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Call for papers: Agricultural Heritage and the Public History of

Agriculture after 1945 in Northern and Western Europe: Collecting,
Interpreting and Presenting Agriculture in a Changing Society

Workshop, 23-24 November 2026, Leuven (Belgium)

Across Northern and Western Europe, institutions, researchers and professionals dedicated to
agricultural heritage and the public history of agriculture, ranging from museums to specialized
heritage libraries and archives, are confronted with profound conceptual and practical challenges.
While many collections remain firmly anchored in pre-1945 or early industrial agriculture, the period
after 1945 (and especially after 1960) raises fundamental questions about heritage selection,
interpretation and public engagement. Post-war agriculture was reshaped by rapid motorization,
chemical inputs, scientific expertise, policy intervention, market integration and globalization,
developments that are difficult to capture through traditional object-centered collections and
conventional exhibition or archival practices.

At the same time, this is the period that shaped the agricultural landscape and food system as it
exists today and as it is currently discussed. Debates on climate change, biodiversity, animal welfare,
food security, rural restructuring and environmental justice increasingly shape public perceptions of
agriculture. This creates a specific professional challenge: how to collect, document and present a
period that is simultaneously recent history, living memory and ongoing politically debated? The
question is not merely one of representation, but of the interpretive and institutional position that
researchers, museums, archives and libraries take, or avoid, when they engage with this material.

In response to these developments, the Centre for Agrarian History (CAG, Leuven, Belgium), in
collaboration with the Interfaculty Centre for Agrarian History (ICAG, KU Leuven) and the The Royal
Swedish Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities organize an international two-day workshop
focusing on agricultural heritage and the public history of agriculture after 1945, with a particular
emphasis on Northern and Western Europe as a shared yet diverse historical and agro-economic
space. Heritage and cultural policies in these countries, and the popularity of agricultural heritage
among the broader public, showed both similarities and significant differences. This makes Northern
and Western Europe a productive comparative frame for learning from each other's approaches.

We invite museum professionals, librarians, researchers, (public) historians, archivists and curators to
submit paper proposals that engage with the challenges of collecting, interpreting and presenting
agricultural heritage from the post-war period. We also welcome contributions from researchers in
agricultural history, heritage studies, memory studies or science and technology studies whose
analytical frameworks can enrich the discussion



Thematic focus

1. Collections and the material culture of post-war agriculture

The scale, complexity and rapid transformation of post-war agriculture pose acute challenges for
heritage institutions, and above all for museums. Industrial technologies and large machinery
demand considerable storage space and specific conservation conditions. How do institutions collect
the material culture of mechanized and high-input farming when depot capacity is already under
pressure? How do they deal with the size, technical specificity and infrastructural demands of post-
war equipment? Alongside these questions of the present, many agricultural museums built their
collections in the 1950s to 1980s around objects that were becoming obsolete for farmers at the
time, with a strong emphasis on horse-powered and early mechanized farming. Contributions are
invited that reflect on how institutions work with these legacy collections, how they reframe or
recontextualize inherited collecting biases, and how they communicate responsibly about what they
are unable to preserve.

2. The complexity and entanglement of post-war agriculture

Agriculture after 1945 is deeply entangled with food chains, markets, science, policy, labor relations,
the environment and consumer culture. This complexity challenges institutions to move beyond
isolated objects or documents toward broader socio-technical, political and ecological systems. It
also raises fundamental questions about multivocality and power: whose perspectives, voices and
forms of knowledge do collections and archives reflect, and whose remain marginal or absent? The
actors involved in post-war agricultural change are numerous and their interests often divergent:
farmers and agricultural workers, scientists and extension services, industry and cooperatives,
policymakers, consumers and environmental critics. How can museums, archives and heritage
libraries include and mediate between these diverse voices, while critically acknowledging unequal
power, authority and visibility, both in the past and in the present? Whose knowledge is recognized
as legitimate heritage, and on what grounds? What strategies exist for collecting and narrating
systemic change, and for working with the full range of source types that document it, from policy
archives and scientific publications to oral history, visual media and born-digital records?

3. The living character of agricultural heritage today

Where the pre-war agricultural past can often be presented as a relatively contained and low-conflict
field, the history and heritage of the past fifty to seventy-five years are directly continuous with
contemporary debates and challenges. There is no neutral interpretive position: how institutions
frame post-war agricultural transformation resonates with current debates over sustainability, food
systems, land use and rural change. A particular challenge in this regard concerns the position of
farmers themselves. The post-war transformation of agriculture is not a safely enclosed past for
many farming families: it is their own personal and professional history, bound up with choices
made, livelihoods built, and ways of life that are now contested or disappearing. How do they handle
the tension between the historical significance of post-war agricultural change and the sensitivities of
those who lived through it and whose successors continue to work within its legacy? Contributions



on intangible heritage and the documentation of living agricultural practices and knowledge are also
welcome.

4. Public history, outreach and the promotion of agricultural heritage

How can historians and heritage professionals contribute to making historical perspectives on
agriculture visible and relevant to wider audiences? How can agricultural museums and institutions
engage with the public beyond specialist visitors, and how can they participate credibly and
engagingly in broader societal debates about food, land and rural life?

How can living agricultural museums make themselves relevant to contemporary audiences? What
are the challenges involved in contributing to the preservation of old, silent, practical knowledge —
through the recultivation of heritage seeds and the keeping of traditional breeds — while at the
same time attracting public interest? What characterises successful examples that have proven to be
of public interest? And how can theoretical and practical knowledge best be combined in a
pedagogical approach?

This theme invites contributions on public history strategies, on collaboration with communities,
schools, government departments and media, and on the role of digital tools, storytelling and
participatory approaches in making agricultural heritage accessible and meaningful. Relevant
questions also include how institutions can communicate the complexity and contested nature of
post-war agricultural change in ways that are both intellectually honest and publicly resonant.

Practical information

We welcome proposals for academic papers (20 minute presentations) as well as practice-based or
reflective presentations from museum and library professionals. Abstracts of a maximum of 300
words should clearly articulate the relevance of the contribution to one or more of the thematic
areas and situate the case or argument within the broader context of Northern and Western Europe.

The workshop is conceived as a forum for critical exchange and collective reflection. Contributions
may present completed research, ongoing projects, conceptual frameworks or unresolved dilemmas
in curatorial and collection practice. The organizers aim to select a number of contributions for
publication, either as an edited volume or as a special issue of an international peer-reviewed
journal.

For accepted paper presenters, CAG will cover the cost of two nights' accommodation in Leuven and
of lunch and dinner during the workshop.

Abstracts should be submitted to Sven.lefevre@cagnet.be by 15 June 2026. Contributors will be
notified of the selection committee's decision by 26 June 2026. The workshop will take place on 23—
24 November 2026 in Leuven (10 minutes by train from Brussels Airport).



