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The migration of statistical tools
from agriculture to paleontology

Knowledge transfer between disciplines is a crucial process in scientific development. The migration of
instruments, concepts, and visual tools, and the exchange of information and expertise are key elements
through which this process takes place, setting in motion new interdisciplinary approaches to scientific
problems and new forms of understanding of natural phenomena. By examining how disciplinary agendas
are reshaped by knowledge transfer and tools and ideas accepted into and adapted to new contexts,
therefore, it is possible to gain a deeper understanding of the scientific enterprise. In our talk we analyse the
process of knowledge transfer by considering as a case study the migration of statistical tools from
agriculture to paleontology. At the turn of the nineteenth century German Cameralism provided a favourable
terrain for the development of Statik, whose quantitative tools moved at first into agriculture and from there
into paleontology. We will focus on the works of the Cameralists Albrecht Daniel Thaer (1752–1828) and
Heinrich Georg Bronn (1800–1862), respectively an agriculturist and a paleontologist, to provide evidence for
our argument. The case study here examined is part of a larger project that will consider how the migration of
statistical tools between agriculture and paleontology is not a phenomenon limited to German Cameralism,
but can be found also in the twentieth century with the development of methodologies based on inferential
statistics.
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