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Scientists in Philadelphia

—— Natural History and Medicine in the Age of Jefferson ——

Mariko OGAWA, Kae TAKARABE

Many American historians of science have decried the American
indifference to pure science. Considering American history started in the late
18th century, however, there can be little wonder that people attached great
importance to applied sciences, such as the medical and agricultural sciences.
Added to this fact, Natural History seems to have had a special meaning for
Americans in the Age of Jefferson.

In the period before independence, Americans were repeatedly told that
Nature in the New World was inferior to Nature in Europe. Buffon especially
looked down on the New World. Jefferson was determined to demonstrate the
merits of his own country, because he thought that it would give American
people confidence if they could be proud of their own natural world. He was,
for example, extremely pleased to hear of the excavation of what would turn
out to be a mastodon, a beast unique to the New World. Thus it was partly in
a spirit of patriotism that the people of Philadelphia wanted to make a record of
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all the animals and plants in their land, and to make this record available to all
Americans as an educational resource. This patriotic and egalitarian spirit
characterized the early stage of American Natural History.

Charles Willson Peale founded the first American museum of Natural
History in Philadelphia. The museum was conceived as a kind of Book of
Nature, in which all Americans would rediscover their country in the pages of
its Natural History. Jefferson gave great help to Peale, becoming a member of
the original Board of Visitors of Peale’s Museum and offering the city hall as a
site for the display of Peale’s later exhibitions.

Jefferson thought that the people’ s health was the basis of the nation.
A good New World must be a place in which good people would thrive. But in
this period a severe epidemic of yellow fever struck Philadelphia. Benjamin
Rush struggled to rescue people and did research into the cause of the epidemic.
He supported the miasma theory, promoting sanitary measures in the town and
opposing quarantine regulations. A friend of Rush, Noah Webster, the famous
linguist and champion of American national language education, also investigated
the yellow fever, and adhered even more strongly to the theory that miasma
was the cause.



