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Summary

The Oekonomische Gesellschaft Bern (Economic Society of Bern) was established in 1759 during a time of critical shortages. The previous
harvest had been marked by crop failure, and the Seven Years’ War was raging across Europe. The Bern society presented itself as an answer to
increasing international competition. It aimed to emulate institutions for promoting agriculture, commerce and trade which had already been
established in many places in Europe, such as those in Dublin, Edinburgh, Florence, Göttingen, Copenhagen, London, Rennes, and Stockholm.
As part of this trans-European Economic Enlightenment movement, the Oekonomische Gesellschaft combined a utilitarian approach to science
and nature with goals for economic, societal, and political reform. Its primary goal was optimizing the use of natural resources by means of
science, an undertaking which, the founders believed, would secure the freedom and independence of the city-state Bern.

Niklaus Emanuel Tscharner, founding member, secretary, and later president of the Oekonomische Gesellschaft Bern on his estate
“Blumenhof” talking with a peasant.

Watercolor by J. J. Aberli, 1775
Click here to view Wikimedia source.
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Agriculture was the primary focus of the Oekonomische Gesellschaft’s initial program in 1759, although it was
not the only concern. Wetlands were to be drained, rivers were to be made more easily navigable and the
riverbeds reinforced, and the earth was to be investigated for useful materials such as fertilizers, fuel, and metals.
The organization aimed to promote manufacturing and reduce energy consumption. The overall goal was to
create an industrious, prosperous, and contented population. This broad approach had its basis in the traditional
European household economy, but at the same time went considerably beyond it. The static perspective of the
“Hausväter” was replaced by a dynamic, growth-oriented model, and the scope was extended from the individual
household to the entire territory.

J.J. Sprüngli’s observations on arrival or first singing of the birds from 1766-1785

Sprüngli, Johannes J. Daily meteorological observations 1766-1785, Burgerbibliothek Bern.

The Oekonomische Gesellschaft was dominated by educated magistrates, with nearly two-thirds of the 126
official members in 1800 being Bern patricians, who could thus act both as scientific and technical experts, as
well as political reformers. A second important group consisted of clergymen, who were the most active
participants among the 228 members of the branches of the society distributed throughout the entire territory.
Honorary members, 192 in all, from Switzerland, Germany, France, Great Britain, Italy, and Russia formed a
third group and provided international exchange of ideas as well as securing the Bern society’s international
reputation.

The far-reaching goals were put into action at various levels. The initial starting point was a surveying project.
The Oekonomische Gesellschaft organized an ongoing and standardized meteorological measurement system,
produced a comprehensive inventory of botanical resources, and wrote “Topographical and Historical
Descriptions” of the region’s potential for development.
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Secondly, the Bern society was part of a continuous international dialogue: it maintained a network of
correspondence, exchanging practical experiences and scientific literature as well as textile samples and cultivated
plant varieties.

Types of barley for sowing (1782)

von Haller, Albrecht. “Arten und Spielarten des Getreides,” in Neue Sammlung physisch-oekonomischer Schriften, Bern: Oekonomischen
Gesellschaft, 1782.
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The Abhandlungen und Beobachtungen (“Essays and Observations”) of the Oekonomische Gesellschaft were published simultaneously in
German and French, which was crucial for strengthening the international connections of the Oekonomische Gesellschaft.

Abhandlungen und Beobachtungen durch die Ökonomische Gesellschaft zu Bern gesammelt. Bern: Ökonomische Gesellschaft zu Bern,
1779-1782.

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Public Domain Mark 1.0 License .

Thirdly, the Oekonomische Gesellschaft sought public awareness and involvement: it advertised essay contests
with prizes, offered rewards for innovative practical accomplishments, and published an internationally respected
journal, Abhandlungen und Beobachtungen (“Essays and Observations”). Finally, it worked to implement its
reform proposals both in society and government administration.

As was the case for the Economic Enlightenment in many places, there was a discrepancy between the ambitious
goals of the Oekonomische Gesellschaft and the limited implementation of them in reality. However, economic-
patriotic societies cannot be measured simply on the basis of their immediate practical effects. A longue durée
perspective is more useful. The efforts to modernize the (agricultural) economy and the (agricultural) landscape,
as well as institutional, experimental, discursive, and media aspects of the Economic Enlightenment continue
well into the nineteenth century, when they first truly begin to develop. This can be seen particularly clearly in
the example of the Oekonomische Gesellschaft Bern, which transformed itself from an elite reform society in the
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eighteenth century into an agricultural association with a wide social base in the nineteenth century, and thereby
continued to play an important and more-or-less uninterrupted role in the active development of a more
scientifically based use of nature.
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Related links: 

Research project “Useful science, nature appropriation and politics. The Economic Society of Bern in the European
context” 
http://www.oeg.hist.unibe.ch
Journal of the Oekonomische Gesellschaft Bern (available online) 
http://www.digibern.ch
Stuber, Martin: “Political Reform, Professional Knowledge and Moral Appeals: Tscharner’s Strategy for
Sustainability” 
http://www.environmentandsociety.org/node/5049
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