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Foreword: Evolution in the Century of Biology

Biological sciences have changed phenomenally over the
past 30 years. The relationship between biological sciences
and society has also undergone considerable change. Thus,
it is critical that practitioners in any particular area of
biology devote effort to understanding not only their dis-
cipline but also its broader significance and implications.
Fittingly enough, one area that is currently undergoing
rapid change is the study of evolution.

Evolution holds the peculiar distinction of being rec-
ognized as a cross-cutting theme that touches on almost
all aspects of biology while at the same time being con-
sidered controversial by a large percentage of the public.
Indeed, public perceptions of evolution are often char-
acterized by caricatures rather than concrete science per
se. Such varied perceptions are often exploited by special
interest groups to mount attacks on the teaching of evo-
lution, as seen in the dramatic and highly publicized se-
quence of events in Kansas over the past two years. Similar
events are unfolding in other states as well, such as the
recent House Concurrent Resolution No. 74 put forward
by the Education Committee of the Louisiana House of
Representatives, stating that the Darwinian theory of evo-
lution is inherently racist, with the “conclusion” that it is
inappropriate for school curricula. Access to documents
that make evolutionary biology accessible to educators and
government officials is not a complete defence against such
attacks, but it is an important step. Creating a document
that summarizes the accomplishments, current state of
knowledge, and future potential of evolutionary biology
was the goal of the working group in “Evolution, Science,
and Society” (hereafter ESS).

This working group has a long history and a strong
association with the American Society of Naturalists
(ASN). The initial perception of need for such a working
group was made by J. H. Brown (ASN President, 1991)
and subsequently acted upon by D. J. Futuyma (ASN Pres-
ident, 1994) and L. Real (ASN Vice President, 1991) in
the form of a workshop sponsored by Indiana University
in 1994, drawing together delegates from a range of sci-
entific societies, including, alphabetically, the ASN, the An-
imal Behavior Society, the Ecological Society of America,
the Genetics Society of American, the Paleontology Society,
the Society for Molecular Biology and Evolution, the So-
ciety for the Study of Evolution, and the Society of Sys-
tematic Biologists. At that meeting, D. J. Futuyma and T.
R. Meagher were nominated and elected as cochairs of a
group mandated to produce the substantive Executive
Document here reproduced in The American Naturalist as

well as a shorter Executive Summary that appeared in
BioScience in November 1999. The eventual working group
was constructed to represent a broad range of evolutionary
research, as well as educational and historical dimensions.

With funding from the A. P. Sloan Foundation and the
National Science Foundation (NSF), a series of workshops
were mounted, facilitating the structured discussions that
ultimately led to the content of the documents produced.
The working group also drew on a broader range of ex-
pertise for specific components. The total involvement in
producing the ESS documents was deliberately far-
reaching.

Why is this document appearing in The American Nat-
uralist? The Executive Board of the ASN felt that it should
be available to the scientific community in a readily ac-
cessible venue. Moreover, its publication in the journal
provides a source for citation in the scientific literature.

How can this document be used by the readership of
The American Naturalist? As evolutionary biologists, we
should take to heart the lesson of the Red Queen. The
social climate and scientific context of evolutionary biology
is constantly changing, and the long-term health of our
field depends on our keeping pace with such change. The
ESS document does more than simply summarize con-
temporary evolutionary biology; it also arms the reader
with enhanced awareness of the breadth of advances and
potential for future development of the field. Just as the
document has been used to frame scientific initiatives at
the NSF and other federal agencies, so it can be employed
as a useful source of information for addressing university
or college administrations when identifying promising ar-
eas for future faculty appointments. More generally, given
the state of flux in biology, this document has the potential
to contribute substance for the many discussions on po-
tential reorganizations of biology taking place now within
many universities and colleges. Indeed, it has already done
so in a number of cases. This document has served and
will continue to serve as a resource for communicators
and educators. Finally, this document is a potentially useful
resource for students going into evolutionary biology or
the many disciplines touched by evolutionary biology, to
help them orient their own scientific paths within the
broader context of twenty-first century biology.

Thomas R. Meagher University of St. Andrews
Douglas J. Futuyma State University of New York,

Stony Brook
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