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There must be few figures in the pantheon 
of modern science whose significance is 
harder to gauge than Georges-Louis 
Leclerc, comte de Buffon. It is not simply 
that, from the 18th century to our own, 
contradictory opinions have been voiced 
on Buffon's importance or merits. Even 
disregarding his detractors (such as Con- 
dorcet, who while preparing Buffon's eu- 
logy for the Acade'mie des Sciences referred 
privately to his subject as a "charlatan," 
"empty and bombastic"), those convinced 
of Buffon's instrumental role in science's 
development have often found it difficult 
to define that role precisely. 

Buffon himself created many of these 
difficulties. His originality commonly came 
out in oblique ways, in the essays and de- 
scriptive articles issuing from the Royal 
Press over four decades in the 36-volume 
Histoire naturelle, whose status as science or 
as literature was somewhat ambiguous even 
in an age when such distinctions meant 
considerably less than they do now. Buffon 
evidently had more than a little in common 
with the reforming philosophes, yet experi- 
enced bitter quarrels with most of them; but 
in these and other conflicts Buffon's way 
was to refrain from public dispute. Holding 
high civil appointment for nearly half a 
century as superintendent of the king's gar- 
den and natural history collections, and 
aspiring to account for animate nature (in- 
cluding mankind) within a framework of 
natural laws, Buffon contended with the 
theological authorities by submitting when 
necessary and then carrying on much as if 
nothing had happened. Intellectually and 
politically, it was no small part of Buffon's 
adeptness to see where obstacles lay and 
steer around them, not into them. Some- 
how he managed to be at once both en- 
gaged and aloof. One understands how 
some of Buffon's contemporaries found him 
frustrating. 

Another reason for Buffon's intriguing 

elusiveness arises from the fact that his 
more evident scientific successes were more 
in pointing in new and promising directions 
than in effecting definitive resolutions of 
particular problems. Having experienced 
his own redirection from mathematical in- 
terests to a career as naturalist, he was 
emblematic of the heightened prestige of 
empirical, descriptive science during the 
second half of the 18th century. Buffon 
disdained the taxonomic preoccupation so 
evident in his time, emphasizing instead Donkey, from Buffon's "Histoire naturelle, gene- 
how things relate to the circumstances of rale etparticuliere" Paris Edition (1 750-1 804). Vol. 
their existence and advocating the integra- Of QuOdrapOds 

tion of natural history within la physique, 
meaning a casual understanding of nature. Jacques Roger. This book, the culmination 
He did much to move this process forward, of several decades of research and intend- 
notwithstanding the fact that critics then ed as a synthesis accessible to broadly in- 
and now could point to significant defects formed readers as well as specialists, ap- 
in his own physics. For the historical-mind- peared in 1989 to general acclaim. It is 
edness that was soon to become so large a both a life and an analysis of Buffon's 
feature of the natural sciences, much is thought. Reviewers of the French edition 
owed to Buffon, even though from a later tended to characterize it as exemplary of a 
perspective his own conceptions of devel- high-level "intellectual history" approach 
opment in nature are recognized as set with- to the history of science. This is not an 
in boundaries that sanctioned neither open- unfounded judgment. Roger's highest pri- 
ended organic change nor a truly investiga- ority was indeed to illuminate the basic 
tive historical study of nature's archives. features of Buffon's ideas and their rela- 

No scholar ever did more to refine and tions to and differences from the prevail- 
raise our estimation of Buffon's signifi- ing thought of predecessors and contem- 
cance than the late Sorbonne historian poraries. He also wanted to point to some 

of the historical consequences of Buffon's 
ideas. That Roger thought these were mo- 
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mentous can be judged from his suggestion 
that we take Buffon to have been the most 

-1 important naturalist between Aristotle 
and Darwin. But to say that Roger ex- 

j celled at intellectual history-not always 
i thought of as unalloyed praise these days 

among historians of science-is to fail to 
accord full justice to his achievement in 
this book. Buffon is more, here, than the 
versatile, fecund, and contentious mind 
that, it is true, was Roger's basic reason for 
writing his life; we also find a self-assured 
and ambitious personality and a skilled 
operator in a wondrously intricate social 
and intellectual environment. Roger's 
book is rich in observations and insights, 
often given with pithy wit, about the con- 
ditions of scientific life in Ancien Rkgime 
culture. A ,is edition comes with supplemental 

Bird/Le Manchot, from "Histoire nature des notes that provide elements of knowledge 
oiseaux, "Planches enluminess" by Buffon. Roger inevitably presumed in his French 

1cemag.org SCIENCE VOL. 278 21 NOVEMBER 1997 



Vignette: Safety in Numbers 

Ever since the meritocratic apparatus in the United States became mature, around 
1970, the undergraduate atmosphere in Ivy League colleges has been one of 
intense anxiety about the perils of pursuing careers outside the professions of law, 
medicine, and MBA business . . . . Because these fields are tightly screened on 
the basis of test scores and grades, they present the lowest risk career option to 
people who have very high test scores and grades. . . . 

In fields that aren't so tightly screened, from entrepreneurship to show busi- 
ness to corporate management, the odds are much longer for members of the 
cognitive elite than they are in the profession. So a stampede into the professions, 
driven by risk aversion, is a key cultural phenomenon for meritocratic Ivy league 
students, the subject of many hand-wringing commencement speeches (and, 
years later, of the students' middle-aged l o n g u e u r s ) .  It would even be possible to 
take the perverse position that people with high IQs may have actually become less 
powerful in recent decades because they are so firmly channeled into advisory 
roles in the professions. 

-Nicholas Lemann, in Intelligence, Genes, and Success: Scientists Respond to The 
Bell Curve (Bernie Devlin, Stephen E. Fienberg, Daniel P. Resnick, and 

Kathryn Roeder, Eds.; Copernicus/Springer-Verlag) 

audience. Though the translation reads well 
on the whole, it contains some disconcert- 
lng lapses, and unfortunately several of 
these are scrlous enough to baffle or mlslead 
the reader. 

Kenneth L. Taylor 
Department of the Hzstory of Sczence, 

L!nzuersity of Oklahoma, 
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