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ABSTRACT:	
  	
  In	
  his	
  famous	
  poem,	
  "Lines	
  Written	
  in	
  Early	
  Spring,"	
  William	
  Wordsworth	
  
looks	
  upon	
  "the	
  budding	
  twigs	
  [that]	
  spread	
  out	
  their	
  fan,	
  /	
  To	
  catch	
  the	
  breezy	
  air,"	
  and	
  
declares,	
  "I	
  must	
  think,	
  do	
  all	
  I	
  can,	
  /	
  That	
  there	
  was	
  pleasure	
  there."	
  In	
  this	
  talk	
  I	
  will	
  
discuss	
  late	
  18th-­‐	
  and	
  early	
  19th-­‐century	
  writing	
  that	
  hypothesized	
  a	
  degree	
  of	
  sentience	
  in	
  
plants.	
  Some	
  critics	
  saw	
  such	
  claims	
  as	
  a	
  sign	
  of	
  a	
  writer's	
  genius,	
  others,	
  as	
  proof	
  of	
  a	
  
poet's	
  weak	
  and	
  effeminate	
  mind.	
  Wordsworth's	
  sensibility	
  and	
  that	
  of	
  the	
  poets	
  whose	
  
plant-­‐poetry	
  anchors	
  the	
  Romantic	
  literary	
  tradition,	
  however,	
  were	
  shaped	
  by	
  active	
  
conversation	
  amongst	
  natural	
  philosophers	
  and	
  theologians	
  who	
  wondered	
  if	
  "sensation	
  
might	
  spread	
  through	
  all	
  of	
  animate	
  creation,"	
  including	
  plants	
  (Nichols	
  7).	
  I	
  will	
  trace	
  how	
  
the	
  era's	
  cultural	
  and	
  aesthetic	
  forces	
  worked	
  to	
  make	
  questions	
  about	
  plant	
  agency	
  
eventually	
  seem	
  ridiculous,	
  how	
  that	
  cultural	
  taboo	
  influenced	
  the	
  world	
  of	
  plant	
  science	
  
until	
  very	
  recently,	
  and	
  suggest	
  why	
  ours	
  is	
  a	
  crucial	
  moment	
  to	
  recuperate	
  a	
  cultural	
  
appreciation	
  of	
  plants	
  as	
  sensing	
  decision-­‐makers.	
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