse in the eighteenth cen-
tury with new scientific fields, scientific classification in Botany 
evolved and grew in Europe with Linnaeus` Systema Naturæ. 

At the same time botanists and explorers spread out by the 
dozens all over thecontinent.2 It was precisely the era of interior 
exploration. The systematic mapping of the surface of the globe 
by classification and quantified thinking. The objects have been 
different, in geography it meant that it was not about to draw coast-
lines and routes through the ocean anymore, but the inner country. 
A hunt for the “white spots” on the maps started. The same was 
true for natural science. Objects of inspection became the habitat 
of the colonies, the inner land behind the coasts; its natural re-
sources and inhabitants as potential labor forces. Scientific liter-
ature of botanists organizing and classifying nature were loaded 
with exotic “romantization” and sentiment of their introspection. 
When it came to humans they always compared Non-Europeans 
to themselves constructing their own racial superiority/suprema-
cy3 in their narratives. White supremacy was not new. Epistemic 
supremacy was already  installed all over Europe by the colonial 
epistemicides/genocide s.4

 
The emergence of Anthropology itself was a new project in 

the discourse of knowledge and academia, and it was to install  
scientifically proven racial hierarchies. It is in this very moment 
that scientific racism was formed and started its dehumanizing 
projects and followed up with the previous constructing of superi-
ority of Europeans. So we can conclude that anthropology emerg-
ing in the late 18th century marked a new era of epistemic violence: 
scientific racism. 

Hügel, a studied botanist and aristocrat, can be perceived in 
the hierarchic hegemony of the Austrian Empire in the European  
enlightened discourse. Cultivated in the realm of German speak-
ing Aristocracy and typical Austrian bourgeois intellectuals which 
were described by the historian William M. Johnston with the 
following two characteristics: stupende Gelehrsamkeit und rech-
thaberisches, selbstherrliches Wesen.5 

Hügel produces a clear distance to native people in his travel 
writings. Anil Bhatti a cultural critic observes Hügel’s self-posi-
tioning of his scientific enterprise as typically European with no 
surprise.6 

2 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes, Travel Writing and Transculturation, 
London and New York: Routledge, 1992, p. 60.
3 The same process happened with the emergence of Psychology which 
tried to prove the superiority of the White Mind. See Robert V. Guthrie, 
Even the Rat was White, A Historical View of Psychology, New York, Harper 
and Row, 1976. 
4Ramón Grosfoguel, The Structure of Knowledge in Westernized Univer-
sities Epistemic Racism/Sexism and the Four Genocides/Epistemicides of 
the Long 16th Century, in Human Architecture: Journal of the Sociology 
of Self-Knowledge, XI, Issue 1, Fall 2013; ; online article here: https://
scholarworks.umb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.
at/&httpsredir=1&article=1445&context=humanarchitecture
5 William M. Johnston, Zur Kulturgeschichte Österreichs und Ungarns 
1890-1938, Auf der Suche nach verborgenen Gemeinsamkeiten, Böhlau 
Verlag, Wien, 2015, p. 72; my own translation: „stupendous erudition and 
dogmatic, autocratic nature“.#
6Anil Bhatti, Europäische Erinnerungen am Indus: Carl von Hügel als 
Forschungsreisender in Indien, in Übersetzung als Repräsentation: Göttinger 
Beiträge zur internationalen Übersetzungsforschung, Bd. 12, Hg. von Doris 
Bachmann-Medick, Erich Schmidt Verlag, Berlin, 1997, p. 108. 

https://scholarworks.umb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.at/&httpsredir=1&article=1445&context=humanarchitecture
https://scholarworks.umb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.at/&httpsredir=1&article=1445&context=humanarchitecture
https://scholarworks.umb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.at/&httpsredir=1&article=1445&context=humanarchitecture


