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Narrative Science examines the use of narrative in scientific research over the
last two centuries. It brings together an international group of scholars who
have engaged in intense collaboration to find and develop crucial cases of
narrative in science. Motivated and coordinated by the Narrative Science
Project, funded by the European Research Council, this volume offers inte-
grated and insightful essays examining cases that run the gamut from geology
to psychology, chemistry, physics, botany, mathematics, epidemiology and
biological engineering. Taking in shipwrecks, human evolution, military
intelligence andmass extinctions, this landmark study revises our understand-
ing of what science is, and the roles of narrative in scientists’ work. This title
is also available as Open Access.
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Preface and Acknowledgements

We began the Narrative Science Project with the aim of finding and analysing
narratives as they occurred in the disparate and varied sites offered across the
terrain of as many natural/physical/human/social sciences as we could. We did
not aim to be comprehensive, for science exists in too many guises, and nor did
we assume all science was narrative. But as our project progressed we came to
recognize both how surprisingly widespread narratives were in science, and
how they are shown in diagrams, maps and equations as well as told in texts,
protocols, books and journal articles. We did not aim to impose an account of
narrative onto science, but rather to explore the different narrative formats that
scientists use, and the different functions that narrative fulfils for those scien-
tists. We did not aim to create a well-researched map, but our detailed case-
work created a picture with the features of a medieval tapestry: exhibiting both
the detailed texture of many individual science narratives and the amazing
spread of how narrative appears in science.

Our second starting ambition was to persuade both literary communities who
study narrative, and science studies communities who study science, ‘to take
narrative science seriously’. This caused us to walk several tightropes at once.
First, we were all too conscious – from typical reactions – that putting narrative
and science together is problematic, for narrative is almost automatically
associated with stories, and thence with something fictional. To mitigate this,
we have largely kept to the terminology ‘narrative’. Second, was the tendency
to assume that we were interested in narrative as a public engagement device
that enabled the public to understand science, whereas we were interested in
how scientists use narrative within their own communities, scientist-to-
scientist, for their own purposes. Third, literary scholars sometimes assumed
that either our interests were focused on factual narratives, or on the literariness
of scientific prose. Narratives in science may be about facts, but may be about
theories, or even both at once, and we were not primarily interested in literary
qualities or the range of literary devices used by scientists. Instead, our
engagement with the narrative community has been to understand how narra-
tive functions to create joined-up accounts of things in particular domains (in
our case, the various domains of science), and in what makes such relatedness

xvi
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‘tellable’. Fourth (although this only became clearly evident as we went along),
our interests covered not just the predictable places of narrative in reporting the
process of scientific research activities and outcomes, or the life histories of
scientific phenomena, but the ways in which narrative plays an important role
in doing science. Thus, to our constituencies in history and philosophy of
science, we propose that narrative-making shows its power in making sense
of a phenomenon, and in so doing becomes a part of scientific reasoning,
argument and inference.

What became the ‘our’ in our team is a critical part of our narrative-science
project.We assembled a ‘home team’ from history and philosophy of science and
literary studies (each person also held knowledge of at least one science field) and
drew extensively on the help of intellectual interlocuters from the pre-history of
the project. These conversations go back to an early meeting (in 2013), gener-
ously hosted by Raine Daston at the Max Planck Institute of the History of
Science, and forward to the special issue of SHPS (published in 2017). Then,
over the five years of our project time (2016–21), ‘our team’widened to embrace
an incredible range of scholars who came to deliver seminars, provided papers at
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Speakers in the Public Seminar Series
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Wealso thank the following for their permissions to reproduce the following

images:

3.1 – Raup, D. M., & Sepkoski, J. J. (1982). ‘Mass extinctions in the marine fossil
record’. Science, 215.4539: 1501–1503.

3.2 – Reproduced with thanks to the controllers of Raup and Sepkoski’s respective
estates.
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4.2 – Reproduced courtesy of Renegade Pictures/Channel 4.
4.3 – Amor, K., Hesselbo, S., Porcelli, D., Thackrey, S. and Parnell, J. (2008). ‘A

Precambrian proximal ejecta blanket from Scotland’. Geology 36.4:303.
4.4 – Branney, M. and Brown, R., (2011). ‘Impactoclastic Density Current

Emplacement of Terrestrial Meteorite-Impact Ejecta and the Formation of Dust
Pellets and Accretionary Lapilli: Evidence from Stac Fada, Scotland’. The Journal
of Geology 119.3: 275–292.

5.1 – Figure kindly provided by Dr Jeroen Ritsema.
5.2 – Suzuki,W., Aoi,S., Sekiguchi, H., and Kunugi, T. (2011). ‘Rupture process of the

2011 Tohoku-Oki mega-thrust earthquake (M9.0) inverted from strong-motion
data’. Geophysical Research Letters 38, L00G16.

7.1 – Reproduced, with permission, from John van Wyhe, ed., The Complete Work of
Charles Darwin Online. (http://darwin-online.org.uk/converted/pdf/1880_Moveme
nt_F1325.pdf).

7.2.a – With thanks to The Rare Book andManuscript Library, University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign.

7.2.b – With thanks for permission to reproduce from the Whipple Library, University
of Cambridge.

7.3.a – Reproduced, with permission, from John van Wyhe, ed., The Complete

Work of Charles Darwin Online. (http://darwin-online.org.uk/converted/pdf/
1880_Movement_F1325.pdf).

7.3.b – Reproduced, with permission, from John vanWyhe, ed., The Complete Work of

Charles Darwin Online. (http://darwin-online.org.uk/converted/pdf/1880_Move
ment_F1325.pdf).

7.3.c – Reproduced, with permission, from John vanWyhe, ed., The Complete Work of

Charles Darwin Online. (http://darwin-online.org.uk/converted/pdf/1880_Move
ment_F1325.pdf).

8.1 – Reproduced, with permission, from the British Library, London, as part of the
Google Books project.

8.2.a – Made available by US National Archives.
8.2.b – Made available by US National Archives.
10.3 – Reproduced, with permission, from the Kansas Natural History Museum.
10.4 – Reproduced, with permission, from Volker Sommer original author and image

maker.
13.1 – Robinson, Robert. (1917). ‘LXIII.—A synthesis of tropinone’. Journal of the

Chemical Society, Transactions 111: 762–768.
13.2 – Medley, Jonathan William, and Mohammad Movassaghi. (2013). ‘Robinson’s

landmark synthesis of tropinone’.Chemical Communications 49.92: 10775–10777.

xx Preface and Acknowledgements

www.cambridge.org/9781316519004
www.cambridge.org

