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PREFACE 

Jane Maienschein 

The Marine Biological Laboratory in Woods Hole, Massachusetts, offered 
a series of evening lectures throughout the 1890s. As the first director, 
Charles Otis Whitman, wrote in his introduction to the published version 
of those Biological Lectures, they played a unique role for biology. By 
presenting critical issues of the day in general terms accessible to the 
whole community of researchers, the lectures could bring a much needed 
cooperative union among the various specialists. Whitman felt that such 
open interchange of ideas designed to transcend specialization would 
produce a vital community of American biologists. Indeed, Whitman was 
right. 

These lectures can serve a similar purpose for biologists and historians 
today. This is, in part, because t0<;lay's fields of embryology, genetics, bio­
chemistry, cell biology, and behavior studies are the result of research 
programs pursued at the MBL in the 1890s. These research programs took 
the United States from a position as distant follower to the leadership role 
in biology in a very short time early in the twentieth century, and work at 
the MBL helped make this possible. The MBL provided more than the 
common root of diverse specializatio.ns. It also fostered an intense exami­
nation of how those specialized research programs affect and are affected 
by various broader questions of common interest. Precisely because the 
lectures addressed general questions and problems rather than presenting 
detailed research results, the lectures can teach us something about the 
background of today's specialties, about relations among those speciali­
ties, about how they fit into the overall concerns of biology. 

The sense of community was important at the MBL and for the emer­
gence of productive lines of research in American biology generally. Re­
searchers gathered in Woods Hole each summer and found a group of 
people with related concerns, thus allowing them to move beyond the 
research isolation which most felt at their home institutions. The lecture 






















