An interesting statement therefore is the conclusion of Mary 
Louise Pratt, a Professor of Spanish and Portuguese languages and 
literatures. One can find – as she argues about almost all of travel 
writings of the nineteenth century – how the European colonial male 
author constitutes himself above others through a great familiarity 
with literature/knowledge.7 The constant production of himself as a 
European to keep distance and sovereignity, for instance, is high-
lighted in  the following example from his notes while traveling  In-
dia: “in Indien sei der menschliche Geist nur nach zwei Richtungen 
gewendet; entweder nach physischem oder moralischem Genusse. 
Durch Erreichung der Macht, {…} oder nach der Hoffnung auf Jen-
seits, durch Entbehrungen und heiligen Wandel in diesem Leben er-
rungen, mit der Aussicht in dem nächsten umso glücklicher zu seyn. 
In Europa habe der menschliche Geist noch eine dritte Richtung: 
nämlich wissenschaftliche Forschung.“8

Austrianus Imperialis9

He, as a (naturalist-)collector has been considered a benign, 
almost homely figure. In Vienna, more precisely, among the 
upper classes, his work was highly recommended. Next to cul-
tural objects, exotic flowers and plants, which he brought and 
domesticated soon, became prominent. The Rhododendron, for 
instance, was one of many plants Hügel brought or — to put 
in other words — appropriated and domesticated in Europe. 
Soon, the plants and objects decorated the emperor’s castle, as 
well as the bourgeois’ salons and the natural history collections. 
Hügel´s collection of natural history museum in Vienna is about 
700.000 items and about 700 cultural objects in the archive of 
the Weltmuseum in Vienna.

In that way, the natural history collections acquired com-
mercial as well as prestige value; botanical gardens became 
large scale public spectacles, and the job of supervising them 
a naturalist´s dream. So did Hügel in his Villa and greenhouse. 
What can be found here is the construction of a utopian image of 
a European bourgeois subject and desire. At the same time pos-
sessing exotic plants to decorate the inside of the house, which 
is linked to the cultural and political atmosphere of the Bieder-
meier-Era which shaped these processes of subjectification and 
the simultaneously innocent and harmless vision of appropria-
tion and domination; an imperial form of life.

7 More on that behalf: Edward Said, Orientalism, New York, 1978.
8 Karl Freiherrn von Hügel, Kaschmir und das Reich der Siekh, Bd. III von IV, 
Hallberger´sche Verlagshandlung, Stuttgart, 1840-1844, p. 224.
9 Imayna Caceres came up with this in our collaborative art project  
Re-Making Hügel: Auf den Spuren kolonialer Imaginationen.

It has been illustrated by various authors in the last decades that 
the colonizer constituted himself by the production of the Other, and 
to argue with Fanon and Said, that Whiteness is constituted by the 
production of Blackness.10 As Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang argue 
in prospect of the researcher that “the work of research and the re-
searcher are constituted by the production and representation of the 
subaltern subject.”11

 

The dualistic systems of racial hierarchies of European enlight-
enment through the production of Self and Other followed similar 
patterns compared to the descriptions of nature. Likewise, one finds 
the production of “empty” and “unimproved” Nature or of inhabi-
tants in contrast to “cultivated” or “improved”. The European impe-
rial eye in form of the figure Hügel, for instance, scans and observes 
the landscape and natural resources of an unconquered territory for 
potential capitalist industrial enterprises(Extractivism). The imperi-
al audience of such texts is to see everything through the lenses of 
commodification and colonial conquest; which means dispossession 
of land, nature, bodies and knowledge. Hügel´s books including geo-
graphical maps from his travels to Kashmir had been published in 
English just a few years before Great Britain conquered the territo-
ries from Punjab to Kashmir.

Knowledge of Self/Others became the philosophical justification 
for the acquisition of bodies and territories, and its legitimation to 
govern them. Thus, the right to conquer is intimately connected to 
the right to know.12 And at the same time it is the discourse of knowl-
edge to produce and legitimize white supremacy. 

