Evolution on the Banks

By Lori Varga RC'04, SCILS'04
	

	  Alumnus Gregory Radick, a renowned science 
  historian, says that a Rutgers seminar on the history 
  and philosophy of mathematics was "superb."


This year marks the bicentennial of English naturalist Charles Darwin's birth on February 12, 1809. Darwin originated the concept of natural selection as the key mechanism of evolution. His 1859 book, On the Origin of Species, is widely considered one of the most important scientific works ever published.

But while Darwin's theory of natural selection forms the basis of modern evolutionary theory, some of its applications have been questioned and even criticized. And as Gregory Radick RC'92 told us during a Darwin Day presentation at Alexander Library, sponsored by the Department of History and Rutgers University Libraries, one such critic was Ashley Montagu, inaugural chair of Rutgers' anthropology program.

Radick, a senior lecturer in history and philosophy of science at University of Leeds in the United Kingdom and co-editor of The Cambridge Companion to Darwin, discussed from a historian's perspective—complete with document reviews and citations—the context of Montagu's tenure at Rutgers from 1949–55. Radick presented his own research findings about Montagu's opinions that were contrary to Darwin's theories, as well as details about Montagu's "frustrating" relationship with Rutgers. From book excerpts about Montagu's stance on cooperation versus competition, to correspondence about salaries, contracts, and communism, Radick's talk enlightened the audience about science, history, politics, and more.

We caught up with Radick after his presentation at Rutgers in order to bring you more about his path from Rutgers undergraduate to renowned historian of science:

How do you separate your own opinions about evolutionary theory and other science from the opinions of those whom you are researching? For example, at Rutgers, you presented what you discovered through historical research to be Ashley Montagu's opinions contrary to Charles Darwin's theories of evolution. But in your book, The Simian Tongue, you present scientist Richard Garner's opinions in support of Darwin's theories. 

It's a core value for historians of science that you leave present-day beliefs and preferences at the door when you enter the scientific past. We tend to think of ourselves as anthropologists, who enter into intellectual cultures other than our own with the aim of understanding those cultures on their own terms and reporting back on what we've come to understand, without judging them. Although, you always need to keep on guard for infiltration from the present. Part of the fun of the job, and part of what makes the history of science provocative and even subversive, is the chance it gives you to climb inside now-disparaged points of view and see what made them satisfying for the people that adopted them.


What would you say to science enthusiasts and history buffs to encourage them to appreciate the history of science? 

To the science enthusiast, I'd say that the history of science can give you otherwise hard-to-achieve critical perspective on the science that interests you. Often scientific advance comes from somebody calling into question what everyone else up until then had been taking for granted without realizing it. Understanding a science historically—how it got to be that way, and why, and what the (maybe too hastily) discarded alternatives were—can illuminate those taken-for-granted, ripe-for-overturning beliefs like nothing else.

To the history buff, I'd say two things. First, if you want to understand the history of the modern world, then you should really get to grips with the role of the sciences, since they've played an outsized role in making the world modern. Second, if you're curious to find out more about science but think of yourself as a "humanities" person, then the history of science can be the perfect point of entry. There are no calculators, no experiments, just historically lively attention to the natural world and scientists' attempts to make sense of it.


How did you decide to focus on the history of science, as well as the particular topics you research? 

What I loved from the start about the history of science was the way it engaged the "sciences" side of my interests as well as the "humanities" side. So, to take the example of Darwinism, I find it endlessly fascinating to read the scientific writings of Charles Darwin and his successors. But I'm equally fascinated by the question of how those writings connect to the human worlds that produced them—the people, of course, but also the technologies, institutions, philosophical debates, political debates, whole social and economic fabrics. And I guess the research topics that attract me are the ones that seem to promise a high degree of excitement on both sides of the sciences-humanities divide. The science of animal communication and the origin of human language, which I wrote about in The Simian Tongue, was exactly like that.


How have your career goals evolved since you were a Rutgers student, and has Rutgers helped shape your career? 

As a Rutgers history major I had some very inspiring teachers, and their example definitely made the idea of becoming a historian attractive. But I had interests beyond history too, and when I graduated I really wasn't sure which direction I wanted to go in. It was only a little while later that I decided to bring science more fully into my life, and history of science too if I could manage it. Again, Rutgers served me extremely well. I enrolled at University College–New Brunswick and spent a year doing basic science courses: calculus, physics, biology, chemistry, organic chemistry, plus a superb honors seminar on the history and philosophy of mathematics, taught by Professor Felix Browder. That year—which was foundational for all the history of science studies that followed—remains an intellectual high point for me.


Describe the work that went into producing The Cambridge Companion to Darwin with co-editor Jonathan Hodge. 

Jon contacted me while I was still a graduate student at Cambridge University and invited me to co-edit the volume with him. Jon is one of the best historians of biology in the world, and the series is distinguished, so I was thrilled. And we very much worked together, first of all in dreaming up a structure for the volume, then finding our authors, then editing their chapters fairly intensively in order to ensure a coherent, fit-for-purpose volume. It came out in 2003, and we've been pleased to see that it's being used. For this year's Darwin anniversary, we've brought it out in an expanded second edition.


What are your current research projects? 

My "day job" research project at the moment is on the debates over Mendelian genetics in its very earliest years, looking in particular at the work of an especially formidable critic named W. F. R. Weldon, who turned out to have an interesting and little-known alternative vision of how heredity works and how it should be studied. But I also have a number of Darwinian side projects on the go, including a paper on Darwin's book on emotional expression and a short book with a friend on Darwin's time in the Yorkshire town of Ilkley, where I live. Darwin was actually there when he published On the Origin of Species.
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