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The question as to if science is a global enterprise has been settled, but the question of how to 

narrate the history of science in a global frame remains open. This was the challenge that the 

World History Center and the History and Philosophy of Science Department at the University of 

Pittsburgh sought to meet in convening a series of conferences on the history of science and 

world history. Global Transformations in the Life Sciences emerged from the second of these 

conferences, which examined the life sciences after the Second World War. This era was defined 

by profound developments in world affairs including decolonization, the Cold War, and 

increasing ecological crisis. It was also a moment when the life sciences appeared to become 

explicitly global in its orientation through events such as the International Biological Program or 

institutions such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO). The eleven essays in the collection highlight how these world historical 

developments contributed to the process of globalizing the life sciences. 

 

In the first instance, the life sciences emerged out of a global processes of migration and network 

creation after the Second World War. David Wright, Sasha Mullaly, and Renée Saucier argue 

that our tendency to examine the development of the life sciences in national frames misses the 

important flows of people that shaped the development of the social welfare state. There was a 

substantial migration of doctors trained in India to work in the United States, the United 

Kingdom and Canada during the 1960s. The pathways of these doctors were indicative of how 

the life sciences in the United States and Europe drew on a transnational pool of skilled labor. 

Migration brought new ways of thinking about science as well as skilled labor. Frank W. 

Stahnisch examines a prototypical case of “brain gain” in the German-speaking psychiatrists and 

neuroscientists who fled fascism by moving to the United States. The under-developed social 

networks of these fields in the United States encouraged interdisciplinary work as these scientists 

adapted to existing networks and shaped new ones. Global meetings of life science specialists, 

such as the 1968 Prague meeting of sexologists from America, East Asia, and both sides of the 

Iron Curtain examined by Kateřina Lišková, highlight how these contacts could provide their 

participants fresh perspective on issues such as the nature/culture binary. 

 

In the second instance, the life sciences—from anthropology to vaccination—were shaped by 

broader postcolonial visions of postcolonial economic development, although not always by 

design. As Bob Reinhardt follows in his chapter on smallpox eradication, economic development 

moved from a peripheral justification to a central plank of the campaign in the 1960s, even if its 

tactics remained focused on the virus itself rather than the development of health care systems. 

Italian research on the anesthetic and muscle relaxant curare, profiled by Daniele Cozzoli, 

changed between the 1930s and 1960s as it followed not only circuits of metropole and periphery 

within empire but between empires and then into the postcolonial framework for research offered 

by UNESCO. Projects that appeared to be a process of observation and collection in one country, 

such as the Smithsonian’s “urgent anthropology” effort profiled by Adrianna Link, could be 

refashioned to satisfy the priorities of host countries, as happened as when the urgent 

anthropology effort encountered social scientists in India who viewed, its efforts as a part of 

facilitating national development. Finally, moments of apparent internationalism or unity in 



science could actually reflect the twists of Cold War national politics: Doubravka Olšáková 

explores how the successful launch of the 1964 International Biological Program reflected the 

grudging turn of the Soviet Union from confrontation to cooperation with institutions such as 

UNESCO, using the Program as a convenient pivot point.  

 

Moreover, stories of the life sciences written with only the United States and Western Europe in 

mind take on different meanings when we regard them in a global framework. In Daniel Ansen’s 

study dermatoglyphics, or fingerprint studies, we find that Japanese studies in occupied China 

during the 1930s provided the basis for the People’s Republic of China (PRC) to define the 

nation at a biological level—a story of the construction of human differences rooted in East Asia 

rather than Europe. Lijing Jiang demonstrates that during the American War on Cancer of the 

1970s, US-PRC health diplomacy allowed the study of cancer as a dietary disease rather than a 

molecular disease, a capacity built upon the tradition of mass science during the Cultural 

Revolution. The entanglement of nationalism and scientific universality is well on display in 

Audre Wolfe’s study of the American effort to make its Biological Sciences Curriculum Studies 

textbooks of the 1960s a plank of cultural diplomacy: despite a totalizing plan to divide the world 

into pedagogical biological zones, the textbooks were eventually modified on a nation-by-nation 

basis to suit the interests of local groups—as diplomacy demanded. The same issues shadowed 

the political and statistical work that went into defining “threatened” species in Jon Agar’s 

reflection on how population biology modified global understandings of extinction risk.  

 

The pluralistic view of the life sciences embraced by this volume makes the deep connections 

between the practice of science and world events manifest. Moreover, in observing these 

developments from different parts of the world, the contributions highlight the editors’ 

contention that the “global” in their title is not a static category of analysis but an ongoing set of 

institutional and social practices that undergird the production of the idea of scientific 

universality as much as the production of knowledge. However, any single collection of essays 

can only start a discussion of the methods that might be used to understand this process. This 

collection still largely emphasizes administrators, professionals, and institutions, leaving 

questions regarding other forms of globality—such as social movements—and the life sciences 

for further examination. Readers interested in the modern life sciences and the history of 

globalization will find much to spur and reward their contemplation of these questions in this 

volume. 
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