Knowledge production therefore shaped the configuration of 
class and white male educated supremacy. Knowledge became the 
key distinguishing feature which strengthened the walls of class di-
vision all over the imperial sphere; outside and inside of Europe. 
Hierarchical structures within different knowledges from periphery 
to center were included in this dichotomy of “primitive” and “ad-
vanced”.  Pratt puts it as follows: “As differences between urban 
and rural lifeways widened, European peasantry came to appear 
only somewhat less primitive than the inhabitants of the Amazon. 
Likewise the system of nature overwrote local and peasant ways of 
knowing within Europe just as it did local indigenous ones abroad.”13

Knowledge has become a marker of class and part of the habi-
tus of imperial perception. “Cultivated” no longer was innocent but 
meant a specific type of racial ignorance in the 19th century. Knowl-
edge has become a tool of the imperial metropolitan form of life 
legitimizing its power and superiority. It is clear, that this knowledge 
was a racialized knowledge. 

10 Franz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 1968; Edward Said, Orientalism, 
1978.
11 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, R-Words: Refusing Research, in Humaniz-
ing Research: Decolonizing qualitative Inquiry with Youth and Communi-
ties, 2017, p. 223, Online available: http://townsendgroups.berkeley.edu/sites/
default/files/tuckandyangrwords_refusingresearch.pdf
12 Same as before, p. 224.
13 M. L. Pratt, p. 35.



This imperial consciousness/ghost also contained the not-know-
ing and not wanting to know.14  It was based on the ignorance of 
other forms of knowledge and drew its lines of distinction. 

When remembering activist and decolonial researcher Linda 
Tuhiwai Smith on a lecture about her book Decolonizing Method-
ologies, I was deeply concerned by the clarity of her words on that 
issue: “Imperialism and colonialism has been the way to govern the 
way we think about knowledge as a dominant view of knowledge.  
It is interesting how it worked to subjugate other forms of knowl-
edge.”15

As already mentioned, the spreading of knowledge production in 
Western Europe in the nineteenth century continued the subjugation 
of other forms of knowledge, also known as epistemicide, described 
by Ramon Grosfoguel. The fourth epistemicide he identifies the ex-
tinction “against women who practiced and transmitted Indo-Euro-
pean knowledge in Europe burned alive accused of being witches.”16  
The regime of epistemic racism forbade autonomous knowledge 
production, he argues.17

Scientific racism, epistemic violence, racialized knowledge and 
racial ignorance are still haunting us today as imperialist ghosts of 
botanists “decorating” parks and museums but also in the shaping of 
discourses in the academia. It is still a question which knowledge is 
taught or valuable in the classrooms? In my practice as a teacher, I 
can not ignore these questions. How knowledge and its narrative is 
interwoven in the imperialist colonial patriarchal matrix of power? 
What and whose knowledge is truthful and valid? 

Being deeply concerned with the imperial past, its legacy, espe-
cially for me as a European male teacher but also from my cultural 
background that is provincial and working class my interest in so-
cial change has brought me up to this point. I keep asking myself. 
Which knowledge is at the service of emancipation? And which of 
the continuation of epistemic dispossession shaped by and shaping 
race, class and gender hierarchies? 

Decolonial approaches, expressed by Ramón Grosfoguel and 
Enrique Dussel suggesting a pluriversality of knowledge instead of 
a uni-versality (were one defines for the rest) are challenging ques-
tions: Can we imagine a future without universal18 truth? And fur-
thermore, can I, can people from the global North, people possessed 
by the imperial ghosts, endure being not-knowing? Without feeling 
superior?

14 Gloria Wekker, White Innocence, Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race, 
Duke University Press, London and Durham, 2016, p. 32; Mills, William 
C. The Racial Contract. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997; “White 
Ignorance” In Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance, edited by S. Sullivan and 
N. Tuana, Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007.
15 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonial Borderlands: Research and Indigenous 
Peoples, Zed Books, London, 1999.
16 R. Grosfoguel, 2013, p. 77.
17R. Grosfoguel, 2013, p. 83. 
18Defined by the hegemonic Western-imperial-patriarchal-academic ghosts.


