Vignettes: Popular Lecturing

| feel so strongly about the wrongness of reading a lecture that my language may
seem immoderate. . . . The spoken word and the written word are quite different
arts. . . . | feel that to collect an audience and then read one’s material is like
inviting a friend to go for a walk and asking him not to mind if you go alongside

him in your car.

—Lawrence Bragg

The most prominent requisite to a lecturer, though perhaps not really the most
important, is a good delivery; for though to all true philosophers science and nature
will have charms innumerable in every dress, yet | am sorry to say that the
generality of mankind cannot accompany us one short hour unless the path is

strewed with flowers.

... With respect to the action of the lecturer, it is requisite that he have some, . . .
for though | know of no other species of delivery that requires less motion, yet |
would by no means have a lecturer glued to the table or screwed to the floor. He
must by all means appear as a body distinct and separate from the things around
him, and must have some motion apart from that which they possess.

—Michael Faraday

Quoted in David Crystal’s The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language

The book’s argument is admirably clear
and is never lost in the wealth of detail that
flows from the author’s obvious immersion in
the sources. Mazumdar is attentive to the
philosophical resonances of her themes of
unity-simplicity and pluralism-specificity. She
cites Kant and explores the vogue for Ernst
Mach’s philosophy in turn-of-the-century Vi-
enna. But she never reduces the controversies
to the philosophical pre-
dispositions of her protag-
onists. In each episode, in
each generation, the dis-
pute is embodied in the
problems, issues, and sci-
entific language of the
day. The volume is gen-
erously illustrated, and
the illustrations are well
placed in relation to the
text.

Mazumdar's thesis is
an important and persua-
sive one that deserves se-
rious attention from any-
one interested in 19th-
and 20th-century biolo-
gy. This is not to say that
questions will not arise
for some readers. Ma-
zumdar’s emphasis on
the role of teacher-pupil
transmission in the con-
tinuation of the general
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Karl Landsteiner at the age of about
five (around 1873), “posing in a Hus-
sar riding costume on the photogra-
pher’s papier-maché rocks.” [From
Species and Specificity;, George
Mackenzie's  collection,
Philosophical Society]

(Cambridge University Press)

form of controversy she identifies is credible,
especially given the academic culture of the
predominantly German-speaking scientists
she examines. Whether it is sufficient is
another matter, and discussion of other pos-
sible reasons for the persistence of the pat-
tern seems called for. By positing two such
distinct species of scientists, unifiers and plu-
ralists, Mazumdar seems to betray her own
inclinations as a pluralist.
Fair enough, but the reader
may wonder whether the
separation is always so
sharp, and whether indi-
vidual scientists may not
often incorporate both
continuity and disconti-
nuity, unifying and differ-
entiating tendencies, into
their work, as Landsteiner
did in his thinking on the
specificity of proteins and
cellular antigens in the
1920s. Finally, we must
ask to what extent the his-
tory of blood group immu-
nology can represent the
history of immunology in
general. This is a- question
that Mazumdar does not
explicitly address but that
is evoked by the book’s

American  subtitle. Whatever the an-
swers to these queries may
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be, there is no doubt that readers will come
away from this book with a livelier sense of
the controversies that have helped shape
modern biology, and of their connections
across the generations.

John E. Lesch
Department of History,
University of California,
Berkeley, CA 94720, USA
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