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How Has the History of American Science Been Portrayed ?

Before the 1960s very few historians of science studied the history of American science,
which had been regarded as starting only with the 20th century. They had neglected their
own history of science for a long time. It was not a historian of science per se but a noted
historian, Arthur Schlesinger, Sr. who emphasized the importance of the historical study of
science in American history. It was not until the 1970s that history of American science be-
gan to be studied fully and expanded to include the entire range of American history.

Many American historians of science have decried the American indifference to basic
science and used this as an excuse not to study 19th century science in America. But this
point of view has been recently discarded. Historians are now interested in things like how
the nature of scientific study in the 19th century changed drastically for instance in regard to
the process of professionalization and establishment of scientific institutions. From this point
of view it is understandable why countries like America which imported European science
were prone to favour applied science. Furthermore the 19th century is the time when science
became tied up with technology. We must avoid the mistake of applying the Eurocentric para-
digm with its bias toward basic science to 19th century America. We must revaluate the
meaning of science in 19th century America through the prism of comparative studies of

reception of European science.
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